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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Zac was twenty-three when he died. 

He was a Captain in the Confederate army until he was shot by a Union soldier. Captain Zachary Degaud. That was one hundred and forty seven years ago, in 1865. It was cold comfort that the civil war had ended shortly thereafter. Actually, it was like a punch in the face.

Today was his one hundred and seventieth birthday and he sat at the bar, in a dive posing as a respectable restaurant in the small southern town of Ashburton, Louisiana. The hole in the swamp where he was born a puny human being. But, the sun was shining, the liquor flowing and he was undead. Another binge drinking vampire, with an unremarkable story in the midst of the murky swampland of the south. Edward, Louis, Armand, Lestat. If these vampires existed, he hadn't met them.

"Happy Birthday, brother." A man slapped him on the shoulder and sat on the neighboring stool. Zac's younger brother Sam, just as dead as he was. Stuck together for eternity. 

They were both dark haired and green eyed, but Zac took after their mother. He was tall and wiry while Sam was shorter by a head and more heavily built, like their father had been. Their parents had died shortly after the Civil War had ended and neither of them talked about that time anymore. It didn't do well to dwell on things they couldn't change.

He spent more time in the local bar than he did anywhere else. The alcohol helped curb the cravings typical for a creature that fed on human blood. He and Sam had returned to the town they had grown up in just over a year ago. Their nomadic life had done nothing but serve as a constant reminder of what they had become. Endless binge drinking, as Sam called it. But in Zac's case, a trail of bodies drained of their blood. It had done him good blending in with the humans; reconnecting with his old life.

"How does it feel to be a year older, old man?" Sam joked.

"I don't feel a day over twenty-three," he rolled his eyes. Like time mattered anymore.

They drank a few rounds before Sam stood and said, "That's my lunch break done. Gotta go back to the grind."

"I'll never understand why you got a job. It's not like we need the money." Their family had been extremely well off, owning a large plantation before they had died. One hundred and forty seven years of interest made them very wealthy vampires, but they didn't really need it. 

"No, but you know it helps with the whole human thing," he whispered in his ear, conscious of the busy restaurant around them.

"Assimilation," he rolled his eyes. Yeah, assimilating as a gardener, he thought.

"You got it, brother."

"Don't let the sun bite, Samuel," he muttered. The sun didn't bite. Searing agony was a more apt description. He met a witch once whom he convinced to spell them so they could walk in the day as well as the night. She spelt his body, but Sam was unconvinced and had taken a ring instead. Ended up, he had to go back and get a ring of his own. He resented having to rely on a flimsy piece of jewelry to stop him frying to a crisp. It wasn't until they ventured as far as Mexico that they found a brujas willing to help them, in return for a favor. The sun hadn't been a problem since.

Looking over his shoulder as Sam left he caught sight of Liz embracing his brother outside, kissing him on the lips. They looked perfect together. She was tall and lithe, long golden blonde hair, blue eyes. All American. Twenty-one years old and almost a year since she too had died. Sam had found her dead in the forest, until she woke up. They had both helped her through the change and her dietary adjustment was another story.

Zac couldn't tear his eyes from her. They had fought the way only brothers could over a pretty girl while she was still human. When she became... well, now it was different. She was his brother’s girl, but it didn't stop the fact that he cared for her more than he really ought to.

His line of sight was broken as a dark figure passed in front of him. Shaking his head, he turned back to his drink. Out the corner of his eye, he was aware of a dark shadow that loomed as if waiting for him to acknowledge its presence. Zac knew a man stood there and he knew that the man was a vampire. What unsettled him about it was that the man wanted him to know. 

The stranger sat lithely beside him, his black leather jacket creaking as he lent forward, elbows resting on the bar. Zac didn't look at him straight away, instead downing the last of his glass of scotch, sliding the empty glass towards the bartender, who caught it and began refilling. He knew all to well that Zac wanted another. 

Turning, he looked nonchalantly at the stranger. He was a typical vampire, really. He had a similar stature to Zac and a grace in his actions that betrayed to other vampires what he was. There was a hardness in his eyes that suggested he'd seen more than his years, exaggerated by the severeness of his close-cropped blonde hair. With his all black clothing and leather jacket, he looked totally out of place with the typical lunch crowd. That, and it was a humid cesspool outside.

"What do you want?" he sighed. In his short stint as one of the undead, he knew vampires did not deign to speak to one another unless they wanted something.

"I'm looking for a woman vampire. Black of hair, blue of eye," the stranger said smoothly, like he was from another time.

