Title:  Showdown
Author:  KristenLynn

Summary: Riley POV of the events leading up to the fight in the clearing in Eclipse. 

A/N: Thanks to Brandy_D and KCerena for serving as betas for this story.
* * * * *
We followed behind the motley group of newborn vampires at a safe distance.  They were like sheep, mindlessly wandering, and we were their shepherds, guiding them where we wanted them to go.  But there was another reason, a more valid reason, why we were following at a distance.  While she was the mastermind of this battle, Victoria didn’t want to get her hands dirty.  

For some unbeknownst reason, I felt vaguely uncomfortable at what I had done yesterday morning.  Giving the big pep-talk about how the large clan of vampires with yellow eyes was endangering our way of life, hording away the blood that was destined to be ours.  Instructing them on how to find the guilty coven, which should be easily identified by the co-mingling scent of the human girl, whose clothing items I had distributed so that all could sample her sweet scent. Building them up for the big battle, offering rewards to whomever killed the most of our enemy, giving praise to those who seemed the most focused and well trained and shaming those who were distracted and unprepared into submission of our wills.  I parroted Victoria, telling them that it would be easy to defeat our rivals—we greatly outnumbered them—and that we would all celebrate the victory together.  But they were all empty words.  Although I never acknowledged Victoria’s true purpose verbally, I knew that the majority of the army we had carefully assembled would likely not survive the upcoming battle.  And I was beginning to think that had been part of Victoria’s plan all along.   

The army that Victoria had assembled—and put me in charge of—was young and very strong.  However, they were inexperienced, and while I did my best, I really had no way of controlling or teaching them.  I didn’t really know how.  If Victoria would have helped guide them, we might have made a bit more progress, but she seemed to want to remain uninvolved in any phase of their development beyond their creation.  In fact, it seemed as if she didn’t want any of them to ever even see her, or connect her with their re-birth.  Our numbers dwindled every day as they fought amongst themselves.  Victoria had been continuously replenishing the lost numbers while we were based in Seattle, but the constant turnover of personnel was not conducive to successful training and mission implementation, and I was becoming quite frustrated with the situation.  We had already lost two members to in-fighting on the two day journey, and there was no time now to replace those we lost.
With that thought, I was distracted by the sound of snarls and growls that erupted from the darkness ahead.  I sighed, and wondered who was fighting now, and how I would deal with it.

* * * *
With the coming of first light the following day, I could sense Victoria’s rising anticipation and excitement.  We picked up the pace, driving the army of young vampires ahead of us to move faster towards our destination.  Even they began to calm down and focus, lessening their bickering, as they sensed the change in the atmosphere from their leaders.  So, when they caught the first whiff of the sweet scent that they had been trained to follow, I knew that we were almost there, that the battle would soon commence.  
Controlled chaos broke out at the first exposure to the scent.  They were ready to plunge ahead like uncontrolled animals, but I convinced them to slow down and pay attention to their surroundings.  However, as soon as we entered the other vampires’ territory, and the scent of the human girl that they protected grew stronger, the newborns’ control lapsed; their blood-lust took over.  Soon, they were following their instincts—and her scent trail—and the pace at which we were traveling increased to a furious frenzy.  And while I hated to see our plans for a carefully designed attack begin to unravel, an army of bloodthirsty newborns was something to behold.  Their eyes lost focus on their surroundings, and their entire beings centered on the scent and the direction in which it was leading them.
Suddenly, while the newborns plunged ahead heedlessly and we slowly followed at a safe distance, Victoria halted.  I immediately stopped as well and turned to look at her.  I was startled by the look of indecision on her face.  Her head was swiveling quickly between the blood-crazed group of vampires ahead of us, and something to her left that caused her nose to flare and her eyes to tighten in response.  The moment of indecision passed, and I saw her resolve solidify; she took a deep breath, straightening her back, and she turned away from the army that was pressing on without any further guidance from us.  As she lost sight of them, her excitement intensified, a feral grin appearing on her lips.  She finally turned to me with a satisfied smile, answering the question that I had yet to ask.
“Let them go,” she stated simply in the tinkling soprano voice that was so at odds with the hardness I always observed in her eyes and demeanor.  My confusion must have been entirely too evident on my face, because she continued silkily, “They are no longer my concern… We have a different mission now.”

