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The road stretched endlessly before her, winding through dense forests and rolling hills that seemed untouched by time. The small, weathered sign reading “Welcome to Mystic Falls” barely caught Josephine Petrova’s attention as her car hummed steadily along. She had been driving for hours, her belongings packed tightly in the trunk, and her mind a whirlwind of emotions.

Josephine had never planned on returning to her family roots—or what was left of them. But after her father’s sudden passing, there was little keeping her tethered to her old life. Mystic Falls was a fresh start, albeit a reluctant one. The idea of meeting Elena Gilbert, her only known blood relative, filled her with equal parts curiosity and dread.

The small-town charm was undeniable. Quaint brick storefronts lined the main square, and the locals strolled leisurely, as though the outside world didn’t exist. It felt strange to Josephine, like stepping into a postcard from decades past.

She pulled up to her new home—a modest, white two-story house with a wraparound porch. It wasn’t much, but it was hers, bought with her inheritance and a promise to herself that this was the beginning of something new. Grabbing her suitcase from the car, she caught sight of her reflection in the car window. Her dark hair was pulled back into a messy ponytail, and her dark brown eyes, so much like her father’s, stared back at her with a mix of apprehension and determination.

“Okay, Jo,” she muttered under her breath, slamming the trunk shut. “You’ve got this.”

Her phone buzzed in her pocket as she stepped onto the porch. A text from Elena.

[I]Looking forward to meeting you. Let me know when you’re settled in.

Josephine hesitated before typing a quick reply.

[I]Just got here. Thanks again for helping me with the place.

The house was eerily quiet as she stepped inside, the air heavy with a faint musty smell. She had yet to fill the space with furniture or warmth, but it already felt like a blank canvas—a chance to rebuild.

Unpacking was a distraction, and she welcomed it. But as night fell, a creeping unease settled over her. It wasn’t the unfamiliarity of the house—it was something else entirely. She caught herself glancing toward the windows, half-expecting to see someone standing in the shadows.

“Get it together, Josie,” she said aloud, shaking her head.

But outside, hidden in the trees across the street, Damon Salvatore watched her. His piercing blue eyes followed her every move, a smirk playing on his lips.

“Welcome to Mystic Falls, Josephine,” she whispered to himself.

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

The soft glow of sunlight crept through the thin curtains, pulling Josephine from a restless sleep. For a moment, she lay still, disoriented by the unfamiliar surroundings of her new home. Then it all came flooding back—the move, the house, Mystic Falls.

She sighed and stretched before dragging herself out of bed. A quick glance at her phone showed it was already half past eight. She had planned to unpack more today, but her stomach had other ideas. Coffee and breakfast first, then the rest could wait.

After throwing on a casual outfit—dark jeans, a white top, and a light jacket—she grabbed her keys and stepped outside. The crisp morning air greeted her, carrying the faint scent of pine. She locked up and made her way to the town square, where she had noticed a small café the day before.

The bell above the door jingled as she stepped inside, the rich aroma of freshly brewed coffee instantly enveloping her. The café was cozy, with mismatched furniture and an eclectic charm. A handful of locals were scattered around, chatting or enjoying their breakfast.

Josephine approached the counter, scanning the menu. She decided on a black coffee and a breakfast sandwich, something simple to kickstart the day. As she waited for her order, the door behind her opened, the bell announcing new arrivals.

“Josephine?”

She turned at the sound of her name, and there stood Elena Gilbert. Josephine recognized her instantly—there was no mistaking the resemblance. Elena was petite and graceful, with dark brown hair that framed her warm smile. Beside her stood a tall, handsome man with brooding eyes and a reserved demeanor.

“Hi,” Josephine said, her voice softer than she intended.

Elena’s smile widened as she approached. “It’s so great to finally meet you,” she said, pulling Josephine into a hug. The embrace was quick, but it was enough to surprise Josephine.

When Elena stepped back, she gestured to the man beside her. “This is my boyfriend, Stefan.”

“Hi,” Stefan said, his smile polite but cautious.

“Hi,” Josephine replied, offering a small smile in return.

There was a moment of awkward silence before Elena spoke again. “We didn’t mean to interrupt—Stefan and I were just grabbing some coffee. Do you want to join us?”

Josephine hesitated, glancing at the barista who had just placed her coffee and sandwich on the counter. “Sure,” she said finally.

They found a table near the window, the morning sun streaming in and illuminating the space. As they sat down, Josephine couldn’t help but notice the way Stefan kept his eyes on her, as though trying to read her.

“So,” Elena began, breaking the silence, “how are you settling in? Is the house okay?”

“It’s great,” Josephine said. “Still feels a bit empty, but I’ll get there. Thanks again for helping me find it.”

“Of course. I’m just glad you’re here.” Elena’s sincerity was undeniable, but Josephine couldn’t ignore the flicker of tension in her eyes.

The conversation turned to lighter topics—Josephine’s previous home, her job search, and the town’s charm. But as they spoke, she couldn’t shake the feeling that Stefan’s attention wasn’t entirely casual. There was a quiet intensity about him, something she couldn’t quite place.

Still, Josephine dismissed it. After all, she had no reason to suspect that anything about Mystic Falls was out of the ordinary.

As their conversation wound down, Elena leaned forward with a sudden smile. “Oh! You should come to the end-of-school party tonight. It’s kind of a Mystic Falls tradition.”

Josephine tilted her head, skeptical. “End-of-school party? Elena, I’m 25. I’m pretty sure I’d stick out like a sore thumb around your friends.”

Elena waved her off. “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s not just students—it’s kind of a town event. Everyone shows up, even people who aren’t in school. It’ll be fun, I promise.”

Josephine opened her mouth to protest, but Stefan chimed in, his tone surprisingly encouraging. “You should come. It’ll be a good way to meet people in town. And you won’t stick out, I promise.”

Josephine hesitated, looking between the two of them. Their earnest expressions were hard to ignore, and she didn’t want to seem rude. “Fine,” she said at last, exhaling dramatically. “But don’t expect me to stay long.”

Elena grinned, her excitement palpable. “Great! It starts at eight. I’ll text you the address.”

They chatted a bit longer before parting ways. Elena and Stefan left the café hand in hand, while Josephine lingered to finish her coffee. She couldn’t help but wonder if agreeing to this party was a mistake.

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

The rest of her morning was a whirlwind of errands. First, she visited the local furniture store, browsing through couches, tables, and rugs. It took longer than expected, but she finally settled on a cozy gray sofa and a matching coffee table, both set for delivery later in the week.

Next came the grocery store. Pushing a cart down the aisles, Josephine carefully picked out staples—pasta, canned goods, fresh vegetables, and an unhealthy amount of coffee.

As she reached for a carton of milk, her hand brushed against someone else’s. Startled, she looked up to see a man standing beside her.

“Sorry,” he said smoothly, his voice low and velvety. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”

Josephine met his gaze, and for a moment, she was struck by his piercing blue eyes. He was tall, dark-haired, and impossibly good-looking, with a casual confidence that seemed to radiate off him.

“No problem,” she said, offering a polite smile as she stepped back.

He reached for the milk and added it to his basket, his movements unhurried. “You’re new in town,” he said casually, his eyes lingering on her face.

Josephine blinked, surprised. “That obvious?”

He smiled, a slight tilt of his lips that was both charming and disarming. “Small town. New faces don’t go unnoticed.”

“I suppose not,” she said, feeling an odd mix of curiosity and wariness. “I just moved here yesterday.”

“Well, welcome to Mystic Falls.” He extended a hand. “Damon Salvatore.”

She hesitated for only a moment before shaking his hand. His grip was firm but not overpowering. “Josephine Petrova.”

“Petrova,” Damon repeated, his smile widening ever so slightly. “Interesting name.”

She shrugged, suddenly feeling self-conscious. “It’s just a name.”

“Hmm,” he said, as though he didn’t quite believe her. “Well, Josephine, I hope Mystic Falls treats you well. It’s…an interesting town.”

“Interesting how?” she asked, narrowing her eyes slightly.

He chuckled, his voice rich and smooth. “You’ll find out soon enough.” With that, he gave her one last look—a look that lingered just a second too long—before walking away.

Josephine stood there for a moment, unsettled but unable to put her finger on why. Shaking her head, she pushed her cart toward the checkout, dismissing the encounter as nothing more than a friendly exchange.

But as she loaded her groceries into the car and drove back to her empty house, the memory of Damon’s smile lingered in her mind longer than she cared to admit.

[bookmark: _33q8ocqwnzxj]Chapter 2
The living room was alive with energy, the thumping beat of the music filling the air as people chatted and laughed. Elena led Josephine deeper into the crowd, introducing her to more of her friends. Josephine couldn’t help but smile at their enthusiasm—it was a stark contrast to the tension she’d felt earlier.

“This is Tyler,” Elena said, introducing her to a tall, athletic guy with a mischievous grin. “He’s always up to something.”

“Nice to meet you,” Tyler said, offering a handshake, but then pulling her into a quick hug when he noticed her hesitation. “Welcome to town, Josephine. Let me know if you need help getting acclimated. I know the best places for food, fun, and… distractions.”

Josephine laughed lightly, feeling a little more at ease. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

As they moved through the house, she was introduced to a few more people—some were classmates of Elena, others part of the town’s tight-knit circle. Caroline was lively and outgoing, dragging Josephine into a conversation about Mystic Falls’ unofficial history of wild parties. Bonnie, on the other hand, was quieter, more introspective, and kept pulling Josephine into deeper, more meaningful conversations about life in the small town.

“Is it always like this?” Josephine asked Bonnie, nodding toward the energy around them. “I mean, is every weekend a party?”

Bonnie chuckled softly. “You’d be surprised. This is kind of a big deal, but we get our fair share of quieter nights too.”

“I didn’t expect so many people to know each other,” Josephine admitted. “Feels like everyone’s connected somehow.”

Bonnie smiled knowingly. “Yeah, Mystic Falls can be like that. It’s a small town, but a lot happens under the surface. You’ll see that soon enough.”

Before Josephine could ask what Bonnie meant by that, Elena rejoined them, a drink in hand. “You doing okay? Feeling comfortable?”

“Yeah, I’m getting there,” Josephine replied. “Your friends are all really nice.”

“I told you, it’s a good group,” Elena said, clearly pleased. “You’ll fit right in.”

Josephine smiled, the awkwardness she’d felt earlier starting to fade. As she chatted with the group, it felt more and more like she belonged. Stefan joined them again, pulling Josephine into another light-hearted conversation about Mystic Falls’ local quirks.

“You’ll love the diner,” Stefan was saying. “It’s run by a couple of quirky locals, but the food is amazing. They make a mean milkshake.”

“Sounds tempting,” Josephine responded, her smile widening. “I might have to check that out sometime.”

As the conversation continued, Josephine found herself relaxing, laughing with the group. It was easy to forget that she was still so new to town, surrounded by people who seemed to have known each other for years. The buzz of conversation, the shared glances and inside jokes—they were all things Josephine was just beginning to understand.

For a brief moment, she felt like she was part of something bigger, and the weight of her father’s passing, the move to this strange town, all seemed distant. The night was young, and she was ready to make the most of it.

Just as she was getting comfortable in the circle, she caught sight of a figure near the back door. Damon. He stood with his arms casually crossed, leaning against the doorframe as though he was surveying the room. His eyes found hers almost immediately, and once again, the moment stretched on longer than it should have.

Josephine’s stomach flipped, but she quickly turned her attention back to Elena, who had been saying something she hadn’t quite caught.

“Everything okay?” Elena asked, her eyes following Josephine’s distracted gaze.

“Yeah,” Josephine said quickly, trying to shake off the lingering feeling that Damon’s gaze had left her with. “Just… thinking.”

Elena gave her a curious look but didn’t press the issue. “Well, we’re heading outside for a bit. Come with us?”

Josephine nodded, grateful for the distraction, and followed them toward the back patio. The fresh night air was a welcome relief, and as the group found a spot around the fire pit, the casual conversations picked up again.

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

The party had wound down, the music fading into the night as people filtered out in small groups. Josephine stood on the front porch for a moment, taking in the cool night air, feeling both calm and slightly overwhelmed. She hadn’t expected the night to go so smoothly—her nerves had slowly faded as she mingled with Elena’s friends, and for a moment, she felt like she truly belonged in Mystic Falls.

After a final goodbye to Elena and Stefan, who had insisted on giving her a ride home, Josephine made her way down the porch steps and toward her car. The street was quiet, the only sounds were the rustling of leaves in the breeze and the distant hum of voices from inside the house.

She reached her car and fumbled with her keys, the quiet solitude a welcome contrast to the lively party. Just as she was about to unlock the door, a voice cut through the stillness.

“Josephine.”

She froze, the familiar chill running down her spine. Her heart skipped a beat as she turned, and there he was—Damon Salvatore, stepping out of the shadows with that trademark smirk of his.

“Damon,” she said, her voice unexpectedly breathless. She forced a smile, trying to seem unbothered. “I didn’t expect to see you out here.”

Damon took a few slow steps forward, his gaze never leaving hers. “I’m not one for large crowds,” he said, his voice low and smooth. “I prefer a more… private setting.” His eyes flicked toward her car, then back to her face. “Are you heading home already? The night’s still young.”

Josephine felt a knot form in her stomach. “I’m tired. It’s been a long day.” She leaned against her car, trying to maintain her distance. Something about Damon’s presence always felt too intense, like he was watching her every move.

Damon stepped closer, his movements casual but predatory in their grace. “You know, you didn’t stay long tonight. You could have stayed a little longer. I’m sure we could have had a more… interesting conversation.”

Josephine swallowed, trying to keep her composure. “I didn’t come here to make things complicated. I just wanted to meet Elena’s friends, get a feel for the town.”

Damon chuckled, his eyes narrowing with something she couldn’t quite place—amusement, maybe, or curiosity. “You don’t strike me as someone who avoids complications.” He reached out, his fingers brushing lightly against the hood of her car. “You’re a Petrova, aren’t you? There’s always more beneath the surface with you people.”

Josephine stiffened, her heart racing. “What do you mean by that?”

Damon tilted his head, studying her with a mix of interest and something darker, something she couldn’t quite identify. “Oh, nothing. Just… something about you feels different. You’re not like everyone else here.”

“I’m not sure that’s a compliment,” Josephine said, trying to keep her voice steady.

“I never said it was,” Damon replied, his smile widening just slightly, as if enjoying the tension in the air. “But I do find it… intriguing.”

For a moment, neither of them spoke. Josephine’s eyes darted around, as though looking for a way out of the increasingly uncomfortable situation. Her pulse quickened as Damon took another step closer, now just a few feet away. The faint scent of his cologne mixed with the night air, and for the briefest of moments, she was acutely aware of how little distance remained between them.

“You’re not afraid of me, are you?” Damon asked, his voice barely above a whisper. There was something about his tone—casual, yet insinuating—that made her feel exposed, vulnerable.

Josephine’s breath caught. “No,” she lied, trying to muster some courage. “I’m not afraid of you.”

Damon’s gaze darkened slightly, and for a moment, Josephine wasn’t sure if he believed her. But then, just as quickly as the moment had built, Damon gave her a small smile, one that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

“Well,” he said, his voice light once again, “It’s a shame. But perhaps we’ll find out just how far you’re willing to go, Josephine.”

With that, he took a step back, his smirk never faltering. “Goodnight,” he said, his voice almost too smooth, and turned to disappear back into the shadows.

Josephine stood there for a moment, staring after him, her heart still pounding in her chest. The air around her felt heavier now, as though the night had changed in a way she couldn’t quite understand. She shook her head, trying to brush off the lingering unease that Damon had left behind.

With a deep breath, she got into her car and drove back home, but her mind couldn’t shake the encounter. She had a feeling that this was just the beginning of something much more complicated.

The rest of the night was a blur. Josephine couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling Damon had left her with. His words echoed in her mind long after she’d pulled into her driveway and closed the door behind her. Perhaps we’ll find out just how far you’re willing to go. She had tried to ignore it, but the weight of his gaze and the strange intensity of their conversation lingered.

[bookmark: _voolkdnkcwj5]Chapter 3
She woke up the next morning, the sun streaming in through her bedroom window, casting a warm glow over the room. It was a Saturday, and for the first time in days, Josephine allowed herself a moment to breathe. She didn’t have any pressing obligations—just the quiet of her new home and a chance to relax.

But as the day wore on, she found herself restless. After spending some time unpacking a few more boxes and organizing, she decided to do something productive. She’d always enjoyed gardening, and the empty space in front of her porch was the perfect place to start.

The afternoon air was warm and smelled faintly of earth and blooming flowers. Josephine stood, hands covered in soil, as she finished planting the last of the flowers in her garden. She wiped her hands on her jeans, feeling a small sense of accomplishment at the neat row of colorful blooms in front of her porch.

Just as she was about to step back to admire her work, she heard a voice.

“Josephine.”

She froze, her heart skipping a beat. Turning slowly, she saw Damon standing at the entrance of her yard, his usual confident smirk playing on his lips. He had appeared out of nowhere, as if he’d materialized from the shadows.

“Damon,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady despite the unease settling in her chest. “What are you doing here?”

He took a few steps closer, the movement smooth and casual. “I just thought I’d see how you’re doing, how you’re settling into town.” His eyes flicked to the flowers she had been planting. “A little garden, huh? Very peaceful.”

Josephine nodded, but something in his gaze made her feel unsettled. “I’m fine,” she said. “Just getting used to things. You know, settling in.”

Damon took another step closer, his eyes not leaving hers. “You know, you don’t have to hide here, Josephine. This place, this life, it’s all just an illusion. You don’t really know what you’re getting into by being here.”

She frowned, unsure of where this conversation was headed. “What do you mean?”

His smile widened, and there was something dangerous behind it. “Oh, I think you know exactly what I mean,” he murmured. “Mystic Falls has its secrets, and you’re about to learn all of them.”

Before she could say anything, Damon’s gaze seemed to sharpen. “You’re going to forget everything that’s troubling you. Forget the people around you, forget the things you’re questioning. All that matters is me, and the connection between us.”

As soon as the words left his mouth, Josephine’s mind felt… wrong. A cold, heavy sensation settled over her thoughts, and for a brief moment, she couldn’t even form a coherent thought. Everything around her seemed to blur, her mind losing focus.

It was as though the world had shifted, like she’d been pulled under the surface of something dark and unknown. She couldn’t quite grasp what was happening, but she felt herself drawn to Damon, as though there was a magnetic force pulling her closer to him.

“You won’t remember this conversation,” Damon’s voice continued, his words slow, deliberate. “All you’ll remember is the connection between us. It’s all that matters, Josephine.”

Her body moved almost of its own accord, her thoughts clouded by his presence. The fog lifted just enough for her to realize that what was happening wasn’t natural. There was something wrong about it, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. She wanted to resist, but something in her mind kept her from doing so.

Damon’s smile softened as he stepped back, taking in the effect his words had had on her. “You’ll come to understand soon enough, Jo. Just remember, I’ll always be here.”

With that, he turned and walked away, his steps light and confident. Josephine stood there for a long moment, her heart racing in her chest. She wasn’t sure why, but something felt off—like her thoughts had been twisted, and her very sense of self had been altered.

But as she blinked, the world started to feel a little clearer, though the lingering sensation of Damon’s presence was still there. She shook her head, trying to shake off the unease.

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

It was a quiet afternoon when the delivery truck finally arrived, bringing Josephine’s new furniture to her home. She had spent the morning tidying up the house, trying to get everything in place so the space felt like more than just a collection of boxes and bare walls. The sofa she had ordered was the last piece, and once it was set in place, Josephine felt a sense of accomplishment.

As the movers finished their work, she was about to head to the kitchen for a break when she heard a knock at the door.

“Come in,” she called, assuming it was one of the movers with a last-minute question.

But when the door swung open, it wasn’t a mover standing there. It was Damon.

“Hey,” he greeted casually, strolling right in without waiting for an invitation. “I heard you were getting new furniture. Thought I’d stop by and see how it’s going.”

Josephine blinked, caught off guard. “Damon, what are you doing here?” she asked, though her tone was more curious than accusatory.

“I live in the area,” he said with a shrug, as though it was perfectly normal for him to just pop in. He looked around at the room, his eyes scanning the new pieces of furniture. “You’ve got good taste. This place is coming together.”

Josephine frowned slightly, feeling an odd sense of discomfort mixed with curiosity. “Thanks, but I’m good. I’ve got it all under control.”

Damon, however, didn’t seem to care much about her opinion on the matter. He moved toward the couch, inspecting the placement with a critical eye. “I could help you move this around a bit, you know. Get it just right.”

Josephine opened her mouth to protest but caught herself, realizing that he was only being polite. “Well, if you’re offering…” She shrugged, trying to play it off. “Sure, you can help me with a little rearranging.”

“Perfect,” Damon said with an easy grin, clearly pleased that she hadn’t turned him away. He moved the sofa with ease, shifting it slightly, then stepping back to take a look. “Better?”

Josephine stood back to assess. “Yeah, actually, that works. Thanks.”

“No problem,” Damon replied, clearly enjoying the moment. He leaned against the armrest of the sofa casually, still smiling as if this was the most natural thing in the world.

She couldn’t help but chuckle at the way he was so at ease in her space. “You sure you’re not just here to get free coffee or something?”

He raised an eyebrow at her. “Maybe,” he teased. “I do have a knack for finding coffee when I need it.”

Josephine rolled her eyes but smiled, moving toward the kitchen to make herself a cup. “I guess I can’t argue with that. You’ve already rearranged my furniture, so you might as well stick around for a cup of coffee.”

Damon followed her into the kitchen, leaning against the counter as she prepared the coffee. “So, how’s the new life in Mystic Falls treating you?” he asked, a genuine curiosity in his voice.

“It’s… different,” she admitted, still unsure of how to feel about the town. “But I’m getting used to it. Just one day at a time, I guess.”

“Good to hear,” he said with a nod. “You’ll fit right in. It doesn’t take long to make Mystic Falls feel like home.”

Josephine turned to hand him a cup of coffee, offering a small smile. “Well, if you’re sticking around, you can show me all the best spots in town.”

“Deal,” Damon said, his smile turning more playful as he took the cup from her.

For a moment, everything felt normal. Just two people chatting over coffee, nothing more. But even as they laughed and joked, Josephine couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more beneath the surface—something about Damon that kept her on edge, no matter how casually he acted.

After they finished the coffee, Damon stood, stretching slightly. “Well, I should probably get going,” he said with a smile, as if their casual conversation had been nothing more than a friendly visit. “But before I do… how about dinner tomorrow? I know a great place in town.”

Josephine blinked in surprise, unsure of how to respond. It wasn’t that she didn’t like him—there was something undeniably magnetic about him—but it still felt a bit sudden. Yet, as she opened her mouth to politely decline, she found herself hesitating.

Damon’s eyes caught hers, and his smile turned a bit wider, more coaxing. “It’ll be fun, Jo. You’ll get a chance to see a different side of Mystic Falls. What do you say?”

Without thinking, her words slipped out. “Okay, dinner sounds good.” She immediately wondered why she had agreed, but the thought was quickly replaced by another:
[I]It’ll be fun.

Damon grinned, pleased with her response. “I’ll pick you up at seven tomorrow. Don’t make other plans,” he added with a wink, turning to leave.

Josephine nodded, watching him walk away, a strange sense of unease swirling in her chest. She shook it off, trying to push away the lingering doubt. After all, what harm was there in a simple dinner?

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

That evening, she sat down on her couch, glancing at her phone. It buzzed with a text message, and her heart skipped when she saw Elena’s name pop up.
[I]So, I heard Damon invited you to dinner tomorrow…

Josephine’s fingers hovered over the screen. The conversation with Elena earlier had been casual, nothing too heavy, but now, something about this felt different.
[I]Yeah, he did. I’m actually kind of looking forward to it.

A few seconds later, Elena’s reply came in.
[I]Jo, you need to be careful. Damon isn’t who he seems. He has a way of getting people to do what he wants, and I’m just saying… you don’t want to get too close to him.

Josephine’s thumb hovered over the keyboard as she read the message again. Elena’s words felt off, but she couldn’t quite place why. Why was Elena so worried about her?
[I] What do you mean? He’s been nothing but nice to me.

There was a pause before Elena responded, and when the message came through, it was almost too fast.
[I] Trust me. Damon is dangerous. He manipulates people, Jo. He’s not someone you should be spending time with. I’m telling you this because I care about you.

Josephine blinked at the message, a frown tugging at her lips. She opened her mouth to reply, but instead, she felt a strange sensation, a pull in her mind. Damon’s words echoed in her thoughts: 
[I] You’ll get used to it. The connection between us is all that matters.

She shook her head slightly, trying to push the feeling away. I’m being paranoid, she thought. Elena doesn’t know Damon like I do. She’s just protective, that’s all.

Her fingers tapped the screen before she could think twice.

[I]I’ll be fine. Don’t worry about me. I’m going to dinner with him tomorrow. It’ll be fine, I promise.

Elena’s reply was quick.

[I]Please, Jo, just be careful. Damon won’t be what you expect. I’m serious.

Josephine stared at the message for a moment, a strange sense of clarity washing over her. Elena’s wrong. Damon isn’t like that.

She put her phone down with a sigh, the last of Elena’s warnings still echoing in her mind. But the more she thought about it, the more convinced she became. Dinner tomorrow would be fine. In fact, it might be the perfect way to get to know him better.

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

The next evening, Josephine waited outside her house, glancing at her watch. Damon pulled up in his car right on time, a sleek black vehicle that looked too nice for a simple dinner. As he stepped out of the car, he gave her a wide grin.

“Ready?” he asked, his voice smooth and inviting.

Josephine smiled back, though a small part of her felt a sense of trepidation. “Yeah, I’m ready.”

As she climbed into the car, she couldn’t help but feel like everything around her was falling into place—like Damon’s invitation, his attention, was exactly what she needed right now.

And just as easily as Elena’s warnings had filled her mind, they faded away, lost to the growing connection she felt with Damon.

[bookmark: _5zqefu1rrifq]Chapter 4
The car ride to the restaurant was smooth, the soft hum of the engine mixing with the light chatter between Josephine and Damon. The evening had cooled, and the streets of Mystic Falls were quiet, bathed in the soft glow of streetlights. Josephine glanced out the window, a sense of unease slowly creeping back, though she couldn’t quite understand why.

Damon, however, seemed completely at ease. His presence was calm and confident, and his steady gaze never left the road ahead, though Josephine felt the weight of his attention like a tangible thing.

“Tell me, Jo,” Damon said, breaking the comfortable silence. “What’s the real reason you came to Mystic Falls? I mean, beyond the whole ‘getting to know my family’ excuse.”

Josephine blinked, caught off guard by the question. She turned her attention back to him, feeling his piercing blue eyes on her despite the fact that he was driving.

“I just needed a change of pace,” she said, her voice soft but steady. “A fresh start, you know? I lost my father, and I didn’t want to stay in the same place, stuck in the past.” She looked out the window, a twinge of sadness lacing her words. “I thought maybe Mystic Falls would offer a different kind of peace. Or at least some distance.”

Damon’s expression softened, just a fraction, and for a brief moment, he seemed… human. “I get that,” he said, his tone quieter. “The past can be a heavy thing to carry.”

Josephine nodded, grateful for the moment of understanding. But before she could say more, Damon changed the subject.

“So, tell me more about you,” he continued, his voice taking on a lighter, more teasing tone. “What else does the mysterious Josephine Petrova have to offer?”

Josephine smiled, feeling the warmth of the evening start to settle over her. “I’m really just… normal,” she said with a shrug. “I like books, music, quiet nights at home. Nothing too exciting.”

“That’s hard to believe,” Damon said, his lips curling into that signature smirk. “You’ve got too much fire in you to be completely ‘normal.’ I can see it.”

Josephine felt a sudden heat in her chest, though she couldn’t place whether it was the way he was looking at her or something deeper. “I’m really just trying to figure out where I belong,” she admitted, her voice almost too quiet. “I don’t think I’ve figured that out yet.”

Damon turned his gaze to her for a moment, his expression unreadable. “You’ll figure it out. But whatever happens, don’t forget that you’re always welcome in Mystic Falls, Jo.”

They arrived at the restaurant, a quiet, dimly lit place that felt intimate, tucked away from the bustle of the town. Damon escorted her inside, holding the door open with an easy smile, and they were quickly shown to a corner booth. The atmosphere was calm, the soft murmur of voices and clinking silverware creating a peaceful backdrop for their dinner.

After the waiter took their orders, Damon leaned back in his seat, his eyes never leaving Josephine. There was something about the way he watched her—too intense, too focused.

“So, how’s your first week in Mystic Falls been?” Damon asked, his voice smooth. “Anything that’s caught your eye?”

Josephine thought for a moment, then smiled. “It’s been… interesting. Everyone’s friendly enough. But there’s something about this place. Like there’s a history here that’s just… waiting to be uncovered.”

Damon’s smile widened. “I like that,” he said, his tone darkening slightly. “Mystic Falls does have its… secrets. But it’s a place worth getting to know.” His gaze lingered on her lips for just a moment before he looked back into her eyes. “Some things are better left hidden, though.”

Josephine felt the weight of his words, and for a split second, she wondered what exactly he meant. But then the food arrived, and the moment passed.

They spent the next hour eating and talking, the conversation flowing easily between them. Despite the odd moments where his gaze seemed to linger a little too long, Josephine found herself laughing, enjoying his company more than she’d expected. It wasn’t until the check arrived that she realized how much time had passed.

Damon stood first, offering his hand to her as she slid out of the booth. “Shall we?” he asked with a smile, as though he was waiting for her to confirm the next step.

Josephine nodded, a small smile on her lips. “Yes, let’s go.”

As they left the restaurant, Damon guided her outside, the cool evening air brushing against their skin. Josephine felt the pull of the night, the quiet hum of the world around her, and for a moment, she simply let herself enjoy the feeling of being out with him, free of the usual weight of her thoughts.

As they reached Damon’s car, Josephine felt the pull to be close to him. There was something magnetic about him—something that made her forget all the little warnings and doubts that had been quietly building inside her. She found herself standing a little too close, lingering a little too long, as the night air pressed around them.

Damon, sensing her distraction, turned to her with a casual, almost too serene smile. “You know, I’m not quite ready for the night to end,” he said, his voice low and smooth. “How about we take a little detour? There’s somewhere I want to show you.”

Josephine hesitated for a moment, the sense of unease from earlier creeping back. It was late, and she had been expecting a quiet end to the evening. But his eyes—those piercing blue eyes—seemed to pull her in. She wanted to say no, to go home, to just sleep off the strange feelings from the night. But the words wouldn’t come.

“I don’t know, Damon,” she said, her voice uncertain, but her body betraying her as she found herself taking a step toward the car. “It’s getting late. I should probably head back.”

Damon’s smile only grew, more knowing than before. “It won’t take long,” he said, his voice a velvet promise. “You’ve already started to see Mystic Falls, but there’s so much more to it. I can show you… the rest of the town.”

There was something in his tone, something in the way he said it, that made her want to trust him. And yet, the caution in her chest—however faint—remained. But when he reached for her hand, gently taking it, that warning was drowned out by the warmth of his touch, and before she knew it, she found herself slipping into the car.

The drive was short, but the air in the car was thick, charged with an energy Josephine couldn’t explain. The streets of Mystic Falls, already quiet and dark, felt somehow different now, as if the town itself had shifted, becoming something unfamiliar. The soft hum of the engine and the rhythmic turning of the wheels against the pavement felt like the only anchors to reality.

Damon kept glancing over at her, his eyes glimmering in the low light. “You’re wondering what this place is, aren’t you?” he asked, his voice soft and teasing.

Josephine glanced at him, surprised by the sudden shift in his tone. “What do you mean?”

“The real Mystic Falls,” Damon said, almost to himself, as if the words had been brewing in his mind. “You haven’t seen it yet. Not truly. But you will.” His gaze turned colder, more intense. “You’ll understand everything. You’ll know what this place really is.”

Josephine’s stomach tightened as the air around them seemed to grow heavier. “Damon,” she said, her voice barely a whisper, “What’s going on?”

Before she could finish, Damon pulled the car to a stop, the tires screeching slightly against the asphalt. They were outside a secluded, almost hidden spot—an old, overgrown cemetery on the edge of town. The moonlight cast an eerie glow over the gravestones, their names long forgotten by time.

Josephine blinked, confusion swirling in her mind. “Why are we here?” she asked, her voice shakier than she intended.

Damon stepped out of the car, leaving her no choice but to follow. His movements were fluid, almost predatory, and his gaze never wavered from her as she stepped out. He was watching her too closely, his presence suffocating.

“Trust me,” he said, his voice carrying through the night, almost commanding her to listen. “There’s something you need to see. Something I can show you, if you’re willing to understand.”

Josephine hesitated, the weight of his words settling deep in her chest. But there was an undeniable pull, a connection to him that she couldn’t explain. Despite the gnawing sense of dread in her stomach, she followed him.

As they walked deeper into the cemetery, the air grew colder. Josephine wrapped her arms around herself, shivering despite the warmth of the evening. “What is this place?” she asked, her voice breaking the stillness.

Damon stopped in front of one of the older gravestones, his expression darkening. “This is where the truth lies, Josephine. All of it. About Mystic Falls, about me… about you.”

Josephine’s heart pounded as she stepped closer. “What truth?” she demanded, though her voice trembled with uncertainty.

Damon turned to her, his eyes glowing with an intensity that made her heart stop. “You don’t know yet, but you will.” His smile was almost cruel, but there was something darker behind it now—something cold, and ancient. “I’m not like anyone you’ve ever met, Jo. You think you know this town, but you don’t. I’m here to show you who you really are, what you really belong to.”

Before Josephine could respond, Damon stepped closer, his gaze locking with hers. “You’re going to remember this moment,” he said softly, his voice taking on a dark, commanding edge. “Everything will make sense. You’ll forget the confusion, the doubt. Just focus on me. Focus on the connection between us.”

Josephine’s breath hitched, her mind fighting to hold on to something—anything—but the weight of his gaze was suffocating. His words began to seep into her thoughts, clouding everything else, erasing any resistance she had. His presence filled her completely, and for a moment, she felt like she couldn’t move, couldn’t think.

The cemetery around them seemed to disappear, the world shrinking to just Damon and herself, to the overwhelming force of his will. Her heartbeat quickened, her senses dulled by his influence.

“Don’t be afraid,” Damon whispered, almost tenderly. “You’re safe here, Jo. I’ll make sure you understand. You’ll see everything.”

The pull of his voice, the deep warmth of his presence, was all-consuming. And as Josephine stood there, lost in his gaze, she couldn’t shake the growing feeling that this was only the beginning—of something dangerous, something beyond anything she could have imagined.

The cold air felt even sharper now, the atmosphere growing heavier with each step Josephine took beside Damon. The cemetery, dark and overgrown, seemed to close in around them, the graves a reminder of time’s unyielding march. Josephine’s thoughts were clouded, her mind foggy from Damon’s earlier words, the weight of his gaze still lingering on her.

As they walked deeper, Josephine’s phone buzzed in her pocket, breaking the silence. She fumbled to pull it out, her fingers a little unsteady. A message from Elena appeared on the screen, the words simple, but the timing couldn’t have been more perfect.

[I]Are you okay? I haven’t heard from you since you left with Damon. Please be careful. He’s not who he seems, Jo.

Josephine’s breath caught, a wave of guilt crashing over her. Elena’s concern tugged at her heart, reminding her of the warnings she had given earlier. But before she could type a response, Damon’s voice broke through her thoughts, as smooth and irresistible as before.

“You don’t need to worry about her,” he said, his tone calm but firm. “What’s important is what we are doing right now.”

Josephine turned to him, feeling an odd mix of confusion and longing. “Damon, I—”

“Just put the phone away, Jo,” he interrupted, his voice suddenly more insistent, almost gentle, but commanding. “There’s no need to think about her now. She doesn’t understand what you’re starting to see. What we’re starting to understand.”

His words settled over her like a blanket, heavy but warm, and for a moment, she forgot the nagging sensation in the back of her mind. She swallowed, her fingers slowly pulling away from the phone and tucking it into her pocket. The text from Elena seemed distant, unimportant.

Damon reached out, guiding her further along the path, and as they passed another row of gravestones, Josephine’s thoughts began to unravel again. Her gaze flickered back to him, and she couldn’t stop herself from following him, as though his very presence was the only thing keeping her grounded.

“Where are we going?” she asked, though the question felt hollow in her chest. She wasn’t sure if she cared anymore.

Damon gave her a look, the kind that made her heart race. “Wherever we need to. The night is ours, Jo.”

They walked in silence for a moment, and the further they went, the more distant the world outside seemed. The cemetery, the town, even the life she had been trying to build—all of it was starting to fade, becoming secondary to this strange, undeniable connection between them. She felt herself being pulled deeper into his orbit, a force she couldn’t understand but was helpless against.

Her mind kept flicking back to the text from Elena. She should have responded. She should have said something to ease Elena’s worry. But she couldn’t. There was something about Damon, the way he moved, the way he spoke, that made everything else irrelevant.

As they reached the farthest edge of the cemetery, Damon paused, turning to face her. “Do you see it now, Jo?” he asked, his voice soft, almost hypnotic. “The way things are meant to be? The connection we have… it’s inevitable. You belong here, with me.”