Zac laughed, "What are we, at a renaissance fair or something? Look buddy, if you want to blend in, maybe you should alter your language a little. It's a bit weird."

The stranger raised his eyebrows, "And who are you to speak to your elders in this way?"

He couldn't be surprised really, of course this guy was older. He hadn't met many that weren't. The older vampires were, the stronger they became, but that didn't mean they got any smarter. "I'm the one who has claimed this town," he sneered.

The vampire looked him up and down like he didn't believe him. "Then you will be able to answer my question. It would be better if you do, then we could avoid any trouble."

Zac knew a threat when he heard one; he'd given them out often enough. "Tell me who you are and I'll think about it."

The vampire laughed, "Either you're very stupid or very brave. I am Alistair Payne, and who are you?"

"Zachary Degaud, vampire extraordinaire," he inclined his head.

"And the answer to my question, Zachary? Have you seen this woman? It would be unadvisable to withhold her whereabouts." 

"I'm the only vampire in these parts, so your answer would be no," he shrugged. "Did your girlfriend hurt your big bad vampire feelings?"

"Oh, come now, Zachary. I saw two outside not a moment ago. Do you really think I'm that stupid?" Alistair said. "She's wanted for crimes against her own kind."

"What are you, the vampire police?" He couldn't help it. 

"Keep prodding, vampire, and we will see how stupid you really are," Alistair growled.

Zac had no idea who this vampire he was looking for was and didn't really care. There were no other vampires in this town. "I have no idea who this woman is. She's not here, not unless she's turned up in the past day. No one here fits that description who is supernatural or otherwise."

He looked at Zac, trying to gauge the truth in his words. He didn't dare look away from the vampire’s hard gaze. Even though he was telling the truth, it would be taken as an admission of guilt regardless. Except he couldn't help himself and turned back to his drink a little too soon.

Alistair smiled. Except this time, it was a smile full of malice. "One thing I have plenty of is time. I'll be seeing you again, Zachary Degaud. Sooner than you think."

He watched Alistair's receding form and grimaced. He was in trouble. A shitload of it.

 

[image: ]

 

Muted grey afternoon light filtered through the tops of the tall pines as Liz made her way through the trunks to her and Sam's regular meeting place. It wasn't far from here where Sam had found her that day, when she had died. They had been friends for months before, but it wasn't until she woke up, that she knew that Sam and his brother Zac, were vampires. And that she was becoming one, too. 

She never knew who had turned her and left her for dead, it wasn't like they hadn't tried to find out, but they hadn't been able to find any clues at all. Liz had never doubted them when the brothers had sworn that they hadn't turned her themselves. It was no secret that they had a friendly rivalry over her affections when they had first moved to Ashburton, but they'd never take it that far. Especially since they had both been turned against their will, too.

Liz stood in the dappled sunlight, waiting. She smiled softly to herself when she saw Sam's dark form flashing through the trees. He was fast, and before she could dodge him, he grabbed her around the waist and swung her around, laughing. 

"Hello, beautiful," he grinned, kissing her lightly on the lips. "Are you ready?"

She nodded, "Let's go."

The forest was their special place. They had spent many hours out here hunting together, Sam teaching her how to use her vampire strength to her advantage. They only fed on the blood of animals, both in agreement that they didn't like the feeling it gave of being predators. There were other ways. Zac didn't agree with their choice, so left them to wander the forest eating 'bunnies and fluffy kittens' as he put it. But, Zac had taught her control when it came to being around humans, which was much more difficult than she had thought it would be.

Catching the scent of deer, she tapped Sam on the arm, motioning to her right. He nodded and darted off silently, to circle around, leaving her to stalk them head on. Just as he had taught her.

She crouched down low behind a tall pine, watching the deer closely. She stilled herself completely, slowing her breathing, becoming as still as a statue, frozen. The deer’s head came up, its nose twitching as it caught a sent on the air. She would be too quick for it to charge her and hopefully it wouldn't bolt until it was too late.

Before she could pounce, she was pushed roughly against the tree, the bark scratching the skin on her face drawing blood. The deer bounded away, startled by the hoots and laughter behind her. She was pulled to her feet and shoved back against the trunk of the pine. Too fixated on the deer, she hadn't noticed anyone approach.

There was a group of five men standing around her in a semi-circle, eyeing her in a way that made her feel dirty. They could only be described as rednecks, unkempt beards, dirty jeans and plaid shirts, except they had more muscle than anyone had a right to. Catching their scent on the air, she recognized the rank male smell of werewolves. 