With that cryptic statement, she turned to the left and started on a new path, but not before I glimpsed the blood-lust raging in her own eyes.  And then I knew.  Although, in all honesty, I think that I had really known it all along.  This had never been about raising an army to wipe out a rival coven.  It was about something else.  Something more basic.  I didn’t know the details, the specifics, but I now knew that there was definitely more to this whole story than she had led me to believe.  
More than I probably wanted to know. 

I had always sensed that she would not fight alongside them, but I don’t think I had realized that she meant to abandon them completely during the battle.  Now I realized that had been the plan all along—they were nothing more than a distraction.  A distraction from the real war that she intended to wage.  The fact that I was meant to stay and fight with her was obvious—she had probably planned it that way.  She had just never revealed the full intent of her plan to me.  I was very much in the dark, and I did not like it.
As we continued down the new path she now chose to follow, the sounds of the army faded and were eventually lost.  I realized—sadly—that they were now no longer my concern either. I felt a bit guilty about this, but I didn’t allow myself to ponder what fate might be awaiting them at the end of the scent trail they were now following instinctively.  I also realized that Victoria was following a trail of her own, so I closed my eyes and inhaled, sampling all the scents of my surroundings.  It took my expansive vampire brain less than a second to process all of the individual flavors surrounding me, but once I identified the scent of another vampire, it was painfully obvious to me what trail we were following.  I recognized this scent—it had completely permeated the house of the girl whose clothing I had stolen a few weeks previously and just passed out to the army two days ago to track.  This was the vampire who most closely protected our prey, and where he was, so would she be.  I opened my eyes and followed Victoria with purpose. I now understood where we were going and why.  

We traveled quickly at first; Victoria’s impatience was palpable in the air.  However, as we continued along the trail left by the other vampire, our pace began to slow.  While I could not read her mind, I could see the wheels turning, and I knew that she was preparing for whatever we might find at the end of the trail that we were now so purposefully following.  She was running through multiple scenarios, planning attacks and counterattacks.  
All too soon, we emerged from the protective cover of the forest.  As we entered the clearing, I quickly took in the scene awaiting us.  The destroyed fabric tent lying on the ground was ruffling in the slight breeze, its tattered remains a foreshadowing of the doom that was to come.  They were unprepared for our unexpected arrival, yet somehow looked resigned to our presence.  

The vampire whose scent we had been tracking was standing against the face of a large cliff, protecting a small, very human figure.  A knowing smile ghosted across my lips as my gaze alighted on the girl who peeked out with horrified eyes from behind him. The pieces of the puzzle finally clicked together in my mind.  I relaxed slightly, knowing that Victoria had been right, although my body tensed with anticipation for the upcoming confrontation.

I could feel the tension literally exploding from Victoria, emanating from her tense figure in waves that likely projected all the way across the clearing to where our prey waited apprehensively.  I knew her desire for the death of this girl; we had been planning it with the newborns for several months.  But only now, standing here in this place, could I sense that it was more than just desire.  No, this was a driving need.  
I had never understood why the death of this mere human girl was so important to her, but the passionate hatred that dripped from Victoria’s entire being made it painfully obvious that this girl had some hold over her that only death would release.  I also had the sense that this girl held the clues to the misery that Victoria tried to hide behind her gruff and wild personality.  I felt her decide on a course of action.  Looking at the girl, I could tell that she knew that her fate had been decided as well; her eyes reflected the knowledge that her death was not only likely, but imminent.  I could just make out the wild, staccato pounding of her heart from across the distance that separated us.

Somewhere, from the depths of the cold forest, I heard a wolf howl.  As if that were my clue, I turned towards Victoria, waiting for her command.  She jerked her chin in the direction of the vampire, giving me my assignment: I would take him, leaving the girl for her.  But, just as I was about to take a step forward, he spoke.
“Riley,” he pleaded with me to stop.
And I did stop, I couldn’t help it.  My eyes widened in surprise.  He knew my name.  How in the hell did he know my name?  Maybe Victoria’s veiled references to mind tricks were more substantiated than I had believed.
He continued, yet still in that soft, pleading voice. “She’s lying to you Riley.  Listen to me.  She’s lying to you just like she lied to the others who are now dying in the clearing.  You know that she’s lied to them, that she had you lie to them, that neither of you were ever going to help them.  Is it so hard to believe that she’s lied to you, too?”