Josephine’s breath caught as she stood in front of him, her thoughts tangled. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she whispered, her voice barely audible. She wasn’t sure anymore what was real and what was just his words clouding her mind.

Damon’s eyes darkened, and for the briefest moment, she thought she saw something more behind the mask—the dangerous truth of what he was. “You will,” he said simply. “You’ll understand everything soon enough. I’m not asking you to trust me just yet, Jo. But you will. In time.”

He took another step closer, and this time, there was nothing soft about it. His presence was overwhelming, his every movement commanding her attention. She could feel his breath on her skin, the air thick between them, and it was like the world had narrowed to just the two of them.

Josephine’s heart raced, but part of her didn’t want to move away. She stood there, frozen, as Damon’s hand lifted to gently touch her cheek. His touch was surprisingly tender, yet there was something undeniably possessive in it, something that sent a chill through her.

“Just trust me,” he whispered, his voice sending a shiver down her spine. “Let go, Jo. Let me show you the truth. There’s no reason to fight it anymore.”

Before she could respond, his lips brushed against her ear, his words barely audible but insistent. “You’re mine now, Jo. Whether you understand it or not.”

[bookmark: _lhi26pharvnr]Chapter 5
Josephine awoke to a strange sense of disorientation. The night before felt like a hazy dream—too vivid, too intense to ignore. She blinked at the soft light coming through her bedroom window, her head heavy as though she hadn’t slept at all. The events from the cemetery, Damon’s words, his touch—everything was still swirling in her mind.

She reached for her phone, checking the time, and noticed a string of missed messages from Elena. Her heart skipped a beat as she unlocked the screen, her eyes scanning the texts quickly.

[I]Where are you? I haven’t heard from you all night. Please answer, Jo.

[I]Jo, I’m really worried. Please text me back.

[I]You need to be careful with Damon. Don’t go anywhere with him. You don’t know him the way I do.

The final message was time-stamped just an hour ago, and Josephine’s heart sank. She hadn’t even noticed how late it was, how much time had passed since the night she spent with Damon. Something about her phone buzzing in her hand made her feel suddenly aware of how off-balance she was. She couldn’t remember the exact moment she’d gone home, but everything about last night felt like it belonged to someone else’s life.

She quickly typed a message back, fingers shaking as she tried to make sense of it all.

[I]I’m fine, Elena. Just… had a lot to think about. Sorry for worrying you.

Her thumb hovered over the screen, but she couldn’t bring herself to send it. There was something unsettling about the text she’d written—so casual, so dismissive of Elena’s warnings. It didn’t feel right, but she couldn’t find the words to explain the strange pull she felt to Damon.

Just as she set the phone down, there was a sharp knock at the door. Josephine stiffened, glancing toward the window to see the bright, early sunlight filtering through the trees. She hadn’t been expecting anyone.

She stood and went to the door, opening it cautiously. Standing in the doorway, her face a mix of worry and frustration, was Elena.

“Jo,” Elena said, her voice tight. “We need to talk. I’ve been trying to get in touch with you all morning.”

Josephine’s stomach twisted. She hadn’t expected Elena to show up here, especially not after everything that had happened the night before. “Elena… I’m fine. Really,” she said quickly, trying to calm the flood of guilt rising inside her.

Elena’s expression softened, but only for a second before her eyes hardened again. “I’m not leaving until I know you’re okay.” She stepped inside without waiting for an invitation, her gaze scanning the room as if making sure Josephine wasn’t hiding anything.

Josephine took a step back, unsure of how to respond. “I’m fine, Elena,” she repeated. “I just… had a late night. I’m not used to—” She trailed off, feeling the words slip from her tongue too easily, as though she was telling herself more than Elena.

“Don’t lie to me,” Elena cut in, her voice firm now, the concern she’d shown before melting into something sharper. “You went with him last night, didn’t you?” Her eyes bore into Josephine’s, searching her face for answers. “Damon. You went with him, and you didn’t tell me where you were.”

Josephine flinched at the accusation, though deep down, part of her knew it was true. The connection, the pull—everything that had happened the night before had felt… right, despite the warnings. She hadn’t questioned it then. She wasn’t sure what to say now.

“I… I don’t know, Elena,” Josephine said softly, her words faltering. “I just went with him, okay? I didn’t think…”

Elena shook her head, cutting her off. “That’s exactly it, Jo. You didn’t think. You don’t know what Damon is, what he’s capable of. He’s dangerous.” Her voice dropped to a quieter but more urgent tone. “You have to listen to me. I’m trying to protect you.”

Josephine’s chest tightened. “I don’t need protection, Elena. I can handle this.”

“No, you can’t,” Elena said, her voice growing more desperate. “You don’t understand what’s going on here. Damon doesn’t care about you—he’s using you. You’re just another pawn to him, Jo.”

The words stung, but they didn’t land the way they should have. Instead, a dull ache spread through Josephine’s chest, but it wasn’t enough to shake the pull she still felt. Damon wasn’t using her. He was… different. He had shown her a side of the town, a side of herself, she hadn’t known existed.

“You don’t know him like I do,” Josephine said, her voice softer now, almost to herself.

Elena’s face twisted with frustration. “You don’t understand, Jo. You’re not seeing him for what he is. And I’m not going to just sit back and let him drag you into whatever mess he’s part of.”

Josephine opened her mouth to respond, but a familiar ache in her chest made her pause. Damon’s words from the night before echoed in her mind. You’re mine now, Jo. The connection between them felt so… undeniable.

“I’m going to figure this out, Elena,” Josephine said, though the words tasted foreign on her tongue. “But I’m not going to run away from it.”

Elena’s face softened, and for a brief moment, Josephine saw the worry in her eyes. “Just promise me you’ll be careful,” she said quietly. “I don’t want to lose you, Jo.”

Josephine gave her a small, uncertain smile. “I’ll be careful.”

But even as she said the words, she wasn’t sure they were true. The pull of Damon’s influence was too strong. She wasn’t ready to let go. Not yet.

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

The following weeks passed in a strange blend of normalcy and tension, like walking a tightrope between two very different worlds. Josephine found herself spending more and more time with Damon, their encounters growing more casual, their relationship taking on a rhythm she wasn’t sure she entirely understood.

They went to dinners, spent afternoons walking through Mystic Falls, and even took trips to nearby parks. Damon was charming, and his presence, once so unsettling, became more comfortable with each passing day. It was easy to lose herself in the moments with him, to ignore the lingering doubts and just enjoy the attention he lavished on her. He knew exactly how to make her laugh, how to distract her from everything that troubled her.

Sometimes, they met at the boarding house, where Stefan and Elena would join them. The first few times, Elena had been cautious, still wary of Damon’s influence over Josephine. But as the days passed, the dynamic between them all became… normal. Elena and Stefan began to relax, their once tense interactions becoming more comfortable. Damon, ever the smooth operator, had somehow convinced everyone that his relationship with Josephine was nothing more than the simple beginnings of a new romance.

Josephine noticed the change in Elena’s behavior. She wasn’t as watchful as before, and even though there was still a subtle caution in her eyes whenever she looked at Damon, it was clear that Elena was beginning to trust him—at least when it came to Josephine.

But there were still moments when Josephine caught herself questioning her feelings. Damon’s intensity, his ability to command her attention, was still there, lurking just beneath the surface. And though she had yet to experience another moment like their time in the cemetery, a part of her felt the pull still there, as if something was always just out of reach, waiting for her to fully understand.

One night, Josephine found herself at the boarding house again, sitting on the couch with Damon. Elena and Stefan were in the kitchen, talking quietly, leaving them to their own devices. The atmosphere was easy—no tension, just the soft hum of conversation from the other room.

Josephine looked over at Damon, who was lounging casually beside her. His hand brushed against hers, and she smiled at the simplicity of the gesture. It was moments like this that made her feel… normal.

“So,” Damon began, his voice smooth and teasing, “how’s Mystic Falls treating you? You starting to get used to it?”

Josephine nodded, resting her head against the back of the couch. “Yeah, it’s not as bad as I thought. People here are… nicer than I expected.”

Damon smiled, his gaze thoughtful. “They don’t know the whole story, though. Not like you and me.”

Josephine’s pulse quickened at the implication, but she shook her head, trying to focus on the moment. “I’m starting to like it here. I think I’m starting to find my place.”

Damon leaned a little closer, his tone growing softer. “You don’t have to rush into anything. You’ve got time.” He let the words linger in the air for a moment before adding, “But if you want to find out more about this town… and about me, I’ll be here.”

Josephine felt a strange shiver run down her spine, but she didn’t pull away. Instead, she found herself leaning into the moment, the comfort of his presence, the gentleness of his words.

“We’ll figure it out,” she said quietly, her voice barely above a whisper.

Damon’s smile widened, and for a fleeting moment, Josephine saw something flicker in his eyes—something darker, something she couldn’t quite name. But it was gone as quickly as it came, replaced by the easy charm that she had come to associate with him.

As they sat there, the sounds of Elena and Stefan in the kitchen seemed to fade away, leaving only the quiet rhythm of their breaths, the warmth of the space, and the undeniable pull between them. For now, this was enough.

[bookmark: _56b8se3zmv8c]Chapter 6
The drive felt longer than it should have, the winding roads leading them farther from Mystic Falls. The night was quiet, the soft hum of the car engine the only sound as Josephine stared out the window, trying to figure out where Damon was taking her.

“You know,” she said, breaking the silence, “you have a habit of being annoyingly vague.”

Damon smirked, his eyes flicking toward her briefly. “Keeps things interesting, doesn’t it?”

Josephine rolled her eyes but couldn’t help smiling. “Maybe, but it also makes me question your motives.”

Damon laughed softly, his fingers tapping lightly on the steering wheel. “You’ll see soon enough. Trust me, Jo. You’re going to love this.”

She sighed, leaning back in her seat. As much as she wanted to press him for answers, she had to admit that there was something exciting about the mystery.

The car eventually slowed to a stop near the edge of a dense forest. The moonlight filtered through the trees, casting long shadows across the dirt path ahead. Josephine stepped out of the car, the crisp night air brushing against her skin as she looked around.

“This is… remote,” she said, folding her arms as she turned to Damon.

“Good,” he replied with a grin. “That’s the point.”

He led her down the narrow path, the sound of their footsteps crunching against the leaves filling the stillness. The forest felt alive in a way she couldn’t quite explain—every rustle of the branches, every distant hoot of an owl seemed amplified, almost otherworldly.

“Damon, where are we going?” she asked, her voice hushed.

“You’ll see,” he said, glancing over his shoulder. “Patience, Jo.”

After a short walk, they emerged into a clearing. In the center stood a massive oak tree, its twisted branches reaching high into the night sky. Beneath the tree, the ground was covered in soft moss, and the air seemed heavier, charged with something Josephine couldn’t quite place.

“What is this place?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

Damon leaned against the tree, his hands in his pockets as he looked up at the canopy above. “It’s a place with a lot of history,” he said. “A lot of… energy.” He glanced at her, his expression unreadable. “You can feel it, can’t you?”

Josephine hesitated, glancing around. She could feel something—a strange hum in the air, a sensation that made her skin prickle. “Yeah,” she admitted. “It’s… different.”

Damon nodded, his gaze drifting back to the tree. “This town has its secrets, Jo. Things that most people don’t see. Things they don’t want to see.”

Her stomach tightened. “What kind of things?”

“Things that defy explanation,” he said simply, his voice low. “Things that make you question everything you thought you knew about the world.”

Josephine’s pulse quickened as she took a step closer to him. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Because I think you’re starting to see it,” Damon said, his eyes meeting hers. “You’ve felt it, haven’t you? That this place isn’t like anywhere else.”

She nodded slowly, unable to deny the strange energy she had felt since coming to Mystic Falls. “But what does that mean?”

Damon smiled faintly, his gaze sharpening. “It means you’re not as ordinary as you think.”

Josephine frowned, her heart racing. “What are you talking about?”

“Think about it,” he said, stepping closer to her. “How everything’s felt… different since you got here. Like you’ve been drawn to this town, to the people in it. Like you were meant to be here.”

She swallowed hard, her thoughts spinning. “Damon, you’re not making any sense.”

“Aren’t I?” he said, his tone teasing but with an edge of seriousness. “Haven’t you ever wondered why you feel the way you do? Why things happen the way they do here?”

Josephine’s chest tightened. “You’re talking in circles.”

“Maybe,” he said with a smirk, but his eyes softened. “Or maybe I’m trying to get you to open your eyes, Jo. This world isn’t as simple as you think it is. And Mystic Falls? It’s anything but ordinary.”

She stared at him, her breath shallow as his words hung in the air. The way he was looking at her made her feel like she was standing on the edge of something vast and unknowable, a world she couldn’t see but could feel pressing against her.

“I don’t understand,” she said finally, her voice trembling slightly.

“You will,” Damon said softly. “You’re not ready yet, but you will be. And when you are, you’ll know the truth about everything. About this town. About me.”

His words sent a shiver down her spine, but before she could respond, he stepped closer, his hand brushing against hers. The warmth of his touch grounded her, and for a moment, the world felt still.

“Let’s go,” he said, his voice lighter now, as though the moment had passed. “I think I’ve given you enough to think about for one night.”

Josephine nodded, her thoughts still racing as they made their way back to the car. The night air felt heavier now, the quiet of the forest pressing against her. She couldn’t shake the feeling that Damon’s words had opened a door she wasn’t sure she was ready to walk through.

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

The drive back to town was quieter than the trip out. The night seemed to press against the car windows, and Josephine couldn’t help but feel like the air carried a weight that hadn’t been there before. Damon kept his focus on the road, his expression unreadable, though she occasionally caught him glancing at her out of the corner of his eye.

“You’re unusually quiet,” he said after a while, his tone teasing but light enough to break the silence.

Josephine shrugged, her fingers fidgeting in her lap. “You’ve just given me a lot to think about.”

“Good,” Damon replied with a faint smile. “Thinking’s a step in the right direction.”

She let out a soft laugh, though it was more out of nervousness than humor. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you? All the mystery and cryptic comments.”

Damon smirked, his eyes briefly meeting hers. “Maybe a little. But it’s for your own good, Jo. Some things you can’t rush.”

When they arrived back in Mystic Falls, the town felt unusually quiet, even for this late at night. Instead of driving her home, Damon turned toward the boarding house. Josephine glanced at him but didn’t say anything, letting her curiosity take over.

“Come in for a drink,” Damon said casually as he pulled into the driveway.

Josephine hesitated for a moment but found herself nodding. “Sure. Why not?”

He opened the car door for her, offering a faint smile as she stepped out. The boarding house loomed in front of them, its old, elegant charm softened by the moonlight. She followed Damon inside, the creak of the wooden floors beneath their steps the only sound as they entered the dimly lit living room.

“Make yourself comfortable,” Damon said, gesturing to the couch as he disappeared into the adjoining room.

Josephine sat down, her eyes wandering over the room. She had been here a few times before, but something about the atmosphere tonight felt different—heavier, more intimate. The fire crackling softly in the fireplace only added to the feeling, casting flickering shadows across the walls.

Damon returned a moment later, two glasses in hand. He handed one to her, the amber liquid inside catching the firelight. “Whiskey. It’ll help clear your head,” he said with a wink before sitting beside her, closer than she expected.

She took a sip, the warmth of the drink spreading through her chest. “You act like you’ve done this a hundred times before,” she said, glancing at him over the rim of her glass.

“Maybe I have,” he replied, his tone teasing but with an edge of honesty that made her pause.

Josephine frowned slightly, her curiosity piqued again. “You keep saying things like that. Like you know more than you’re letting on.”

“Because I do,” Damon said simply, leaning back against the couch. “But the question is, how much do you really want to know?”

She hesitated, the weight of his gaze making her feel like the air had thickened around them. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “Sometimes it feels like there’s something right in front of me, but I can’t quite see it.”

Damon tilted his head, his expression softening. “You’ll see it when you’re ready, Jo. The truth isn’t something you can force.”

She studied him for a long moment, trying to make sense of the conflicting feelings swirling inside her. “You’re a hard person to figure out, Damon,” she said finally.

“Good,” he replied with a grin. “Keeps things interesting.”

They sat in silence for a while after that, the fire crackling softly in the background. Josephine found herself relaxing despite the tension she had felt earlier, the warmth of the room and Damon’s presence lulling her into a strange sense of calm.

“Why do you care so much?” she asked suddenly, her voice quiet. “About me, about all of this?”

Damon looked at her, his smile fading into something more serious. “Because you’re different, Jo,” he said, his voice soft but firm. “You don’t see it yet, but you will. And when you do… well, let’s just say everything will start to make sense.”

Josephine’s chest tightened at his words, but before she could respond, Damon leaned forward, his gaze locking with hers. For a moment, the world seemed to shrink to just the two of them, the weight of his presence pressing against her.

“Stay,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

Her breath caught, her mind racing with questions she couldn’t quite voice. But the pull of his words, the way he looked at her, made it impossible to say no.

“Okay,” she said softly, her voice trembling just slightly.

Damon’s smile returned, faint but satisfied. “Good choice.”
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The firelight flickered across the room, casting long shadows on the walls. Josephine sat on the couch, staring into the flames, her mind turning over everything Damon had said that evening. He sat across from her, relaxed and confident, the faintest trace of a smirk tugging at his lips.

“Jo,” Damon said softly, his tone almost playful. “What’s on your mind?”

She glanced up at him, her brow furrowed. “You know exactly what’s on my mind. You keep talking in riddles, like you want me to figure something out, but you’re not telling me what.”

Damon chuckled, leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees. “Maybe I want you to figure it out for yourself. It’s more fun that way.”

She frowned, her frustration bubbling to the surface. “This isn’t a game, Damon. You’ve been hinting at things all night—things about this town, about you. Why not just say it?”

“Because some truths are better discovered than told,” he said, his voice low and steady.

Josephine shook her head, standing abruptly. “Enough with the cryptic comments. If there’s something I need to know, just tell me.”

Damon stood as well, his movements impossibly smooth and fluid. For a moment, Josephine thought she saw something flicker in his eyes, something sharp and dangerous, but it was gone so quickly she wondered if she’d imagined it.

“All right,” he said, stepping closer to her. “You want answers? Fine. Let’s start with the basics. Haven’t you ever wondered how I’m always… there?”

She blinked, startled. “What do you mean?”

“You’ve noticed it,” Damon said, his voice soft but insistent. “How I seem to show up exactly when I’m needed. How I can move faster than anyone else you’ve ever met. How I know things I shouldn’t know.”

Josephine’s pulse quickened. She had noticed those things—how Damon always seemed to appear out of nowhere, how he was eerily perceptive, how there were moments when it felt like he was… watching her, even when he wasn’t around.

“Damon…” she began, her voice faltering.

“And what about this?” he continued, holding up his glass. “Do you ever wonder why I only drink this?”

Her eyes flicked to the whiskey in his hand, confusion knitting her brow. “What are you talking about?”

He smiled faintly, but there was no humor in it. “Let’s just say… my diet’s a little different from yours.”

Josephine stared at him, her mind racing. “What are you saying?”

Damon stepped even closer, his gaze locking with hers. “I’m saying that I’m not like you, Jo. I don’t eat the same. I don’t live the same. I don’t… age the same.”

The weight of his words hit her like a punch to the chest. She took a step back, her hands trembling. “You’re not making any sense.”

“Aren’t I?” Damon asked, his voice soft but pointed. “Think about it. Haven’t you ever wondered why I don’t get tired, why I don’t seem to change?”

Josephine’s thoughts spun as she tried to piece everything together. “You’re always… so strong,” she whispered, more to herself than to him. “And… that night at the party. Stefan stopped you like he knew you’d try something. And the way you looked at me… like you knew I couldn’t resist you.”

Damon’s smirk widened slightly, and he tilted his head. “You’re getting warmer.”

Her breath quickened as the pieces fell into place. The way he moved, the way he seemed to always be in control, the way he could make her feel like her thoughts weren’t her own…

“No,” she whispered, shaking her head. “That’s not possible.”

Damon took another step toward her, his voice low and steady. “Isn’t it? You’re standing here, right now, questioning everything you thought you knew about the world. And maybe… just maybe… you’re starting to see the truth.”

Josephine swallowed hard, her chest tight as she stared at him. “You’re… a vampire,” she said, the words tumbling out before she could stop them.

For a moment, there was silence. Damon’s expression didn’t change, but there was a flicker of something in his eyes—acknowledgment, perhaps, or amusement.

“You’re a quick learner,” he said softly.

Her knees felt weak, and she sank back onto the couch, her hands gripping the edge. “This can’t be real,” she said, her voice shaking.

“It is,” Damon replied, his tone calm and steady. “I know it’s a lot to take in, but it’s the truth.”

Josephine looked up at him, fear and confusion warring in her chest. “Why would you tell me this?”

“Because you deserve to know,” Damon said, sitting beside her. “And because I need you to trust me.”

She stared at him, her breathing shallow. “How can I trust you? You could have killed me this whole time.”

“I could have,” Damon admitted. “But I didn’t. And I won’t.”

Despite everything, there was a sincerity in his voice that made her pause. She didn’t know why, but she believed him.

“I don’t know why I trust you,” she whispered, her voice trembling.

“Maybe,” Damon said, his voice soft, “because deep down, you know I’d never hurt you.”

The fire crackled softly in the quiet room, its warmth brushing against Josephine’s skin. She stared at Damon, her mind still spinning from everything she’d just learned. Her fear lingered, but curiosity had begun to take hold, pushing her questions to the surface.

Damon leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees as he looked at her. “I knew this was going to be hard for you to hear,” he said, his voice softer now, his usual smirk replaced with something more earnest. “But I couldn’t keep pretending. Not with you.”

Josephine blinked, her breath uneven. “Why tell me now?”

Damon’s gaze met hers, his expression steady. “Because I can’t keep doing this—building something with you—without you knowing the truth. You deserve that much. And, honestly…” He hesitated, his lips twitching into the faintest smile. “I couldn’t keep lying to you. Not about this.”

She let his words sink in, her heartbeat still erratic. “So… everything about you, everything I’ve felt—it’s all because you’re a vampire?”

Damon tilted his head slightly. “Not everything,” he said, his tone teasing but gentle. “I mean, my charm? That’s all me.”

Despite herself, Josephine let out a small laugh, though it was shaky. She leaned back into the couch, her hands gripping the cushion beside her. “Okay,” she said, exhaling deeply. “I have… so many questions.”

Damon smirked, relaxing slightly. “Shoot.”

Josephine bit her lip, her mind racing as she tried to pick where to start. “What do you drink?”

He raised an eyebrow, clearly expecting the question. “Blood,” he said simply.

She flinched slightly but nodded, trying to keep her composure. “From… people?”

“Sometimes,” Damon admitted, leaning back. “But I’m picky. And for the record, Mystic Falls has a reliable blood bank.”

She stared at him, processing the thought. “So, you don’t… kill people?”

Damon shook his head, his expression darkening slightly. “Not anymore. I’ve… grown out of that habit.”

Her chest tightened at his words, but she forced herself to move on. “The myths—how much of them are true?”

Damon smirked, clearly enjoying her curiosity. “Depends on the myth. Garlic? Useless. Holy water? Doesn’t do a thing. Wooden stakes?” He tapped his chest lightly. “Those are very real, so please don’t go shopping for one.”

Josephine’s lips twitched, though the faint humor didn’t ease the tension in her chest. “What about the sun? You’re supposed to… you know, burst into flames.”

Damon reached up, tugging at the silver chain around his neck to reveal a small, ornate ring. “This,” he said, holding it out so she could see. “It’s enchanted. Keeps me from getting fried.”

She leaned closer, studying the ring with wide eyes. “Enchanted? Like magic?”

“Exactly,” Damon said, slipping the ring back beneath his shirt. “Magic is real, Jo. It’s a big part of how this town works.”

Josephine stared at him, her mind reeling. “And… how does someone become a vampire?”

Damon’s smirk faded, replaced by a more somber expression. “It’s not a simple process,” he said. “First, you have to die. But before that, you have to drink vampire blood. Then, when you wake up… you have to make a choice.”

“A choice?”

He nodded, his gaze darkening. “To complete the transition, you have to feed. If you don’t… you die. Permanently.”

Her stomach twisted at the thought, but she couldn’t stop the next question from forming. “Have you ever… turned someone?”

Damon’s jaw tightened, and for the first time, he looked away. “Yes,” he said quietly. “More than once. It’s not something I take lightly.”

Josephine studied him, her fear slowly being replaced by something else—an understanding that, beneath the danger and the mystery, there was more to Damon than he let on.

“Why tell me all of this?” she asked again, her voice soft.

Damon met her gaze, his expression sincere. “Because I want you to know me, Jo. The real me. And because… I trust you.”

Her chest tightened at his words, and she nodded slowly. “I don’t know why, but I trust you too,” she admitted.

A faint smile touched his lips. “Good,” he said. “That’s a start.”

At some point, the fire began to die down, leaving the room bathed in a softer, dimmer light. Damon stood and held out his hand to her. “Come on,” he said, his voice quiet but inviting.

She hesitated for a moment before slipping her hand into his. He led her upstairs, the creak of the old floorboards the only sound as they walked.

Damon’s bedroom was large but understated, a mix of old-world charm and modern comfort. Josephine hesitated in the doorway, taking in the dark wood furniture and the faint scent of cedar that filled the room.

“You can relax, Jo,” Damon said, his smirk returning as he moved toward the bed. “I don’t bite… unless you ask.”

She rolled her eyes, her nerves easing slightly as she stepped inside. “You’re impossible.”

He laughed softly, kicking off his shoes and settling onto the bed. “And you’re still here. Guess that means I’m doing something right.”

Josephine sat down beside him, her body still tense but her mind calmer than before. They talked for a little while longer, her questions gradually becoming lighter as the weight of the evening started to fade.

Eventually, as the night wore on, she felt herself growing tired. Damon wrapped an arm around her, his warmth surprising given everything she had learned. She rested her head against his chest, her eyes drifting closed as the steady rhythm of his breathing lulled her to sleep.
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The soft glow of the morning sun filtered through the heavy curtains in Damon’s bedroom, casting a warm light across the room. Josephine stirred, blinking against the sunlight as she slowly woke up. For a moment, she didn’t remember where she was, but the steady sound of breathing beside her brought everything rushing back.

She turned her head to see Damon lying next to her, his arm casually draped over the pillow, his expression calm and relaxed. It was a side of him she hadn’t seen before—peaceful, almost human.

“Morning,” he said softly, his voice rough with sleep but laced with that familiar teasing edge.

“Morning,” she replied, her voice still groggy.

Damon smirked, propping himself up on one elbow. “Sleep well? Or were you too busy thinking about my charming vampire reveal?”

Josephine rolled her eyes but couldn’t help smiling. “I slept fine, surprisingly. Considering, you know… everything.”

Damon grinned, sitting up and swinging his legs over the side of the bed. “Good. Because you’re going to need your energy. I’m making breakfast.”

“You? Cooking?” Josephine raised an eyebrow, watching him pull on a shirt. “Is that even safe?”

“Ha, ha,” Damon said, his tone dripping with mock offense. “I’ll have you know, I make a mean stack of pancakes. Come on.”

The kitchen was warm and inviting, the sunlight streaming through the windows as Damon moved around with an ease that surprised Josephine. He flipped pancakes onto a plate with practiced precision, glancing over at her as she leaned against the counter.

“See? Told you I’m a man of many talents,” he said, sliding a plate in her direction.

Josephine laughed, taking a seat at the kitchen island. “I’ll admit, I’m impressed. Who knew vampires could cook?”

“I’m full of surprises,” Damon said with a wink, grabbing his own plate and sitting across from her.

They ate in comfortable silence for a while, the events of the night before still lingering in the back of Josephine’s mind. But just as she was starting to relax, the sound of footsteps echoed through the house.

Josephine looked up as Stefan entered the kitchen, his expression tense.

“Morning, brother,” Damon greeted, his tone light but with an undercurrent of knowing.

Stefan’s eyes flicked between Damon and Josephine, his jaw tightening. “Morning,” he said, his voice clipped.

Josephine felt her stomach twist, the ease of the morning suddenly replaced with tension. Stefan’s expression made it clear he wasn’t here for casual conversation.

“We need to talk,” Stefan said, his gaze locking on Damon.

Damon leaned back in his chair, his smirk fading slightly. “About?”

“About the conversation I heard last night,” Stefan said, his tone sharp.

Josephine froze, her fork halfway to her mouth. “You… heard us?”

Stefan nodded, his eyes softening slightly when they met hers. “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but it’s hard not to when you’re talking about… that.”

Damon sighed, standing and crossing his arms. “Relax, Stefan. It’s not a big deal.”

“Not a big deal?” Stefan repeated, his voice rising. “You told her what you are, Damon. Do you have any idea what kind of danger that puts her in?”

Josephine stood, her heart pounding. “He didn’t put me in danger,” she said, her voice firm. “He was honest with me. I deserved to know the truth.”

Stefan’s expression softened, but his concern didn’t waver. “Josephine, you don’t understand what this means. Knowing about us—it changes everything. And it makes you a target.”

“I can handle it,” she said, though her voice trembled slightly.

Damon stepped closer, placing a hand on her shoulder. “She’s not a target, Stefan. I’d never let anything happen to her.”

“That’s not the point,” Stefan said, his tone still sharp. “The more people who know, the harder it is to protect them. And you know that.”

Damon’s eyes darkened, and for a moment, the tension in the room was almost palpable. “I told her because she needed to know,” he said, his voice low and controlled. “And because I trust her.”

Stefan sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I get that you trust her, Damon. But what happens when someone else finds out she knows? What happens when they come after her to get to you?”

Josephine felt a shiver run down her spine, but she forced herself to stand her ground. “I’ll deal with it,” she said, her voice steadier this time. “I’m not afraid of whatever’s out there.”

Stefan looked at her for a long moment, his expression conflicted. Finally, he let out a heavy sigh. “I just hope you’re ready for what comes next,” he said quietly.

Damon smirked, though there was little humor in it. “She’s stronger than you think, Stefan. Don’t underestimate her.”

As Stefan turned to leave, Josephine felt a thought that had been quietly lingering in her mind push its way forward. She stopped him, her voice calm but inquisitive. “Stefan, wait a second.”

He paused, turning back to face her, his expression still serious.

“Does Elena know?” she asked quietly, though the question carried an undertone of frustration.

Stefan looked at her for a moment, then nodded slowly. “She knows… some of it. Not everything, but enough.”

Josephine raised an eyebrow. “So, it’s fine for her to know, but not for me?”

Stefan’s shoulders relaxed just slightly. “It’s not that, Jo,” he said, his voice softer now. “It’s just… she’s been a part of this world for so long. She’s seen things, understood things, things that are hard to explain to someone new. And I’ve been trying to protect you from all the dangers that come with this.”

Josephine let out a slow breath, her arms crossing as she leaned against the counter. “But I’m not fragile, Stefan. I can handle the truth. And if Elena can know, why is it any different for me?”

Stefan looked at her carefully, his eyes thoughtful. “It’s not about being fragile. It’s just… there’s more at stake now. Knowing everything about Damon, about this world, it doesn’t just put you in danger—it changes things. I wanted to make sure you were ready for that before you knew.”

Josephine nodded slowly, feeling the weight of his words but standing firm. “I understand the concern. But I’m not asking for protection. I just want to know what’s going on. I’m not blind, Stefan. And I don’t want to be kept in the dark because I’m new to this.”

For a moment, Stefan was quiet, his gaze softening. He didn’t seem angry, just tired, as if he had been carrying this burden for too long.

“I get it,” he said finally. “I do. But there’s a lot you’re not ready to face yet. I just need you to understand why I’ve been careful about what you know.”

Josephine’s expression softened. “I get that you’re trying to protect me. But I’m not asking for that anymore. I just want to be part of this, all of it.”

Stefan sighed, his shoulders slumping slightly as he ran a hand through his hair. “I just want you to be safe, Jo. That’s all.”

“I will be,” she replied quietly. “I trust Damon. I trust that I can handle whatever comes next.”

Stefan gave her a long look, as if weighing her words. Then, finally, he nodded. “Okay. Just promise me you’ll be careful, that you’ll keep your eyes open.”

“I promise,” she said, her voice calm but resolute.

With that, Stefan turned to leave the kitchen, the sound of his footsteps fading as he walked away. Josephine stood still for a moment, exhaling slowly, before turning to Damon, who had been quietly watching the exchange.

“Everything okay?” he asked, his voice steady but with an edge of concern.

Josephine nodded, her expression softening. “Yeah. It’s just… a lot to process.”

Damon smiled faintly, his gaze warm. “It always is. But you’re stronger than you think, Jo.”

She managed a small smile in return. “I hope so.”

After Stefan left, the room felt quieter, the tension between them slowly dissipating. Damon sat back down at the kitchen table, his eyes softening as he looked at Josephine.

“You’re handling this better than I expected,” he said, his tone a mix of admiration and something deeper, more serious.

Josephine gave a small, tired smile. “I think I’ve gotten used to surprises at this point.”

Damon chuckled softly but didn’t immediately respond. Instead, he leaned back, his gaze thoughtful. “You know, I don’t just tell people what I am for fun. It changes things.”

She nodded, still processing it all, but there was something in his expression that made her feel like there was more to the story, more that she still didn’t understand. “What else do I need to know?” she asked, her voice steady despite the wariness in her chest.

Damon’s eyes flickered with something darker, more serious. “A lot. And if you’re going to be around me, you need to know how to protect yourself. The last thing I want is for someone—or something—to hurt you because you weren’t prepared.”

Josephine swallowed, her stomach tightening at his words. “Protect myself?”

“Vampires don’t live in a vacuum, Jo,” Damon said, his voice becoming more instructive, more matter-of-fact. “There are others out there, some good, most not. And not all of them are going to like the fact that you know about me.”

Josephine’s mind raced as she absorbed the weight of his words. “So, you’re saying there are other vampires here?”

Damon nodded slowly, his gaze unwavering. “Some live here in Mystic Falls. Some come and go. And some might take an interest in you, just because of what you know.” He paused for a moment, his eyes narrowing slightly as he seemed to weigh something in his mind. “I’m not going to sugarcoat this, Jo. You’re safer when I’m around. But if I’m not, you need to know how to protect yourself.”

Josephine felt a shiver run down her spine, but she squared her shoulders, determined not to let fear overtake her. “What do I need to do?”

“You need to understand,” Damon began, his voice firm, “there are certain things that will hurt a vampire. The most obvious one is sunlight. It’ll burn us to ash in minutes, so I’m careful about being out in the day. That’s why I wear this.” He gestured to the ring he always wore, a protective charm that shielded him from the sun’s harmful rays.

Josephine nodded slowly, her gaze flicking to the ring. “So, sunlight… that’s the biggest weakness, then?”

Damon nodded, crossing his arms. “For the most part, yes. The other big one is vervain. It’s a plant that we can’t tolerate. If it’s in your system—through contact or ingestion—it weakens us, makes us feel like we’re suffocating.”

She frowned, her mind racing. “So, if I get vervain, that’ll stop you?”

“Yep,” Damon said, his voice blunt. “And it works pretty fast, so if you ever find yourself in a fight with a vampire, keep vervain on hand. That’s one way you can protect yourself.”

Josephine thought for a moment, then asked, “And the wooden stake thing… that’s real, right?”

Damon raised an eyebrow, clearly amused. “Oh, definitely. A wooden stake through the heart? That’ll kill us every time.”

Josephine took in the gravity of the situation, her heartbeat quickening. “Okay… so if I can’t outrun one, how do I protect myself?”

“Vampires run faster than humans,” Damon said, his voice serious. “We’re stronger, quicker—faster than anything you’ve ever seen. So, if you ever find yourself facing one, your best bet is to get out of there. But if you can’t escape, you need to fight back. And know that you’re going up against something much stronger than you.”

Josephine swallowed hard, taking in his words. “How do I fight something that strong?”

Damon stood up, walking toward her, his gaze softening. “The most effective weapon is a wooden stake. If you don’t have one, get away. You’ll need to use your head. But know this: I’ll always try to get you out of danger before it comes to that.”

Josephine nodded, though part of her still felt overwhelmed by the idea of having to fight for her life against vampires. “What else do I need to know?”

Damon sighed, running a hand through his hair. “The big thing is to stay alert. You don’t know who or what you’re dealing with when it comes to vampires. Some are like me—others, well, they don’t have the same sense of restraint. Some vampires aren’t as… careful.” He stepped closer, his voice lowering. “And if you find yourself in a situation where you’re cornered and I’m not there, your best bet is to aim for the heart. That’s how you stop us, plain and simple.”

Josephine met his gaze, her nerves still on edge but a sense of determination starting to rise in her chest. “I’ll be careful.”

Damon smiled faintly, his expression softening. “I know you will. And I’m here to help you every step of the way.”
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The next few days passed in a blur, with Josephine spending more and more time at the boarding house. Damon had made it clear that he wanted her there, and despite the underlying tension of the situation, Josephine found herself enjoying the quiet moments they shared. They’d taken to labeling themselves as a couple—something Damon had suggested half-jokingly, but Josephine had found herself accepting with little resistance. After all, with everything she now knew, it felt almost natural.