Liz had only encountered them once before, soon after she was turned, they had cajoled her at work one day calling her names that any woman would find offensive. She wasn't a piece of meat and told them as much. But now? Now  she was afraid. There were five of them and she knew she couldn't hold her own against that many. She prayed that Sam hadn't gone too far and had heard their yelling.

"Well, lookey here boys. A little vampire chasing deer in our forest," drawled the largest man in the centre. "It's a true shame that she be one of them blood sucking leeches. She's a looker, all right." He began to walk towards her, a look of malice in his eyes. 

Sam appeared silently, standing in-between them. Liz kept back, not knowing how to defuse the situation. He stood eye to eye with the man, who seemed to be the pack master, his expression even. Neither moved or backed down. 

Finally, the pack master laughed, "You're bold for a vamper. Be warned. If you come back onto our land, then you and your little girlfriend will pay." He spat on the ground by Sam's feet and backed away, his wolves following. Their hooting and hollering grew fainter as they worked their way back through the forest.

It wasn't until they were far enough away that Sam turned and took her in his arms, "Are you okay? Did they hurt you?"

"No," she hugged him tightly. "They just scared me, is all." The small scratch from the tree had already healed itself. 

He ran a hand through her hair. "Good."

Drawing back, Liz rested her forehead against Sam's. "I have to warn Gabby. If they're going to town, they might try something."

He nodded as she took out her cell and dialed the number. Gabby was one of her oldest and best friends and one of the three people that knew that she was more than human. If she didn't warn her before she crossed paths with the wolves and something happened... She'd never forgive herself.

 

[image: ]

 

Gabby sat at her desk at the Real Estate office, tapping her pen against the table top, eyes focused on a far away point across the room. The buzz of her cell phone snapped her out of her daydream. Quickly looking around, she sighed in relief when no one had noticed. Especially her boss, whose office door was closed. Seeing it was her best friend Liz, she picked up on the third ring, ducking behind the partition around her desk. 

"Gabby, I need to warn you," came Liz's panicked voice.  "The werewolf pack is trying to claim the forest near the manor."

"Are you okay?" she asked quietly, trying not to draw attention of her coworkers. 

"They just harassed us a little. Sam was able to scare them off. But, just be careful, okay? They know you're with us."

"Sure, Liz. I'll be on my guard," Gabby reassured her. "Thanks for the warning."

"Okay," she sighed. "I'm going home, but the boys will be at the bar later."

"Sure. Do you want me to come over?"

"No, it's all right. I just don't want to run into them, not today."

"Okay. Well, take care. Call me if you need anything."

Gabby put her cell back in her pocket and tucked her unruly brown hair behind her ear. Liz was one of her oldest friends and newly made vampire. And she was a witch. Typical, ordinary American girls. Liz and the brothers were the only ones who knew her secret and she liked it that way. If anyone ever found out, she'd probably become a science experiment at Area 51 or something.

She would never dare tell her parents. As far as she knew, they didn't have any power at all, so if she came right out and said, "Hey, Mom, Dad. I'm a real life bona fide witch," she was sure it would be a one-way ticket to a mental hospital. Her grandmother had disappeared when she was little, when she was accused of being a few sandwiches short of a picnic, and didn't want them to think it ran in the family. 

Gabby had found her grimore, her families’ book of spells and incantations, amongst some of her Grams' things in the attic. It was only then she began to better understand her affinity with magic.

She began visiting the cemetery near the old Degaud Manor, conducting her 'experiments' as she called them, trying different spells and rituals that were written in the grimore. Silly things, like lighting candles, making things levitate and communing with the earth. The last was her favorite; every witch had an earth sense of varying strengths. She didn't quite understand what it meant, but when she concentrated, she could feel living things around her. Plants, trees, insects. 

That was why she was surprised at first when she met the brothers. She was sitting cross-legged in the old cemetery early last winter, feeling the shift of the seasons in the plants about her, when she began to feel uneasy. She understood later that it was her latent power warning her that she was being watched. She was startled when upon opening her eyes, she saw a man standing in front of her.

It was as if he was a statue, until he grinned lopsidedly at her. "Well, well, well. What do we have here?"

Gabby panicked a little. She hadn't sensed the man at all and she could always feel people when she had her earth sense focused. That would mean that the man was... dead? That couldn't be right. She scrambled to her feet and took a few steps back.

"Leave her alone, Zac." Another man had appeared beside the first out of thin air.