I was frozen in place, confused beyond reason.  How did he know this?  My guilt at misleading the newborns rose to the surface again, especially at his mention of their impending death.  But how could he know what was happening to them?  They were miles away, and we couldn’t hear anything to let us know how the battle was going, or even if it was going on yet.  I watched him warily, and I mimicked his motion almost unconsciously when he took a small step to the side.  
Then he dropped another bomb on me.

“She doesn’t love you, Riley.”  
It was a statement, not a question, and it was delivered in a soft compelling voice that was sure in its assessment. Memories of my new life—each and every one involving Victoria—crashed through my mind.  He paused, and then continued ruthlessly, ripping at my insides with his next statement.  
“She never has.  She loved someone named James, and you’re no more than a tool to her.”

I heard Victoria hiss at the mention of this James.  That small sign, so involuntarily surrendered, gave credence to his words.  I looked frantically in her direction as I recalled each kiss, each moment of pleasure, each promise of a better future that she had made.  However, she had eyes only for the girl and would not meet my glance.  She did not offer me any reassurances.  
And then he was talking to me again, calling my name, and my attention refocused on him, even though I had no desire to hear anymore of what he had to say to me.

“She knows that I will kill you, Riley.  She wants you to die so that she doesn’t have to keep up the pretense anymore.”  
I couldn’t help but think of the way that we had left the newborns to their own devices; devices that were likely now letting them down, leaving them vulnerable to the coven of more mature vampires.  Unfortunately, I couldn’t help but to also think of the way that she just ordered me to fight this mature vampire, who seemed to anticipate our every move in a way that I didn’t understand, while she watched and waited for the chance to attack the defenseless human girl. I couldn’t help but begin to think that he might be right, especially since Victoria was not contradicting these statements.  
 “Yes – you’ve seen that, haven’t you?”  He continued on, brutally changing directions to attack our personal relationship.  “You’ve read the reluctance in her eyes, suspected a false note in her promises. You were right.  She’s never wanted you.  Every kiss, every touch was a lie.” 

Only now, I was realizing that maybe it wasn’t really a change in direction at all, and that everything had always been connected.  Her sexual advances towards me had led me into a comfortable complacency that left me vulnerable to her machinations, making me feel important—special even—but really just making me a pawn in her game.  The sense of betrayal burned in my gut.
I was entirely focused on his words—his insinuations—staring deeply into his eyes, hoping to find a false note, but finding none.  So intent was I on our exchange that I shadowed his every move, slowly shifting to the side as soon as he did. 
“You don’t have to die,” he softly promised me, his eyes holding mine.  “There are other ways to live than the way she’s shown you.  It’s not all lies and blood, Riley.  You can walk away right now.  You don’t have to die for her lies.”

I pondered his words intently.  A disturbing sense of truth slowly sunk into my mind at his words—the fact that they successfully chose to live in a different way was reflected in his golden-brown eyes.  But this past year with Victoria was all I knew of this new life.  Her rewards… well, let’s just say that the blood and lies, if indeed there were any, were worth it.  But the fervor behind his words had me desperately searching for what the truth really was.

He moved again, and my angst caused me to overstep his small motion.  I felt Victoria tense beside me, full of anticipation. Waiting.
“Last chance, Riley,” I heard him whisper.

I know the desperation must have shown on my face as I turned to look at Victoria.  I was desperate.  Desperate for the truth.  Only I didn’t know which version of the truth I wanted to hear.  Hers or his.  Or even if learning the truth would settle my conflicted mind. 
And then she spoke to me in her musical soprano voice, calming my fears and reminding me of why we were here.

“He’s the liar, Riley.  I told you about their mind tricks.  You know I love only you.”

With her words, my resolve was reaffirmed, my mind made up.  Even if what he said was true, I owed Victoria.  She gave me this new life, so I would give her my allegiance.  My jaw stiffened and my shoulders squared. I tensed, prepared to give her my death as long as it would result in the outcome that she needed in this battle.

I never saw the attack coming, as it came from a direction that I wasn’t anticipating.  I only saw the mammoth tan shape flying in my direction the split second before I was flung to the ground… 