They would spend hours together, whether it was in the cozy living room with the fire crackling, or walking through the streets of Mystic Falls, their conversations flowing effortlessly between lighthearted banter and deeper, more serious topics. Damon had been patient with her questions, explaining the nuances of vampire life while still keeping certain things veiled in mystery. It felt… right, in a way, to be with him. The more time she spent with Damon, the more the fear from their first encounters faded, replaced by a growing sense of trust.

It was a quiet afternoon when the atmosphere in the boarding house shifted. Josephine and Damon were lounging in the living room, Damon sprawled on the couch while Josephine sat nearby, flipping through a book she’d found on one of the shelves. The door to the house opened, and Josephine’s gaze flicked up just as Elena stepped inside. The tension in the room was almost immediate, her eyes narrowing as she took in the scene.

“Hey, Elena,” Damon greeted with a lazy grin, looking unbothered by her presence. “How’s the day treating you?”

Elena didn’t respond to his casual greeting. Instead, her gaze shifted to Josephine, and her posture stiffened.

“Jo,” she said, her voice cautious, but her eyes filled with concern. “We need to talk.”

Josephine sat up, setting her book aside, sensing the shift in Elena’s demeanor. “What’s going on, Elena?”

Elena’s eyes flicked between her and Damon before her gaze settled on Josephine. “I heard you know. About Damon and Stefan. About… them being vampires.”

Josephine’s heart skipped a beat, but she kept her expression neutral. “I do,” she said, her voice steady. “Damon told me.”

Elena exhaled sharply, running a hand through her hair. “I can’t believe you know and you’re—” She paused, clearly frustrated, as if trying to wrap her mind around Josephine’s acceptance. “I thought you would stay away from them. From him.”

Josephine frowned, standing up and crossing the room to face Elena. “Why? Because of what he is?” she asked softly, though her voice carried an edge of frustration. “I can handle it, Elena. I’m not afraid of him.”

Elena took a step forward, her gaze intense. “You should be. You don’t know what it’s like, Jo. You don’t know what they’re capable of.”

Damon stood up then, his demeanor suddenly shifting from laid-back to serious as he walked toward the two women. “Enough, Elena,” he said, his voice low. “I’ve told her everything. I’m not hiding anything from her.”

Elena’s eyes snapped to Damon, her expression filled with disbelief. “And that’s supposed to make it okay? She’s not prepared for this, Damon. You’re dragging her into something she doesn’t understand.”

Josephine felt a pang of frustration rising within her. “I understand enough,” she said, her voice firm. “I’m not a child, Elena. And I’m not afraid of what Damon is, or what he’s done.”

Elena’s face softened, her voice quieting, though the concern in her eyes was still palpable. “I just don’t want to see you get hurt, Jo. I’ve seen what Damon can do… what he’s capable of when things get out of hand.”

Josephine exhaled slowly, trying to keep her emotions in check. “I’m not going anywhere, Elena. I’m with him, and I trust him.”

Damon gave Josephine a sideways glance, a small smile playing at the corners of his lips. He stepped closer, placing a hand lightly on her shoulder in a silent show of support.

Elena looked between them, her expression a mixture of concern and frustration. “I just don’t understand,” she said quietly. “You’re not the same as me. You don’t know what it means to be part of this… this life. You don’t get the dangers that come with it.”

Josephine shook her head gently. “Maybe I don’t understand everything yet. But I’m learning. And I’m not afraid to be part of this, Elena.”

For a long moment, there was silence between them, the weight of their words hanging in the air. Finally, Elena sighed, her shoulders slumping in resignation. “I don’t like it,” she said softly, her gaze softening as she met Josephine’s eyes. “But I’ll accept it. I just hope you’re sure about this, Jo.”

Josephine nodded, her expression steady. “I’m sure.”

Elena paused, then nodded slowly. “Alright. Just… be careful, okay?”

“I will,” Josephine promised, her voice quiet but resolute.

Elena gave one last lingering glance toward Damon before turning to leave the room.

Once she was gone, Damon walked over to Josephine, a smile tugging at his lips. “You handled that better than I thought you would,” he said softly.

Josephine gave him a small, tired smile. “I think I’m getting used to all the chaos.”

Damon chuckled, his hand brushing against hers as he stepped closer. “Welcome to my world, Jo. I’ve been in it a lot longer than you, and I still can’t get used to it.”

Josephine met his gaze, feeling that familiar pull toward him. She was learning to navigate this strange, dangerous world with him at her side, and despite everything that had happened, she couldn’t help but feel like she was exactly where she was supposed to be.



Later in the day, the atmosphere at the boarding house had shifted from easy to tense. Damon had been unusually quiet, pacing restlessly around the living room as Josephine sat on the couch, trying to make sense of the unease she felt growing between them.

She noticed it before he did—the subtle change in his demeanor. His usually sharp eyes seemed duller, the shadows under them darker than normal. When he glanced at her, his gaze seemed too focused, too intense, as if he were trying to control himself.

“Are you alright?” she asked, her voice laced with concern. She set her book down, watching him closely.

Damon stopped pacing, rubbing his eyes briefly before meeting her gaze. The veins beneath his skin, barely visible but unmistakable, started to show in sharp relief as he looked at her. A flash of something darker flickered in his eyes before he quickly masked it with a smirk.

“I’m fine,” he said, his voice a little too smooth, but Josephine could see through it. “Just a little… tired.”

Josephine stood up, stepping closer to him. She had spent enough time with him to know when something was off, and the way he looked—his eyes were too intense, his features a little more tense than usual—told her everything.

“Damon,” she said softly, reaching out to touch his arm. “You haven’t fed, have you?”

Damon’s expression faltered for a moment, his lips curling into a thin smile, though it didn’t reach his eyes. “I’m not hungry,” he said quickly, but there was an edge to his voice now, one she hadn’t heard before.

“You’re lying,” she replied, her voice gentle but firm. Her eyes flicked to the shadows around his eyes, the veins more prominent now. “You haven’t fed in days, haven’t you?”

Damon looked at her, a mixture of frustration and something softer flickering in his eyes. “I’ve been busy,” he said, his voice lower, almost apologetic.

Josephine stepped closer, her hand moving to his chest, her fingers grazing the coolness of his skin. She could feel the subtle shift in the air between them, the tension that came with him holding back. “You’re starving, Damon. I can see it.”

He looked at her, his gaze flickering between hesitation and something deeper, darker. “I’m fine. I’m just… handling it.”

But Josephine could see that he wasn’t fine. The hunger was almost tangible in the way he stood, the way his body was taut, like he was fighting against something just beneath the surface.

“You’re not fine,” she said softly, but her voice was steady. “You’re hungry, Damon. You need to feed.”

For a moment, Damon just stood there, his gaze locked with hers, and she could feel the struggle in him. He didn’t want to admit it, didn’t want to cross that line with her. But she could see it in his eyes.

“Jo,” he started, his voice low. “I don’t want to… I don’t want you to think—”

Josephine cut him off, her voice calm but unwavering. “I don’t think anything, Damon. I know what you are. I know what you need.” She hesitated for a moment, her heart racing, before she added, “If you’re hungry, I can help.”

He looked at her, startled, his brow furrowing. “What?”

She stepped even closer to him, her voice dropping to a whisper. “I can offer you my blood.”

Damon shook his head immediately, stepping back slightly. “No, Jo. I won’t do that to you.”

Josephine’s chest tightened at his refusal, but her voice was steady, her resolve growing stronger. “You haven’t fed in days, Damon. You need it. And I’m offering it to you. You’ve taken care of me… it’s the least I can do.”

Damon looked at her, his eyes dark with the struggle between his need and his hesitation. “I can control myself,” he said, though there was no conviction in his words.

Josephine swallowed, her throat dry, but she stood her ground. “You don’t have to control it, Damon. It’s okay.”

For a long moment, there was only silence between them, thick with unspoken tension. Damon finally met her eyes, his expression softening, but there was still a flicker of uncertainty.

“You don’t have to do this,” he said again, his voice quieter, more vulnerable than she had ever heard it.

Josephine took a deep breath, her gaze never leaving his. “I want to, Damon. I trust you.”

A flicker of something passed over his face—gratitude, hesitation, maybe even relief—but he didn’t pull away. Slowly, he moved closer, his eyes searching hers.

“Are you sure?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

She nodded, more confident than she had been moments ago. “I’m sure.”

Damon led Josephine upstairs, his hand lingering on her back as they made their way to his bedroom. The atmosphere between them had shifted—there was an intimacy now, something unspoken but undeniable.

The door to his room closed behind them with a soft click, and for a moment, they stood there, the silence heavy with anticipation. Josephine’s heart pounded in her chest, but there was no fear. Only a strange sense of calm mixed with something else—something that drew her closer to him.

“I’ll be gentle,” Damon said, his voice low, as he moved toward the bed and sat down. His gaze never left hers, his expression both soft and intense. “But once I start, it’s not like anything you’ve felt before.”

Josephine nodded, her breath catching in her throat as she approached him slowly. “I trust you.”

Damon’s eyes flickered with something that could have been gratitude, before he reached for her gently, guiding her to sit beside him. He moved carefully, his hands resting lightly on her arms. “I won’t hurt you,” he whispered. “But this will be… intense.”

She didn’t answer immediately, her gaze locking with his, the pull between them drawing her in. Slowly, Damon tilted her head to the side, his cool breath brushing against her neck. His lips hovered near the spot where he would bite, and she felt a shiver run through her body.

Then, with a sharp yet almost tender movement, he sank his fangs into her skin.

Josephine gasped, but it wasn’t pain she felt. The sensation was more like a deep pull, a soothing warmth that seemed to spread from the bite down to the very tips of her fingers. She closed her eyes, breathing in deeply as a wave of calm washed over her. It felt almost like a trance, like he was feeding not only from her body, but from something deeper—something emotional, a connection that felt as natural as breathing.

Damon drank from her, slow and measured, his hold on her steady. He was careful, always careful, but she could feel the intensity of his hunger, and she didn’t pull away. Instead, she leaned into him, her body relaxing despite the intimacy of the moment.

After a few minutes, Damon pulled back from Josephine, his fangs retracting, but there was still hunger in his eyes. The intensity of the moment lingered, but he wasn’t the only one struggling to maintain control. Josephine felt the connection between them deepen, an odd mixture of fear and curiosity swirling in her chest.

“You’re still healing,” Damon said softly, his eyes flicking to her neck. “I can give you more.”

Josephine, still processing the moment, frowned. “More?”

Damon nodded, stepping back just a little, but not completely breaking the connection. He reached up and sliced his chest lightly near the collarbone, fresh blood beginning to bead up. Josephine’s gaze was fixed on the wound, her heart racing in a way she couldn’t explain.

“Drink,” Damon said, his voice a quiet command, though his eyes remained gentle. “It’ll heal you faster.”

Josephine hesitated for a moment, her instincts telling her to step back. But her curiosity and the strange connection between them urged her forward. Slowly, she moved closer, her gaze locked on his, as she reached out hesitantly.

“Are you sure?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

“I’m sure,” Damon replied, his voice soft but firm. “It will heal you. I promise.”

With a deep breath, Josephine leaned forward, her lips brushing the open wound at the base of his collarbone. She hesitated just for a moment before she took the first taste of his blood.

The effect was immediate and overwhelming. As she drank, she didn’t feel the bite of pain that she expected; instead, a soothing warmth spread through her veins. It was calming, almost as if his blood was healing more than just her physical body—it was washing away the tension she didn’t even realize she was carrying.

Damon’s eyes never left her as she pulled away, a look of something unspoken in them. “That’s enough,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

Josephine’s hand lingered near the cut, the bite mark from earlier still there—but now, she could feel it starting to fade. Her skin was healing before her eyes, the tenderness from the bite quickly replaced with the absence of pain.

She looked up at Damon, still processing the sensation. “It feels… strange,” she said, her voice tinged with awe.

Damon gave her a small, knowing smile. “It’s your body adjusting. The blood does more than heal the physical. It strengthens the connection, too.”

Josephine blinked, her hand still resting lightly on the place where the bite had been. “What do you mean by ‘connection’?”

Damon looked at her carefully, his expression softening. “By drinking my blood, we’re bonded in a way. You’ll start to have dreams of me. More than that, you’ll feel me—my emotions. I’ll be able to sense yours, too.”

Josephine took in his words slowly, her heartbeat quickening as she processed what he was saying. “So, you’ll be able to feel what I’m feeling?”

“Yes,” Damon said. “When your emotions are strong, I’ll feel them. It’s not constant, but it will happen. And… it will heal you faster, physically and emotionally. You’ll always carry a part of me with you now.”

She nodded slowly, her breath still uneven. It was a lot to take in, but something inside her told her that she could handle it—that she already was.

“I’m… not scared,” she said quietly.

Damon smiled faintly, though his eyes held something deeper—an understanding of the weight of what they’d just shared. “Good. That’s what I was hoping for.”

Josephine let out a shaky breath and stepped back slightly, giving herself a moment to process. She felt stronger now, the bite mark fully healed, but there was still a strange sense of closeness between them, a new thread of connection that she couldn’t quite explain.

“I’ll be okay,” she said more to herself than to him, but Damon’s gaze softened.

“I know you will,” he replied quietly, his voice almost gentle.
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A couple of weeks had passed since that night. Josephine had grown more accustomed to the strange world around her, a world filled with vampires, witches, and werewolves. She had learned that Bonnie, Elena’s close friend, was a witch—something that had initially thrown her off balance, but it hadn’t taken long for her to accept. The more she was exposed to, the easier it was to understand that there was much more to this world than she had ever imagined.

And then there was Tyler Lockwood. The revelation that he was a werewolf had taken a little longer to fully process, but after some quiet explanations from Damon and Elena, Josephine had come to terms with the reality of it all. Everyone had their secrets in Mystic Falls, and now that she was part of it, so did she.

She and Damon had spent more time at her house in the past couple of weeks. It had become their sanctuary, a place where they could be away from the watchful eyes of Stefan and Elena. While Josephine understood their concerns, she found that she was able to relax more around Damon without the constant pressure of their expectations. It was easier to just be with him in her own space, without the judgment or worry that seemed to hang around them whenever they were all together.

Today was no different. Damon had arrived at her home earlier in the afternoon, and they were currently sitting on the couch in her living room. The windows were cracked open, letting in a light breeze that brought the faint smell of fresh grass inside.

“This place is starting to feel more like home,” Damon said, stretching out on the couch, his gaze flicking over to her with a smirk. “It’s quiet, away from all the drama.”

Josephine leaned back in her chair, a small smile playing on her lips as she looked at him. “Yeah, it’s nice to have a little peace and quiet for once.”

Damon raised an eyebrow. “You’ve gotten used to all the chaos, haven’t you?”

She let out a breath, her eyes glinting with a mix of amusement and reflection. “I guess I’ve had to. It’s hard not to, when every day brings something new.” She paused, her thoughts drifting for a moment. “But I think I’m handling it. I’m learning to… live with it.”

Damon nodded slowly, the intensity in his gaze softening. “You’ve handled it better than most people would have. You’re tougher than you think, Jo.”

She smiled at his words, but the weight of the situation wasn’t lost on her. She had accepted this world because she had to, but it didn’t mean she wasn’t still processing everything. She didn’t know if she’d ever be fully at ease with everything, but she was learning.

“And what about you?” Josephine asked, tilting her head as she studied Damon. “You seem different these past few weeks.”

Damon chuckled, though it lacked its usual teasing edge. “Different how?”

She shrugged slightly, her fingers idly tracing the arm of the chair. “You’re… more relaxed around me. Not as guarded.”

For a moment, there was a flicker of something in Damon’s eyes—something real, maybe even vulnerable—but it was gone before she could be sure. He stretched out on the couch, a smirk reappearing on his face. “You’ve got me figured out, huh?”

Josephine leaned forward slightly, her tone a little more serious. “Not quite. But I do think you’ve started to trust me more, Damon.”

His expression softened, his eyes meeting hers for a long moment. “You’re right. I trust you, Jo.” He paused, his gaze drifting to the window. “I never thought I’d let anyone in again. But I’m not the same when I’m with you.”

The sincerity in his voice made her heart skip a beat. She hadn’t expected him to say that, but it made her feel something she hadn’t felt in a long time—hope.

“I trust you, too,” she whispered, the words feeling like a small confession in the stillness of the room.

Damon smiled, but this time, it wasn’t the cocky grin she was used to. It was something deeper. Something genuine. “Good. Because this… whatever this is between us… it’s important.”

Josephine nodded slowly, the weight of his words settling over her like a quiet understanding. They had been through a lot together, but in this moment, sitting together in her home, it felt like they were both finally coming to terms with the truth of their connection.

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

The evening continued in a quiet, comfortable rhythm. After hours of talking, laughing, and sharing moments of intimacy—whether it was exchanging soft kisses or simply resting together, their closeness only deepened. Josephine had completely fallen for Damon, the trust she had in him growing stronger with every passing moment. There was no fear, no hesitation in her heart when she was with him. She had found a part of herself in him, something she hadn’t known she was looking for until now.

As the night wore on, they eventually fell asleep in each other’s arms, the world outside fading into the background. The weight of the day’s events and the overwhelming knowledge of their shared bond melted away as they drifted into peaceful slumber.

The morning light peeked through the curtains, filling the room with a soft, golden glow. Damon was the first to stir, his body warm next to hers, but something felt off. The usual stillness of the house was interrupted by the ringing of his phone.

His eyes opened slowly, and he groaned, reaching for the phone on the nightstand. He glanced at the caller ID, his expression immediately turning more serious. Stefan.

With a sigh, he answered. “What is it, Stefan?”

“There’s a problem,” Stefan’s voice was urgent, filled with a tension Damon immediately recognized.

Damon’s stomach tightened. “What now?”

“There’s someone in town,” Stefan continued, his tone grim. “Someone who knows about you… and Josie.”

Damon’s heart skipped a beat. “Who?”

There was a brief pause before Stefan responded, the name hanging heavily in the air. “Katherine.”

Damon’s grip on the phone tightened. “Katherine?”

“Yeah,” Stefan said, his voice tight. “She’s back. And she’s angry. Really angry about you and Josie. She knows what she’s been walking into. She knows what’s going on between you two.”

Damon exhaled slowly, stepping out of bed. His eyes flicked over to Josephine, still asleep beside him, her breathing steady. He’d promised to keep her safe, but now, with Katherine’s return, that promise suddenly felt fragile.

“How the hell did she find out?” Damon growled, his mind already racing with thoughts of what Katherine could do.

“I don’t know yet,” Stefan replied. “But she’s making it clear she’s not happy about it. She’s after you, Damon—and Josie is right in the middle of it.”

Damon ran a hand through his hair, frustration evident on his face. “Katherine always makes things complicated.” His gaze stayed on Josephine, who was completely unaware of the danger. “What does she want?”

“She wants to get back at you,” Stefan said, his voice low and filled with concern. “She’s angry, Damon. She’ll do anything to get to you, and if she thinks Josie is a way to get to you, she’ll use her.”

Damon’s jaw clenched, a surge of protectiveness rushing through him. He wasn’t going to let Katherine destroy what he had with Josephine. “I’ll handle it, Stefan. Don’t worry about her. I won’t let anything happen to her.”

Stefan’s voice softened, his worry still evident. “Just be careful. Katherine’s not someone to underestimate.”

“I know,” Damon replied, the words firm, the weight of his promise clear in his voice. “I’ll deal with it.”

After a brief pause, the call ended, and Damon stood there in the quiet room, his eyes locked on Josephine. She was still unaware, still asleep in the safety of her own world. But that world was about to get a lot more complicated.

Damon took a deep breath, his gaze never leaving her. He knew Katherine would do whatever it took to get what she wanted, and now, Josephine was caught in the middle of it. He had to protect her, at all costs.

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

Over the next few days, Damon continued to act as though everything was normal, despite the growing tension of the situation. He still spent time with Josephine, and they shared quiet moments in her home, but the underlying sense of urgency never left him. He kept his plans to keep her safe, well, secret. Damon wasn’t ready to tell her everything, not yet. But he made sure she had everything she needed to protect herself.

Vervain was planted in her garden, and wooden stakes began to appear in places she never expected—hidden in drawers, tucked away in her purse, stashed between couch cushions. He also gave her a vervain necklace, a subtle but important tool to prevent anyone from compelling her.

Josephine didn’t immediately question the sudden surge in “precautionary” items, but as the days passed, she began to notice the difference in Damon’s behavior. He was more focused, more serious, and she could tell something was off. The things he was giving her didn’t seem random. They were too calculated, too deliberate.

One evening, as they sat together in the living room, Josephine looked at him, her eyes narrowing slightly. “Damon,” she said, her voice quiet but determined. “What’s really going on? You’re acting strange.”

Damon paused, his eyes flicking to her briefly before he responded, his tone still casual, but with an edge. “What do you mean?”

“I mean… all these things you’ve been giving me.” She gestured toward the vervain necklace, the stakes, and the garden outside. “I get it. You’re trying to keep me safe. But you’re not telling me why. Why now? Why all of a sudden?”

Damon leaned back in his seat, his jaw tight as he avoided her gaze for a moment. He knew this conversation was coming, and he’d been putting it off, but there was no way around it. “There’s someone I haven’t told you about,” he said, his voice soft, his eyes finally meeting hers. “Someone who could put you in danger.”

Josephine tilted her head, curiosity mixing with growing concern. “Who?”

Damon’s expression darkened as he leaned forward, lowering his voice. “Her name is Katherine.”

Josephine blinked, confused. “Katherine? Why is she a threat?”

Damon ran a hand through his hair, clearly frustrated at having to explain this. “Katherine is… complicated.” He paused, his eyes hardening with memories that Josephine knew were painful for him. “She’s the reason Stefan and I are vampires.”

Josephine’s brow furrowed as she processed what he said. “What do you mean? She turned you both?”

Damon nodded slowly, his jaw clenched tightly. “Yes. She turned us both. She was the one who made us vampires. She was… the love of both our lives, in different ways. But she’s also a manipulative, dangerous woman who will stop at nothing to get what she wants.”

Josephine sat still, trying to absorb the weight of his words. “She turned you… because she wanted you?”

Damon’s gaze darkened, his voice quiet but filled with bitterness. “Yes. At least, at the time, we both thought we loved her. She twisted our lives, made us both believe we could be with her. But in the end, she didn’t care about either of us. All she wanted was power, control.”

Josephine’s heart ached as she listened to the pain in his voice. “And now… she’s back?”

Damon nodded, his eyes narrowing. “She’s back. And she’s angry. Angry that I’ve moved on, angry that I’m with you.” He paused, his voice growing colder. “She won’t stop until she’s done with us.”

Josephine’s stomach tightened with a mix of fear and confusion. “But why me? Why would she go after me?”

Damon met her gaze, his expression softening. “Because of me. Because she knows how much you mean to me, and she’s going to use that against me.” His voice dropped lower, his tone almost protective. “I’m not going to let her hurt you, Jo. I’m not going to let her get to you.”

Josephine’s mind raced, processing the new information. She hadn’t known anything about Katherine, but now the pieces were falling into place—the stakes, the vervain, the odd behavior. It all made sense. And yet, she felt a strange sense of calm in knowing the truth.

“I can take care of myself, Damon,” she said, her voice steady but soft. “I don’t need you to protect me from everything.”

Damon’s eyes softened as he looked at her, his hand resting gently on hers. “I know you’re strong, Jo. But some things… some things are beyond what we can handle alone.”

Josephine nodded slowly, her chest tightening with a mix of emotion. She wasn’t afraid of Katherine, not really. But Damon’s concern for her, the way he was so focused on protecting her, made her realize just how deep their connection had become.

“Alright,” she said softly, her voice steady. “I trust you. And I’ll be ready.”

Damon gave her a small smile, a look of gratitude in his eyes. “Good. I won’t let anything happen to you, Jo.”
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It was a calm evening as Josephine and Damon left the restaurant, enjoying a rare moment of peace after the tension of the past few days. The night air was cool and refreshing, and for a moment, they felt like they could forget the threats and chaos waiting for them back in Mystic Falls.

As they walked toward the car, Damon suddenly froze, his body tense and alert. Josephine, sensing the change, instinctively stopped beside him and followed his gaze to a figure standing under a streetlight across the parking lot.

At first, Josephine didn’t know what to make of it. The woman had long, dark hair and a graceful posture, but there was something unsettling about the way she stood—something that made Josephine’s stomach twist. And then, as the woman turned to face them, Josephine’s breath caught in her throat.

Her face- was a mirror image of Elena’s. But that was not Elena.

“Elena?” Josephine asked, confusion rising in her voice as she turned to Damon. “What’s going on? Who is that?”

Damon’s body went rigid, and his jaw tightened as he stared at the woman. His eyes narrowed, but his posture didn’t soften, a clear sign that something was very wrong.

“That’s not Elena,” Damon said, his voice tense, his eyes darkening as he continued to watch the woman approach.

Josephine frowned. “But she looks exactly like her. What’s going on, Damon?”

Before Damon could respond, the woman moved forward, her gaze shifting to Josephine with an unsettling kind of amusement. Her steps were slow and deliberate, and Josephine instinctively took a step closer to Damon, her unease growing.

As the woman stepped fully into the light, she smiled—a predatory, knowing smile. “Well, well,” she purred, her voice dripping with venom as she looked at Damon. “It’s been a while.”

Josephine’s confusion deepened as she stepped closer to Damon, her voice quiet but filled with suspicion. “Who is she, Damon?”

Damon stepped in front of Josephine, blocking her from view, his eyes never leaving the woman as he answered, his voice cold. “This is Katherine.”

Josephine blinked, her heart skipping a beat as the pieces fell into place. Katherine. The woman Damon had told her about. The one who had turned him and Stefan into vampires. The one who was responsible for so much of the chaos in their lives.

Katherine smirked, her eyes flicking to Josephine as she took in the scene. “Oh, Damon,” she cooed, her smile widening. “I see you’ve found someone new to play with.”

Josephine stiffened, the bitterness in Katherine’s voice striking her. “What do you want?” Josephine asked, her voice firm, but her nerves were starting to take over.

Katherine’s smile didn’t falter. “What do I want?” she repeated, her eyes narrowing. “I want what’s mine, Damon. I’ve come to remind you of that.” She looked at Josephine, her gaze calculating. “And you—well, you’re just in the way.”

Josephine’s chest tightened at her words. She didn’t know how she should feel about this woman—how could she, after all? But she knew one thing: she wasn’t about to let Katherine intimidate her.

“I don’t know what you want, but I’m not afraid of you,” Josephine said firmly, her voice steady despite the tension that was rising between them.

Katherine chuckled darkly, her smile full of malice. “Oh, you will be. I’ll make sure of that.” Her gaze flicked to Damon, her eyes burning with anger. “You think you can just move on, Damon? Forget about me? You can’t run from the past. I won’t let you.”

Damon stepped forward, his body tense with a mixture of anger and resignation. “This isn’t your fight, Katherine,” he said, his voice low and dangerous. “You need to leave. Now.”

Katherine tilted her head, studying Damon with a look of bitter amusement. “You always were good at pretending, Damon. Pretending like I wasn’t the reason you’re still standing here. Pretending like you didn’t need me. But you do. You always will.” She looked at Josephine again, her expression cold. “I’ll be back. And I won’t forget about either of you.”

With that, she turned and walked away, her heels clicking on the pavement as she disappeared into the night, leaving behind a heavy silence in her wake.

Josephine stood still for a moment, trying to process everything that had just happened. Her pulse was still racing, and her chest tightened with a mix of fear and confusion. She looked at Damon, her voice shaky as she spoke. “What just happened? What did she mean?”

Damon’s expression was dark, his anger still simmering just beneath the surface. “She’s Katherine,” he repeated, his voice hard. “You know she’s the one who turned Stefan and I.”

Josephine’s heart pounded as she tried to piece everything together. “But why is she so angry at you? At us?”

Damon’s gaze softened just a little, though the frustration and anger in his eyes remained. “Because she thinks she owns me. Because she thinks I’m hers. And she doesn’t like that I’ve moved on, that I’m with you.”

Josephine stood still, her mind racing with the weight of the situation. “She’s dangerous, isn’t she?”

Damon didn’t answer right away, his gaze flicking toward where Katherine had disappeared. “Yes,” he said quietly. “She’s dangerous. And we have to be ready for whatever comes next.”

Josephine nodded slowly, a strange sense of determination rising within her. She wasn’t going to let Katherine—or anyone—tear her and Damon apart.

The drive back to Josephine’s house was tense, the silence between them thick with unspoken thoughts. Damon’s eyes flicked between the road and Josephine, his focus sharper than usual. He was driving faster than he usually did, his grip on the steering wheel tight as he tried to outrun the heavy feeling in his chest.

Josephine sat in the passenger seat, her mind racing with everything that had just happened. Katherine. The woman who looked exactly like Elena but was a vampire, with a past tied to Damon and Stefan. She couldn’t shake the image of her—the coldness in her eyes, the malice in her voice. She was dangerous. And Josephine knew that now, more than ever, she had to be careful.

Damon took a sharp turn into her driveway, the tires screeching slightly as he came to a halt. He turned off the engine and immediately turned to her, his eyes intense and filled with urgency.

“Josie, listen to me,” Damon said, his voice low but firm. “Do not invite Elena into your house. Do not.”

Josephine blinked, confused by the sudden demand. “What do you mean? Why would I invite Elena in?”

Damon’s gaze darkened, his lips pressed into a thin line. “The real Elena—the human Elena—she doesn’t need an invitation to enter. She’s human. But Katherine…” He paused, his jaw tightening. “Katherine’s a vampire. She needs an invitation to cross your threshold.”

Josephine’s stomach twisted at the thought. “So… if Elena comes here… she can just walk in?”

Damon nodded sharply. “Yes. She’s not the one you need to worry about. It’s Katherine that you need to keep out. If she gets inside, she’ll have access to you whenever she wants. She could hurt you, Jo. And I won’t let that happen.”

Josephine felt the weight of his words, her heart pounding in her chest. “I won’t invite her in, Damon. I promise.” But a thought nagged at her. “But what if… what if she tries to trick me? If she shows up pretending to be Elena… how will I know?”

Damon’s eyes flicked to the front door, his mind clearly racing with the possibilities. “I’ll be around. I’ll make sure you’re not alone, but I need you to be careful. Really careful. Katherine’s unpredictable. She might try anything to get close to you, and if she succeeds…” He trailed off, his voice hardening as his thoughts darkened.

Josephine felt a chill run through her, but she stood tall, nodding with determination. “I get it. I won’t take any chances.” She hesitated for a moment before continuing. “What do you want me to do now? Stay here?”

Damon’s gaze softened, but his protective nature was still evident. “Yes. Stay here, Jo. I don’t want to risk Katherine getting to you when you’re out. It’s too dangerous right now. Just for tonight, at least. I’ll keep watch.”

Josephine felt a mix of gratitude and frustration. She understood the danger, but part of her hated the idea of being cooped up in her own home, especially when there was so much she didn’t understand about what was happening.

“I can’t just stay locked in here,” she said, her voice softer but firm. “I need to help you.”

Damon shook his head, stepping closer to her. “I know you want to help, but right now, your safety is my priority. Katherine’s unpredictable, and until we know what she’s planning, I don’t want to risk you getting caught in the middle.”

Josephine met his gaze, her heart softening at the concern in his eyes. She knew he was only trying to protect her, and part of her appreciated it more than she could express. “Alright. I’ll stay,” she said, though a part of her still ached at the thought of being stuck inside, away from everything.

Damon reached out and gently cupped her face, his touch warm and reassuring. “I’m doing this because I care about you, Jo. I won’t let her hurt you. You have my word.”

Josephine looked at him for a long moment, her heart swelling with emotion. She didn’t know exactly what Katherine was capable of, but she trusted Damon. She trusted that he wouldn’t let anything happen to her.

“Thank you,” she whispered, her voice barely above a whisper. “I trust you, Damon.”

He smiled faintly, though there was still a trace of tension in his expression. “I know you do. Just promise me—no matter what happens, you’ll stay in here. I’ll make sure everything else is taken care of.”

“I promise,” Josephine replied, her voice steady. She wasn’t happy about being cooped up, but she understood the need for caution. They were in this together, and she would do whatever it took to stay safe.

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

The past few weeks had been relatively peaceful, with no sign of Katherine. Damon and Josephine had grown accustomed to the quiet routine of their lives, but Damon still kept a watchful eye on her, ensuring that they didn’t let their guard down too much.

One Saturday morning, Damon surprised Josephine with a trip to the local farmers market. He had promised they’d take a break from all the chaos and enjoy a normal day—something Josephine had been craving for weeks. The market was bustling with energy, the air filled with the scent of fresh produce, homemade jams, and flowers. For a few hours, it felt like the world outside of Mystic Falls had slowed down, and they were just another couple enjoying a sunny morning.

Josephine smiled as she picked out fresh tomatoes from one of the local farmers, her fingers lightly brushing over the smooth red skins. She felt like she could almost forget, for a moment, that her life had been turned upside down by the supernatural.

“Did you get the cucumbers?” she called over her shoulder to Damon, who was a few stalls away, picking out some herbs.

“Yeah, I’ve got them,” Damon called back, his voice light as he turned toward her. “I’ve got the tomatoes too, you know.”

She laughed and turned to face him, but as she did, her eyes caught something in the distance. There, standing by a booth, Elena. Or Kathrine? Josephine’s heart skipped a beat, the sight of the familiar face making her feel uneasy.

“Elena?” she muttered, stepping toward the woman, her mind still spinning with confusion. “Elena, is that you?”

The woman turned toward her with a soft smile, her features almost identical to Elena’s, but there was something off in her eyes. The expression wasn’t the warm, genuine smile Josephine was used to; instead, there was a coldness to it. She looked at Josephine, her gaze calculating.

“Josephine,” the woman said sweetly, her voice strikingly similar to Elena’s. “It’s been a while. I’ve missed you.”

Josephine’s brow furrowed slightly, her confusion deepening. “Elena, what are you doing here? I didn’t expect to see you out at the market today.”

She smiled again, stepping closer. “I’ve been busy,” she said, her voice smooth and soothing. “I wanted to catch up, spend some time with you. Is that okay?”

Josephine blinked, a faint unease crawling up her spine. Something wasn’t right. This wasn’t the Elena she knew. There was a coolness in her tone, something too rehearsed, too perfect. She took a step back

“Yeah, sure,” Josephine said, trying to not show that she was suspicious. “Damon is here with me, he just over—” She turned to try to point him out, but couldn’t find him.

Before she could finish her sentence, the woman reached out, grabbing her wrist in a sudden, vice-like grip. Josephine gasped, surprised by the strength in her hold. “Damon’s not here,” Katherine said, her voice now darker, the fake warmth gone. “And I’m not Elena.”

Josephine’s eyes widened as she tried to pull her arm from Katherine’s grasp. “Let go of me,” Josephine whispered, her stomach churning with fear.

Katherine’s smile widened, but there was no kindness in it. “Not happening,” she purred, tightening her grip on Josephine’s wrist. “I wanted to make sure you didn’t make a scene. And now… it’s time to go.”

Before Josephine could react, Katherine pulled her away, dragging her toward the back of the market. Her heart pounded in her chest as panic began to rise. “Let go of me!” she yelled, trying to break free, but Katherine’s grip was like iron.

The people around them were too caught up in their own business to notice, and Josephine’s mind raced. Where was Damon? She had to find a way out.

Katherine smiled down at her, the dangerous glint in her eyes never wavering. “You should’ve stayed with Damon. He’s not going to find you in time.”

The words hit Josephine like a slap. Damon would find her, he wouldn’t stop until he did. Fear surged through her veins as Katherine dragged her further into the parking lot, away from the crowd, to where a black car was waiting.

Josephine struggled, but it was no use. Katherine was too strong, and before she knew it, she was shoved into the back of the car, the door slamming shut behind her. Katherine slid into the front seat, her smile now completely wicked as she turned to Josephine.

“Don’t worry,” she said, her voice dripping with venom. “This is just the beginning.”
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Josephine’s heart raced as Katherine dragged her through the abandoned house, the floors creaking underfoot as they entered a dimly lit room. Dust covered everything, and the smell of mildew and decay filled the air. The place had been abandoned for years, and the emptiness of it seemed to match the coldness in Katherine’s eyes.

“Sit,” Katherine ordered, her voice sharp. Josephine had no choice but to obey, her hands still bound behind her back as she was shoved onto a dilapidated chair. The ropes were tight, and as Katherine stepped back to examine her work, Josephine’s mind raced with fear and confusion.

Katherine took her time, circling Josephine like a predator sizing up its prey. “Tell me, Josephine,” she began, her voice smooth but cold, “how long have you been with Damon? How much does he trust you?”

Josephine swallowed, her throat dry. She had no idea where this was going, but she refused to show any weakness. “I don’t know what you want from me,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady. “I’m not telling you anything.”

Katherine smirked, walking closer to her with slow, deliberate steps. “Oh, but you will. You see, I’ve been around long enough to know exactly how to get the truth out of people.” She stopped in front of Josephine, her eyes glinting with malice. “Now, answer me. How much does Damon trust you?”

Josephine’s mind raced, trying to understand why Katherine was asking these questions. “I don’t know,” she replied honestly. “He trusts me, but I don’t know everything. I don’t know what you want from me.”