The first man, Zac, rolled his eyes, "I wasn't going to eat her, brother, if that's what you're thinking. She's a witch and I don't want her to cast any witchy juju spell on me."

"You're both dead," she stammered.

"As a door nail," Zac grinned.

"Forgive my brother," the other man said, stepping forward. "I think you know what we are. We can't hide from you, but we mean you no harm."

"Vampires," Gabby said, finally realizing. The only undead creature that she was aware existed.

"Ten points to Glinda," clapped Zac.

"Ignore him," said the man. "I'm Sam, the moron is my brother Zac."

It took her a while to trust the vampire brothers, being their mortal enemy and all. She quickly came to realize that they were different, despite all their faults. Zac was always an asshole and Sam was always kind hearted, but they never hurt or compelled anyone. They'd ingrained themselves into the town as normal young men. Sam had even got a job as a gardener with help from her childhood friend, Alex. 

So, when Gabby walked into Max's, the bar they frequented after work, she smiled when she saw them sitting in a booth along the far wall. "Happy birthday you musty old man," she elbowed Zac as she sat down.

"Please, don't remind me," his eyes rolled in exasperation.

"Can I get you a drink?"

"Go for it Tabitha." They watched her retreating form. "I've been looking for you all afternoon," Zac hissed, once Gabby was out of earshot.

"I was out with Liz," Sam fidgeted.

Zac didn't notice the gesture, he was too busy eyeballing Alistair, who had just walked in. "Uh oh," he gritted his teeth.

Sam frowned. He knew all too well from his tone that Zac had gotten himself in trouble again. "What did you do, Zac?"

"I didn't start it, just so you know."

"Start what?" Sam groaned, like they needed more trouble.

"Big bad, super creepy vampire over yonder is out to get us," he gestured towards Alistair, who was now over at the bar. "He's looking for some black haired, blue eyed woman who's pissed him off and he seems to think we know something about it."

"Obviously, we don't," said Sam, trying to keep his voice even.

"I told him as much, but I don't think it matters anymore," he grimaced.

Sam sighed, "You couldn't help but talk back, could you?"

Zac raised his hands in defense, "Hey, he came in talking like he was out of Lord of the Rings, even you couldn't pass on the opportunity." Looking over to Alistair, he noticed Gabby standing next to him. They were talking, and he was buying her a drink! Bloody hell, did she know he was a vampire? What kind of witch was she?

Sam snorted his disagreement, and before he could speak Zac interrupted, "Yeah, yeah. Don't say it, bro. I get it. We can't afford to be exposed as blood sucking parasites. Believe me. I get it."

His brother sighed, "We have another issue to deal with." Zac raised his eyebrows expectantly. Like they needed more issues with a vampire bent on making their life hell.  "Liz and I had a run in with the werewolves," Sam said, not looking at his brother.

"Oh, so you want to have a go at me when you've been out pissing off the puppy dogs?" Zac scowled. "Did you piss in their territory?"

Sam nodded, reluctantly agreeing with his brother, "Seems like they want to claim the land bordering the manor."

"Sounds like they already have," Zac sneered.

"They warned us off, but given any opportunity they will attack us anyway," he said through gritted teeth. "They're getting bolder."

Zac felt the anger rising within him. The dogs had threatened his brother and Liz. She was his brother’s girl, but he had fallen for her just as hard. The only thing that had stopped the wolves from attacking was the fact that the moon wasn't even half full yet. He was thinking about the many ways to kill the werewolf pack, when Gabby sat back down at the table.

"I see Sam told you about the pack," she said, when she noticed the scowl etched on his face.

"Wait until you hear who Zac pissed off today," Sam changed the subject.

"Your boyfriend over at the bar," Zac inclined his head towards Alistair.

"He's a..." Gabby stammered, suddenly feeling foolish.

"Yeah," Zac rolled his eyes. "What kind of witch are you that your witchy compass doesn't work?"

"It's serious Gabby. He could expose us all, or kill us. So stay away from him, okay?" Sam warned.

Gabby fidgeted nervously and pushed away her glass, as if she was suddenly wary of drinking it. 

Zac snorted, "What, do you think he put a vampire roofie in there?"

"Shut up," she hissed.

"I'm going to have a word with him," Zac stood. "You better leave. I don't want you more involved than you already are. You better split too, Tabitha."

"Just don't go doing anything stupid," Sam warned, more out of habit than anything.

"Too late for that," Zac sneered sarcastically.
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Zac sat next to Alistair at the bar. Gesturing to the bar tender for a drink, he caught the glass that slid down to meet him. 