Katherine’s smile faltered, her eyes narrowing as her patience began to wear thin. “You don’t know? How convenient.” Her hand shot out suddenly, striking Josephine across the cheek with a force that made her head snap to the side.

Josephine’s breath caught in her throat as pain surged through her, but she refused to cry out. She had to stay strong. “What do you want from me?” she asked again, her voice now quieter, filled with confusion and fear.

Katherine’s smile returned, but this time it was colder, more predatory. “You’re more stubborn than I thought. But I’ll make you talk eventually. I always do.”

She began to pace in front of Josephine, her eyes never leaving her captive. “Tell me everything you know about Damon’s plans, about the things he’s been hiding. About how far he’s willing to go to protect you.”

Josephine’s heart raced, her mind spinning. She had no idea what Katherine was talking about. Damon had never shared any plans with her beyond keeping her safe.

“I don’t know anything,” Josephine said, her voice trembling slightly, but she forced herself to stay strong. “I don’t know anything about any plans.”

Katherine’s eyes narrowed, her patience clearly running out. With one quick movement, she grabbed Josephine by the throat, squeezing just enough to make her gasp for air. “You’re lying,” Katherine hissed. “I know you know more than that. Tell me, or I’ll make you regret it.”

Fear shot through Josephine like an electric current, but she still refused to give in. “I’m not lying,” she choked out, trying to pry Katherine’s hand from her throat. “I don’t know anything.”

Katherine’s grip tightened, and Josephine gasped, her vision starting to blur at the edges. But just as quickly, Katherine released her, letting her slouch forward in the chair, gasping for air.

“Maybe I’ll break you slowly,” Katherine mused, her voice sickeningly calm as she stepped back. “It’ll be more fun that way.”

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

Back at Josephine’s house, Damon paced back and forth, his frustration growing with each passing minute. He had called her cell phone, but it went straight to voicemail. He had checked every spot he could think of, retracing their steps from the farmers market, but there was no sign of her anywhere. The sense of dread in his chest only grew stronger.

“Where the hell are you, Jo?” Damon muttered under his breath, trying to steady his racing thoughts. His eyes flicked to the window, the streets outside eerily silent.

As he walked toward the front door to head back out for another search, he felt it. A sudden, sharp pain—almost like a shockwave—ran through him. It was coming from Josephine. Her fear. His breath caught in his throat as the realization hit him.

“No…” he breathed, his chest tightening.

The intensity of her fear washed over him like a tide, flooding his senses. It was unmistakable. She was in pain. She was terrified. And wherever she was, it wasn’t safe. Not by a long shot.
Without thinking, Damon picked up his phone, dialing Stefan’s number in a panic. The phone rang only once before his brother picked up.

“Damon?” Stefan’s voice was groggy, clearly interrupted from whatever he had been doing. “What’s going on?”

“I can feel her, Stefan. Jo… Katherine got her. She’s in danger..” His voice was frantic, his eyes wild as he tried to focus through the rush of panic. “Katherine. She’s… she’s hurting her.”
Stefan’s voice turned serious instantly. “Where are you?”

“I’m at Josie’s,” Damon said, his tone tight with frustration. “I can’t find her, but I felt her fear. I need you to help me find her.”

There was a pause before Stefan spoke again, his voice calm but laced with urgency. “I’m on it. I’ll get in touch with Bonnie. She can track Josephine.”

Damon ran a hand through his hair, pacing frantically. “We don’t have much time. I need to get to her.”

“I’ll call Bonnie now. Stay with me, Damon. We’ll find her,” Stefan reassured him.

As Damon hung up the phone, his eyes flicked toward the door. His body was on fire with the need to find her, to protect her. Katherine wouldn’t get away with this.

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

Damon’s mind raced as he met up with Stefan, Elena, and Bonnie at the boarding house. They were gathered around the table, each of them doing their part to try and locate Josephine, but Damon could tell that none of them had any answers yet. The air was thick with tension, and every minute felt like an eternity.

“Have you found anything?” Damon asked, his voice tight with frustration as he paced in front of the group.

Stefan shook his head, his expression grim. “Nothing yet. We’ve checked every possible place Katherine might be hiding, but there’s no sign of her.”

Bonnie, who had been sitting quietly at the table with her eyes closed in concentration, looked up. “I’m doing what I can,” she said, her voice strained. “But without knowing exactly where she is, I’m having trouble pinpointing Josephine’s location. Katherine’s is… messy. She’s hiding herself somehow.”

Damon clenched his fists at his sides, his impatience growing with each passing second. “She’s torturing her, Stefan. I can feel it. I can feel her fear. We need to find her.”

Bonnie nodded slowly, her eyes glowing faintly as she focused again. “I’ll keep trying. But I need something more… something to anchor me. Do you have anything of hers? Anything that might connect me to her directly?”

Elena stood up, her face pale, clearly just as worried. “I’ll go to her house. Maybe there’s something there. I’ll find anything that can help.”

Damon turned to her, his eyes filled with concern. “Elena, it’s not safe. Katherine knows you’re close to Josephine. If she knows you’re looking for her…”

“I’ll be careful,” Elena insisted, meeting his gaze. “I know what’s at stake here, Damon. We need to find her before it’s too late.”

Damon sighed, knowing she was right. “Alright. But don’t take any chances.”

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

Back in the abandoned house, Katherine’s interrogation of Josephine had gone on for what felt like hours. The room was dark, the air heavy with tension as Katherine circled her like a predator, her eyes gleaming with sadistic delight. Josephine was bruised, tired, but still defiant.
Katherine had been relentless, asking her question after question about Damon, about his plans, about everything Josephine might know. But Josephine didn’t have the answers she wanted. And that only made Katherine more enraged.

“How long do you think you can keep this up, Josephine?” Katherine’s voice was smooth, but the anger beneath it was palpable. “You’re just like Damon. Too stubborn to see the truth. You think he’ll protect you? He’ll always choose himself over you.”

Josephine’s head throbbed, but her defiance only grew. “I don’t know what you want from me, but you’re not going to break me,” she spat, her voice low and filled with a cold fury.

Katherine stopped in her tracks, glaring at her. “Oh, I will. And when I do, you’ll wish you’d told me everything.”

Josephine could barely hold her eyes open, the strain of being bound and exhausted weighing on her. But she wasn’t going to give in. She couldn’t.

“You don’t scare me,” she muttered through gritted teeth, her anger surging as she glared at Katherine. “You’re pathetic, you know that? Hiding in the shadows, trying to break people down. You’re nothing.”

Katherine’s eyes flickered with something dangerous at Josephine’s words, and in an instant, she was standing in front of her, her hand wrapping around Josephine’s throat with enough force to make her gasp.

“Pathetic?” Katherine hissed, her voice low and dangerous. “You have no idea who you’re dealing with, girl.”

Josephine struggled, her breath coming in short gasps, her vision fading at the edges as Katherine squeezed tighter. But her anger was a fire that wouldn’t die. “You think you can control everything, but you can’t. Damon’s not yours. You’ll never have him.”

Katherine’s eyes burned with rage. With a sharp twist of her wrist, she slammed Josephine’s head against the back of the chair, the force making everything blur.

“You’re starting to piss me off,” Katherine warned, her voice dangerously calm.

Josephine’s head swam as her consciousness began to slip away. She could barely keep her eyes open, her breath shallow. The darkness crept in like a storm, and the last thing she saw was Katherine’s wicked smile.

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

Meanwhile, Damon’s mind was in turmoil. He had no idea where to turn next. His stomach churned as Bonnie continued her focus, beads of sweat forming on her brow as she pushed herself harder.

“I’m getting something,” Bonnie said, her voice strained. “It’s faint, but I can feel her… she’s not far.”

Damon’s pulse quickened. “Where is she?”

Bonnie closed her eyes, concentrating harder. “There’s an abandoned house on the edge of town. That’s where she is. But… it’s blocked. I can’t pinpoint exactly where in the house she is.”

“We don’t have time,” Damon muttered, his mind already on the move. “Let’s go.”

Stefan and Elena nodded in unison, ready to head out. Damon’s stomach twisted in fear as the urgency to find Josephine overwhelmed him. They had to get to her before it was too late.

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

Back at the abandoned house, Josephine finally lost consciousness, her body slumping against the ropes that held her. Katherine, her hands shaking with rage, took one last look at her captive before walking out of the room.
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The abandoned house loomed in the distance, its dilapidated structure barely visible in the faint moonlight. Damon could feel his pulse quicken as they approached, the bond between him and Josephine still faintly pulling at his senses. She was here—he was sure of it. And so was Katherine.

The car screeched to a halt in front of the overgrown yard. Damon stepped out without waiting for the others, his body tense, his mind singularly focused. He barely heard Stefan and Elena calling after him as he stormed toward the house.

Inside, the air was thick with silence, save for the creak of the floorboards under Damon’s boots. He moved quickly, his senses on high alert, scanning every dark corner for any sign of Katherine—or Josephine.

“Josie!” he called out, his voice sharp, desperate.

The sound of faint, mocking laughter echoed from one of the rooms ahead. Damon’s jaw tightened, his fists clenching as he stepped closer.

“Damon,” Katherine’s voice purred, her tone laced with amusement. “Right on time.”

She appeared in the doorway, her expression smug as she leaned casually against the frame. “I was wondering how long it would take you to find us.”

“Where is she?” Damon growled, his voice low and dangerous.

Katherine smirked, stepping forward. “She’s… resting,” she said, her tone dripping with mockery. “You should be thanking me. She’s alive, for now.”

Damon didn’t waste another second. In an instant, he lunged at her, his body a blur as he tackled her into the room. Katherine fought back with equal ferocity, her movements quick and precise as she countered his every strike.

The two of them crashed into the walls, furniture splintering under the force of their blows. Damon’s rage fueled him, but Katherine’s experience gave her the upper hand. She ducked under his punches, slamming him into the floor with a strength that made the house tremble.

“You’ve gotten slow, Damon,” Katherine sneered, pinning him down. “Too busy playing house to keep your edge?”

Damon growled, throwing her off with a burst of strength, but she was on him again in an instant, her nails raking across his chest. Blood seeped through his shirt, but he barely felt it, his focus entirely on bringing her down.

Just as Katherine landed another blow, sending Damon crashing into a nearby cabinet, Stefan appeared. “Enough!” he shouted, launching himself at Katherine.

Katherine snarled as Stefan tackled her to the ground, their struggle violent and chaotic. Damon staggered to his feet, wiping blood from his mouth as he joined the fight. Together, the brothers overpowered Katherine, their combined strength finally forcing her to retreat.

“This isn’t over,” Katherine hissed, her eyes blazing with fury as she vanished into the shadows.
Breathing heavily, Damon and Stefan exchanged a tense glance before Damon’s gaze snapped toward the far side of the room.

“Josie,” he muttered, his voice barely audible.

Elena had already been searching the house during the fight, her heart pounding as she checked each room. Finally, she found Josephine in the corner of a dark, dusty room, tied to a chair, her head slumped forward.

“Josie!” Elena rushed to her side, her hands trembling as she untied the ropes. Josephine’s body was limp, her skin pale and bruised, but her chest rose and fell with shallow breaths.

“Stefan! Damon! I found her!” Elena shouted, her voice echoing through the house.

Moments later, Damon and Stefan appeared in the doorway, Damon’s eyes immediately locking on Josephine. He was at her side in an instant, gently pulling her into his arms.

“She’s alive,” Elena said, her voice shaky with relief. “But she’s hurt. She needs blood to heal.”

Stefan stepped forward, his expression calm but serious. “Here let me–,” he said, ringing his wrist to his mouth to bite.

“No.” Damon’s voice was sharp, his eyes blazing as he pulled Josephine closer. “She gets my blood.”

Stefan hesitated, his brow furrowing. “Damon, she needs to heal. We don’t have time to argue about this.”

“I said no,” Damon growled, his protectiveness flaring. “She’s mine. She’s not taking anyone else’s blood.”

Stefan raised his hands and stepped back, knowing better than to push his brother when he was like this.

Damon bit into his wrist, the blood pooling quickly before he pressed it gently to Josephine’s lips. “Come on, Jo,” he whispered, his voice soft but urgent. “Drink. You’ll be okay.”

Josephine didn’t stir, her body unresponsive, but Damon stayed there, his blood still flowing as he cradled her against him.

Elena placed a hand on his shoulder, her voice quiet. “She’ll heal, Damon. She just needs time.”
Damon didn’t respond, his focus entirely on Josephine. He held her tightly, his mind racing with the promise he silently made to himself: Katherine would pay for this.
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Damon carried Josephine into her home, the tension in his jaw visible as he gently laid her on the couch. Her face was pale, and her throat bore the unmistakable imprint of Katherine’s hand—a dark bruise that stood out against her fair skin. Her shallow breaths were steady but faint, a reminder of how close she had come to something far worse.

He knelt beside her, brushing a strand of hair away from her face, his mind racing with a mix of guilt and anger. Katherine had gone too far this time, and Damon wouldn’t let her get away with it.

Hours passed, and Damon stayed by Josephine’s side, refusing to leave. The house was silent except for the occasional rustle of the curtains as the wind outside picked up. Every sound made him tense, his heightened senses on alert for any sign of Katherine.

Finally, as the first rays of sunlight began to creep through the window, Josephine stirred. Her eyelids fluttered open, and she let out a soft groan as her fingers instinctively moved to her neck.
“Jo,” Damon said softly, his voice breaking through the haze of her grogginess. “Hey, you’re awake.”

Josephine blinked up at him, her eyes dazed and unfocused at first. It took a moment for her to register where she was and who was beside her. Then, like a wave, the memories came rushing back—Katherine’s face, the ropes, the pain.

Her hand moved to her throat again, her fingers grazing the tender, bruised skin. She winced at the soreness and tried to speak, but her voice came out hoarse and strained. “Damon…”

“I’m here,” he said quickly, his hand resting lightly on hers. “You’re safe now. Katherine’s gone.”

Josephine’s eyes flickered with a mix of fear and anger. “She… she was going to kill me,” she whispered, her voice raspy. “I thought—”

“She didn’t,” Damon cut her off, his voice firm but laced with an edge of protectiveness. “She didn’t, and she won’t. Not as long as I’m here.”

Josephine tried to sit up, but the effort made her dizzy, and she slumped back against the couch. Damon caught her shoulders gently, easing her back down. “You need to rest,” he said firmly. “You’ve been through hell, Jo. Don’t push yourself.”

Josephine nodded faintly, her throat still aching. “Damon, what happens now?” she asked, her voice barely audible.

Damon’s jaw tightened as he glanced toward the window. “Now, you stay here. No leaving, no wandering off. Katherine’s still out there, and I’m not taking any chances.”

Josephine frowned, a flicker of frustration crossing her face. “You can’t just keep me locked up in my own house,” she rasped. “I’m not going to live in fear.”

“It’s not about living in fear,” Damon said, his voice low but insistent. “It’s about keeping you alive, Jo. Katherine isn’t done. She’ll come back. And until we figure out how to stop her, this is the safest place for you.”

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

For the next few days, Josephine stayed inside as Damon had instructed, though the weight of Katherine’s presence loomed over her. She could feel it—she was being watched.

Damon came and went, checking in on her frequently and making sure the vervain plants were flourishing in her garden. But every time he left, Josephine’s anxiety grew. She didn’t like being alone, not when she knew Katherine was out there.

One evening, as Damon stepped outside to patrol the perimeter of her property, the air grew colder. He felt the change immediately—a familiar presence that made his instincts flare.

“Damon,” Katherine’s voice came from the shadows, smooth and mocking. “Out for a stroll?”

Damon turned sharply, his eyes narrowing as Katherine stepped into view. She wore the same smug expression she always did, but there was a darker edge to her gaze this time.

“Katherine,” he said coolly, his posture tense. “You just can’t stay away, can you?”

Katherine smirked, circling him like a predator. “You make it so hard, Damon. All this effort to keep her safe… it’s almost touching. But you know it’s useless, don’t you? I’ll get to her eventually.”

Damon’s fists clenched at his sides. “Not while I’m around.”

Katherine tilted her head, her smile widening. “You always did love a challenge,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “But you should know by now, Damon—I always win.”

Before he could respond, she lunged at him, her movements swift and precise. Damon barely had time to react as Katherine’s hands collided with his chest, sending him stumbling back. He recovered quickly, countering her attack with equal ferocity.

The fight was brutal, their movements a blur as they clashed in the yard. Damon landed a solid punch, but Katherine was faster, dodging his next strike and slamming him against a tree
.
“You’re still sloppy,” Katherine sneered, her voice cold.

Damon growled, his anger fueling him as he pushed her back, their fight intensifying. But Katherine’s strength was relentless, and for a moment, Damon found himself on the defensive.
Damon and Katherine’s fight raged in the yard, their movements a blur of strength and fury. The sound of their clash echoed through the quiet evening, but Josephine couldn’t stay hidden any longer. She stepped out onto the porch, her heart pounding in her chest. In her hand, she gripped a wooden stake, her knuckles white from the pressure.

“Leave him alone!” she shouted, her voice hoarse but defiant.

Both Damon and Katherine froze, their eyes snapping toward Josephine. Damon’s face was a mix of anger and fear as he saw her standing there, the stake in her hand glinting faintly in the moonlight.

“Jo, get back inside!” Damon barked, his voice sharp and panicked.

But Josephine didn’t move. She stayed rooted to the spot, her gaze locked on Katherine, who had a wicked smile curling across her lips.

“Well, this is unexpected,” Katherine said, her tone amused as she straightened, brushing a strand of hair out of her face. “The damsel thinks she can fight.”

“I’m not a damsel,” Josephine shot back, her voice firm despite the rawness in her throat. “And I’m not afraid of you.”

Damon groaned, his frustration clear. “Jo, this isn’t the time to play hero. Get back inside—now!”

Josephine shook her head, her grip tightening on the stake. “I’m not hiding anymore, Damon.” She glanced back briefly at the open door behind her, ensuring her escape was still possible if things turned worse. “If she’s coming for me, I’m not going to make it easy for her.”

Katherine chuckled darkly, her gaze flicking between Josephine and Damon. “You’ve got guts, I’ll give you that,” she said, stepping closer to the porch. “But guts won’t save you.”

Damon moved to intercept her, stepping between Katherine and Josephine. “You’re not getting anywhere near her,” he growled, his tone lethal.

Katherine smirked, tilting her head as she looked past Damon to Josephine. “You really think that stake will save you?”

Josephine raised it slightly, her hand steady despite the fear coursing through her veins. “You want to find out?” she challenged.

Katherine’s amusement faded, her eyes narrowing as she took another step forward. Damon immediately lunged at her, their fight resuming with renewed intensity. Katherine was quick, but Damon’s fury made him faster. He struck her hard, sending her stumbling back, but she recovered swiftly, countering with a brutal kick that sent him crashing into the side of the house.
Josephine’s heart leapt into her throat as she saw Damon fall, but she didn’t retreat. Instead, she stepped down from the porch, keeping the stake raised as she moved closer to the fight.

Katherine noticed and smirked, her gaze sharp and calculating. “You’ve got a death wish, don’t you?”

Damon struggled to his feet, blood trickling from the corner of his mouth. “Jo, don’t—”

But Josephine didn’t listen. She stepped closer, her voice steady despite the fear gripping her. “I’m not letting you hurt him,” she said firmly.

Katherine’s expression darkened, and she moved toward Josephine in a blur of speed. But Josephine was ready. She thrust the stake forward, forcing Katherine to dodge at the last second. Katherine hissed, her eyes blazing with fury as she glared at Josephine.

“Not bad,” Katherine said coldly. “But not good enough.”

She lunged again, but before she could reach Josephine, Damon tackled her from the side, slamming her into the ground. The two of them rolled across the yard, their fight growing more vicious with each passing second.

Josephine stayed back, her stake still raised, her eyes darting between the two of them as she waited for an opening. The open door behind her was a constant reminder of her safety, but she refused to run. Not yet.

Damon finally managed to pin Katherine, his hand gripping her throat as he leaned in close. “Stay away from her,” he growled, his voice low and deadly.

Katherine sneered, her eyes flicking toward Josephine. “This isn’t over,” she hissed, before slipping free from Damon’s grasp and disappearing into the shadows.

The silence that followed was deafening, broken only by Damon’s ragged breathing. He turned to Josephine, his expression a mixture of relief and anger.

“What the hell were you thinking?” he demanded, striding over to her.

Josephine lowered the stake, her hand trembling slightly now that the adrenaline was fading. “I wasn’t going to let her kill you,” she said softly, her voice still hoarse but filled with conviction.

Damon’s anger faltered, replaced by something softer. He placed his hands on her shoulders, his grip firm but gentle. “You scared the hell out of me,” he admitted, his voice quieter now. His arms wrapped tightly around her, holding her close.
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The next morning, Damon insisted on taking Josephine to the Salvatore boarding house. After everything that had happened the previous night, he wasn’t willing to leave her alone, and he couldn’t shake the feeling that Katherine would strike again.

“This is the safest place for you right now,” Damon said as they walked up the steps to the grand house. “With Stefan and me here, Katherine won’t dare try anything.”

Josephine nodded, still sore and hoarse from the events of the night before. Her throat ached, and the bruise Katherine had left was a dark reminder of how close things had gotten. Despite her reluctance to leave her own home, she understood Damon’s reasoning. She trusted him.

The door opened before they could knock, Stefan appearing with a tense expression. “Is she okay?” he asked immediately, his eyes flicking to Josephine.

“I’m fine,” Josephine said, her voice rasping slightly as she gave him a faint smile. “A little sore, but fine.”

Stefan stepped aside to let them in, glancing at Damon. “We need to talk.”

“Yeah, I figured,” Damon replied, placing a hand lightly on Josephine’s back to guide her inside.
Elena was already waiting in the living room, her face pale with worry. She rushed to Josephine the moment she saw her. “Oh my God, Josie,” Elena said, her voice filled with concern. “Are you okay?”

Josephine gave a small nod, offering a reassuring smile. “I’m okay,” she said softly. “Really.”
Elena’s eyes flicked to the dark bruise on Josephine’s neck, her jaw tightening. “I can’t believe Katherine did this. She’s completely unhinged.”

“She always has been,” Damon muttered, his voice edged with frustration as he sank into one of the armchairs.

Stefan gestured for everyone to sit as he leaned against the fireplace, his expression serious. “We need to figure out how to stop her,” he said. “Katherine’s made it clear she’s not going to back down. Last night proves she’s willing to hurt anyone to get what she wants.”

Damon leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees. “She’s not just after me,” he said, his voice dark. “She’s targeting Josie now. She knows she can use her to get to me. We can’t let that happen.”

Josephine, who had been quietly listening, frowned. “So what’s the plan?” she asked, her voice hoarse but steady.

Stefan exchanged a glance with Damon before replying. “We need to find a way to trap her. If we can isolate her, we might have a chance at taking her out for good.”

“That’s easier said than done,” Damon said, running a hand through his hair. “Katherine’s always one step ahead. She’ll see a trap coming from a mile away.”

Josephine listened intently, her mind racing as the brothers continued to strategize. Finally, she spoke up, her tone firm despite the rasp in her voice. “What if we use me as bait?”

The room fell silent, everyone turning to look at her. Damon’s eyes immediately narrowed, his jaw tightening. “Absolutely not,” he said, his voice sharp.

“Josie, no,” Elena added, shaking her head. “That’s way too dangerous.”

Josephine leaned forward, her gaze steady. “It’s the only way to draw her out. She’s already after me, Damon. She’s obsessed with the idea of getting to you through me. If we can use that against her, we might have a chance.”

“No,” Damon said again, his tone leaving no room for argument. “I’m not putting you in danger like that. End of discussion.”

“But she’s already after me!” Josephine shot back, her frustration bubbling to the surface. “She’s not going to stop, Damon. She’ll keep coming for me no matter what we do. At least this way, we can control the situation.”

Stefan crossed his arms, his expression thoughtful. “She’s not wrong,” he said cautiously.
Damon shot him a glare. “Don’t encourage this, Stefan.”

“I’m just saying,” Stefan continued, his tone calm but serious. “If we plan it carefully, it could work. Katherine’s predictable when it comes to her obsessions. If Josie can draw her out, we might be able to trap her.”

Damon shook his head, his frustration growing. “It’s too risky. Katherine’s unpredictable. What if something goes wrong?”

Josephine reached out, placing a hand on Damon’s arm. “I trust you,” she said softly. “I know you’ll keep me safe. But we have to do something, Damon. We can’t just sit here and wait for her to attack again.”

Damon’s jaw tightened as he looked at her, the conflict clear in his eyes. He hated the idea of putting her in harm’s way, but he couldn’t ignore the truth in her words. Katherine wasn’t going to stop, and waiting would only give her more opportunities to strike.

Finally, after a long moment, he sighed heavily. “If we do this,” he said, his voice low and tense, “we do it my way. And the second anything feels off, we’re pulling the plug.”

Josephine nodded, her determination unwavering. “Agreed.”

Elena still looked uneasy, her hands twisting in her lap. “Are you sure about this, Josie?” she asked quietly.

“I’m sure,” Josephine replied, her voice steady. “It’s the only way to stop her.”

Stefan gave a small nod, his expression serious. “Alright. Let’s figure out how to make this work.”

 

The group gathered around the table at the boarding house, their plan coming together piece by piece. Stefan and Damon argued over tactics, Elena voiced her concerns, and Bonnie quietly prepared herself for the spell that would play a critical role in trapping Katherine.

Josephine sat beside Damon, her presence calm but resolute. She understood the risks and was prepared to face them, even if Damon’s overprotective nature had made him hesitant to let her be part of the plan.

“We’ll use the old church on the outskirts of town,” Stefan said, pointing to a map spread across the table. “It’s isolated, and the structure is still strong enough to hold her if the spell works.”
Bonnie nodded. “Once I start the spell, she won’t be able to leave. It’ll give you and Damon the time you need to deal with her.”

“And what about me?” Josephine asked, her voice steady. “What’s my role?”

“You draw her in, then get out,” Stefan said cautiously, glancing at Damon, who immediately tensed.

“She’s already after you,” Damon interjected, his voice sharp. “We don’t need to put you in more danger than you already are.”

“She’s the only one Katherine is focused on right now,” Stefan countered. “If anyone else tries to lure her, it won’t work. Josie is the key.”

Damon’s jaw tightened as he leaned back in his chair, glaring at his brother. “I don’t like this.”
Josephine placed a hand on his arm, her touch grounding him. “I’ll be okay,” she said softly, her voice filled with quiet determination. “You’ll be there. I trust you.”

The next day, as they prepared to set the plan in motion, Damon pulled Josephine aside. He held her hand tightly, his expression a mix of concern and resolve.

“Before we do this,” he said, biting into his wrist and holding it out to her, “you’re taking my blood. Just in case.”

Josephine hesitated for a moment before nodding. She knew what it meant and what it could do if things went horribly wrong, but she also understood that it was necessary. She gently took his wrist, drinking from the wound until it cleared, only then did Damon pull his arm away.

When she pulled back, she met his gaze, her voice quiet but firm. “Thank you.”

Damon leaned in, pressing a kiss to her forehead. “Be careful, Jo. Please.”

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

The old church was eerily quiet as Josephine stood in the center, her heart pounding in her chest. Bonnie was hidden in the shadows, ready to begin the spell, while Stefan and Damon waited just out of sight, prepared to strike as soon as Katherine was trapped.

The sound of footsteps echoed through the empty space, and Josephine’s breath hitched. Katherine appeared moments later, her figure illuminated by the faint light filtering through the broken windows.

“Well, well,” Katherine said, her voice dripping with mockery. “If it isn’t Damon’s little toy. Did you really think you could lure me here without me noticing the trap?”

Josephine swallowed hard but stood her ground. “You talk too much,” she said, her voice steady despite the fear bubbling inside her.

Katherine smirked, her gaze flicking around the room. “Where’s Bonnie? Damon? Stefan? Come out, come out, wherever you are.”

Bonnie began to chant from her hiding spot, her voice low and steady as she started the containment spell. For a moment, everything seemed to be going according to plan. But then Katherine’s head snapped toward the sound of Bonnie’s voice, her smirk twisting into a snarl.

“Did you really think I wouldn’t hear that?” Katherine hissed. In a blur of motion, she was on Bonnie, silencing her before the spell could take full effect.

“No!” Josephine shouted, but before she could react, Katherine turned back to her, her eyes filled with fury.

The next moments were a blur. Katherine moved faster than Josephine could process, her hand wrapping around her throat with crushing force.

“You thought you could stop me?” Katherine sneered, her voice cold and mocking. “You’re nothing but a pawn in their game.”

Josephine struggled, gasping for air as Katherine lifted her off the ground. Her vision blurred, and her heart pounded in her chest. Katherine’s grip on her neck quickly continued to tighten. She tried to cry out, but no sound escaped her lips.

Damon and Stefan burst into the room, their shouts echoing through the church, but Katherine didn’t let go. Instead, she tightened her grip even more, her smile widening as she felt the sickening crack of her neck and Josephine’s life slipping away.

“I win,” Katherine whispered, her voice filled with satisfaction as Josephine’s body went limp in her grasp.

The moment of victory distracted Katherine long enough for Damon and Stefan to attack. Fueled by rage and grief, they overpowered her with relentless force. Damon struck first, his fury driving him as he landed blow after blow, and Stefan followed, their combined strength finally proving too much for Katherine combined with her distraction.

With one final strike, Damon drove a stake deep into her chest, killing her.

The room went completely silent as everyone stood frozen in realization as to what had happened.

Damon was the first to move, dropping to his knees beside Josephine, his hands trembling as he pulled her lifeless body into his lap.

“Jo,” he whispered, his voice breaking as he hugged her close. “No, no, no…”

Stefan stood behind him, his expression grim. “Damon—”

“She’s not gone,” Damon said suddenly, remembering what he had done before they started their plan. He could feel it—the faint presence of his blood in her veins working whatever magic it had. “She had my blood.”

Stefan’s eyes widened as he understood what Damon meant. “She’ll transition,” he said quietly.
Damon gently brushed a strand of hair from Josephine’s face, his voice soft and filled with a mix of sorrow and hope. “You’re not leaving me,” he murmured. “Not like this.”

The room fell silent as they watched Damon, the weight of what had happened settling over them. Josephine’s human life was over, but her story was far from finished.
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The group was quiet as they carried Josephine into her bedroom, the tension between them palpable. Damon laid her carefully on the bed, his expression unreadable as he stepped back to take in the sight of her—still, pale, but not truly gone.

Stefan hovered nearby, his arms crossed as he watched Damon, while Elena sat in a chair at the edge of the room, her face drawn with worry. Bonnie stood quietly by the door, her hands clasped tightly together, the weight of everything that had happened heavy on her shoulders.

Damon reached towards her neck, pulling the vervain necklace he had given her from under her shirt. He paused for a moment, his jaw tightening before he carefully unclasped it and hung it from one of the posts of her jewelry box. “It’ll hurt her when she wakes,” he muttered, more to himself than anyone else.

“She is going to wake up, right?” Elena asked softly, breaking the silence.

Damon turned to her, his expression hard but tinged with something vulnerable. “She has my blood in her system. She’ll wake up. The question is… what happens after that.”

The room fell silent again as they waited. Hours passed, the tension growing with every minute. Damon never left her side, his hand resting on hers as he watched her face for any sign of movement.

Finally, as the red sky of dusk began to filter through the curtains, Josephine stirred. Her breathing hitched, her fingers twitching slightly as her eyelids fluttered.

“Jo,” Damon said softly, leaning closer.

Her eyes shot open, and she immediately sat up, her breaths coming in shallow gasps as her hands flew to her throat. The memory of Katherine’s attack flooded back to her, vivid and horrifying.

“No, no, no,” she whispered, her voice shaking. Her eyes darted around the room, wild and panicked, until they landed on Damon. “She… she killed me. Damon, she killed me.”

“Jo, calm down,” Damon said quickly, his hands gently gripping her shoulders to steady her. “You’re safe now. Katherine’s gone. She can’t hurt you anymore.”

Josephine’s chest heaved as she tried to catch her breath, her mind racing. “What happened? I—I was… she—”

“Josie,” Stefan said, stepping forward, his voice calm and measured. “You were hurt, badly. But you’re not gone.”

She looked at him, her brow furrowing in momentary confusion. “What do you mean?”

Damon’s jaw tightened as he spoke. “You had my blood in your system when it happened,” he said quietly. “You’re… in transition.”

Josephine’s breath caught in her throat, her mind reeling as the weight of his words settled over her. “Transition?” she repeated, her voice barely above a whisper.

“You’re not human anymore,” Damon explained, his voice soft but firm. “Not completely. You’re in between. You have to make a choice, Jo. Either you drink blood to complete the transition, or…” He trailed off, his expression darkening.

“Or what?” she asked, her voice trembling. Damon remained silent.

Stefan stepped in, his tone gentle but serious. “Or you don’t. And if you don’t… you’ll die, permanently.”

Josephine stared at them, her mind spinning. The memories of Katherine, of the pain, of everything she had been through, swirled together in a chaotic storm. She felt trapped, suffocated by the weight of the decision she was being forced to make.

Elena moved closer, her voice soft and reassuring. “Josie, whatever you choose, we’re here for you. But you need to decide soon.”

Josephine’s hands trembled as she looked down at them, the reality of the situation crashing over her. She didn’t want to die. Not like this. But the idea of becoming something else, something not human, terrified her.

She turned to Damon, her voice shaky. “What if… what if I can’t handle it? What if I become something I’m not?”

Damon’s gaze softened as he cupped her face in his hands, his thumbs brushing gently against her cheeks. “You’re still you, Jo. No matter what happens, you’re still the same person. And I’ll be here, every step of the way.”

Her eyes filled with tears, her voice breaking as she whispered, “I don’t want to die.”

“Then don’t,” Damon said firmly, his voice steady.

Josephine took a shaky breath, her resolve hardening as she looked into his eyes. “Okay,” she said softly. “I’ll do it.”

Damon nodded, his hands still steadying her. “Alright. We’ll take this one step at a time. You’re going to be okay.”

After Josephine made her decision, the room fell into a quiet, tense calm. Damon stayed close to her side, his hand resting lightly on her back as she steadied herself. Elena and Bonnie exchanged a glance before stepping forward to say their goodbyes.

“Josie,” Elena said softly, placing a hand on her arm. “You’re going to get through this. I know it’s scary, but you have Damon and Stefan. They’ll help you.”

Josephine nodded, her voice still shaky. “Thank you, Elena.”

Bonnie gave her a small, reassuring smile. “If you need anything, anything at all, just let me know. I’ll come back.”

“Thanks, Bonnie,” Josephine said, her gratitude genuine despite the fear still swirling in her chest.

After a few more words of encouragement, Elena and Bonnie left the house, leaving Josephine alone with Damon and Stefan.

Damon turned to her, his expression serious but patient. “Alright, Jo. There’s something we need to talk about before we go any further.”

Josephine looked at him, her brow furrowing. “What is it?”

“The first blood you take,” Damon began, his tone measured, “has to come from the vein. A blood bag won’t work for the transition. You need fresh blood to complete it.”

Josephine’s stomach twisted at his words, the reality of what she was about to do hitting her all over again. “From the vein?” she repeated, her voice barely above a whisper.

Stefan stepped in, his tone calm and reassuring. “It’s a lot to take in, but we’ll be here to help. We’ll make sure you don’t lose control.”

Josephine nodded slowly, though her nerves were clear. “Okay. What… what do I do?”

Damon’s lips pressed into a thin line as he glanced at Stefan. “We’ll find someone. Someone we can compel after to make sure they don’t remember anything. You won’t hurt them, Jo. I won’t let you.”

The three of them left the house shortly after, walking through the quiet streets of Mystic Falls. Damon and Stefan had already decided on a small diner just outside of town, a place that was often sparsely populated this late in the evening.

When they arrived, Damon scanned the room, his sharp gaze landing on a lone man sitting at the counter. He was in his mid-thirties, sipping a coffee and scrolling through his phone.
“That one,” Damon said, tilting his head toward the man.

Josephine hesitated, her stomach churning with anxiety. “I don’t know if I can do this,” she whispered.

“You can,” Damon said firmly, his hand resting on her shoulder. “We’ll guide you through it. Just follow my lead.”

Stefan stepped in, his voice gentle. “The hunger is going to feel overwhelming, but you have to focus, Jo. Don’t let it control you.”

Josephine took a deep breath, her nerves raw as she nodded. “Okay. Let’s do this.”

Damon approached the man first, his charm disarming as he struck up a casual conversation. Within moments, he had compelled the man to follow them outside, where the alley behind the diner provided a safe, secluded space.

“Alright, Jo,” Damon said, stepping aside and gesturing for her to approach. “He won’t remember a thing. Just focus on the bite. Don’t think about anything else.”

Josephine’s heart pounded as she stepped forward, the hunger in her veins surging to the surface as she neared the man. Her senses were heightened, the sound of his heartbeat loud in her ears, the scent of his blood intoxicating.

She hesitated, glancing back at Damon and Stefan. Damon gave her an encouraging nod. “You’ve got this, Jo.”