"You don't know what's good for you, friend," laughed Alistair, lifting his own glass to meet Zac's.

"What can I say? I have a knack for trouble," he replied with a note of irony.

"Are you ready to tell me what I want to know?" he glared out the corner of his eye.

"Well, gosh darn it, Alistair. I can't tell you what you want to know, because I don't know anything about it." Zac took a mouthful of scotch.

Alistair downed a mouthful of his drink before saying, "I see the werewolves aren't too pleased about your little brother and his mate running about their forest."

"It's not their forest, or their town," Zac snarled, not wanting to play games anymore.

"I believe they would beg to differ," he swirled his drink around the bottom of the glass, ice clinking. "And I believe they would like to do something about it, given the right persuasion."

"Be careful what you say Alistair," he stood abruptly, his expression dark with anger.

Alistair stood gracefully and stared at his adversary with disdain, "Do you know how old I am, vampire? I am over five hundred. I could squash you like the pathetic ant you are. Be very careful."

Zac stood eye to eye with the vampire and snarled, "Maybe you shouldn't come to my town and threaten the people I care about." 

"Oh, I see, this is your town? We shall see about that." Grabbing Zac by the scruff of the neck, Alistair dragged him through the kitchen, no one paying them any attention, and out the back door to the service lane. Before he could try and wrench himself free, he was thrown clear across into the fence opposite, the chain link rattling.

Zac groaned, rolling onto his front, "I see you pre-compelled the staff so they wouldn't piss in your soup."

Ignoring him, Alistair walked over to the chain link fence and effortlessly pulled free the iron cross bar. Weighing it in his hands he nodded in appreciation. He approached Zac, who was trying to drag himself to his feet. The vampire swung once, an audible crack as it broke both of Zac's legs, and swung again, breaking his spine. 

"Consider this a warning," Alistair said as Zac groaned in pain. "Piss me off again, and I will put this through your heart." The iron bar clattered to the ground and he sauntered off, hands in his pockets.





 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

The half moon had risen high in the sky by the time Zac reached the gates of the manor. It had taken an hour before he could drag himself to his feet, his spine healing enough to restore feeling to his broken legs. Limping all the way from town to the house on the outskirts was a seven-mile journey and he fumed all the way, anger filling each step. He could have run, but he wanted time to think about the revenge he would have on Alistair before Sam could talk him out of it.

His thoughts travelled to memories of the many fights he had gotten into with fellow soldiers, conscripts and volunteers alike, when he was in the army. He'd given his fair share of black eyes and bloody noses and received just as many, but fighting as a vampire was a different experience all together. His ability for healing made for more painful injuries. Gashes, broken bones, pulverized flesh, internal bleeding. Painful, but irrelevant. His body would heal all but a severed head and a torn out heart, among other things. 

He trudged up the driveway to the manor, feet dragging in the dirt. The house that they had once lived in as children and young men and had been the location of so much death. They had reclaimed it from disrepair and despair alike, spending much time and money renovating and restoring the interior. Sam still held the deed as he was more responsible with those things, and with little effort they could claim to be the rightful owners. Despite all of this, the grounds and the house were of historical significance, so as they wanted to do things by the book, they were unable to do much to the exterior. Two vampires who never locked their door couldn't argue with the fact that the house didn't look lived in because of this. It kept visitors away, along with the locked gate.

The parlor was where the action was. It was also where Zac kept the alcohol, so they tended to gravitate here because of it. Sam sat by the fire waiting for his brother. The night was getting late and he hadn't come back from the bar yet. He hoped he hadn't pissed Alistair off too much. 

Zac slammed the front door closed behind him and barged into the parlor, throwing down his jacket moodily, glaring at his brother who gave him a familiar look of disapproval. His clothing was covered in dirt; mud caked into the knees of his jeans. All glaring signs pointing to what he'd been up to all night.

Sam eyed him up and down, "What happened to you?"

"What do you think happened?" he sneered, pacing back and forth in front of the fireplace, seething. The walk had done nothing but fuel his anger into a burning inferno.

Sam sighed and placed his head in his hands, knowing that Alistair had beaten him up. They had a nice peaceful life for the past year. It shouldn't come as a surprise that it was now ending. It was part of being a vampire, getting into trouble. 

"I'm not going to let that bastard get away with it," Zac raged, waving a finger wildly at Sam.

"We can't afford any trouble, Zac. If anyone found out who we really are."