Taking a shaky breath, Josephine leaned in, her fangs instinctively elongating as she bit into the man’s neck. The taste of his blood hit her like a wave, and the hunger roared to life, threatening to take over.

“Focus, Jo,” Stefan said sharply, stepping closer. “Don’t take too much.”

Josephine fought against the primal urge to drain the man completely, her hands gripping his shoulders as she forced herself to pull back. The man slumped slightly, dazed but unharmed.

“You did good,” Damon said, stepping in to steady the man. He quickly compelled him, his voice calm and commanding. “You’ll go back inside, finish your coffee, and forget everything that just happened.”

The man nodded, his expression blank as he walked back toward the diner.

Josephine leaned against the wall, her breathing heavy as she wiped the blood from her lips. “I didn’t… I didn’t kill him,” she said, relief flooding her voice, though the burning she still felt in her throat made nervous.

“No, you didn’t,” Damon said, a small smile tugging at his lips. “See? I told you you could do it.”

Stefan nodded, his expression approving. “You did well, Jo. Better than most new vampires on their first feed.”

Josephine managed a faint smile, though her nerves hadn’t entirely subsided. “Thank you… both of you.”

Damon stepped closer, his hand brushing against hers. “You’re going to be okay, Jo. You’ve got us. And we’re not going anywhere.”
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The hunger was getting worse. Josephine felt it gnawing at her every moment, a relentless, insatiable need that she couldn’t ignore. She finally had to tell Damon about the hunger when she was unable to keep her fangs retracted and the veins from showing under her eyes. Damon and Stefan were doing their best to help, but the blood bags weren’t enough anymore. She was teetering on the edge, and she knew it.

When the knock came at the door, Damon’s jaw tightened. He glanced at Josephine, who was sitting on the couch, her hands clenched tightly in her lap, her breathing uneven.

He opened the door to find Elena and Bonnie standing on the porch, Bonnie clutching a small pouch.

“This isn’t a good time,” Damon said flatly, blocking the doorway with his arm
.
“Damon, she needs the ring,” Elena insisted, her eyes pleading. “She can’t stay trapped inside forever.”

“She can stay trapped until she has more control,” Damon snapped, his gaze flicking back to Josephine, who was visibly struggling to keep herself calm.

“Damon, I can handle it,” Josephine said, though her voice was strained.

Damon turned back to Elena and Bonnie, sighing in frustration. “Fine. But if this goes south, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Bonnie set her supplies down on the coffee table, her expression calm but focused as she began arranging the crystals and herbs. Josephine sat on the couch, her posture rigid, her hands gripping the fabric of her jeans so tightly her knuckles turned white.

Elena sat beside her, watching her closely. “How are you holding up?” she asked softly.

Josephine gave a tight smile. “I’m fine,” she said, though her voice wavered.

“No, you’re not,” Damon interjected, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. His eyes stayed fixed on Josephine, his body tense and ready. “And the sooner you admit that, the better.”

“I said I’m fine,” Josephine snapped, but the edge in her voice betrayed her struggle.

Bonnie glanced up from her work, her brow furrowing. “Josie, it’s okay to feel like this. Every new vampire goes through it. You just have to focus on keeping control.”

Josephine nodded, but the sound of Elena’s heartbeat beside her was deafening. Her throat burned, and the hunger clawed at her insides, demanding to be fed.

As Bonnie began chanting, the scent of the herbs filled the room, sharp and earthy. Josephine closed her eyes, trying to focus on the sound of Bonnie’s voice, but the hunger was all-consuming.

Her eyes snapped open, dark veins creeping beneath them as her fangs extended. The sound of Elena’s pulse was unbearable, her every heartbeat pounding in Josephine’s ears.

“Josie?” Elena said hesitantly, noticing the change.

Before Josephine could react, Damon was in front of her, his hands gripping her shoulders tightly. “Stay with me, Jo,” he said firmly, his voice cutting through the haze.

But Josephine couldn’t stop herself. She lunged forward, her instincts taking over. Damon caught her, wrapping his arms around her and pinning her arms to her sides as she struggled against him.

“Bonnie, hurry up,” Damon barked, his voice sharp as he held Josephine back.

Josephine thrashed in his grip, her fangs bared as she snarled, the hunger consuming her. “I can’t... I can’t stop,” she choked out, her voice desperate.

“Yes, you can,” Damon said, his voice low but commanding. “You’re stronger than this, Jo. Fight it.”

Stefan appeared beside him, ready to step in if needed, but Damon held firm, his grip unyielding.
Bonnie’s voice rose as she continued the spell, her hands moving quickly as she finished the ring. The tension in the room was suffocating, the air thick with the weight of Josephine’s struggle.

Finally, Bonnie held up the finished ring, her expression a mix of relief and urgency. “It’s done,” she said, her voice shaking slightly.

Damon glanced at her, then back at Josephine, who had stopped struggling but was still trembling in his grasp. Slowly, he released her, his hands hovering near her in case she lost control again.

Josephine slumped back onto the couch, her breathing ragged as she buried her face in her hands. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, her voice breaking.

Damon crouched in front of her, his hands resting gently on her knees. “You don’t have to apologize,” he said softly. “This isn’t easy. But you didn’t hurt anyone, Jo. You pulled back. That’s what matters.”

Bonnie handed her the ring, her expression kind but serious. “This will help with the sun, but controlling the hunger... that’s something only you can do.”

Josephine slipped the ring onto her finger, her hands still trembling. “Thank you,” she said, her voice barely audible.

Elena placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “You’re going to get through this, Josie. I know you will.”

Josephine nodded faintly, but the fear in her eyes was unmistakable. What scared her the most, was there was a part of her that didn’t want to control it.

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

Josephine sat on the edge of her bed, staring at the faint light slipping through the cracks in the curtains. The house was eerily quiet, and the silence felt suffocating. Her chest tightened as the hunger gnawed at her relentlessly, an ache she couldn’t escape. She clenched her fists, her nails biting into her palms as she tried to push the thirst away.

The sharp knock on the door made her flinch. She didn’t have to look to know who it was. Damon had been coming every day, his persistence as relentless as the hunger she was trying to suppress.

“Jo, open the door,” Damon called, his voice firm but not unkind.

“No,” she replied, her voice muffled but sharp.

There was a pause, and then his voice came again, edged with impatience. “I’m not leaving until you let me in.”

Josephine sighed, dragging herself to her feet. Her limbs felt heavy, her head throbbing from the lack of sustenance. She unlocked the door and opened it just enough to glare at him.

“What do you want, Damon?” she asked, her voice clipped.

“To get you out of this house,” he said bluntly, stepping inside without waiting for an invitation.
Josephine slammed the door shut behind him, her frustration bubbling to the surface. “I told you, I’m not going anywhere. It’s too dangerous.”

“For who?” Damon shot back, spinning to face her. “You’ve been in here for days, Jo. You’re starving yourself, driving yourself crazy. This isn’t living.”

“It’s better than killing someone!” she snapped, her voice cracking. “You don’t get it, Damon. I can’t control this. I feel like I’m drowning in it.”

Damon’s expression hardened, his jaw tightening. “You’re not going to hurt anyone. You’re stronger than that.”

“You don’t know that!” she shouted, her hands trembling as she pointed at him. “You didn’t see me with Elena. I was so close, Damon. I could feel it. If you hadn’t stopped me, I don’t know what I would’ve done.”

Damon stepped closer, his eyes locking onto hers. “But I did stop you, Jo. And you’re still here. You didn’t lose control.”

“Barely,” she muttered, her voice dropping. “Next time, I might not be so lucky.”

“There doesn’t have to be a next time,” Damon argued. “That’s why you need to go out. You need to face this, Jo. Learn how to handle it.”

Josephine’s laugh was bitter, her eyes filled with frustration. “You’re not listening to me, Damon. I’m not ready. I’m barely holding on as it is.”

Damon closed the distance between them, his hands gripping her shoulders. “You think I don’t see that?” he said, his voice low but intense. “You think I don’t know how hard this is for you? But locking yourself away isn’t the answer. You have to trust me, Jo.”

She shook her head, her throat tightening. “I can’t trust myself. How am I supposed to trust you?”

The words stung, but Damon didn’t flinch. His voice softened, his grip steady. “Because I’m not going to let you fall. You’re not alone in this, Jo. I won’t let you be.”

Josephine’s resolve wavered, her shoulders slumping under the weight of her fear. “I don’t know if I can do this.”

“You can,” Damon insisted. “And we’ll start small. A walk. Just you and me. No crowds, no pressure. We’ll take it slow.”

She hesitated, her mind warring with itself. Finally, she let out a shaky breath and nodded. “Fine. But if I lose control—”

“You won’t,” Damon interrupted, his voice firm. “I won’t let you.”

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

They set out just before sunset, the streets quiet and bathed in a golden light. Josephine kept her hands clenched at her sides, her focus sharp as she tried to tune out the sounds around her—the faint rustle of leaves, the distant murmur of voices.

Damon walked beside her, his presence steady and reassuring. “See? Not so bad, right?”

Josephine gave him a sidelong glance, her expression tight. “It’s not over yet.”

As they rounded a corner, a jogger passed by, his heartbeat a steady rhythm in Josephine’s ears. She froze, her breath catching as the scent of his sweat and blood hit her like a tidal wave.

“Jo?” Damon asked, his voice cautious.

She didn’t respond. Her entire body tensed, her eyes darkening as the veins beneath them surfaced. Her fangs extended, and before she realized what she was doing, she turned toward the jogger.

“Josephine, no!” Damon was on her in an instant, grabbing her arms and pulling her back.

The jogger turned, startled by the commotion, but Damon quickly compelled him. “You didn’t see or hear anything. Keep running.”

The man nodded and jogged off, oblivious to what had nearly happened.

Josephine thrashed in Damon’s grip, the hunger roaring in her veins. “Let me go!” she growled, her voice unrecognizable.

“Not a chance,” Damon said, holding her tightly. “Jo, listen to me. You’re not giving in to this. You’re stronger than it.”

Her struggles slowed, her breathing ragged as tears filled her eyes. “I can’t do this, Damon,” she whispered, her voice breaking.

“Yes, you can,” he said firmly, his voice softening. “You just did. You stopped. That’s progress, Jo. It’s not going to happen overnight, but you’re getting there.”

Josephine slumped against him, her energy spent. “I don’t want to hurt anyone,” she said, her voice trembling.

“And you didn’t,” Damon reminded her. “You’re going to get through this, Jo. I promise.”

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

Josephine stood in the grand entryway of the Salvatore boarding house, her bags sitting by her feet. The decision to move in hadn’t come easily, but after her latest struggles, it was clear she needed closer guidance. Damon and Stefan had insisted it was the best place for her to work on controlling her hunger without risking anyone’s safety.

“You’re in good hands,” Stefan said, offering her a reassuring smile as he picked up her bags. “We’ve got plenty of space, and this way, we can help you anytime you need.”

Josephine nodded, her expression uncertain as she glanced around the sprawling house. It was beautiful but felt overwhelming, a stark contrast to the small, quiet home she had left behind.
Damon appeared at the top of the stairs, his usual smirk in place as he leaned casually against the banister. “Home sweet home,” he said, his tone light. “I’ll give you the tour later. For now, just focus on settling in.”

Stefan led her upstairs, showing her to the room they had set aside for her. It was spacious, with large windows that overlooked the wooded expanse surrounding the house. A four-poster bed sat in the center, the crisp white linens untouched.

“This is your room,” Stefan said, setting her bags down by the closet. “But if I know Damon...”

“She won’t be sleeping here,” Damon interrupted, appearing in the doorway with a knowing grin.

Josephine shot him a look, though her cheeks flushed slightly. “It’s a nice room,” she said, ignoring his comment.

“You’ll like mine better,” Damon teased, winking at her.

Stefan rolled his eyes, muttering something under his breath as he left the room.

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

That night, Josephine found herself in Damon’s room, as expected. She sat on the edge of his bed, her legs crossed as she ran her fingers over the fabric of the comforter.

“This is better,” Damon said smugly, sitting beside her.

“Don’t push it,” she said, giving him a half-hearted glare.

Damon chuckled, leaning back on his elbows. “You’ll get used to it here, Jo. The boarding house has its perks. For one, unlimited blood bags.”

Josephine frowned, her shoulders tensing. “I don’t want to rely on them forever.”

“You won’t,” Damon said, his tone turning serious. “But right now, they’re a tool. The more you feed, the better your control will get. It’s just how it works.”

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

Over the next few days, Josephine adjusted to life in the boarding house. Stefan was patient and methodical, guiding her through strategies for resisting the hunger. Damon was more hands-on, pushing her to test her limits but always stepping in when things got too intense.

“You’re going to feed more often,” Stefan explained one morning over coffee. “Smaller amounts, but regularly. It’ll help keep the hunger at bay.”

Josephine grimaced but nodded. “I’ll try.”

Despite their efforts, the tension in the house was thick. Every misstep, every flicker of dark veins beneath her eyes, put everyone on edge. Damon and Stefan were constantly watching her, their vigilance a reminder of how fragile her control still was.

One evening, Damon found her pacing in the living room, her hands shaking slightly as she tried to calm herself.

“You need to feed,” he said, stepping into her path.

“I just fed earlier,” she protested, though her voice wavered.

“And it clearly wasn’t enough,” Damon said, his tone firm. “Don’t make this harder than it has to be, Jo. Just take another bag.”

Josephine hesitated, her pride and fear warring with her need. Finally, she nodded, and Damon handed her a bag from the fridge. She drained it quickly, her shoulders relaxing slightly as the hunger subsided.

“See? Not so bad,” Damon said, his voice softening.

Josephine shot him a tired look. “You make it sound so simple.”

“It’s not,” he admitted, stepping closer. “But it gets easier. You just have to trust yourself.”

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

Despite the progress, Josephine still had moments where her control slipped. Late one night, as she sat with Damon in his room, the sound of Elena’s heartbeat in the next room made her tense. She was over staying with Stefan.

“I can hear her,” she whispered, her hands clenching into fists.

Damon tilted his head, studying her. “And?”

“And it’s... hard,” she admitted, her voice barely audible.

Damon moved closer, his gaze steady, an arm wrapped around her waist to pull her to him. “You’re not going to hurt her. You’re not going to hurt anyone, Jo. Not while I’m here.”
His words were meant to be reassuring, but they only added to the weight she carried. The pressure to succeed, to control herself, was suffocating.

“I’m trying,” she said softly, her voice tinged with desperation. “I really am.”

“And you’re doing great,” Damon said, placing a hand on her cheek. “But you have to let yourself slip sometimes. That’s how you learn.”

Josephine closed her eyes, leaning into his touch. She wanted to believe him, but the fear of failure and the urge to let go still loomed over her.

[bookmark: _65w607hacz7n]Chapter 18
The following day, the boarding house was unusually quiet. Josephine sat curled up on the edge of Damon’s bed, her hands wrapped around her knees. The sunlight streaming through the curtains felt taunting, a reminder of the life she used to have and the person she used to be.

A soft knock echoed through the hall, followed by Elena’s voice. “Josie? Are you in there?”
Josephine stiffened, her heart pounding as her heightened senses picked up on not just Elena’s presence but Bonnie’s as well. She could hear their heartbeats, steady and loud, and it made her throat burn with hunger she hadn’t realized was still there.

“Tell them to leave,” Josephine whispered, glancing at Damon, who stood by the door.
Damon sighed, leaning against the frame as he opened the door just enough to look out at Elena and Bonnie. “Not the best time,” he said, his tone flat.

Elena frowned, her concern evident. “We just want to check on her. She’s been through a lot, Damon. She shouldn’t have to go through it alone.”

“She’s not alone,” Damon replied, his voice sharpening.

“We know that,” Bonnie said, stepping forward. “But she needs more than just you. Let us help her.”

Damon hesitated, glancing back at Josephine. She shook her head quickly, her expression a mix of fear and desperation.

“No,” she said firmly, her voice trembling. “I can’t see them. Not like this.”

Damon turned back to the two women. “You heard her.”

“Damon, come on,” Elena insisted. “She’s scared. Don’t you think seeing people who care about her would help?”

“She’s scared because she’s afraid she’s going to hurt you,” Damon snapped, his frustration bubbling to the surface.

Bonnie crossed her arms, her gaze steady. “Then we’ll be careful. But keeping her locked up in here isn’t going to help her control anything.”

Josephine’s voice broke through the argument, shaky but loud enough to be heard. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

Elena peeked around Damon, her expression softening when she saw Josephine sitting on the bed. “Josie, we know you don’t. And you won’t. We trust you.”

Josephine’s throat tightened, and she shook her head, her fingers digging into the blanket beneath her. “You shouldn’t.”

“Josie,” Bonnie said gently, “you’re not going to learn how to control this by hiding. You’ve already come so far. Let us help you.”

Josephine looked at Damon, her eyes pleading. “I don’t know if I can do this,” she whispered.

Damon crouched beside her, his hands resting on her knees. “Yes, you can,” he said, his voice low but firm. “They’re not afraid of you, Jo. You shouldn’t be afraid of yourself.”

She bit her lip, her gaze flicking toward the door where Elena and Bonnie waited. The hunger twisted in her gut, a constant reminder of how close she was to losing control.

Damon leaned closer, his voice softening. “I’ll be right here. I won’t let anything happen. Trust me.”

After a long pause, Josephine nodded reluctantly. “Okay,” she said quietly. “But only for a little while.”

Damon stood and opened the door fully, letting Elena and Bonnie inside.

Elena approached cautiously, sitting at the edge of the bed. “Hey,” she said softly, offering Josephine a warm smile. “How are you feeling?”

Josephine hesitated, her fingers tightening around the blanket. “Better,” she lied, her voice barely above a whisper.

Bonnie sat in the chair by the window, her gaze sympathetic but assessing. “You don’t have to pretend with us, Josie. It’s okay to feel like this– overwhelmed. We’re here to help.”

Josephine looked down, her hands trembling. “It’s hard,” she admitted. “Every time I’m near someone, I feel it... the hunger. It’s like it’s always there, waiting for me to slip.”

Elena reached out, her hand lightly touching Josephine’s. “But you haven’t slipped. You’re stronger than you think.”

Josephine shook her head, her voice breaking. “You don’t know that. I can feel it inside me, and it scares me. I don’t want to hurt anyone. I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You won’t,” Bonnie said firmly, her tone filled with quiet confidence. “You’re not alone in this, Josie. We’ll help you get through it.”

Damon watched from the doorway, his arms crossed but his expression softening as he saw Josephine begin to relax, even if only slightly.

Josephine met Elena’s gaze, her eyes brimming with tears. “I don’t want to be this.”

Elena squeezed her hand, her voice steady. “You’re still you, Josie. And we’re going to make sure you don’t lose that.”

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

The next day, Josephine found herself seated in the living room of the Salvatore boarding house again. Damon sat beside her, his arm draped casually over the back of the couch, while Stefan stood by the window, keeping a watchful eye on everything.

Elena and Bonnie arrived shortly after, their smiles warm but cautious. The past few days had been a slow but steady process of helping Josephine regain her confidence and learn to control the hunger that still threatened to overwhelm her.

“How are you feeling today?” Bonnie asked, setting a small bag of supplies on the coffee table.

Josephine hesitated, glancing at Damon before answering. “Better,” she said quietly, not lying this time. “It’s still... hard, but I think I’m getting there.”

“That’s good,” Elena said with a smile, sitting beside her. “You’re doing great, Josie. It’s not an easy thing to go through, but you’re making progress.”

Damon smirked, his hand brushing lightly against Josephine’s. “Told you you’d get the hang of it.”

Josephine rolled her eyes but smiled faintly.

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

Over the next few hours, Elena and Bonnie began to bring in more of their friends, one by one. First, Matt came by, his easy going demeanor putting Josephine at ease. Caroline followed shortly after, her bubbly energy filling the room as she chatted with Josephine about anything and everything.

It was an adjustment, being around so many people again, but with Damon and Stefan nearby, Josephine felt a small sense of safety. The others were careful not to overwhelm her, keeping their visits short and lighthearted.

“You’re doing better than I expected,” Damon said later that evening as the last of their visitors left.

Josephine leaned back against the couch, exhaustion evident on her face. “It’s still hard,” she admitted. “But I didn’t lose control today. That’s something, right?”

“It’s more than something,” Stefan said, his tone encouraging. “It’s progress.”

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

The next day, Elena and Bonnie returned with Tyler in tow. The moment he stepped into the room, Josephine stiffened. Her body tensed, her jaw tightening as a sudden, overwhelming wave of anger surged through her.

“Is something wrong?” Tyler asked, his brow furrowing as he noticed Josephine’s sharp glare.

“I don’t know,” Josephine muttered, her voice low and strained. Her hands gripped the armrest of the couch tightly, her knuckles turning white.

Damon immediately noticed the change in her demeanor. He stepped in front of her, his voice calm but firm. “Jo, relax.”

“I can’t,” she said through gritted teeth, her fangs threatening to extend as the anger grew. “I don’t know why, but I feel... furious. Like I want to—”

“It’s the werewolf thing,” Damon interrupted, cutting her off.

“What?” Josephine looked up at him, confusion mingling with the rage in her eyes.

Stefan stepped closer, his expression serious. “There’s a natural feud between vampires and werewolves. It’s instinctive. You’re feeling it because Tyler’s here.”

Damon sighed, leaning against the armrest of the couch. “It’s all part of the supernatural package. Vampires and werewolves don’t exactly play nice. But,” he added, his voice sharpening as he looked at Josephine, “you can’t give in to it. You’re better than that.”

Josephine took a shaky breath, her hands relaxing slightly. “How do I stop it?”

“You focus,” Stefan said. “You remind yourself that Tyler isn’t your enemy. He’s not a threat to you, and you’re not a threat to him. It’s just instinct, and you can rise above it.”

Tyler smirked faintly, his tone lightening. “Guess I’ll just have to stay on your good side.”

Josephine managed a weak smile, though the tension in her body hadn’t completely eased. “I’ll try,” she said softly.

Damon leaned closer, his hand brushing against hers. “You’ve already come this far, Jo. This is just one more thing to conquer.”

[bookmark: _c4kqm4d7lm09]Chapter 19
Damon leaned casually against the doorframe of his and Josie’s room, watching as she adjusted the silver ring on her finger. The Daylight ring sparkled faintly in the morning light, a constant reminder of how far she had come—and how far she still had to go.

“You ready?” Damon asked, his tone lighter than usual, but his eyes carefully watching her.

Josephine let out a slow breath, turning to face him. “Do I have a choice?” she asked, raising an eyebrow, though her voice lacked its usual sharpness.

“Not really,” Damon replied with a smirk, stepping aside to let her pass. “You’ve been cooped up in here long enough. It’s time to take this show on the road.”

Josephine lingered, her fingers absently twisting the ring as her gaze flickered toward the window. The world outside felt too bright, too overwhelming. The thought of stepping out, of exposing herself to so many eyes, made her pulse quicken. She had grown used to the quiet, the solitude of her room—where she was safe, where no one expected anything from her.

“Josie,” Damon prompted, his voice softer now, coaxing. “I know it’s not easy. But you can’t stay locked away forever.”

She swallowed hard, exhaling through her nose. “I just… I don’t want to do this.”

“I know.” His smirk faded into something more understanding. “But I also know you’re stronger than you think.”

Josephine hesitated a moment longer before finally, begrudgingly, stepping forward. “Fine,” she said, her voice firmer than she felt. “But you’re not leaving my side.”

“Wasn’t planning on it,” Damon assured her, offering his arm.

With one last glance at the familiar sanctuary of her room, Josephine took his arm, bracing herself for whatever waited beyond the door.

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

The small downtown area of Mystic Falls was bustling with activity as they strolled through the streets. Families wandered between the shops, and couples sat at outdoor cafes, enjoying the warm sunshine.

Josephine stayed close to Damon, her eyes darting around nervously. Every heartbeat she heard, every faint scent of blood on the wind, made her throat burn and her muscles tense.

“You’re doing fine,” Damon said, his voice low and soothing as they walked.

Josephine shot him a skeptical look. “You don’t have to lie to make me feel better.”

“I’m not lying,” Damon replied, his smirk softening into something more genuine. “You’re out here. You’re walking around people, and you haven’t lunged at anyone. That’s progress.”

They stopped at a small market stand selling fresh produce. Josephine kept her hands wrapped tightly around Damon’s arm, focusing on the vibrant colors of the fruit rather than the scent of the vendor’s blood.

“Anything catch your eye?” Damon asked, leaning on the stand casually.

Josephine shook her head, her voice tight. “Not really.”

As they continued walking, a child ran past them, her laughter bright and carefree as she chased after a small dog. Josephine barely had time to register the joyful sound before something sharper, more primal, cut through the air—the scent of fresh blood.

It was faint, just a whisper carried on the breeze, but it struck her like a knife to the gut. The coppery tang curled into her lungs, thick and intoxicating, igniting a hunger so deep it felt like her very bones ached for it.

Her breath hitched. Her muscles went rigid. The world around her blurred, sounds becoming distant and muffled. All she could hear now was the steady thrum of the little girl’s heartbeat, the rhythm pulsing in time with the warmth trickling from her scraped knee.

Her fangs itched to descend. Her throat burned. The rational part of her mind screamed at her to move, to turn away, but the darker instincts inside her refused to listen. One step—that was all it would take. One step closer, and she could taste it—

“Jo.”

Damon’s voice cut through the haze like a blade, sharp and commanding. He stepped in front of her, blocking her view of the child. His presence was a wall, immovable, unyielding.

Josephine clenched her fists, nails digging into her palms as she fought the pull, her entire body trembling with restraint.

“I can’t,” she whispered, her voice barely more than a breath. The veins beneath her eyes darkened, creeping to the surface like ink spreading through water.

“Yes, you can,” Damon countered, his hands gripping her shoulders. “Focus on me. Just me.”

She tried. God, she tried. But the scent was still there, wrapping around her like a siren’s call, tempting her to give in. She swallowed hard, her throat dry and raw, the hunger clawing at her insides like a beast desperate to break free.

Damon’s fingers pressed gently against her chin, forcing her gaze to his. His eyes were steady, unwavering. “Breathe, Jo. Push it down. You’re stronger than this.”

Her breath came in ragged gasps, but she latched onto his words, repeating them in her head like a mantra. You’re stronger than this. Stronger.

Seconds dragged into what felt like an eternity. And then, slowly, the burning began to dull. Her vision cleared. The veins receded. With a final, shaky breath, she forced her fangs to retract.

“I… I stopped,” she murmured, disbelief and relief warring in her expression.

Damon’s lips quirked into a small, approving smirk. “Told you you could.”

Josephine exhaled, her body sagging as the tension drained from her limbs. But even as the moment passed, a lingering fear clung to her. It had been too close.

“Do you think it’ll ever stop?” she asked later, as they sat on a quiet park bench, the distant laughter of children still echoing in her ears.

“The hunger?” Damon stretched his arms over the back of the bench, gaze thoughtful. “No. But you’ll get better at managing it. It’ll become second nature. Like breathing.”

Josephine watched him, searching his expression for any hint of a lie. All she found was certainty.

She nodded, her fingers absently curling around the edge of the bench. “I hope you’re right.”

Damon’s smirk returned, full of easy confidence. “I’m always right.”

This time, she rolled her eyes—but the faintest smile tugged at her lips. For the first time in days, she felt like she could breathe again.

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

The night had settled into a peaceful stillness, the kind that only the Salvatore boarding house could offer. The air was thick with the scent of aged bourbon and the faint smokiness of the fireplace embers still glowing in the hearth. Josephine and Damon found themselves alone in his room, the weight of the past few weeks hanging between them but softened by the quiet intimacy of the evening.

Damon was leaning back against the headboard of the bed, a glass of bourbon in hand, swirling the amber liquid lazily as he watched the way the dim light reflected in it. Josephine sat beside him, her legs tucked under the soft, thick blanket, her own glass resting against her palm. The liquor burned pleasantly in her throat, a warmth that dulled the edge of her cravings, giving her a rare sense of control. They hadn’t spoken much, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. The silence felt natural, a reprieve from the tension of the days before.

“Do you ever stop moving?” Josephine asked with a small smile, her voice quieter than usual, as if speaking too loudly might shatter the delicate peace between them. She glanced at Damon, eyes glinting with amusement. “You’ve got a glass in hand, but you haven’t actually touched it in the last five minutes.”

Damon smirked, taking a slow sip as if to prove her wrong. “I’m just savoring it,” he said, his tone light. “That’s what a good drink is all about.”

Josephine tilted her head, watching him curiously as she swirled the remaining bourbon in her glass. “Is that your way of saying you’re trying to savor your moments with me?” she teased, though there was an undeniable softness to her voice.

Damon’s smirk faded into something quieter, his gaze lingering on her for a beat longer than necessary. “Maybe. Who’s to say a man can’t savor the company he enjoys?”

She felt the heat rise in her chest—not from the bourbon this time, but from something deeper. Instead of responding, she took another sip, letting the warmth settle in her stomach. Her fingers traced idle patterns along the fabric of the blanket, grounding herself in the sensation, in the moment.

The house around them was still, the usual chaos of the day having long since faded. All that remained was the faint ticking of the clock on the nightstand and the rhythmic sound of their breathing. The simplicity of it all felt strange, yet comforting.

Damon placed his glass down on the nightstand and turned toward her, shifting slightly so that he could see her more clearly. “You’re doing well, you know,” he said after a long moment. “I’ve been watching you—how much you’ve changed in such a short time.”

Josephine’s fingers tightened slightly around her glass before she set it down beside his. The compliment should have made her feel stronger, but instead, it unearthed a flicker of doubt. “I’m still not sure I believe it.”

Damon reached out, gently brushing a strand of hair from her face, his touch lingering just enough to send a shiver down her spine. “You should. I see it, Jo. You’re stronger than you realize.”

Her breath hitched slightly at his touch, and she let her head tilt into his hand, letting the warmth of it soothe the unease that had settled deep within her. “I’m scared,” she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. “I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

“You won’t,” Damon reassured her, his voice calm but filled with conviction. “You’re learning. And you’re not doing this alone.”

She exhaled slowly, allowing herself to believe him, even if just for a moment. The weight of it all still lingered, but here, wrapped in the quiet of the night, it felt a little more bearable.

Damon shifted beside her, gently tugging her closer until her head rested against his shoulder. His hand found hers, his fingers threading through hers in a gesture so natural it almost startled her. He wasn’t always one for comfort, but when he gave it, it felt effortless, real.

For a long moment, they stayed like that, the world outside fading as they simply enjoyed each other’s company. There were no expectations, no need for words—just the quiet rhythm of their breaths and the warmth of their shared space.

As the night grew deeper, Josephine’s eyelids grew heavy, the bourbon lulling her further into a state of drowsiness. She shifted slightly, curling into his side, her fingers still tangled with his.

“Damon?” she murmured softly.

“Hmm?” he replied, his voice low and drowsy.

“I think I’m going to fall asleep,” she whispered, the weight of her exhaustion finally catching up with her.

“Good,” Damon replied with a soft chuckle. “Get some rest. You’ve earned it.”

He settled her in against him, his arm loosely around her as they both drifted into sleep, the night unfolding peacefully around them.
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The quiet hum of the night had faded into the soft glow of morning, but Josephine barely noticed. Her body felt heavy, sluggish, weighed down by something deeper than exhaustion. The bed beneath her was warm, the fabric of the sheets soft against her skin, but even that comfort did little to ease the unease creeping up her spine.

As her mind slowly surfaced from sleep, a different sensation overwhelmed her—a hunger so intense it felt like it was consuming her from the inside out. It was deeper than before, raw and relentless, gnawing at her like a living thing. Her throat burned, a searing ache that flared with every breath she took, as if fire licked at her insides.

She swallowed, but it did nothing to soothe the sensation. Instead, the act only heightened her awareness of the rhythmic thump of a heartbeat—steady, strong, near. Her breath hitched as she realized it wasn’t her own.

Damon’s.

The sound of it, the scent of him, filled the space between them. It was intoxicating, a siren’s call that made her stomach twist in need. Every pulse in the room echoed in her ears, each one hammering against her self-control, shaking it at its fragile foundation.

Her breathing came out ragged as she gripped the blanket beneath her, her fingers tightening in a desperate attempt to ground herself. But it was useless. The hunger drowned out all logic, all restraint. She needed blood. Now.

Beside her, Damon stirred, his arm still draped around her waist from the night before. The weight of it had been comforting then, a silent reassurance. Now, it was unbearable. Too close. Too much.

Her jaw clenched as the scent of his blood hit her like a wave. It was rich, potent, teasing the edges of her control. Her muscles tensed as she fought the urge to turn toward him, to press her lips to the warmth of his skin, to sink her fangs deep—

No. She squeezed her eyes shut, willing the thought away. But it wasn’t just a thought. It was an instinct. A need clawing at her from within, demanding to be satisfied.

Damon’s eyes cracked open as he felt the shift in her body, his instincts flaring instantly. One glance at her was all it took. Her breathing was sharp, erratic. Her hands trembled against the sheets. And then there were her eyes—dark, veins creeping beneath them, her fangs just barely visible as she fought for control.

“Jo?” His voice was careful, measured.

She flinched at the sound of his voice, her whole body tensing. “I—I don’t know what’s wrong,” she whispered hoarsely. “I feel like I’m starving, but it’s worse than before. I can’t—” Her fingers clutched at her throat, as if she could physically suppress the hunger clawing at her insides.

Damon moved fast, out of the bed and across the room in an instant. He yanked open the mini fridge, grabbing two blood bags and tearing one open before pressing it into her shaking hands. 

“Drink.”

Josephine obeyed without hesitation, bringing the bag to her lips and drinking deep. The blood was warm, rich, but the moment it slid down her throat, she knew it wasn’t enough. It soothed the sharpest edge of her hunger, but it didn’t satisfy the ache that had taken root inside her. She drained the first bag in seconds, then the second, but the gnawing need remained.

Damon watched closely, his brows knitting together as realization hit. The blood wasn’t satisfying her. That wasn’t normal.

“Jo?” His voice was calmer than he felt. “Did it help?”

Josephine clenched the empty blood bag, her breathing still uneven, her fangs still extended. “No,” she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. “It’s not enough, Damon. I don’t understand—it hasn’t been this bad.”

Damon hesitated for only a moment before making a decision. He moved toward her, sitting on the edge of the bed, his expression unreadable. “Then we try something else.”

Her gaze snapped to his, confused and desperate. “What?”

Damon tilted his head slightly, exposing the smooth line of his neck. “Me.”

Josephine’s stomach clenched, her mind warring with itself. “No.” She shook her head, scooting back instinctively. “I—I can’t do that.”

“Yes, you can,” Damon countered, his voice steady, unwavering. “You need control, and you need blood. This will give you both.”

“But what if I—”

“You won’t.” He held her gaze, something firm but almost… tender in his expression. “You don’t want to, so you won’t. I trust you, Jo.”

Her lips parted, protests forming on her tongue, but she swallowed them down. The hunger was unbearable. She could feel her restraint slipping, and she knew that if she didn’t take his offer, she wouldn’t last.

Slowly, cautiously, she leaned forward. Her breath was warm against his skin, and she could hear his pulse—steady, strong, waiting.

“Go ahead,” Damon murmured, voice softer now.

Josephine hesitated for just a moment longer before she let instinct take over. Her lips brushed against his neck before her fangs sank into his skin.

The moment his blood hit her tongue, everything shifted. The hunger that had been raging inside her finally found relief. His blood was different—richer, more powerful, grounding her in a way she hadn’t felt before.

Damon exhaled slowly, his fingers resting lightly against her back as she fed. He kept still, letting her take what she needed.

She could feel herself calming, the fire inside her dimming as control settled back into her bones. She drank carefully, stopping before she could lose herself in it, before she could take too much.
When she finally pulled back, her lips red with his blood, she met his gaze, searching for any sign of regret or hesitation. But there was none. Just Damon, watching her with quiet understanding.

“Better?” he asked, his voice low.

She swallowed, her breathing steadying for the first time since she’d woken up. “Yeah,” she whispered. “Better.”

Damon smirked, wiping the small trickle of blood from his neck. “Told you.”

Josephine huffed out a soft, breathless laugh, but the weight of what had just happened still lingered between them.

Josephine lay back against the pillows, her body finally at ease. The gnawing hunger that had nearly consumed her was now just a dull whisper in the back of her mind. Damon was still beside her, his breathing steady, his fingers idly tracing patterns on the back of her hand.

She turned her head slightly, watching him. “Why did that happen?” she asked, her voice quieter now, steadier. “The blood bags didn’t work… but yours did.”

Damon sighed, his smirk fading as he glanced up at the ceiling. He knew this conversation was inevitable, but that didn’t mean it would be easy. “It could be a couple of things,” he admitted, his voice measured. “But there’s one possibility that makes the most sense.”

Josephine frowned. “And that is?”

He hesitated for a moment, then turned his head to meet her gaze. “A sire bond.”

Her brows furrowed. “A what?”

Damon shifted onto his side, propping himself up on one elbow. “A sire bond happens when a vampire has strong emotional ties to the person who turned them. It’s rare, but when it does happen, it makes the sired vampire more… connected to their sire. Sometimes, even dependent on them.”

Josephine stared at him, the weight of his words settling in. “So… you think I’m sired to you?”

Damon studied her expression carefully. “I think it’s possible. I told you it would help, and it did. My words influenced your hunger.”

She sat up slightly, pushing her hair back from her face. “But—why? Why would I be sired to you?”

Damon hesitated again, but this time, his expression softened. “Because you had feelings for me before you turned.”

Josephine blinked, her mouth opening slightly, but no words came out at first. Her heart thudded in her chest.

“You’re saying this only happens when the person… cares about their sire?” she asked, her voice quieter now.

Damon nodded. “Yeah. If you didn’t—if there was nothing there—this wouldn’t be happening.”

Josephine looked away for a moment, her mind spinning. She thought back to before she turned, to the way she and Damon had always been drawn to each other. The tension, the teasing.

“That’s…” She exhaled sharply, shaking her head. “That’s insane.”

Damon smirked, though it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Tell me about it.”

Josephine ran a hand down her face before looking back at him. “Okay. Let’s say this sire bond thing is real. What does it mean? Am I—what, just some mindless follower now?”

Damon’s smirk faded, and he sat up, his expression turning serious. “No. That’s not how it works. A sire bond doesn’t control how you feel. It just… strengthens the connection that was already there. And sometimes, it makes you more inclined to do what your sire wants—especially when it comes to survival instincts. Like feeding.”

Josephine swallowed, processing his words. “So, what do we do about it?”

Damon leaned back against the headboard, crossing his arms. “We figure it out. We can test it, see how much control you really have. And if it is a sire bond… we’ll deal with it.”

Josephine exhaled slowly, nodding. She wasn’t sure how to feel about this revelation—not yet. But one thing was certain. She wasn’t going to let anything, not even a supernatural bond, dictate her life.

Before she could say anything else, her phone vibrated on the nightstand. Frowning, she reached for it, glancing at the screen. A text from Elena.

[I]We have a problem. Meet me at the Grill.

Josephine and Damon exchanged a glance. She could already tell—whatever it was, it wasn’t good.
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The Mystic Grill was buzzing with its usual late-evening crowd, but as soon as Josephine and Damon stepped inside, they immediately spotted Elena and Stefan sitting in a booth toward the back. Their expressions were tense—Stefan was leaning forward with his hands clasped together while Elena anxiously stirred her drink without taking a sip.

Josephine slid into the booth across from them while Damon stood for a moment, scanning the room with wary eyes before sitting beside her. His posture was stiff, his senses already on high alert. “Alright, what’s so urgent?” he asked impatiently.

Elena and Stefan exchanged a glance before Stefan finally spoke. “The Mikaelsons are in town.”

“What do they want?” Damon questioned.

Stefan exhaled. “They’re not after Elena anymore. They’ve taken an interest in you, Josie.”

Damon’s entire body tensed beside her. His arm rested against the back of the booth behind Josephine, half-blocking her from view as if that alone could keep her safe. “Why?” he demanded.

Stefan hesitated for only a second before explaining, “They’ve discovered something—something about your Petrova blood. Something about a magical being in your lineage. When you became a vampire, the magical properties in your blood become amplified. Klaus has been searching for a way to use it, and now that you’ve turned, you’ve become just as valuable as Elena.”

Josephine felt her stomach twist. She had always known being a Petrova made her a target, but this was worse. Her transformation had made her even more of a prize.

“What could he possibly want with my blood?” she asked, her voice steady despite the unease settling in her chest.

Elena shook her head. “We don’t know. But Klaus always has a reason. If he’s after both of us, it’s for something big.”

Damon’s fingers curled into a fist on the table. “And you’re just telling us this now?” His voice was sharp, anger barely contained.

Stefan sighed. “We only just found out. Rebekah approached Elena earlier today. She wasn’t subtle—she was testing her, pushing for information. And then Klaus showed up.”

Josephine exchanged a look with Elena, who nodded grimly.

“He wasn’t threatening at first,” Elena continued. “But he made it clear that he knows about Josie. He said it as if he’d been waiting for this moment.”

Damon exhaled sharply, his grip on the table tightening. “So, what, he’s just going to waltz in and try to take them? Not happening.”

Stefan nodded in agreement. “Which is why we need to act fast. Klaus doesn’t make idle threats, and if he’s interested in their blood, he’s already ten steps ahead.”

Josephine swallowed, trying to push down the creeping anxiety. Being hunted by Klaus was a death sentence for most people. But she wasn’t most people, and she sure as hell wasn’t going to let him dictate her fate.

“So what’s the plan?” she asked, looking between Stefan and Damon.

Damon’s jaw tightened. “The plan is that we don’t let him anywhere near you.” His voice was low, dangerous, and protective in a way that sent a shiver down her spine.

Stefan nodded. “We’ll figure out what he wants and stop him before he gets the chance to act.”
Elena exhaled, then looked at Josephine with concern. “Are you okay?”

Josephine hesitated for a moment, but then she forced a smirk. “I mean, it’s not like life in this town is ever quiet, right?”

Damon, however, wasn’t amused. His grip on her thigh tightened under the table as if grounding himself.
“This isn’t a joke, Josie,” he muttered.

She met his intense gaze and softened slightly. “I know. But panicking won’t help either. We’ll deal with this, together.”

Damon’s expression darkened. “Damn right we will. Because I’m not letting Klaus—or anyone else—lay a hand on you.”

Josephine felt the weight of his protectiveness settle over her, and while she appreciated it, she knew this wasn’t going to be easy.

Because if Klaus was after them, it meant he had a plan, and that was the part that scared her the most.
[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

Sunlight filtered through the curtains of Josie’s house, casting a soft glow across the living room where she and Elena sat on the couch. A stack of paperwork rested on the coffee table between them, and Elena twirled a pen between her fingers, hesitating.

“So, once I sign this, the house will technically be in my name?” Elena asked, glancing up at Josie.
Josie nodded. “Yeah. The important thing is that, legally, it’s yours now, which means any vampire—including the Mikaelsons—will need an invitation to come inside.”

Elena sighed, running a hand through her hair. “I hate that we even have to think about this.”
Josie leaned back, arms crossed. “Well, considering Klaus and his family have decided they’re interested in my blood now, I’d rather be overly cautious than dead.”

Elena frowned. “I just don’t understand why. You’re not a Petrova doppelgänger, so why would your blood matter?”

Josie shrugged, frustration creeping into her voice. “That’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it? And some talk of some magical being that’s in my family tree but not yours.” She shook her head, not able to fully process what she now knew. “All I know is that my blood is apparently more valuable now that I’m a vampire. And that puts a target on my back.”

Elena reached over and squeezed her arm. “We’re going to figure this out. Damon, Stefan, all of us—we won’t let them take you.”

Josie forced a small smile, but the weight in her chest didn’t ease. No matter what precautions they took, the Mikaelsons were relentless. And she had a feeling this was only the beginning.

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

Over the next few nights, Josie started having nightmares, ones of Katherine, her hands around her throat, that left her becoming more and more sleep deprived. A darkness at the back of her mind that didn’t want to let go of her easily.

The house was quiet, but Josie’s mind wasn’t.

She lay in bed, her body exhausted but her mind refusing to surrender. Every time her eyelids grew heavy, the nightmares lurked, waiting to pull her under. Her fingers gripped the sheets, but it wasn’t enough to ground her, wasn’t enough to stop the slow descent into darkness.

When sleep finally took hold, it was merciless.

Katherine’s face swam into view first, her lips curling into that wicked smile. The room around them shifted and melted away, leaving Josie standing in nothing but a void—just her and the predator before her. Katherine moved like a shadow, blurring, reappearing closer each time Josie blinked. Cold fingers wrapped around her throat, and she tried to suck in a breath, but nothing came. Panic clawed at her chest as the pressure grew unbearable.

Then Klaus was there, watching, always watching. He circled her, his voice smooth and knowing.

“You don’t even know what you are, do you?” he mused, his head tilting as he studied her like a specimen under glass. “But don’t worry, love. I do.”

Her body locked up, muscles seizing as his words wrapped around her, tightening like chains.
Then Katherine was lunging again, eyes flashing with something dark, something hungry—

Josie woke with a sharp gasp, bolting upright, her breaths coming in uneven, desperate gulps. Her skin was damp with sweat, her fingers clutching at the phantom pain still lingering at her throat. The pounding in her chest was so loud it drowned out the silence of the room.

Beside her, Damon stirred instantly. He had been sleeping next to her, his arm draped protectively around her waist. The moment her breathing hitched, he was already pushing himself up, his grip tightening around her.

“Josie.” His voice was low, urgent. “Talk to me.”

She pressed a trembling hand to her forehead, trying to ground herself. “Just… nightmares.”

Damon’s jaw tightened. “The same ones?”

She swallowed hard, nodding. “Katherine. Klaus. It’s like they’re stuck on a loop in my head.”

Damon didn’t respond right away. His grip was firm, steady, like an anchor pulling her back to reality. “This isn’t just bad dreams, Josie. You’re barely sleeping as it is.” His voice was quieter now, edged with something that sounded suspiciously like concern. “This isn’t normal.”

She let out a hollow, humorless laugh. “Nothing about my life has been normal, Damon.”

His lips pressed into a thin line. “You know what I mean.”

A warm hand brushed against her temple, tucking a strand of damp hair behind her ear. It was such a small, careful gesture that it almost made her want to lean into it. Almost.

“You’re reliving this every night,” he continued. “And it’s not just messing with your sleep—it’s messing with you.”

She turned her head slightly, not wanting him to see just how exhausted she really was. She could feel the weight of the dark circles beneath her eyes, the toll this was taking on her. “I’ll be fine.”

Damon scoffed. “Yeah, you say that, but every night I end up waking you up before you scream the house down.”

His voice softened then, something unguarded slipping through. “I don’t like seeing you like this.”

Josie met his gaze, surprised by the raw honesty there. It wasn’t just protectiveness—it was something deeper, something real.

She exhaled slowly, nodding. “Okay. We’ll figure it out.”

Damon studied her for a long moment before nodding. “Damn right we will.”

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

But the nightmares didn’t stop.

The next night, the cycle repeated. Sleep pulled her under, slow and relentless, until the darkness swallowed her whole. At first, it was nothing—just an empty void, heavy silence pressing in on her. Then came the whispers. Soft at first, curling around her ears like a warning she couldn’t quite hear. And then, suddenly, Katherine’s voice—sharp, taunting.

“You’ll never escape me.”

Josie turned, but there was no escape, no way to run. Then she felt it—cold fingers at the back of her neck, a cruel chuckle against her ear. Her chest tightened, breath coming in short, panicked gasps. And Klaus—he was always there, lingering, watching, waiting for her to shatter.

Her body jerked awake with a sharp gasp, her entire frame trembling. Her heartbeat pounded against her ribs like a war drum, the edges of the nightmare still clinging to her skin.

Damon was already moving before she could even register the real world. His arms wrapped around her, firm and steady, anchoring her back to reality. He didn’t ask. He didn’t need to. He just held her, his chin resting lightly atop her head, fingers running soothingly up and down her back. She clung to him, letting her breathing sync with his, willing her mind to quiet.

The third night was worse.

She didn’t wake up right away. The dream held her in its grip longer, twisted itself deeper into her mind. Katherine wasn’t just reaching for her—she was whispering, each word dripping like poison.

“Give in, Josie. Stop fighting. It’ll be easier.”

She wanted to scream, but no sound came. Her feet felt stuck, as though the shadows themselves had wrapped around her ankles. Klaus circled like a vulture, a knowing smirk playing at his lips.

Then, suddenly, hands—real, warm, strong—gripping her shoulders.

“Josie.”

The voice was familiar, urgent. The dream wavered at the edges.

“Come back to me.”

She woke with a jolt, a choked cry breaking past her lips. Damon was right there, eyes sharp and filled with something she wasn’t ready to name. He pulled her to him without hesitation, pressing his forehead to hers. She closed her eyes, focusing on the warmth of his breath against her skin.

By the fourth night, Damon was barely sleeping at all. She could feel it—how he stayed awake long after she drifted off, waiting, watching. His fingers would trace slow, soothing patterns against her arm whenever she stirred, whispering her name just before the nightmares could take hold completely.

And when she did wake—gasping, shaking—he was there, pressing kisses to her temple, whispering, “You’re safe. I’ve got you.”

By the fifth, she didn’t even need to say anything. Damon just sighed, running a tired hand through his hair before lying back down beside her, pulling her close as if trying to shield her from the nightmares themselves.

Josie wasn’t sure what terrified her more—the nightmares, or how much she was starting to rely on him to pull her out of them.
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Damon sat on the edge of Josie’s bed, arms crossed as he watched her with sharp, concerned eyes. The dim glow of the bedside lamp cast shadows across his face, making the exhaustion beneath his eyes even more pronounced.

Josie sat upright, legs pulled to her chest, her fingers gripping the edge of the blanket like a lifeline. She could see it now—the way his shoulders sagged slightly, the tension in his posture, the subtle way his eyelids drooped despite his sharp gaze. He hadn’t been sleeping either. Not properly. Not since she started waking up like this every night.

“You need to sleep,” Damon muttered, his voice lower this time, softer.

Josie shook her head, her fingers tightening around the blanket. “Every time I close my eyes, I see them.” Her voice was tight, exhausted. “Katherine. Klaus. It’s like they’re in my head, waiting.”

Damon exhaled, running a hand through his hair, the movement sluggish, like even that took effort. “I’m not going anywhere. I’ll wake you up if it gets bad. You need rest, Josie.”

She studied him, the way his usually sharp demeanor was dulled by the weight of fatigue. The realization settled heavily on her. “You haven’t been sleeping,” she murmured, shifting forward slightly.

Damon scoffed, waving a dismissive hand. “I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not,” she countered, her brows furrowing. “You’ve been waking up with me every night. You’re running on empty.”

He shook his head. “That’s not the point. You’re the one dealing with—”

“And yet you’re the one who should be sleeping,” she cut in, her voice softer now, but insistent. “You can’t take care of me if you’re running yourself into the ground.”

Damon leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Then we sit here all night, and I watch you slowly drive yourself insane.”

Josie sighed, leaning her head back against the headboard. She hated this—feeling trapped in her own mind, powerless against the nightmares that wouldn’t let her go. But even more than that, she hated that she was dragging Damon down with her.

She hesitated, then shifted closer, reaching out to take his hand. “Lie down. Just for a little while,” she urged, squeezing his fingers gently. “You need sleep too.”

He hesitated, his eyes searching hers, and after a long moment, he exhaled in defeat. “Fine. But only if you try to sleep too.”

Josie nodded, and as they both settled under the blanket, she found herself focusing less on the looming shadows of her mind and more on the steady warmth of Damon beside her.

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

The next morning, exhaustion weighed heavily on them both. Josie could see it in the way Damon moved, his usual sharpness dulled, his responses slower. It wasn’t long before Elena, Stefan, and Bonnie noticed too.

“You two look like hell,” Elena stated bluntly as they gathered in Josie’s living room.

Josie crossed her arms, leaning into Damon’s side as he draped an arm over the back of the couch. “Thanks, Elena. That’s exactly what I wanted to hear first thing in the morning.”

Stefan’s brows furrowed as he studied them both. “You’re not sleeping,” he said knowingly. “This has been going on for days, hasn’t it?”

Damon scoffed. “What, are you our sleep therapist now?”

Bonnie, however, was quieter, her eyes narrowing slightly as she looked at Josie. “It’s more than just nightmares,” she murmured.

Josie stiffened. “What do you mean?”

Bonnie took a slow breath, her expression darkening. “I can feel it—there’s magic involved. Someone’s manipulating your dreams.”

A cold chill ran down Josie’s spine. “A witch?”

Bonnie nodded. “Yeah. And we need to figure out who before this gets worse.”

That evening, Bonnie sat cross-legged on the floor of Josie’s room, carefully mixing herbs together in a small pouch. The scent of lavender and mugwort filled the space, blending with the faint hint of sage still lingering from Bonnie’s earlier spellwork.

“This should help ward off interference,” Bonnie explained as she tied the pouch shut and handed it to Josie. “Keep it under your pillow while you sleep. It won’t stop the witch from trying, but it’ll weaken their hold on your dreams.”

Josie took the pouch with a small nod, fingers tightening around the fabric. “Thank you.”

Bonnie offered a reassuring smile. “We’ll figure out who’s doing this. In the meantime, this should give you a break.”

That night, for the first time in days, Josie’s sleep was free of nightmares. But it wasn’t peaceful. Though the darkness didn’t consume her, she could feel it lurking at the edges—faint tugs at her subconscious, attempts to slip past Bonnie’s protection.

She woke restless, the unease still sitting in her chest like a weight, but at least she wasn’t gasping for air, clawing her way out of terror.

Damon stirred beside her, his eyes flickering open. “Better?” he asked, voice groggy.

Josie hesitated before nodding. “Better. But they’re still trying.”

Damon’s jaw tightened. “Then we find out who’s behind this. And we stop them.”
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The nights of restless sleep had taken their toll, but for the first time in days, Josie had slept without nightmares. She wasn’t completely at ease—Bonnie’s protection spell kept the worst of the interference at bay, but she could still feel the other witch’s attempts, lingering like a shadow just beyond reach. Still, it was something. A small reprieve.

Morning had barely begun to settle in when the quiet was shattered by sudden knock at the front door that made them both freeze.

Damon’s head snapped toward the sound, his body instantly tense. Josie swallowed hard, already sensing who it could be.

Another knock. Louder this time.

“Are you going to invite me in, or shall we have our conversation through the door?”

Klaus.

Damon was on his feet in an instant, his expression darkening. Josie followed him as they made their way to the front door, where Elena and Stefan were already standing, tense and alert.

Damon pulled the door open just enough to see Klaus standing on the porch, hands casually tucked into the pockets of his coat, a smirk playing at his lips.

“Well, isn’t this cozy?” Klaus mused, tilting his head. His eyes flicked toward Josie. “You’ve been avoiding me, love.”

Josie crossed her arms, her voice steady. “Yeah, I have. And I plan to keep it that way.”

Klaus chuckled. “Come now, no need to be so hostile. I come with an offer.”

Damon scoffed. “Pretty sure we’re not interested.”

Klaus ignored him, eyes locked on Josie. “You, my dear, are unique. You may not be a doppelgänger, but your blood has properties that make you very valuable. Far more than you realize.”

Josie clenched her jaw. “And what? You want to use me like you did Elena?”

Klaus tsked. “Use is such a harsh word. I prefer ‘partner with.’” He smiled. “I could offer you protection. A place at my side. You wouldn’t have to live in fear.”

Josie didn’t hesitate. “Not interested.”

Klaus sighed dramatically. “You wound me.” His gaze flickered to Damon. “And you, always playing the protective role. How touching.” His smirk returned. “But I wonder, how long can you really keep her safe?”

Damon’s grip on the door tightened, his entire body radiating tension. “Long enough to make sure you never get near her.”

Klaus’ smile didn’t falter, but there was something dangerous in his eyes now. “You can’t hide behind your little invitation rule forever.” He took a step closer, just at the threshold. “Sooner or later, Josie, you’ll have to face the truth—you’re valuable to me, and I always get what I want.”

Josie met his gaze, refusing to show any fear. “Not this time.”

Klaus chuckled. “We’ll see about that.”

With that, he turned and walked off into the night, leaving them standing in tense silence.

Damon slammed the door shut, exhaling sharply. “Yeah, that’s not ominous at all.”

Josie swallowed, her hands clenched at her sides. She knew this wasn’t over. Not even close.

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

Over the past few days, Stefan and Damon had been the only ones leaving the house, making quick trips to gather supplies. They refused to let Josie or Elena step foot outside, not with the Mikaelsons lurking. It was a silent rule, unspoken but firm: the less movement, the better.
But now, the air inside the house felt suffocating.

Josie sat curled up on the couch, her arms wrapped around her knees, eyes locked onto the front door. Damon had been gone too long. Too long for a simple trip. Too long to just be getting blood. The longer the minutes stretched, the heavier the weight in her chest became.

Stefan stood rigid by the fireplace, his arms crossed tightly over his chest. He hadn’t said much, but the sharp edge in his expression said everything. “He should’ve been back hours ago.”

Elena shifted beside Josie, her fingers twisting in the hem of her sweater. “Something’s wrong.”
Josie exhaled, slow and measured, but it did nothing to quiet the gnawing dread creeping up her spine. She clenched her jaw, pushing down the rising panic. Damon’s fine. He has to be fine. But even as she tried to convince herself, she felt it—that cold, sick certainty curling in her gut.

Something had happened.

The house was too quiet, the air too thick with unease. The fire crackled in the hearth, but it didn’t bring warmth, only shadows that flickered against the walls. Stefan hadn’t moved from his spot. Elena sat unnaturally still. It was as if they were all waiting for something.

Then came the knock. Three sharp raps against the wooden door.

Josie’s breath hitched. The sound cut through the silence like a blade, slicing through the fragile hope she’d been clinging to.

Stefan moved first. His steps were careful, deliberate, as he made his way to the window. Josie barely breathed, watching as he peered through the glass.

He went completely still.

His entire body tensed, shoulders locking, jaw tightening. The flickering firelight caught the shift in his expression—pure, unmistakable dread.

Josie was already on her feet before he even spoke.

“It’s him.”

Her pulse pounded in her ears as she stepped toward the door, her fingers curling into fists at her sides. Every part of her screamed to prepare for the worst, but nothing could have steeled her for what she saw when she pulled the door open.

Klaus stood on the porch, a smug, knowing smile playing on his lips. But Josie’s gaze snapped past him immediately—to the figure at his feet.

Damon.

On his knees. Blood smeared across his mouth, dripping from a wound at his neck. His wrists were bound behind him, muscles straining against whatever held him in place. And Klaus—Klaus had a fist tangled in his hair, holding him there like a trophy.

A rush of cold flooded Josie’s veins.

Damon lifted his head slightly, his dazed, bloodshot eyes meeting hers.

“Now, now, love,” Klaus mused, his grip tightening. “I do hate resorting to such crude methods, but you left me little choice.”

Josie’s breath caught. “Let him go.”

Klaus’ smile widened. “Oh, I will. As soon as you do one simple thing—give me your blood.”

Josie clenched her fists. She wasn’t about to give Klaus that kind of power.

Damon groaned, lifting his head slightly. His eyes met hers—stormy blue, filled with pain and something else. Something unspoken. 

“Don’t do it.” His voice was strong, echoing in her ears.

Josie inhaled sharply, the weight of the sire bond pressing down on her like chains. Her body resisted, but the words had already been spoken. She felt it take hold, compelling her into obedience.

Her lips parted, but the words that came out weren’t her own. “No.”

Klaus’ expression darkened. “You’re refusing?”

Josie’s jaw clenched, the fight raging inside her. She wanted to say yes, to trade whatever she had to for Damon’s life. But the bond forced her to stand her ground.

Damon smirked weakly, blood staining his teeth. “Guess you’re out of luck.”

Klaus’ eyes flashed with fury. In an instant, he yanked Damon up by the collar and threw him. Damon crashed against the porch railing with a sickening crack.

That was all it took.

Stefan blurred forward, launching himself at Klaus with all the force of a vampire desperate to protect his brother. Josie followed, rage fueling her as she grabbed Klaus by the arm and wrenched him back.

Klaus barely flinched. He swung out, catching Josie across the face with enough force to send her flying. She hit the ground hard, the impact rattling through her bones.

Damon was already back on his feet, wiping blood from his mouth. “That the best you got?”
Klaus chuckled. “Not even close.”

He moved faster than any of them could react, grabbing Stefan and slamming him against the house with a bone-crunching thud.

Josie pushed herself up, ignoring the pain, and darted toward Damon. “Are you okay?”

“Peachy.” He spat out blood, eyes burning with anger. “Stay behind me.”

Josie glared at him. “Not a chance.”

Klaus turned to face them, utterly amused. “You lot never learn, do you?”

Stefan lunged again, this time aiming for Klaus’ throat. But Klaus caught him mid-air, gripping his neck with one hand before throwing him aside like a ragdoll.

Josie’s fangs extended, and she moved to strike—but Klaus was already anticipating it. He turned, blocking her attack with inhuman ease. “Brave,” he mused. “But foolish.”

He twisted her arm, forcing her to her knees. Pain flared through her, but she didn’t cry out.

Damon was on him in an instant, landing a solid punch to Klaus’ face. Klaus staggered back slightly, releasing Josie just enough for her to break free.

Damon took the opening and drove a stake toward Klaus’ chest.

But Klaus caught his wrist.

For a moment, they stood locked in place, the raw power of an Original vampire making it clear just how outmatched they were.

Klaus smirked. “Nice try.”

Then, with a brutal force, he shoved Damon back.

Josie scrambled to her feet, preparing to attack again—but Klaus simply stepped back, dusting off his jacket. “Enough fun for one night.” His eyes locked onto hers. “This isn’t over, love. Sooner or later, you will give me what I want.”

With that, he vanished into the darkness.

The moment he was gone, Josie turned to Damon. He was bleeding, his shirt torn, but he was alive. She let out a shaky breath, her hands trembling.

Stefan groaned from where he had landed. “Well, that went well.”

Damon turned to Josie, his expression unreadable. “You okay?”

She nodded, but her heart was still racing. “You used the sire bond against me.”

Damon exhaled, running a hand through his hair. “I had to.”

Josie stared at him, emotions warring inside her. She understood why he did it. But that didn’t make it any easier to accept.

The moment the door shut behind them, Josie whirled around, her chest heaving with frustration. “You had no right to use the sire bond against me.”

Damon exhaled sharply, pinching the bridge of his nose. “I had every right. You were about to hand yourself over to Klaus like some sacrificial lamb.”

“I could have handled it!” Josie snapped, her voice shaking. “I should’ve been the one to decide, not you.”

Damon’s jaw clenched. “Yeah? And what do you think would’ve happened if you had given him your blood, huh? He would’ve drained you dry and kept coming back for more.”

Josie shook her head, pacing in frustration. “We could’ve figured something out. I could’ve figured something out—”

“You still don’t get it, do you?” Damon interrupted, stepping closer. His voice was low but edged with anger. “Klaus doesn’t make deals, Josie. He owns people. You give him what he wants, and he’ll keep coming back until there’s nothing left of you.”

Josie swallowed hard, her mind racing. The truth of his words was suffocating, but it didn’t erase the burning resentment she felt.

“I don’t care,” she said stubbornly. “If giving him my blood gets him to leave us alone—”

Damon let out a bitter laugh, shaking his head. “You really think it’s that simple?” His eyes darkened. “Even if he gets what he wants, he won’t stop. Because now he knows how valuable your blood is. Giving in won’t save us—it’ll only make things worse.”

Josie crossed her arms, her nails digging into her skin. Every instinct told her to fight back, to argue—but deep down, she knew he was right.

“I just—I can’t keep watching him hurt you,” she admitted, her voice quieter now.

Damon’s expression softened slightly. “And you think I can just stand by and watch him take you?” He stepped even closer, his hands hovering at her arms but not touching. “You are not some bargaining chip, Josie. You don’t negotiate with a monster like Klaus.”

Her anger flickered, replaced by a gnawing exhaustion. She hated feeling helpless, hated that Klaus had them cornered.

“So what do we do?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

Damon’s lips pressed into a thin line. “We find another way.”

Before Josie could respond, the door swung open. Stefan and Elena stepped inside, their expressions tense and unreadable.

“We need to talk,” Stefan said, his voice firm as he crossed his arms.

Damon let out a groan, rolling his eyes. “Oh, good. More talking. Because that’s what we need right now.”

Elena shot him a look before turning her attention to Josie. “We need to know the truth. About the sire bond.”

Josie’s muscles tensed. “What about it?”

“So you know about it?” Elena asked her.

“Yes, we’ve known for a little while,” Josie admitted.

Stefan exhaled. “How can you be sure it’s not influencing your feelings? That it’s really you and not just the bond amplifying everything?”

Josie’s jaw tightened. “Because I was in love with him before I was turned.”

Damon’s smirk faltered slightly, but he said nothing.

Elena looked skeptical. “That doesn’t mean the bond isn’t affecting you.”

“It doesn’t create emotions that weren’t already there,” Josie snapped. “It might amplify what I already feel, but it doesn’t make me love him.”

Stefan still didn’t look convinced. “But how do you know?”

Josie lifted her chin. “Because he’s never used it before.”

That made Elena hesitate. “Never?”

Josie shook her head. “Not once. Not until tonight.”

Elena frowned. “But how can you be sure?”

Josie took a slow breath. “Because the only thing Damon has ever done to influence me was compel me.”

Silence filled the room.

Damon’s expression turned sharp. “Excuse me?”

Josie met his gaze steadily. “The night we met. You compelled me to trust you.”

Elena’s eyes widened. Stefan muttered something under his breath.

Damon’s frown deepened. “And you just now decided to bring this up?”

“I didn’t know at the time,” Josie admitted. “But when I turned, the compulsion broke. And I remembered everything.”

Damon stared at her, something unreadable flickering behind his eyes.

“And yet, here you are,” he muttered.

Josie gave a small, knowing smile. “Because even without it, I still trusted you.”

Stefan sighed, rubbing his temple. “Okay. Let’s say you’re right. The bond doesn’t create love—but it does bind you to Damon. You’d do anything for him.”

Josie crossed her arms. “And? I would’ve done that before.”

Elena took a step forward. “Then prove it.”

Josie blinked. “What?”

“If you’re so sure your emotions are real,” Elena said carefully, “then break the bond.”
Damon stiffened beside her.

Josie narrowed her eyes. “And how exactly do you expect me to do that?”

Stefan’s face was grim. “There’s only one way.”

“You have to turn off your emotions.”

A cold silence settled over the room.

Damon’s entire body went rigid. “Absolutely not.”

Josie swallowed hard, trying to keep her voice steady. “You’re kidding.”

Elena’s expression didn’t waver. “If your love for Damon is real, then turning off your emotions shouldn’t change anything.”

Damon let out a sharp laugh, but there was no humor in it. “That is the dumbest idea I’ve heard today, and we just spent the evening dealing with Klaus.”

“It’s the only way to be sure,” Stefan countered.

Josie hesitated. The idea of turning it all off—the grief, the fear, the love—felt like a pit opening beneath her feet.

Damon turned to her, his voice low but firm. “You’re not doing this.”

Josie met his gaze, her heart pounding. If she did this, if she flipped the switch… Would she still feel it? Would there still be something tying her to him? Or would it all just fade into nothing?
Elena took a small step closer. “If you’re right, then when you turn it back on, nothing will have changed.”

Josie clenched her jaw.

Damon reached for her hand, his grip tight, grounding. “Josie, don’t.”

She squeezed his hand in return, but her eyes didn’t leave Elena’s. “I’ll do it.”

Damon’s grip on Josie’s hand tightened. “No. Absolutely not.”

Josie swallowed hard, but before she could respond, he turned on Stefan and Elena. “Are you two out of your minds? We just barely got out of that mess with Klaus, and now you want her to go all emotionless psychopath just to prove a point?”

“It’s not just a point, Damon,” Elena argued. “It’s the only way to know for sure.”

“No,” Damon snapped. “The only thing we need to be worrying about right now is Klaus. You really think this is the time to be playing mind games? She needs to be focused, not shutting off every instinct she has to survive.”

Josie bit the inside of her cheek, her heart still hammering. “Damon—”

“No,” he cut her off, eyes dark and sharp. “You don’t get to do this right now. We are not making you vulnerable just so they can feel better about something that doesn’t even matter.”

“It does matter,” Stefan insisted. “If her choices aren’t really hers, then—”

“They are mine,” Josie interjected, voice strong despite the turmoil in her chest. “And I want to do this.”

Damon’s jaw clenched, his whole body wound tight with frustration. He looked at her for a long moment, something unspoken passing between them. Then he let out a slow breath, dragging a hand through his hair.

“You want to do this?” His voice was quieter now, controlled but still tense. “Fine. But not now. Not while we still have Klaus breathing down our necks.”

Elena opened her mouth to argue, but Damon shot her a look. “We deal with him first. Then, if Josie still wants to go through with this, we’ll talk.” His gaze flicked back to Josie, and for a second, she saw something raw in his eyes—something like fear. “But I’m not letting you do this while we’re fighting for our lives.”

Josie exhaled, feeling the weight of the moment settle over her.

Stefan still looked uncertain, but after a beat, he nodded. “Fine. After Klaus is dealt with.”

Damon turned to Josie, his expression a mix of frustration and reluctant compromise. “You really want this?”

She hesitated—just for a moment—before nodding. “Yes.”

His jaw tensed, but he gave a curt nod. “Then after this Klaus nightmare is over, we’ll talk.”
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The following morning Josie woke with a dry, burning ache in her throat, a deep, insatiable hunger gnawing at her insides. She swallowed, but it did nothing to ease the fire spreading through her veins. The craving was worse than usual—sharper, more demanding. A low, desperate ache pulsed beneath her skin, and the moment she sat up, she knew something was wrong.

Beside her, Damon stirred, one arm draped lazily over his eyes. “You’re thinking too loud,” he muttered, voice thick with sleep.

Josie barely heard him. Her tongue ran over her teeth, and she tensed as her fangs ached, pushing at her gums like they were ready to tear into something. Her jaw clenched. She needed blood. Now.

Throwing the covers off, she moved quickly, almost too quickly, down the stairs. The scent of old blood hit her immediately—faint but present—and her body locked onto it like a predator catching a whiff of prey. She forced herself to keep moving, stepping into the living room, where Stefan and Elena were already waiting.

“We have a problem,” Stefan said the moment he saw her.

Josie gripped the back of the couch, her fingers digging into the fabric as she fought to steady herself. “No kidding,” she muttered, her voice rough. “We’re out of blood.”

Elena exhaled, shooting a glance at the nearly empty cooler that sat by the wall—the one that was supposed to be stocked. “Damon was supposed to get more before—”

“Before Klaus decided to play kidnapper,” Damon finished as he appeared behind Josie, pulling a shirt over his head. “Yeah, I know. Kind of put a dent in my schedule.”

Stefan folded his arms, jaw tight. “None of us can risk going out. Klaus is waiting for us to make a move.”

“So what do we do?” Elena asked, concern lacing her voice. “We can’t just sit here and starve.”

Josie barely registered their conversation. The scent of blood—so faint but so damn enticing—pulled at her senses. Her control wavered.

She clenched her jaw harder, gripping the couch until her knuckles went white. Her pulse pounded, and her body reacted instinctively, sharpening her vision, zeroing in on the steady thrum of Elena’s heartbeat.

Damon noticed immediately. He stepped closer, lowering his voice. “Josie?”

She shook her head quickly. “I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine.”

Her throat burned. Her fingers curled into fists.

Stefan shifted subtly, his entire body tense. “Josie,” he said carefully, his voice measured. “You need to stay in control.”

Her breath was ragged now, her body fighting against her own restraint. “I am in control.”

Damon didn’t look convinced. His gaze darkened. “Not for long.”

Elena glanced between them, uneasy. “We need a solution. Fast.”

Stefan exhaled through his nose. “There’s only one way to get blood without leaving the house.”

Josie stiffened, her stomach twisting. She already knew what he was suggesting.

“No. Absolutely not.”

“It’s not the worst idea,” Damon said, smirking slightly. “Elena’s blood worked wonders for Stefan when he was—”

“I am not feeding off of Elena,” Josie snapped, her voice sharp and unyielding. “Or any of you.”

Damon’s smirk faded, his expression turning serious. “You don’t really have a choice, sweetheart.”

Josie’s breath came uneven now, her hunger clawing at her, ripping through her composure. She hated this. Hated how quickly it unraveled her.

“I can handle it,” she insisted, though her voice came out tight, strained.

Damon stepped in front of her, his piercing gaze locking onto hers. “You sure about that?”

Josie’s fingers trembled at her sides. She tried to steady them, to will away the urge burning in her throat, but the hunger was stronger than she wanted to admit.

She didn’t answer. Because she wasn’t sure. Not at all.

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

Josie paced the length of the living room, her arms crossed tightly over her chest, nails biting into her skin. Every step felt heavier, her hunger twisting inside her like a living thing, coiling tighter with every passing second. The others watched her, silent, wary—but she refused to meet their gazes. If she did, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to keep herself in check.

The scent of them—of blood—lingered too strongly in the air. It was faint, but it was there, teasing her, reminding her of what she needed.

Damon let out an exaggerated sigh, breaking the tense silence. “This is ridiculous. Just take my blood.”

Josie stopped pacing, her head snapping toward him. Her eyes flashed dangerously. “No.”

Damon arched a brow, unimpressed. “You’re starving, Josie. You can barely stand still without looking like you’re about to sink your teeth into someone.”

Her breath hitched, her body tensing at the truth of his words. She clenched her jaw, forcing herself to stay in control. “And you’re already weak,” she bit out. “I see the bite mark, Damon. Klaus nearly drained you, and you haven’t healed.”

Damon rolled his eyes, brushing off the concern. “I’ll be fine.”

“No, you won’t!” she snapped, frustration and hunger blending into something volatile. Her voice came out sharper than intended, but she didn’t care. “You’re running on barely anything, and if I take more, you’ll be even worse off.”
A flicker of irritation crossed Damon’s face, but before he could argue, Stefan spoke up from the couch. “She’s right. You’ve lost too much blood already.”

Damon shot him an annoyed look. “Not helping, Stefan.”