"Yeah, yeah," Zac waived him off. "He broke both my legs and my spine. I want to beat the crap out of the bastard and stake him to a tree."

"Did you even try and talk reasonably with him?"

"He came there looking for a fight, I didn't have to do anything. It's down to him or us. And I'd rather it be us," he said pointedly. Zac couldn't begin to understand himself most days, let alone vampire politics. He supposed he'd become a little mad as well once he hit five hundred. Couldn't wait for that. 

Sam sighed deeply, thinking over the situation. The werewolves would keep for the moment as long as they kept clear of the woods. The vampire, that was a more pressing threat he wasn't sure how to deal with. "What do you suggest, Zac?" he asked, knowing full well what the answer would be.

"The only option there is," Zac said, deadly serious. "We kill him."

"What's this we business?" Sam scoffed. "So, we kill him and then what happens when his friends come looking?"

Zac stared his brother down, "Next time I won't look away."
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Liz wiped her brow, grimacing. That was the billionth time she'd dropped coffee grounds all over the floor. Distracted wasn't the right word for it, off the planet was closer to the truth. Ever since the day before, being threatened by the local werewolves, she had been skittish. Sam had dropped her off at work that morning before going to the gardens across the street with Alex. Gabby was coming to get her soon, so she wouldn't be alone if there was trouble. It was silly, as a vampire she should be able to take care of herself, but it was something she struggled with since day one. She was too kindhearted, which contradicted everything she had become.

Working at the coffeehouse was not the most glamorous job in the world, but it was something to take her mind off the fact that she was A; a vampire and B; a vampire who was undecided if she was going to college or not in the spring. At 21, it was later than most, but last year she'd had to defer because she was busy learning how to control her bloodlust. The year before was spent working full time at the same job making coffee, earning money for tuition. Her family thought she was just ill, with a little help from some vampire persuasion.

Liz had spent the entire day worrying about the werewolves. So much so, that she kept dropping things and messing up orders. Mixing up caffeinated with decaf, cream, and non-fat. There would be a lot of people hyped up today. The last thing she needed was for one of the wolves to come into the cafe. She might not be able to explain herself if they did. Mrs Greene, the owner had asked her if anything was wrong. Most of the staff asked her of she was okay, even some of the regular customers. She had to get a handle on it. 

She was cleaning the coffee machine as Gabby opened the front door, the bell ringing merrily. They'd closed for the day already, but everyone knew her friend, so they didn't mind that she ignored the closed sign and barged right in. 

"Are you ready yet?" she asked, grinning. "I'm starving!"

"It's only 5 o'clock!" Liz laughed at her friend.

"Yeah, but I had to skip lunch today. My stomach is eating itself I'm so hungry," she grinned.

Giving the bench a final wipe, Liz waived to Mrs Greene and they made their way along the three blocks to Max's bar, laughing about her uncoordinated day. 

It was great to catch up with her friend; it had been ages since they had the time for dinner. She didn't need the food, but it was still nice to indulge in something human. Nothing bad would happen to her from eating a burger and fries, she'd just get no sustenance from it. She frowned as Gabby stiffened as she caught sight of someone coming through the entrance to the bar.

"What's wrong?" Liz asked, turning towards the door, catching sight of a blonde man she suspected was a vampire.

"That's Alistair," she said evenly. "He's the one who threatened Zac."

"Oh," Liz bit her lip, frowning. Sam had warned her about him this morning when he'd picked her up at home. The fact that he was lurking about must have been the reason the werewolves were absent. The thought made her blood run cold. 

He caught her eye and she looked away quickly, glancing at Gabby, wondering if she should text Sam. Before she could decide, the vampire slid into the booth beside Liz, trapping her against the wall. Gabby eyed him uncomfortably, steeling herself for whatever stunt he was about to pull.

"Ladies," he grinned. "I believe you know who I am."

"Alistair," Gabby grimaced. She was not in the mood for games, especially the games of vampires.

"You're the witch," he pointed at her before turning to Liz. "And you must be the new born."

Liz couldn't help shuddering as his cold eyes raked over her body.

"What do you want, Alistair?" Gabby asked firmly, her strong brown eyes staring down the five hundred year old vampire.

"I'm just coming to examine my prize," he put his arm around Liz's shoulder, grinning at her. "When I'm finished with that annoying Zachary and his brother, you and I will have some fun."

"Unlikely," Liz spat at him, trying to shrug his arm away.

Alistair laughed, "I can show you things you never dreamed of."