Josie exhaled shakily, turning away. Her hands were trembling again. She curled them into fists, pressing her nails into her palms, desperate for something—anything—to ground her.

The burning in her throat was relentless.

Elena’s voice was cautious. “Then what other options do we have? Because we can’t just wait this out. It’s only going to get worse.”

Josie closed her eyes briefly, inhaling through her nose, exhaling slowly. Focusing. Think.
Stefan nodded, his voice steady. “We need a plan.”

Josie forced her thoughts through the hunger clouding her mind. “We can’t leave the house. We can’t risk calling for help because Klaus probably has eyes on us.”

Damon crossed his arms. “And you won’t drink from any of us.”

Her eyes snapped to his, a glare sharp enough to cut, but she ignored the bait.

“The hospital,” she said after a moment, thinking out loud. “Or a blood bank. They get deliveries, right? Maybe we could intercept one.”

Stefan frowned. “That’s still risky. We don’t know how closely Klaus is watching us.”

Elena hesitated, chewing her lip before speaking. “What about Bonnie? Maybe she could help somehow.”

Josie considered it. “Maybe. If she can mask one of us long enough to get in and out without being noticed.”

Damon let out an overly dramatic sigh. “Or—you could just take my blood and we wouldn’t have to go through all this trouble.”

Josie spun on him, her hunger spiking, making her temper flare. “I’m not feeding from you, Damon!”

The air crackled between them as they stared each other down, neither backing off.

Damon’s smirk was gone now, replaced by something unreadable. His jaw ticked, but he didn’t push further.

Stefan cleared his throat, cutting through the thick tension. “Okay, so, contacting Bonnie might be our best option.”

Elena nodded. “I’ll call her.”

Josie forced herself to take a slow, steadying breath. The hunger wasn’t gone—far from it. But at least they had a plan now.

Even if she wasn’t sure how much longer she could hold out.
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Josie sat curled up in the armchair by the window, sketchbook balanced on her lap, charcoal smudging her fingers as she worked. The room buzzed with quiet conversation—Stefan and Elena on the phone with Bonnie, discussing the logistics of getting them blood—but she tuned them out, letting herself focus on the lines and shadows taking shape on the page.

She hadn’t drawn in a long time. Not seriously, anyway. But now, every little detail stood out to her—the sharp angles of Damon’s jaw, the way his hair fell messily over his forehead, the depth in his eyes that most people overlooked. Her new vampiric senses made it easier to capture every subtle feature, every tiny shift in expression that had once been difficult to replicate.

Across the room, Damon lounged on the couch, watching her with that signature smirk. “Didn’t know I was your muse, Josie.”

She huffed, not looking up. “You’re just the easiest to draw.”

“Because I’m ridiculously good-looking, right?”

She rolled her eyes, but there was a small smile on her lips. “Because I see you the most.”

Damon’s smirk faltered just slightly, but before he could say anything, Stefan spoke up. “Bonnie thinks she can get us what we need, but it might take a little time. She doesn’t want to risk drawing too much attention.”

Elena sighed. “Which means Josie has to hold out a little longer.”

Josie tightened her grip on her charcoal pencil. She could still feel the hunger twisting in her stomach, the persistent ache in her throat, but she forced herself to push it down. She couldn’t afford to lose control. The sound of the pencil breaking made everyone in the room stiffen.

Damon sat up, resting his arms on his knees as he looked at her. “You okay?”

She hesitated, then nodded. “Drawing helps.”

He studied her for a moment, then leaned back again. “Good. Because you’re not turning into a bloodthirsty ripper on my watch.”

Josie smirked slightly. “Noted.”

Elena gave her a concerned look. “Are you sure you don’t want to try animal blood? Just to take the edge off?”

Josie shook her head. “It doesn’t help, especially when it’s this bad.”

Stefan nodded in understanding. “We’ll get through this.”

She exhaled, glancing back down at her drawing. She hoped he was right. Because the longer she went without blood, the harder it was getting to ignore the way her fangs ached to sink into something warm and alive.

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

The house had grown unnervingly quiet. Three days had passed, and Bonnie, Caroline, and Matt were still working on getting them a supply of blood. Josie, unwilling to risk losing control, had started isolating herself in her room, spending hours hunched over her sketchbook. The once-distracting act of drawing had become a necessity—a way to keep herself from focusing on the relentless hunger clawing at her insides.

Damon gave her space, knowing she was already at her breaking point. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t watching. He lingered outside her door more often than not, listening to the scratch of charcoal on paper, the occasional shift of fabric as she adjusted her position. When he did enter, he never pushed, never crowded her—just stood nearby, making sure she wasn’t completely slipping away.

He had fed on animal blood, finally healing the bite marks from Klaus, but it had done little to satisfy Josie’s preferences for him to be fully healed. He’d offered again, but she had refused, her eyes flashing with frustration. He knew why. It wasn’t just that she was afraid of taking too much—he could handle that. It was that the hunger inside her had become something more than just a need for sustenance. It was a gnawing, overwhelming force that she wasn’t sure she could control if she gave in.

Late that evening, Damon knocked lightly on her door before pushing it open. Josie sat curled up by the window, sketchbook resting against her knees, though she wasn’t drawing. Her fingers hovered over the page, her expression tense. She didn’t look up as he stepped inside.

“You can’t stay locked up in here forever, Josie.” His voice was calm but firm.

She exhaled sharply. “I know.”

He leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed. “Then talk to me.”

Josie finally glanced at him, her eyes darker than usual. “I don’t trust myself.”

Damon nodded slowly. “I do.”

She let out a bitter laugh. “That’s because you have a death wish.”

He smirked. “Maybe. But I also know you better than you think.” He stepped closer, watching her carefully. “You’re strong enough to handle this.”

She shook her head, gripping her sketchbook tighter. “I don’t feel strong. I feel like any second, I’m going to snap, and when I do—” She cut herself off, her throat tightening.

Damon knelt beside her, his tone softer now. “You’re not alone in this, Josie. You have me. You have Stefan and Elena. We’ll figure this out.”

She stared at him for a long moment, something unreadable in her gaze. Then she finally nodded, though doubt still lingered in her expression.

Damon sighed, standing back up. “Come downstairs when you’re ready. But don’t take too long.”

As he left, Josie let out a slow breath, looking down at her unfinished sketch. She needed to get a grip. But the hunger was getting worse, and she wasn’t sure how much longer she could hold out.

Josie hesitated at the top of the stairs, taking a steadying breath before forcing herself to push forward. The hunger was still there, gnawing at her insides, but she couldn’t hide in her room forever. She needed to know what was happening.

As she descended the stairs, she could hear the tense conversation happening in the living room. Elena and Stefan were sitting on the couch, leaning toward the phone on speaker, while Damon stood with his arms crossed, his expression unreadable.

“We have the blood,” Bonnie’s voice crackled through the phone, slightly distorted but clear enough. “The problem is, we’re being watched. Ever since Matt and I got near the blood bank, there’s been someone tailing us. Probably Klaus’ people.”

Josie’s stomach twisted. She knew this wouldn’t be easy.

Damon ran a hand through his hair. “Great. So we have the supply, but no way to actually get it here without putting a target on your backs.”

“Pretty much,” Bonnie sighed on the other end. “We could try a drop-off, but if they’re watching us that closely, they’ll see exactly where it goes.”

Elena rubbed her temples. “So what do we do? We can’t just sit here and starve while Klaus waits us out.”

Josie finally spoke up, her voice quieter than usual. “What if we make them think the blood is going somewhere else?”

Everyone turned to look at her, surprised she had finally come down. Damon studied her carefully, but Stefan was the first to respond.

“You mean a distraction?” he asked.

Josie nodded, stepping further into the room. “Yeah. If they’re watching you guys, then we use that. Set up a false drop-off somewhere obvious, while the real delivery happens somewhere else.”

Bonnie hummed in thought. “That could work… but we’d need to make sure they take the bait.”

Damon smirked slightly. “Oh, I think we can be very convincing.”

Elena frowned. “You’re not thinking of doing anything reckless, are you?”

He put a hand over his heart. “Me? Reckless? Never.”

Stefan rolled his eyes. “Right. Because that’s so believable.”

Bonnie sighed through the phone. “Alright, if we’re doing this, we need to plan it carefully. The last thing we need is for one of us to get caught.”

Josie swallowed hard, the hunger still clawing at her, but she pushed it aside. They had a plan forming now. They just needed to make it work before it was too late.

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

As night fell, the plan was set into motion. Bonnie and Matt took the fake supply of blood bags and drove toward an abandoned parking lot on the other side of town—the false drop-off. Meanwhile, Stefan waited near the real location, hidden in the shadows of an old service alley behind a closed café.

Bonnie and Matt made sure to be obvious, slowing down near the drop point and acting as if they were struggling with something in the trunk. Almost immediately, a black SUV pulled up a few yards away, and two of Klaus’ men stepped out, watching them closely.

“Showtime,” Bonnie muttered under her breath. She nodded to Matt, who gave her a tense look before they both started unloading a fake cooler filled with bags of IV saline instead of actual blood.

The men approached, cautious but confident. “You really think you can pull this off?” one of them sneered.

Bonnie just gave them an unimpressed look. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

While they kept the men distracted, Stefan moved quickly to retrieve the real supply. He darted through the alley, his movements precise and careful. Caroline had managed to leave the real cooler behind a dumpster earlier in the evening, and now all Stefan had to do was grab it and get out without being seen.

In a matter of seconds, he had the blood in his hands and was gone, sprinting back toward Josie’s house without stopping.

Meanwhile, Bonnie and Matt’s distraction was working. The men rifled through the fake supply, growing more irritated with each passing second.

“This isn’t it,” one of them growled.

Bonnie smirked. “Guess you’re out of luck.”

Before they could react, she threw a burst of magic at them, sending them flying back as she and Matt bolted toward the car. Tires screeched as they sped off into the night, leaving Klaus’ men scrambling behind them.

Back at the house, Stefan burst through the door, slightly winded but triumphant. “Got it,” he announced, dropping the cooler onto the coffee table.

Josie exhaled in relief, her hunger raging as she stared at the bags inside.

“Finally,” Damon muttered, yanking one out and handing it to her. “Drink.”

Josie didn’t hesitate, tearing into the blood bag with shaking hands. The moment the first drop hit her tongue, her body reacted, the hunger momentarily soothed.

But the victory was short-lived. A sudden knock at the door sent everyone on edge. They all knew who it was before even looking.
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The room was silent as everyone stared towards the door, no one moved to answer it.

“Klaus,” Damon muttered, his expression darkening.

No one moved to open the door. Instead, they waited, tense and silent.

Then, Klaus’ voice carried through the night. “Come now, do you really think a locked door will keep me away forever?”

Silence.

“I must admit, I’m impressed,” he continued. “You managed to outmaneuver my men. Clever. But did you really think I’d let you get away with it?”

Still, no one spoke.

Klaus sighed, and then, in the blink of an eye, he appeared just outside the window, peering in at them with amusement. His gaze swept over the room before settling on Josie.

And that was when it happened.

The moment their eyes met, a strange sensation washed over Josie. A pull—deep and undeniable. Her body stiffened, and her mind suddenly felt foggy, as if she were wading through a thick haze.

Klaus’ lips curved into a smirk. “Come here, love.”

Josie’s breath hitched, but before she could even process what was happening, her feet were moving. Against her will. Against every instinct screaming at her to stop.

Damon noticed immediately. “Josie?”

She didn’t respond. She was already heading toward the door.

Panic flared in Damon’s eyes as he lunged, grabbing her arm. “Josie, don’t—”

“I have to,” she murmured, her voice distant, empty.

Damon’s grip tightened. “No, you don’t.”

But she didn’t fight him. She simply stared ahead, her entire being locked onto Klaus, compelled beyond reason.

And that’s when the realization hit Damon like a punch to the gut. That Klaus had compelled her. Being an Original, he had the power to compel other vampires. And now, he had control over Josie.

Damon didn’t waste a second. The moment he realized what was happening, he tightened his grip on Josie and, with a burst of speed, yanked her away from the front door.

“Stefan, keep him busy,” Damon ordered, already dragging Josie toward the stairs.

Josie barely reacted. Her expression was distant, her body moving stiffly, her mind completely clouded by Klaus’ compulsion.

“Damon—” she murmured, but her voice was lifeless, almost robotic.

Damon clenched his jaw. “Yeah, not happening, sweetheart.”

He pulled her into her bedroom, slamming the door behind them. In an instant, he pulled her over to the bed, wrapping his arms around her to lock her in place.

“Snap out of it, Josie,” he growled. “Fight it.”

But she didn’t even struggle. She just stared past him, her body trembling slightly. A darkness that sat at the edge of her mind started to creep in, taking advantage of her vulnerability of being compelled.

“I have to go to him,” she whispered.

Damon’s hands gripped her wrists tighter. “No, you don’t. You hear me? You don’t have to do a damn thing he tells you.”

A sharp knock echoed from downstairs, followed by Klaus’ amused voice. “Damon, do you really think you can keep her from me forever?”

Stefan opened the door just enough to step outside, keeping Klaus from seeing into the house. “You’re not getting her,” he said firmly.

Klaus smirked. “Oh, I think I will.”

Back upstairs, Josie suddenly shifted under Damon, her body twitching violently. Her breathing turned ragged, and her hands curled into fists.

Damon knew what was happening—her body was fighting the compulsion, but she wasn’t strong enough to break free. Damon hated the look in her eyes. The helplessness. The fear.

His jaw clenched. “Damn it.”

“Damon,” Stefan called from downstairs.

He knew he had no choice. He had to get down there before Klaus escalated things.

With a frustrated groan, he shoved himself off of her and stood. Then, moving quickly, he yanked the heavy wooden dresser from the wall and shoved it in front of the door. It wouldn’t hold her forever, but it would buy him time.

“I’ll be right back,” he muttered.

Josie didn’t respond—she just stared at the door, her whole body tense.

Damon didn’t waste another second. He flashed down the stairs just as Klaus was pushing Stefan with an amused smirk.

“Didn’t take long for you to cave,” Klaus mused.

Damon rolled his eyes. “You’re really enjoying this, aren’t you?”

Klaus spread his arms. “Can you blame me?”

Stefan clenched his fists. “Get out of here.”

Klaus tilted his head. “Not without what I came for.”

Damon’s patience snapped. In a blur, he lunged at Klaus, fists flying, but Klaus caught him with inhuman speed and slammed him into the side of the house.

“I’ve been rather patient, don’t you think?” Klaus said, his grip tightening around Damon’s throat. “You have something I want. And I always get what I want.”

Damon struggled against his hold, but before he could do anything, a loud crash echoed from upstairs.

Every head snapped toward the second floor of the house.

Damon’s stomach sank. “No,” he breathed.

Josie.

Klaus grinned. “Well, that was easy.”

Damon shoved Klaus off of him and bolted up the stairs, taking them two at a time. He reached Josie’s door and skidded to a stop—his blood running cold.

The window was shattered.

Glass littered the floor, the night air blowing through the open space.

Josie was gone.

Looking out the broken window, Damon could see her walking across the roof.
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The cold night air hit Josie’s face as she moved, her body responding to an invisible pull she couldn’t resist. Her bare feet crunched over broken glass as she stepped onto the roof, her breath coming in short, uneven gasps. The world felt distant, hazy, like she was trapped in a dream she couldn’t wake from.

But she wasn’t dreaming.

She was walking straight toward Klaus.

Damon burst into the room just in time to see her standing on the ledge, her faded purple hair whipping around her face, her eyes blank.

“Josie!” He shouted, but she didn’t even flinch.

She leapt.

Damon’s heart seized as she soared through the air, her body graceful yet unnervingly lifeless. She landed effortlessly on the ground below, barely a sound as she straightened, her focus locked onto Klaus.

Klaus watched with amusement, his hands in his pockets, as she approached him without hesitation. “That’s more like it.”

Damon didn’t think. He just moved.

Launching himself from the window, he hit the ground hard, rolling to absorb the impact before springing to his feet. Stefan was already outside, moving to cut Josie off, but Klaus stepped between them, his smirk widening.

“Ah, ah,” Klaus tsked, wagging a finger. “She’s mine now.”

Damon clenched his jaw. “Like hell she is.”

Josie kept walking, her eyes locked onto Klaus as though he was the only thing in existence. Damon lunged, grabbing her by the shoulders and spinning her toward him.

“Josie, listen to me!” he barked. “You don’t want this!”

She blinked slowly, her expression eerily calm. “I have to go to him.”

“No, you don’t.” He shook her, hard enough to jolt her but not hurt her. “Fight it!”

Her lips parted as if she wanted to say something—maybe she did. Maybe deep inside, she was screaming. But whatever fight was left in her was being drowned out by Klaus’ compulsion.

And then, suddenly, she did fight. Something was helping her to fight back against his compulsion.

Her hands shot up, shoving him back with enough force to send him flying into the side of the house. The impact rattled his bones, but he barely felt it—his focus was locked on Josie, who stood there, breathing heavily, her fingers trembling.

She was struggling.

Damon pushed himself up just as Stefan moved, his voice urgent. “We have to break his hold on her now.”

“How do you suggest we do that?” Damon snapped, already bracing to move again.

Klaus chuckled. “Oh, I do love watching you scramble. But the truth is, there’s nothing you can do. She belongs to me now.”

That word—belongs—made something snap inside Damon.

He was in front of Klaus before he could blink, his fist colliding with the Original’s jaw. Klaus barely moved, just turned his head with a small, amused chuckle.

“I expected better, Damon.”

And then, faster than even Damon could react, Klaus struck.

His hand wrapped around Damon’s throat, lifting him off the ground with ease. Damon clawed at his wrist, struggling against the inhuman strength holding him in place.

“You’re quite the nuisance, you know that?” Klaus mused. “But don’t worry—I won’t kill you. Not yet, at least. I need an audience when Josie finally gives in.”

Damon’s vision blurred at the edges, but he could still see Josie standing there, watching, her hands trembling at her sides. He forced his voice out, rough and choked.

“Josie… don’t let him… win.”

Something flickered in her eyes. The barest hint of a crack in the compulsion’s hold.

Klaus felt it, too. His expression darkened. “Enough of this.” He reached into his coat, pulling out a wooden stake.

Damon’s heart slammed in his chest, Klaus wasn’t playing anymore. He was about to take Damon out of the equation entirely.

Josie flinched. A tremor ran through her body, her breath hitching.

She was watching Klaus lift the stake, preparing to drive it into Damon’s heart.

Then something inside her snapped, her eyes went black and her vision went red.

In a blur, she moved. One second, Klaus was in control. The next, Josie wasn’t his anymore.She lunged, grabbing his wrist mid-swing, her grip unbreakable.

Klaus’ eyes widened slightly. “Oh?”

Then Josie broke his wrist.

The dagger clattered to the ground as Klaus snarled, his face contorting with brief pain before amusement returned. “There she is.”

Josie’s breath came fast and ragged, her hands shaking. The compulsion was gone, shattered by sheer force of will. But something else had already taken its place.

Rage.

Pure, unfiltered rage.

“You tried to control me,” she whispered, voice trembling with fury.

Klaus tilted his head, his smirk deepening. “And here you are. Stronger than before.”

Josie didn’t hesitate. She attacked.

She slammed into Klaus, moving faster than she ever had before. Her fist collided with his ribs, then his jaw, then his stomach—relentless, brutal, precise.

Klaus staggered back, laughing through the pain. “Yes! That’s it!”

She didn’t care what he wanted.

She just wanted to hurt him.

Damon barely had time to catch his breath before he saw what was happening.

Josie was losing herself.

Her movements became more savage, more desperate. Her fangs were bared, her eyes a burning shade of black. She wasn’t just fighting Klaus anymore—she was feeding a darkness.

And it was consuming her.

Damon knew what he had to do.

“Josie!”

She didn’t hear him. She was on top of Klaus now, fingers digging into his throat, her breaths ragged, wild. She was too far gone.

Damon didn’t hesitate. He moved behind her and grabbed her, yanking her off Klaus and spinning her around.

The second her dark, furious eyes met his, he did the only thing he could think of. He kissed her.

Hard.

The moment their lips met, the world seemed to stop. Josie stiffened, her mind snapping into sharp focus. The hunger, the rage—it all crashed against something else. Something stronger.

Damon.

His hands were gripping her arms, steady and sure. His lips were warm against hers, demanding yet grounding. He wasn’t just trying to calm her—he was pulling her back.

Her mind cleared. The hunger receded, and suddenly she could breathe again.

When Damon pulled away, his forehead pressed against hers, he whispered, “Come back to me, Josie.”

She shuddered, her body trembling against his.

She was back. Eyes softening to their normal brown and the rage dissipates.

But Klaus was still there and he was smiling.

“Oh, now that was a show.”

Damon didn’t let go of Josie. “Get the hell out of here, Klaus.”

Klaus chuckled, rubbing his bruised jaw. “Fine. But don’t get too comfortable. This isn’t over.” With a wink, he was gone.

Silence hung in the air. Josie’s breaths were uneven, her fingers still gripping Damon’s jacket.

He pulled back just enough to look her in the eyes. “You okay?”

She let out a shaky exhale. “No.”

Damon smirked slightly. “Honest. I like it.”

She swallowed hard, her hands fisting his shirt. “I almost—”

“But you didn’t,” he cut in. “Because you’re stronger than him.”

Josie looked at him, her eyes searching his. And then, finally, she whispered, “You kissed me.”

Damon’s smirk widened. “Seemed like a good idea at the time.”

She let out a soft, breathless laugh. “It was.”

Damon raised an eyebrow. “Yeah?”

Josie nodded. “Yeah.”

He grinned. “Good.”

Then, just because he could, he kissed her again.
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The silence in the house was heavy when they returned. The shattered window upstairs let in the night air, carrying with it the lingering tension of what had just happened. Josie stood in the living room, arms wrapped around herself, her mind still reeling.

She had broken Klaus’ compulsion. She had overpowered him. And she didn’t know how.

Damon shut the front door, locking it behind him. He barely glanced at Stefan before turning back to Josie. His eyes swept over her, checking for any injuries, but she looked untouched—physically, at least.

Mentally? That was a different story.

Josie ran a hand through her hair, still feeling the phantom weight of Klaus’ control pressing against her skull. Her voice was quiet when she finally spoke.

“I shouldn’t have been able to do that.”

Stefan exhaled, stepping forward. “You caught him off guard. That’s all.”

Josie shook her head. “No. That wasn’t just surprise.”

She had felt it—the way Klaus’ hold had shattered like brittle glass, the way her strength had surged beyond anything she’d ever known. It had been more than just instinct. Maybe even more than willpower. It had been something else.

Damon was watching her closely. Too closely. His expression was unreadable, but his eyes burned with thought.

Stefan ran a hand through his hair. “Look, compulsion isn’t perfect. Even for an Original. If the person being compelled has enough willpower—”

Damon scoffed. “Stefan. We both know that’s bullshit.”

Stefan frowned. “Excuse me?”

“Willpower? That’s not what broke it.” Damon took a step forward, his voice measured. “Maybe that did factor in, but how many times have we seen Klaus compel vampires stronger, older than Josie? Hell, even you couldn’t fight it, and you’ve had centuries to build up mental resistance.”

Josie swallowed hard, unease settling in her stomach. “Then why did I?”

Damon held her gaze. Then he said what was on his mind. “Your bloodline.”

Silence.

Josie blinked. “What?”

Stefan’s expression darkened. “Damon—”

“Think about it,” Damon cut in, his voice sharp with certainty. “Petrova blood made the Originals. Klaus included. It’s literally part of what turned him into what he is.” He gestured to Josie. “And you? You have that blood. It’s in your veins, just like Elena’s, just like Katherine’s before her, but you have something else, something that none of us know.”

Josie’s heart pounded.

Damon continued, his smirk edged with something more serious. “And maybe—just maybe—that blood doesn’t like being controlled.”

Stefan crossed his arms. “That’s a stretch, Damon.”

“Is it?” Damon challenged. “Or are we finally seeing whatever this magical being that is in her bloodline?”
Josie’s breath caught. She knew Klaus said she was something more. She didn’t know if she liked the feeling it caused her when she felt it taking over. It was dark and cold. But now, for the first time, she wasn’t sure if she should be afraid of what she was—or if Klaus should be.

She met Damon’s gaze. “If that’s true… then what does that make me?”

Damon’s smirk was slow, dangerous, proud. “Something Klaus should be very, very afraid of.”
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The night was quieter than it should have been. No distant threats. No footsteps outside. Just the sound of Damon dragging a heavy piece of wood over to cover the shattered window in Josie’s room. Josie sat on the bed, legs crossed, still processing everything. Her fingers toyed with the edge of the blanket, her mind replaying Klaus’ expression when she had broken free.

Shock. Then amusement. Because of course Klaus would be amused.

She sighed. “You think he’s going to come back soon?”

Damon, securing the makeshift cover over the broken window frame, let out a dry chuckle. “Oh, I’m counting on it.”

Josie frowned. “You want him to come back?”

Damon turned, dusting his hands off as he smirked. “I want to see how nervous he is about what happened.” He leaned against the dresser, crossing his arms. “I mean, come on, Josie. You shook him. Klaus doesn’t get shaken.”

She exhaled, rubbing her arms. “Yeah, and that makes him more dangerous. He’s going to want to know why I was able to fight it.”

Damon’s smirk faded slightly. “True. But that also means he won’t come in guns blazing. Not yet. He’ll try to figure it out first.”

Josie nodded, knowing he was right. Klaus didn’t like mysteries he wasn’t in control of. He wouldn’t kill her outright—not until he understood what she was.

Not until he knew if she was a threat and that was the part that unsettled her the most.

Damon must’ve noticed the shift in her expression because he moved closer, his voice softer. “Look, I’m not saying he’s going to leave us alone forever. But tonight? He won’t be back. You freaked him out just enough to make him pause.”

Josie let out a slow breath. “I guess that’s something.”

Damon sat down beside her, the bed dipping under his weight. “It’s everything.”

She glanced at him, her fingers brushing against his on the blanket. It wasn’t much, just a small, grounding touch.

“Thanks,” she murmured.

Damon quirked an eyebrow. “For?”

“For keeping me here. For snapping me out of it.”

His smirk returned, a little softer than usual. “Yeah, well. I figured kissing you was a better option than slapping you.”

Josie rolled her eyes but smiled. “I appreciate the creative problem-solving.”

Damon grinned. “Always happy to help.”

They sat there for a moment, the weight of the night settling around them. Eventually, Damon kicked off his boots, pulling the blanket over himself as he leaned back against the pillows.

Josie hesitated before lying down beside him, shifting until she was comfortable.

“You really think we’ll have a quiet night?” she asked, her voice softer now, edged with exhaustion.

Damon glanced at her, his usual cockiness replaced with something almost reassuring. “I think we earned one.”

Josie closed her eyes. “I hope you’re right.”

And for once, he was.

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

Sunlight streamed through the makeshift window cover, casting a dim glow over the room.

For the first time in days, Josie woke up feeling something other than hunger.

She stretched, blinking against the light, before realizing Damon was still beside her. He was awake, staring at the ceiling, arms crossed behind his head.

“Morning, sunshine,” he drawled, smirking as she yawned.

Josie let out a sleepy groan. “How are you this annoying first thing in the morning?”

“It’s a gift.”

She rolled her eyes but sat up, stretching again. Then she felt it—calmness.

The hunger was there, but it wasn’t unbearable. It wasn’t consuming her.

And for the first time, she was going to fix it properly.

Damon sat up, watching her. “You good?”

Josie nodded. “I think so.” She glanced toward the cooler at the edge of the room, still full of blood bags from last night’s successful heist.

Damon followed her gaze, then gave her a pointed look. “Then get to it.”

Josie didn’t hesitate.

She grabbed a bag, tore into it, and drank.

The first taste sent relief flooding through her. The hunger that had clawed at her insides for days finally, finally began to subside. She drained one bag, then another, letting herself fully feed instead of rationing.

By the time she was done, warmth had returned to her limbs, her mind was clear, and she felt strong again.

Damon watched, satisfied. “Better?”

Josie let out a slow breath, licking the last drop of blood from her lips. “Yeah.”

For the first time in days, she felt like herself again.

And for the first time in weeks, they had a morning without chaos.

No threats. No interruptions.

Just Damon, Josie, and the quiet understanding that things were about to change.
[bookmark: _nskvvg4e95my]Chapter 30
The days that followed were quiet, almost unnervingly so. The absence of Klaus loomed over them like a storm cloud that refused to break. It wasn’t peace—it was anticipation. Every creak of the floorboards, every rustle of leaves outside, made Josie’s skin prickle with unease. But Klaus didn’t come. Not yet.

Damon, however, wasn’t about to let the lull go to waste. He found Josie in the living room one afternoon, sitting cross-legged on the couch as she flipped through an old book Stefan had lent her. She looked up when he entered, her brow furrowing at the determined set of his jaw.

“We need to talk,” Damon said without preamble, leaning against the doorframe with his arms crossed.

Josie closed the book and set it aside, already sensing where this was headed. “About?”

“Training.” His voice was firm, leaving no room for argument. “You can’t keep relying on me or Stefan to protect you. If Klaus comes back—and he will—you need to know how to defend yourself.”

She hesitated, her fingers tightening around the edge of the blanket draped over her lap. “I’m not exactly defenseless, Damon.”

“No, but you’re holding back,” he shot back, pushing off the doorframe and stepping closer. “I saw it last time. Until whatever it was took over, you were hesitating, scared. That hesitation is going to get you killed.”

Josie opened her mouth to protest, but Damon cut her off before she could speak. “Don’t argue with me on this, Josie. You’re strong—stronger than most vampires I’ve met—but strength doesn’t mean anything if you don’t use it.”

Her shoulders slumped slightly, resignation settling over her. “Fine. What do you want me to do?”

A smirk tugged at the corner of his lips. “Follow me.”

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

They moved their makeshift training sessions to the basement—a space large enough to accommodate their movements but isolated enough to avoid breaking anything valuable. The air was cool and damp, the faint scent of earth lingering beneath the wooden beams overhead. Damon stood in the center of the room, rolling up the sleeves of his shirt as Josie hesitated near the stairs.

“You ready?” he asked, his tone light but his eyes sharp.

“As I’ll ever be,” she muttered, taking a deep breath to steady herself.

“Good.” Damon grinned, flashing his fangs. “Then let’s see what you’ve got.”

The first few rounds were predictable. Josie attacked cautiously, her strikes measured and deliberate. Damon blocked each one effortlessly, his movements fluid and unhurried. Frustration bubbled beneath her surface, but she kept her focus, refusing to let him rile her up.

“You’re still holding back,” Damon called out after dodging another half-hearted kick. “Come on, Josie. Pretend I’m Klaus. Would you really fight him like this?”

Her jaw tightened, and she lunged again, aiming for his chest. This time, there was more force behind her punch, but Damon sidestepped it easily, grabbing her wrist and twisting her arm behind her back.

“I thought we agreed no holding back,” he murmured in her ear, his grip firm but not painful.

“I’m trying!” she snapped, yanking herself free and spinning to face him. Her dark eyes blazed with irritation. “But I don’t want to hurt you!”

Damon raised an eyebrow, clearly amused. “Trust me, sweetheart, I’ve been through worse. Stop babying me and hit me like you mean it.”

Josie clenched her fists, her frustration mounting. She hated feeling like she was walking on eggshells, terrified of losing control. But Damon was right—if she couldn’t bring herself to fight him with everything she had, how would she ever stand a chance against Klaus?

“Alright,” she said finally, her voice low and resolute. “If that’s what you want…”

She blurred forward, faster than before, her fist aimed squarely at his jaw. Damon barely had time to react, catching her blow just before it connected. The impact sent him stumbling backward, his boots scraping against the concrete floor.

“Better,” he said, smirking despite the surprise in his expression. “But you’re still not giving it your all. You're faster than that.”

Josie didn’t respond. Instead, she launched into another attack, her movements sharper, more aggressive. Each strike came quicker than the last, forcing Damon to retreat until his back hit the wall. For a moment, she thought she had him cornered—but then he ducked under her arm, grabbing her by the waist and flipping her onto the ground.

She landed hard, the breath rushing out of her lungs. Before she could recover, Damon was crouching beside her, his smirk widening.

“Still holding back,” he teased, tapping her nose with his finger.

That did it.

Something inside Josie snapped. With a growl, she shoved him off and sprang to her feet, her eyes blazing black. She didn’t think—she just moved. Her next kick landed squarely in his side, sending him crashing into a stack of boxes. One of them toppled over, spilling its contents across the floor.

Damon groaned, clutching his ribs as he sat up. “Okay, maybe I deserved that one.”

Josie froze, guilt washing over her as she realized what she’d done. “Oh my God, Damon! Are you okay?”

He chuckled, though there was a wince in his expression as he straightened. “Relax, Jo. Fast healer, remember?”

But Josie didn’t relax. She stared at him, her hands trembling slightly as the reality of her own strength sank in. “I didn’t mean to—I didn’t think—”

“You didn’t,” Damon interrupted, brushing himself off as he stood. “That’s the point. You stopped thinking. And that’s exactly what I wanted.”

She blinked, confusion flickering across her face. “What?”

Damon stepped closer, his smirk softening into something almost proud. “You stopped holding back. Finally. Now we’re getting somewhere.”

Josie swallowed hard, her guilt mixing with a strange sense of accomplishment. She hadn’t meant to hurt him—but maybe that was the lesson. Maybe learning to trust her strength was the only way she’d survive whatever came next.

“Again,” Damon said, spreading his arms wide. “No holding back. Pretend I’m Klaus.”

Damon straightened up, brushing some imaginary dust off his shirt as he smirked at Josie. “Alright, Jo, time to see if you can handle yourself when I’m not holding back.”

Josie raised an eyebrow, her stance shifting into a defensive crouch. “You sure about that? You just ended up against a wall.”

Damon chuckled darkly, his blue eyes glinting with mischief. “Oh, sweetheart, last time was just me testing the waters. Now it’s go-time.”

Before she could respond, Damon blurred forward, his movements faster than before. He aimed a punch at her side, but Josie reacted instinctively, blocking it with her forearm and countering with a swift kick to his midsection. Damon grunted but recovered quickly, spinning around to deliver a roundhouse kick that forced Josie to duck.

“Not bad,” Damon said, his voice teasing as he pressed the attack. “But you’re gonna have to do better than that.”

Josie gritted her teeth, dodging another strike and retaliating with a flurry of punches. Each blow landed harder than the last, fueled by the frustration of knowing Klaus could return at any moment. She couldn’t afford to be weak—not now, not ever again.

Damon blocked most of her hits, but one slipped through, catching him square in the jaw. He stumbled back, shaking his head with a grin. “Okay, okay, you’ve got some fire in you. Let’s see how long you can keep it up.”

He blurred out of sight, reappearing behind her to grab her shoulders and spin her around. Josie twisted free, using her momentum to elbow him in the ribs. The impact sent him staggering, but instead of retreating, he laughed—a deep, genuine laugh that echoed through the empty basement.

“That’s more like it!” he exclaimed, wiping a trickle of blood from the corner of his mouth. “Come on, Jo, show me what you’re made of!”

Josie didn’t need further encouragement. She lunged at him, her movements sharp and precise. They exchanged blows in a blur of motion, each strike reverberating through the room like thunder. Damon matched her intensity, his attacks relentless and calculated. He wasn’t just defending anymore; he was pushing her limits, forcing her to adapt and react.

At one point, Damon feinted left, then swept her legs out from under her. Josie hit the ground hard, but she rolled away before he could pin her, springing back to her feet with a growl. Her eyes burned with determination as she launched herself at him again, tackling him to the floor.

They wrestled for control, limbs tangling as they fought for dominance. Damon managed to flip them over, pinning her wrists above her head, but Josie bucked her hips, throwing him off balance. In an instant, she reversed their positions, straddling him as she delivered a solid punch to his chest.

“Had enough yet?” she panted, her hair falling loose around her face.

Damon groaned, though there was a hint of pride in his expression. “You really wanna know?”

With a sudden burst of strength, he flipped her onto her back, trapping her beneath him. But Josie was ready for it. She kneed him in the stomach, sending him sprawling backward. She scrambled to her feet, ready to press her advantage, but Damon held up a hand, signaling for her to stop.

“Alright, alright,” Damon groaned, holding up both hands in surrender as he straightened himself out. “I think we’re done here.”

Josie stood a few feet away, breathing heavily but with an unmistakable smirk tugging at her lips. Her faded hair had fallen loose from its ponytail, sticking to her sweaty forehead, and there was a faint glint of satisfaction in her eyes. She wiped the back of her hand across her mouth, smudging away a trickle of blood from where one of Damon’s earlier punches had grazed her lip.

“You sure about that?” she teased, raising an eyebrow. “Because I’m just getting started.”

Before Damon could respond, the creak of footsteps on the stairs caught their attention. Stefan appeared at the bottom, leaning casually against the railing with his arms crossed. His expression was a mix of amusement and disbelief as he took in the scene before him: Damon looking thoroughly beaten, bruises forming along his jawline, while Josie stood tall, practically glowing with triumph.

“Well,” Stefan said dryly, arching an eyebrow. “Looks like someone’s been busy.”