"Back off, Alistair," Gabby's eyes narrowed in warning as Liz slid away from him as far as she could get, which wasn't very far at all. The wall was hard on her back, trapping her against him.

"Oh, my dear," he said silkily, leaning closer to Liz. "I will have you at least once before I'm through." Alistair slid his hand up her leg, coming to rest on her upper thigh. Her body stiffened at his touch, making her shudder in revulsion.

She glared at the vampire and snarled, "Get your hand off me, or I'll..."

"Or you'll what?" Alistair's grip hardened on her thigh, his fingers beginning to bruise her. 

Liz stared him down, refusing to betray her fear at the sudden malicious gesture. She wouldn't be the damsel in distress. Suddenly, Alistair grasped his head, grimacing in pain, his fist banging against the tabletop in frustration. Gabby was scowling at him in deep concentration, her eyes narrowed. 

"Argh," he growled, his voice betraying the pain that was exploding in his head. "Alright, alright. You've got this round, witch." 

Gabby relaxed and Alistair gripped the table, his knuckles white, glaring at the witch in front of him. "Leave," she said. "You have no claim here, vampire. Leave before it's too late for you."

The vampire laughed, then, as if he knew Gabby was bluffing. Her expression was darkness, but Liz knew that her power was limited and no match for a five hundred year old vampire. What she had just done, that was the extent of what she had learnt to protect herself. 

Alistair rose from the booth and bowed to them mockingly, "Next time we meet, I'll make sure the tables are turned."

They didn't tear their eyes from him until he'd exited the bar. Shit, shit, shit, thought Liz. Old as vampires who wanted in her pants and werewolves hell bent on harassing her out of town? How much more complicated could life get? Reluctantly she said, "Perhaps you should call Zac and let him know."

Gabby shook her head, "Not right away, lets just enjoy our food first. He won't be back tonight. We need this, and I won't let that jerk ruin our night."

Liz smiled, understanding her friends sentiments, "Lets do it."
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Zac had thought about the many ways he could kill Alistair all through the next day. He was thankful Sam had gone to work; the constant badgering about his intentions would have pushed him over the edge. This was one thing he wouldn't be talked out of. His train of thought was broken as his cell began to vibrate across the coffee table.

"Gabby," Zac said sharply as he answered it.

"Zac, Liz and I were just confronted by Alistair," came her concerned voice. "I was able to fend him off, but he'll be back."

"Where are you?" he snarled, infuriated. 

"We're outside Max's."

"Go home," he snapped. "I will deal with Alistair."

"Zac," Gabby sounded worried.

"Just go home, Gabby," he hung up on her. Alistair had gone too far.

He found the offending vampire leaning up against the facade of Max's, arms crossed, waiting for him. Zac strode up to Alistair and grabbed the front of his shirt roughly, pulling him close. "That was a low blow Al," he hissed threateningly. 

"I can go lower, if that's what you really want," he sneered, pushing Zac off him.

"I don't know why you insist on all this when none of us know anything about your girlfriend," he sighed. 

"Oh, but I'm well aware you don't know anything. Making your life difficult is much more entertaining," the older vampire smirked, satisfied with the over the top reaction he had received in greeting. "I could go for full exposure. Not everyone in this town has forgotten the real reason behind the massacre at the Degaud Manor. How would you like that?"

Zac grabbed the front of Alistair's shirt again, wrenching him close. "This ends here," he spat, furious. 

"Are you challenging me to a duel?" Alastair laughed, obviously assured that he would be the victor no matter what.

Zac stifled his own mocking laughter, "It's the twenty-first century, Al you old bastard. I had more of a fight to the death in mind, not pistols at twenty paces." The only option, as he saw it, was to kill the vampire and that was going to be problematic. Alistair wouldn't let his guard down for an instant or put himself in a position away from areas populated with humans. He knew Zac would attempt bodily harm given the slightest opportunity. A fight to the death was the only option he would consider and was banking that the other vampire's arrogance would be his downfall. There was no way he would win on strength alone; there was close to four hundred years between them. If he was to actually kill him, a challenge of this magnitude outside of town was the only way.

Alistair's eyes brightened, "A fight to the death. No rules, only death for the loser."

Zac pushed him back, dropping his grip from his shirt. He wouldn't play mind games with him, no matter what he threatened to do. If he won, then Alistair would be gone for good and if he lost, well, he'd be dead. Zac could think of worse things.