Damon shot his brother a glare, brushing some sawdust off his shirt. “What do you want, Stefan? Come to join the party?”

Stefan chuckled softly, shaking his head. “Nope. Just came to see what all the noise was about. Elena thought maybe Klaus had shown up again.” He paused, letting his gaze drift between the two of them. “But apparently, it’s just you two beating each other up for fun.”

“It’s training,” Damon corrected sharply, though his tone lacked any real bite. He winced slightly as he shifted his weight, clearly feeling the effects of Josie’s last few hits. “And FYI, little brother, your girlfriend’s cousin is turning into quite the fighter.”

Josie rolled her eyes, crossing her arms over her chest. “Don’t act like you didn’t deserve most of those hits.”

“Oh, I deserved them,” Damon admitted with a shrug, flashing her a lopsided grin despite his injuries. “But still. Let’s not forget who taught you everything you know.”

Josie snorted, rolling her shoulders to loosen the tension. “Yeah, yeah. Whatever helps you sleep at night.”

Stefan stepped further into the room, his amused smile widening. “You know, if anyone else saw this, they’d probably think you were letting your girlfriend kick your ass, Damon.”

Damon froze mid-motion, his jaw tightening as he turned to face Stefan. “First of all, it’s not because she’s my girlfriend,” he said pointedly, a slight flush creeping up his neck suggested otherwise. “Second of all, I let her win because—”

“Because you’re whipped,” Stefan interrupted, unable to contain his laughter now. “Admit it. You’re totally whipped.”

“I am not!” Damon snapped, throwing up his hands in exasperation. But when he glanced at Josie, who was trying—and failing—to suppress a grin, his scowl softened into something almost fond. “Fine. Maybe I went easy on her. A little.”

Josie raised an eyebrow, clearly skeptical. “A little?”

“Okay, fine!” Damon threw his arms wide, throwing caution to the wind. “She kicked my ass. Happy now?”

Stefan laughed outright, clapping his hands together. “Oh, I’m very happy. In fact, I might need to document this moment for future reference.”

Damon narrowed his eyes, pointing a finger at his brother. “If you say one word about this to anyone—especially Elena—I will personally make sure you regret it.”

“Relax, Damon,” Stefan said, holding up his hands in mock surrender. “Your secret’s safe with me.” He glanced at Josie, giving her a small nod of approval. “Good job, by the way. Looks like you’ve got him right where you want him.”

Josie grinned, tossing her hair back over her shoulder. “Thanks. Took long enough, though.”

Damon rolled his eyes, muttering something under his breath about betrayal and sibling loyalty, but the corners of his mouth twitched upward despite himself. He reached out, ruffling Josie’s hair playfully. “Don’t get too cocky, Jo. Next time, I won’t go so easy on you.”

Josie swatted his hand away, laughing. “Sure you won’t.”

Stefan shook his head, still smiling as he turned to leave. “Well, carry on, lovebirds. Just try not to destroy the entire house while you’re at it.”

“We’re not lovebirds!” Damon called after him, but Stefan was already halfway up the stairs, chuckling to himself.

As the sound of Stefan’s footsteps faded, Josie turned back to Damon, her smile softening. “So… does this mean I passed?”

Damon smirked, stepping closer until they were nearly nose-to-nose. “Let’s just say you earned yourself a gold star.” 

And before she could respond, he leaned in, brushing his lips lightly against hers—a quick, teasing kiss that left her cheeks flushed and her heart racing.

“Now,” he said, pulling back with a wink. “How about we grab some blood bags? You’ve earned it.”

Josie laughed, shaking her head as she followed him toward the stairs. For the first time in days, she felt truly confident—not just in her strength, but in herself. And if Damon Salvatore was willing to admit defeat (even jokingly), then maybe she really was ready for whatever came next.
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Josie sat cross-legged on the bed, her fingers absently tracing patterns on the soft fabric of the blanket. The room was quiet except for the faint rustle of Damon moving around, tidying up what little mess there was before finally turning off the light. As he stood by the dresser, his silhouette framed against the dim glow from the hallway, she decided it was now or never.

"Damon," Josie began hesitantly, her voice barely above a whisper. "Do you still want to be with me?"

Damon froze mid-motion, his hand hovering over the lamp as if time itself had stopped. He turned slowly to face her, his expression unreadable in the low light. For a moment, all he did was stare at her, his piercing blue eyes searching hers for some kind of explanation.

"What kind of question is that?" he asked sharply, though there was an undertone of hurt beneath his words. His brows furrowed as he stepped closer to the bed. "Of course I do."

Josie swallowed hard, feeling both relieved and guilty for even asking. But the doubt had been eating away at her ever since everything with Klaus escalated. She couldn’t shake the feeling that they’d lost something along the way—something important.

"I just... I don’t know," she admitted, looking down at her hands. "Things feel different lately. It’s like we haven’t had any real time together—not since all this started. All we’ve done is train, plan, fight… I miss us. "

Her voice cracked slightly on the last word, betraying how much it pained her to say it out loud. Damon’s anger softened immediately, replaced by a mix of guilt and understanding. He climbed onto the bed, sitting beside her but leaving enough space between them so she wouldn’t feel crowded.

"Jo," he said gently, reaching out to tilt her chin up so their eyes met. "You think I don’t notice? That I don’t feel it too?" His thumb brushed lightly over her cheek, and his gaze softened further. "Yeah, things have been intense. Hell, they’ve been downright insane. But none of that changes how I feel about you."

She blinked rapidly, trying to hold back the tears threatening to spill over. "But it feels like we’re drifting apart. Like we’re two people who happen to live under the same roof instead of… well, us."

Damon sighed, running a hand through his hair. He hated hearing that tone in her voice—the one that made him realize just how much she’d been bottling up inside. And worse, he knew she wasn’t wrong. Between preparing for Klaus, dealing with the blood shortages, and keeping her safe, they hadn’t exactly prioritized being a couple.

"You’re right," he admitted quietly, surprising her. "We’ve been so focused on surviving that I let other stuff fall by the wayside." He paused, taking her hand in his and squeezing it firmly. "But Jo, listen to me—I’m not going anywhere. No matter how crazy things get, no matter how many times Klaus shows up or how many plans we have to make, nothing is more important to me than you."

Josie searched his face, desperate to believe him. "Even when I lose control? When I almost hurt someone—or worse, when I almost hurt you ?"

Damon smirked, though there was no humor in it. Instead, it carried the weight of everything they’d been through together. "Especially then. You think I’d stick around if I didn’t believe in you? If I didn’t trust you completely?" He leaned forward, resting his forehead against hers. "I’m here because I choose to be. Because despite all the chaos, all the danger, you’re still the best damn thing in my life."

Tears spilled down Josie’s cheeks now, but they weren’t tears of sadness anymore—they were relief, gratitude, love. She wrapped her arms around him tightly, burying her face in his chest as he held her close.

"I’m sorry," she murmured into his shirt. "I shouldn’t have doubted us."

Damon kissed the top of her head, his embrace firm yet comforting. "Don’t apologize. Not for feeling like crap when life keeps throwing crap at you. Just promise me one thing."

She pulled back slightly to look at him, her dark eyes glistening. "What?"

"That next time you feel like this, you tell me. Don’t bottle it up until it eats you alive." His tone was serious but laced with affection. "We’re a team, remember? Through all the bullshit, we figure it out together."

Josie nodded, managing a small smile despite the lingering heaviness in her chest. "Together."

With that, Damon shifted, pulling her down onto the bed with him. He wrapped an arm securely around her waist, tugging her close until her head rested against his shoulder. The warmth of his body enveloped her, grounding her in a way nothing else could.

"For the record," Damon whispered as sleep began to tug at the edges of their consciousness, "even when we’re drowning in chaos, you’re still my favorite part of it."

Josie chuckled softly, her eyelids growing heavy. "Good answer, Salvatore."

And for the first time in days, maybe weeks, they fell asleep not as fighters bracing for battle—but as two people who loved each other fiercely, determined to hold onto that connection no matter what came next.

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

Damon’s lips brushed against Josie’s as she stirred from sleep, the faint morning light spilling through the cracks in the makeshift wooden cover over her shattered window. Her eyes fluttered open, meeting his piercing blue gaze, and for a moment, everything else—the fear, the hunger, the looming threat of Klaus—faded away.

“Morning,” he murmured, his voice low and teasing, though there was an uncharacteristic softness to it that made her heart skip a beat.

Josie blinked up at him, still groggy but smiling faintly. “You’re in a good mood.”

“Well,” Damon said with a smirk, leaning back slightly to give her space, “I figure if we’re going to spend another day preparing for World War Klaus, I might as well start it off right.” His fingers lingered on her cheek, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear before trailing down to rest lightly on her neck.

It was then that something shifted in his expression—a flicker of something darker, more primal. Before Josie could question it, Damon leaned in again—but this time, his touch wasn’t gentle. His fangs extended, sharp and sudden, and without warning, he sank them into the curve of her neck.

“Damon!” Josie gasped, instinctively reaching up to push him away, but he held her steady, his grip firm yet controlled. The bite was deep enough to leave a mark—a deliberate scar—and when he finally pulled back, his lips were stained crimson.

He didn’t apologize. Instead, he wiped the blood from his mouth with the back of his hand and met her wide-eyed stare head-on. “Consider it a promise,” he said, his tone dangerously calm. “You’re mine, Josie. And now everyone—including Klaus—will know it.”

Josie’s breath hitched as realization dawned. She touched the tender spot on her neck, feeling the raised edges of the wound even as it began to heal. “That's scarring,” she whispered, her voice trembling between disbelief and indignation. “Are you insane? Do you have any idea what Klaus is going to do when he sees this?”

Damon’s smirk widened, his eyes gleaming with reckless confidence. “Exactly.”

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

The afternoon sun hung low in the sky, casting long shadows across the porch where Josie stood flanked by Damon and Stefan. The air was thick with tension, anticipation crackling like static electricity. They had known Klaus would come eventually, but none of them expected him to bring reinforcements.

Elijah and Rebekah Mikaelson stepped out from either side of their brother, their expressions unreadable but their intentions clear. Klaus himself wore a smug grin, his golden eyes locking onto Josie’s the moment she stepped outside. His gaze flicked briefly to the fresh scar on her neck, and his smile turned razor-sharp.

“Now, now, love,” Klaus drawled, taking a step forward. “Was that really necessary?” He gestured vaguely toward her neck, though the amusement in his voice didn’t quite mask the simmering anger beneath. “You’ve gone and made things personal.”

Josie clenched her fists, forcing herself to stand tall despite the knot of dread tightening in her stomach. “Isn’t that what you wanted?” she shot back, her voice steady despite the tremor threatening to creep in. “To make me your little project? Your experiment?”

Klaus tilted his head, considering her words. “Perhaps. But now…” His gaze darkened, his smirk widening. “…now I think I’ll enjoy breaking you all the more.”

Before anyone could react, chaos erupted.

Rebekah blurred toward Stefan, her movements swift and calculated, while Elijah engaged Damon in a brutal exchange of blows. Klaus, however, kept his focus solely on Josie, his predatory grin never wavering as he advanced on her.

“You’ve been practicing,” Klaus noted approvingly as Josie ducked under his first strike, countering with a punch aimed at his ribs. She moved faster than she ever had before, fueled by adrenaline and the memory of every lesson Damon had drilled into her. Each blow landed with precision, each dodge executed with newfound confidence.

When she tried to sweep his legs out from under him, he caught her ankle mid-motion and yanked her forward, slamming her into the ground with enough force to crack the wooden planks beneath them. Pain exploded across her back, but she forced herself to roll away before he could pin her down.

“Not bad,” Klaus admitted, circling her like a wolf stalking its prey. “But not good enough.”

Josie gritted her teeth, ignoring the ache radiating through her body as she pushed herself back onto her feet. She couldn’t afford to hesitate—not now. Not when Damon and Stefan were busy holding their own against his siblings.

She lunged again, feinting left before spinning to deliver a kick to his chest. For a split second, she thought she had him off balance—but then his hand shot out, gripping her throat with crushing strength causing her to freeze as sudden flashbacks of Katherine’s hand around her throat just before she killed her.

“Enough games,” Klaus growled, his face contorting with fury as he tightened his hold. Josie clawed at his arm, her vision swimming as oxygen became scarce. With a sickening crack, he twisted her neck sharply to the side, and the world went black.

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

When Josie woke, the first thing she noticed was the cold. It seeped into her bones, biting at her skin like frost spreading over glass. Her head throbbed, the remnants of Klaus’ attack lingering painfully as she struggled to piece together what had happened.

The second thing she noticed was the chains.

Her wrists were bound tightly above her head, shackled to a metal beam that jutted out from the ceiling. The room around her was dimly lit, the walls lined with stone, and the faint scent of damp earth filled the air. She was in some kind of underground chamber, though she couldn’t tell exactly where.

“Well, look who decided to join us,” Klaus’ voice rang out, smooth and mocking as he stepped into view. He leaned casually against a nearby table, his arms crossed as he watched her struggle against the restraints. “I must say, I’m impressed. You lasted longer than I expected.”

Josie glared at him, her jaw clenched tight as she tested the strength of the chains. They didn’t budge. “What do you want from me?” she demanded, her voice hoarse but defiant.

Klaus chuckled, pushing off the table to approach her. “Oh, my dear Josie. It’s not about what I want—it’s about what you can give me.” He reached out, tracing a finger along the scar Damon had left on her neck. “And thanks to your charming Salvatore, you’ve only made yourself more… intriguing.”

Josie’s stomach churned at the gleam in his eyes, but she refused to show fear. “You’ll never get what you want from me.”

“We’ll see about that,” Klaus replied, his tone chillingly calm. “After all, we have plenty of time.”

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

Back at the house, Damon and Stefan stirred groggily, their bodies battered but alive. Damon was the first to wake, his senses snapping to alertness as he realized Josie was gone. Panic surged through him, followed quickly by rage.

“Where is she?” he snarled, shoving himself to his feet despite the pain coursing through his body. Stefan groaned beside him, clutching his side as he sat up.

“They took her,” Stefan rasped, his voice heavy with guilt. “Klaus got her.”

Damon froze, his fists clenching so tightly that his nails dug into his palms. “No,” he breathed, shaking his head as if denying the truth could change it. Then, with a roar of fury, he slammed his fist into the nearest wall, leaving a crater in the plaster.

“We’ll get her back,” Stefan promised, though his tone lacked conviction. “We’ll find her.”

Damon didn’t respond. His mind was already racing, plotting, scheming. He didn’t care what it took or who he had to kill—he was bringing Josie home.
[bookmark: _xx68uv3hnnnj]Chapter 32

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

The room was a blur of motion as Stefan slipped through the shadows, his movements silent and precise. The hybrids guarding the entrance were distracted, their focus entirely on Damon, who was still restrained and forced to watch Klaus’ cruel game. Stefan’s eyes scanned the scene quickly—Damon’s battered form, Josie’s fragile state—and his jaw tightened with resolve. They weren’t losing her. Not today.

He moved like a ghost, slipping behind one of the hybrids unnoticed. With a swift twist of his wrist, he snapped the first hybrid’s neck before the creature could even register his presence. The second hybrid turned just in time to see Stefan’s fist collide with its face, sending it crashing to the ground. Within moments, both guards were down, and Stefan darted toward Damon.

“About time,” Damon muttered under his breath as Stefan knelt beside him, working quickly to untie the ropes binding his wrists. “I was starting to think you’d gotten lost.”

Stefan ignored the jab, his hands moving deftly. “Focus, Damon. We’ve got work to do.”

As soon as the ropes fell away, Damon surged to his feet, his body tense with fury. His gaze immediately locked onto Klaus, who stood between them and Josie, his expression smug despite the chaos unfolding around him. The IV lines were still draining her, her skin pale and clammy, her breathing shallow. She was fading fast.

Klaus smirked, spreading his arms wide as if welcoming them. “Ah, the cavalry arrives. How touching.”

“You’re done, Klaus,” Damon growled, his voice low and dangerous. “Step away from her.”

Klaus chuckled darkly, tilting his head. “Or what? You’ll kill me? Both of you know better than that.” He glanced at Josie, his tone turning mocking. “Besides, she’s far too valuable to waste. Don’t worry—I’ll bring her back once I’m finished.”

Stefan stepped forward, his eyes blazing. “You’re not taking another drop of her blood.”

For a moment, there was silence, the tension thick enough to cut with a knife. Then, without warning, Damon lunged.

Klaus sidestepped effortlessly, but Stefan was already moving, catching Klaus off guard with a brutal punch to the ribs. The Original stumbled back, momentarily shocked by the coordinated attack. Damon pressed the advantage, driving Klaus further away from Josie with a flurry of strikes that left the older vampire snarling in frustration.

“You think this changes anything?” Klaus spat, recovering quickly. His speed was unmatched, and he retaliated with a vicious kick that sent Stefan sprawling across the room. But Damon was relentless, dodging Klaus’ counterattacks and landing blow after blow.

Stefan regained his footing and rejoined the fight, the brothers working seamlessly together. For every strike Klaus landed, they returned two, their combined strength pushing him closer to his limits. Even an Original couldn’t withstand their ferocity forever.

Finally, with a well-timed move, Stefan grabbed Klaus from behind while Damon delivered a crushing blow to his jaw, knocking him unconscious. The Original crumpled to the ground, his body limp but alive.

Breathing heavily, Damon turned to Josie, his heart pounding in his chest. “Josie!”

She was barely conscious, her eyelids fluttering weakly as he rushed to her side. Stefan followed close behind, his hands trembling as he began unhooking the IVs from her arms. Her blood had drained almost completely again, leaving her frail and lifeless.

“Come on, Jo,” Damon whispered, cradling her head in his lap. His fingers brushed against her cheek, trying to rouse her. “Stay with me.”

Her lips parted faintly, but no sound came out. Her breathing grew shallower, and Damon felt panic rising in his chest.

“Give her your blood,” Stefan urged, his voice urgent.

Damon hesitated for only a second before biting into his wrist and pressing it to her mouth. “Drink, Josie. Please.”

At first, there was no response. But then, slowly, her lips closed around the wound, drawing in the life-giving liquid, and her fangs soon sank in. Color began to return to her cheeks, her breathing steadying as her body worked to heal itself.

Stefan watched anxiously, his relief palpable. “She’s going to be okay.”

Damon didn’t respond, his eyes fixed on Josie’s face. He stroked her hair gently, his touch tender despite the storm raging inside him. “Yeah,” he murmured, more to himself than anyone else. “She has to be.”

The weight of the moment settled over them, the reality of how close they’d come to losing her sinking in. But for now, she was safe. And that was all that mattered.

[C]•❅───✧❅✦❅✧───❅•

Damon carried Josie through the front door of her house, his jaw clenched tightly as he cradled her fragile form against his chest. Her head rested limply on his shoulder, her breathing shallow but steady. The weight of her in his arms was a constant reminder of how close they had come to losing her—and it fueled the protective fire burning deep within him.

“No one touches her,” Damon growled under his breath when Stefan moved to help, his voice low and dangerous. “She’s mine.”

Stefan raised his hands in surrender, stepping back without argument. He knew better than to challenge Damon when he was like this—when every muscle in his body screamed possession and protection. Elena lingered by the doorway, her expression filled with worry, but even she didn’t dare approach.
Damon took the stairs two at a time, moving with purpose until he reached Josie’s room. Gently, almost reverently, he laid her down on the bed, brushing a strand of hair from her face before pulling the blanket over her. She looked so small, so vulnerable, and it made his stomach churn with guilt. He should have gotten to her sooner. He shouldn’t have let Klaus get that close.

For a moment, he just stood there, watching her sleep. His fingers hovered above her cheek, wanting to touch her again but afraid to disturb her rest. Instead, he sank into the chair beside her bed, refusing to leave her side.

It wasn’t long before Josie stirred, her eyelids fluttering open as consciousness slowly returned. At first, she seemed disoriented, her dark eyes scanning the room until they landed on Damon. A flicker of relief passed over her features, quickly followed by frustration.

“Damon,” she whispered hoarsely, her voice barely audible. “I messed up.”

Damon leaned forward immediately, his hand finding hers and squeezing gently. “No, you didn’t. None of this is your fault.”

Josie shook her head weakly, tears welling up in her eyes. “I got caught. I froze—I couldn’t think because all I could see was you getting hurt. I wasn’t strong enough.”

Her words hit him like a punch to the gut. Damon’s grip tightened on her hand, his expression softening despite the storm raging inside him. “You listen to me, Josie. You are the strongest person I know. What happened today wasn’t about strength or weakness—it was about them outnumbering us. About them playing dirty. And trust me, we’ll make sure it never happens again.”

“But if I hadn’t been distracted—” Josie started, her voice breaking.

“You weren’t distracted,” Damon interrupted firmly. “You were protecting me. There’s a difference. But next time, you won’t hesitate. We’re going to train harder. Smarter. You’ll be ready for anything they throw at us.”

Josie swallowed hard, her gaze dropping to their intertwined hands. She felt ashamed, angry at herself for allowing fear to cloud her judgment. For letting Klaus use her emotions against her. But beneath the shame was determination—a spark igniting in her chest.

“Next time,” she said quietly, her voice gaining strength with each word, “I’ll go alone. That way, I won’t have to worry about anyone else. I can focus. Use my full strength.”

Damon’s brow furrowed, his protective instincts flaring. “Absolutely not. Do you really think I’d let you walk into danger by yourself? Over my dead body.”

“I’m serious, Damon,” Josie insisted, her tone firm despite her exhaustion. “If I don’t have to think about keeping you safe—or Stefan, or Elena—I can fight without holding back. I won’t freeze again. I can’t afford to.”

Damon stared at her, torn between admiration for her resolve and the overwhelming urge to lock her away where nothing could ever hurt her. Finally, he sighed, running a hand through his hair. “We’ll figure it out together. But you’re not doing this alone, Josie. Not now, not ever. Got it?”

Josie hesitated, searching his face for any sign of compromise. When she found none, she nodded reluctantly. “Fine. Together.”

The corner of Damon’s mouth twitched upward, though the tension in his shoulders remained. “Good. Now, get some rest. You’ve earned it.”

He stayed by her side as she drifted off again, her breathing evening out as sleep claimed her. For now, she was safe. But Damon knew better than to believe it would last. Klaus wasn’t done—not by a long shot. And when he came back, they’d be ready.

Because next time, there wouldn’t be any hesitation. Next time, they’d win.
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Josie stood in the middle of the dimly lit basement, her arms crossed as she watched Damon and Stefan exchange a glance. The air was thick with tension, though not the kind born from fear or anger—it was anticipation. For days now, they’d been pushing her limits, testing boundaries she hadn’t even known existed within herself. And while Josie had grown stronger, more confident, there was still that nagging voice in the back of her mind whispering warnings about what might happen if she truly let go.

“Alright, Jo,” Damon said, his signature smirk tugging at the corner of his lips as he cracked his knuckles. “Time to see how much you’ve really learned.”

Stefan stepped forward, his expression calm but serious. “We’re going to come at you together this time,” he explained, his green eyes steady on hers. “No holding back—for any of us.”

Josie’s stomach tightened at the thought. Fighting one Salvatore brother was hard enough; taking on both simultaneously felt like signing up for disaster. But deep down, she knew they were right. If Klaus—or anyone else—came after her again, she couldn’t afford to hesitate. She needed to be ready for anything.

She nodded slowly, her fingers flexing at her sides. “Fine. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Damon chuckled darkly, rolling up the sleeves of his black shirt. “Oh, sweetheart, we’re counting on it.”

Before Josie could respond, Stefan blurred forward, his movements swift and calculated. Instinctively, she sidestepped his attack, spinning around just in time to block Damon’s punch aimed at her ribs. Her breath hitched as she realized how quickly they were moving, their coordination seamless. They weren’t just sparring—they were hunting her.

Her heart raced as adrenaline surged through her veins. She ducked under another strike from Stefan, using the momentum to drive her elbow into Damon’s chest. He stumbled back, but only for a moment before retaliating with a kick that sent her sprawling onto the cold concrete floor.

“Come on, Jo!” Damon called out, his tone teasing despite the intensity of the fight. “You can do better than that!”

Josie growled under her breath, shoving herself to her feet. Her frustration bubbled over, mixing with the lingering fear of hurting them. But then something shifted inside her—a spark ignited by their relentless assault. She clenched her fists, her jaw tightening as she straightened up.

“No more holding back,” she muttered, more to herself than to them.

The next few minutes were a blur of motion. Josie moved faster than she ever had before, her strikes precise and unrelenting. She dodged Stefan’s blows with ease, countering each one with a ferocity that caught even him off guard. When Damon lunged at her from behind, she spun around, grabbing him by the collar and throwing him across the room with a strength that shocked even herself.

Stefan froze mid-attack, his eyes widening as Damon crashed into a stack of crates, sending splinters flying everywhere. “What the hell was that?” he exclaimed, turning to look at Josie.

But she wasn’t done. With Damon momentarily incapacitated, she turned her attention to Stefan. Her movements became sharper, more deliberate. Every punch landed harder than the last, fueled by the realization that she didn’t have to hold back anymore. When Stefan tried to grab her arm, she twisted free, delivering a roundhouse kick that sent him stumbling backward.

By the time Damon recovered, Josie was already on the offensive again. She blurred toward him, her fist colliding with his jaw with enough force to make him stagger. Before he could retaliate, she grabbed his wrist, twisting it behind his back and pinning him against the wall.

“Had enough yet?” she panted, her hair falling loose around her face as she glared at him.

Damon groaned, though there was a flicker of pride in his expression. “You really wanna know?”

With a sudden burst of strength, he flipped her over his shoulder, sending her crashing to the ground. But Josie rolled away before he could pin her, springing back to her feet with a snarl. She launched herself at him again, tackling him to the floor. Their limbs tangled as they fought for dominance, neither willing to give an inch.

Meanwhile, Stefan had regained his footing and joined the fray once more. Josie found herself caught between the two brothers, their combined attacks forcing her to push herself harder than ever before. Sweat dripped down her brow as she blocked, countered, and struck with a precision she hadn’t known she possessed.

At one point, Damon managed to grab her from behind, wrapping his arms around her waist to immobilize her. But Josie reacted instinctively, driving her elbow into his ribs and breaking free. She whirled around, her fist connecting squarely with his nose. Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth as he stumbled back, shaking his head in disbelief.

“Damn, Jo,” he muttered, wiping the blood away with the back of his hand. “Remind me never to piss you off.”

Stefan, who had been circling them cautiously, finally stepped in, attempting to catch Josie off guard. But she was too fast. She blurred out of his reach, reappearing behind him to deliver a solid kick to his back. He hit the ground hard, groaning as he struggled to get back up.

When the dust settled, Josie stood in the center of the room, breathing heavily as she surveyed the damage. Damon leaned against the wall, clutching his side where she’d kicked him earlier, while Stefan lay sprawled on the floor, clearly winded.

For a long moment, no one spoke. Then Damon broke the silence with a low whistle. “Well,” he said, his smirk returning despite the obvious pain he was in. “Looks like we’ve got ourselves a little powerhouse.”

Stefan pushed himself upright, wincing as he rubbed his bruised ribs. “Yeah,” he agreed, his voice tinged with awe. “Guess we should’ve seen that coming.”

Josie stared at them, her chest heaving as the reality of what she’d just done sank in. She had beaten them—both of them. Not because they’d gone easy on her, but because she’d finally stopped holding back. It was exhilarating, terrifying, and strangely liberating all at once.

“You okay?” Damon asked, his tone softer now as he stepped closer. His blue eyes searched hers, concern mingling with pride.

Josie nodded slowly, her hands trembling slightly as she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I… I think so.”

He reached out, brushing his thumb lightly over the bruise forming on her cheek. “Good. Because whatever you’ve got inside you? We’re gonna need every bit of it when Klaus comes knocking.”

Josie swallowed hard, meeting his gaze. “And until then?”

Damon’s smirk widened, his hand sliding down to rest gently on her hip. “Until then, I think we’ve earned ourselves a break.”

As he pulled her into his arms, Josie allowed herself a small smile. For the first time, she felt truly prepared—not just to face whatever challenges lay ahead, but to stand beside Damon and Stefan as an equal. Whatever hidden powers she possessed, whatever strength ran through her veins, she would use it to protect the people she loved.

[bookmark: _r1q5ubi7it3c]Chapter 34

The night was eerily silent, the kind of stillness that precedes a storm. Josie stood on the porch, her arms crossed tightly over her chest as she waited. She could feel them inside—the steady rhythm of Damon’s pacing, Stefan’s quiet breaths—but they stayed out of sight, just as she had asked. This wasn’t about protecting her anymore; it was about proving to herself, and to Klaus, that she wasn’t going to sit and let him take what he wanted.

Klaus appeared at the edge of the driveway, his silhouette illuminated by the soft glow of moonlight. His confident stride betrayed no fear, no hesitation. He looked almost amused, his lips curled into that infuriating smirk she had come to despise. 

“Alone this time, love?” Klaus called out, stopping a few feet from the steps leading up to the porch. His golden eyes flicked toward the house behind her, sensing but not seeing the presence of the Salvatore brothers. “How noble of you.”

Josie stepped forward, her jaw tightening. “They’re not part of this.”

Klaus tilted his head, his grin widening. “Oh, but they are. Always lurking in the shadows, ready to swoop in and save their precious little vampire.” He chuckled darkly, shaking his head. “You think you’re stronger without them? Without the distraction of worrying whether they’ll live or die?”

“I don’t think,” Josie said, her voice low and steady. “I know.”

His amusement faded slightly, replaced by something sharper—curiosity, perhaps, or suspicion. “Bold words for someone who left the last fight unconscious.”

She didn’t respond. Instead, she blurred forward, closing the distance between them in an instant. Her fist collided with his jaw before he could react, the force of the blow sending him stumbling back. Klaus recovered quickly, his expression shifting from surprise to delight.

“Well now,” he murmured, wiping a trickle of blood from the corner of his mouth. “This is unexpected.”

Josie didn’t give him time to recover. She pressed her advantage, landing punch after punch, each strike fueled by weeks of training and pent-up rage. Klaus blocked most of them, but even he couldn’t deny the raw power behind her attacks. For the first time, there was no hesitation in her movements. No fear.

For a moment, they were evenly matched. Klaus fought with centuries of experience, his movements precise and calculated. But Josie countered with sheer ferocity, her strength surprising even herself. Every time he tried to gain the upper hand, she pushed harder, faster, relentless in her assault.

“You’ve been holding back,” Klaus noted, his tone almost admiring as he dodged another blow. “Why is that, I wonder? Afraid of what you might do?”

Josie ignored him, focusing solely on the fight. Inside, she felt the familiar pull of control slipping away, the hunger clawing at the edges of her mind. But instead of fighting it, she let it take hold. The darkness surged within her, feeding her anger, amplifying her strength. Her vision sharpened, her senses heightening until every movement seemed slow and deliberate.

A wave of cold washed over her and with a roar of fury, Josie allowed instinct to take over. Her punches became devastating, each one forcing Klaus further back. He struggled to keep up, his usual arrogance faltering under the weight of her onslaught. For the first time, doubt flickered across his face.

“What are you?” Klaus growled, his voice tinged with unease.

Josie didn’t answer. Instead, she grabbed him by the collar and slammed him into the ground with enough force to crack the pavement beneath them. Before he could retaliate, she pinned him down, her hands gripping his wrists with unrelenting strength.

Her eyes burned black, veins pulsing beneath her skin as she leaned closer. “I’m your worst nightmare.”

In one swift motion, she pulled the white oak dagger from her belt and drove it into his chest. Klaus’ eyes widened in shock, his body going rigid as the weapon pierced his heart. The air around them grew heavy, the world seeming to pause as the reality of what had just happened sank in.

Klaus stared up at her, his expression unreadable. Then, with a faint smirk, he whispered, “Well played, love.”

And with that, his body began to desiccate, bursting into flames as the dagger did its work. Josie stepped back, her chest heaving as the adrenaline slowly ebbed away. She turned toward the house, where Damon and Stefan now stood in the doorway, their expressions a mix of awe and disbelief.

Damon broke the silence first, stepping onto the porch with a proud smirk. “Looks like we underestimated you, Jo.”

Josie exhaled shakily, her legs trembling beneath her. “Don’t get used to it.”

But as she looked back at Klaus’ desicating form, a sense of grim satisfaction settled over her. Whatever came next, she was ready.
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The days that followed Klaus' last fight with Josie were full of changes. Stefan and Elena had gone back to the boardinghouse while Damon and Josie stayed at her house. Josie started to seem as if she was going through changes. Not just that her fighting skills had improved or her newfound confidence—it was as if a darker side of her was released during her fight with Klaus, and it began to take root and grow within her.

Just a couple of days after Stefan and Elena moved back to the boardinghouse, Josie emerged from the bathroom with her hair, which was normally dyed a pastel color of the rainbow, now back to its original midnight black. The contrast against her pale skin was striking, almost jarring. Damon raised an eyebrow, his signature smirk playing at the corner of his lips as he leaned casually against the kitchen counter.

"Going for a new look?" he asked, his tone teasing but laced with curiosity.

Josie smiled as she ran a hand through the smooth dark strands. "It just felt right," she said, meeting his gaze without hesitation. There was something different in her eyes—something sharper, more defiant. No sign of the girl who had tiptoed around her own strength, scared of trying to push herself further. Now she stood tall and confident, someone who was no longer afraid to play in the shadows. She leaned up and kissed Damon, an arm wrapping around his neck to pull her to him.

Damon was surprised at first, her normally not being the one to initiate physical affection. His arm looped around her waist as he kissed her back. When he pulled back, he became lost in her eyes, a dark fire burning within them.

It was only a few days later that the change in her makeup followed. Her once soft, natural tones that blended seamlessly into her features were replaced with bold lines and deep shades. Her eyeliner was thicker, winged for a more dramatic effect to accentuate her new fiery gaze. Dark lipstick replaced the subtle pinks and nudes she used to wear, drawing attention to her mouth in a way that made her words—and kisses—feel heavier, more deliberate. Even the way she applied her makeup seemed ritualistic, as if each stroke added to the transformation she was undergoing.

Her clothes were the next thing to slowly start to change. Her light, flowing dresses and loose-fitting tops gave way to darker, form-fitting pieces that left little to the imagination. Leather jackets, tight jeans, and combat boots all became staples in her wardrobe, each piece chosen not for comfort but for impact. She moved differently, too—her step carried swagger, her posture radiating confidence. Every glance, every movement seemed calculated, as if she were reclaiming control over not just her body, but the world around her.

Damon couldn’t deny that he found the changes intoxicating. There was something undeniably alluring about this new version of Josie—the way she commanded attention without saying a word, the way her boldness spilled over into their relationship. She was no longer content to let things unfold slowly; instead, she pursued what she wanted with a ferocity that left him both exhilarated and uneasy.

One evening, as they sat together on the couch, Josie turned to him with a mischievous glint in her eye. Before he could react, she straddled his lap, her hands resting firmly on his shoulders. Her lips hovered inches from his, her breath warm against his skin.

"You know," she murmured, her voice low and sultry, "I’ve been thinking about this all day."

Damon chuckled, though there was a flicker of surprise in his expression. "Oh yeah? And what exactly have you been thinking about?"

Her response was immediate—a kiss so intense it stole his breath. When she finally pulled back, her smirk mirrored his own. "You."

While Damon enjoyed the newfound boldness in their relationship, he couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that something bigger was happening beneath the surface. This wasn’t just a phase or a rebellion against her old self—it was as though the darkness she had tapped into during her fight with Klaus had awakened a part of her that neither of them fully understood yet. He saw glimpses of it in the way she trained harder, pushed herself further, and refused to back down from anything—or anyone.

And then there were the moments when her confidence slipped, revealing cracks in the armor she had built around herself. Late at night, when she thought he wasn’t looking, he’d catch her staring into the mirror, tracing the line of her jaw or studying her reflection as if searching for answers. Sometimes, she’d absentmindedly touch the scar on her neck where he had marked her, her expression unreadable.

"Are you okay?" he asked one night, standing behind her as she gazed into the mirror. His hands rested lightly on her hips, his chin brushing against her shoulder.

Josie hesitated, her fingers pausing mid-motion. "I don’t know," she admitted softly, her voice tinged with uncertainty. "Sometimes I feel like… like I’m losing myself. Like this person isn’t me, but I can’t go back to who I was before."

Damon tightened his grip on her, pulling her closer. "You’re still you, Jo. Just… stronger. More aware of what you’re capable of."

She nodded, though doubt lingered in her eyes. "What if I can’t control it?"

"You will," he said firmly, his reflection meeting hers in the glass. "Because I’ll be here to help you. Always."

For now, Josie seemed determined to embrace this new chapter of her life, whatever it might bring. But Damon knew better than anyone that walking the line between light and dark was dangerous—and that sometimes, even the strongest among them could lose their footing. Little did he realize, he was falling right along with her.

As the days passed, her transformation deepened. She grew more distant at times, lost in thought. Her eyes would flicker with something he couldn't quite place—power, maybe, or hunger. There were nights she would disappear for hours, returning with vague explanations and the scent of the wind and the woods clinging to her. The darkness within her wasn’t just changing her appearance or her demeanor—it was changing her very essence, reshaping the fabric of who she was.