"In the woods by the manor," Zac said. "Two hours. And come alone." He knew he couldn't rely on Sam, his brother didn't agree with his tactics almost one hundred percent of the time. And a death match? Well, that one took the cake. This he had to do on his own. 
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Tucking a wooden stake in the back of his jeans, Zac made his way through the forest. Moonlight filtered through the trees, casting long eerie shadows that distorted the ground ahead. The nominated two hours had passed and he hoped he was going to his victory, not his death. 

The older vampire was standing so still, he almost mistook him for another shadow. Alistair's soft chuckle cut through the silence, "Are you ready to die, Zachary?"

"Quit the small talk, Al. Lets get on with it," he sneered, chomping at the bit to draw blood.

Alistair pulled a gun from behind him, which had been hidden under his jacket. Pointing at Zac's thigh, he pulled the trigger, the bullet tearing through flesh and splattering blood as it made contact. The force of the close range impact knocked him from his feet and he landed heavily on his back, grimacing in pain, clutching his leg.

"Wow," Zac hissed through clenched teeth. "Talk about bringing a sword to a gunfight. You're a piece of work, Al. Where'd you get the wooden bullets? From ye olde carpenter shoppe? How long did it take you to whittle those you old bastard?"

Alistair laughed, clearly not put off by his sarcastic observations. "I'm not one for these devices," he tucked the gun back into the back of his pants. "Call me old fashioned, but I like to use my hands. That way I can feel the life bleed from you when I tear your heart from your chest."

Zac grimaced as he dug his fingers into his torn flesh and pulled the bullet out. Throwing it aside, his eyes darkened to black as he lunged for Alistair, knocking him to the ground with a roar. The stake was in his hand, but the older vampire grabbed his wrist before he could bring it down into his heart. There was a crack as the bone broke under the pressure. Grimacing in pain, he dropped the stake as Alistair threw him to the side with enough force to crash him into a tree.

Landing with a thud, Zac was on his feet in a flash, ignoring the pain in his broken wrist. He'd had worse and was still able to fight. Alistair was on him before he could react, the older vampires strength overpowering as he shoved him back against the tree trunk, his forearm crushing his neck, almost cutting off his airway. Twisting to the side, Zac managed to free himself, Alistair's arm crushing into the tree, the bark splintering under the force. 

"Stop playing with your food, Al," he darted behind him, grasping his left arm, wrenching backwards until it broke.

Alistair roared in anger as much as pain and grabbed Zac around the neck again before he could escape. Zac tried to struggle out of the headlock, but this time, the other vampires grip didn't budge. 

"Oh, I like it when they struggle," he chortled as he tightened his grip around Zac's neck, landing punch after punch into his unprotected face. Breaking his nose and splitting his lip, blood poring out of the multiple gashes that were opening up with every impact.

Gasping for breath, he eyed the gun that had fallen onto the ground a mere four-foot to the right. If he could manage to loosen Alistair's grip and free himself, he might have a chance to slow him down with a few bullets before staking him. Struggling, he managed to kick sideways, his shin connecting with Alistair's leg, buckling his knee and making him stumble.

As the grip slackened from around his neck, he managed to lunge to the right and snatch the gun from the ground before Alistair could kick it out of reach. Without hesitation, Zac fired, a bullet imbedding itself into the older vampire's stomach. It wasn't enough to knock him to the ground, but he doubled over, clutching his bleeding abdomen in surprise. It was the millionth of a second that Zac needed to stab upwards, the stake hitting its mark with a sickening thud as it tore through flesh and sinew until it rammed home into Alistair's heart. 

"You were stronger, Alistair, but not smarter," sneered Zac as the life drained from the vampires eyes as he pushed him backwards onto the ground, dead. Grimacing, he held his broken wrist and spat the blood that had pooled in his cut mouth onto his desiccated body. "Good riddance."

Turning away from the body, he jumped in surprise as he saw a woman emerge from the surrounding forest. She approached calmly, her hands clasped in front of her, expression cold. Zac frowned as he took in her dress; it was something akin to what ancient Roman women would have worn. Long white folds of silk, low over her shoulders, draped to the ground, cinched at the hips by a low golden belt. Long auburn hair had been pinned up in elaborate braids, a few curls left out to frame her cold face. Zac automatically knew not to make fun of her appearance.

"And who the fuck are you?" he sneered when she came to rest a few paces away.

The woman cocked her head, glaring, "I am the founding witch Katrin and you've just murdered one of my most beloved creations."

Just what he needed, a witch in fancy dress. "And what are you going to do? Cast some witchy juju spell on me?" Before she could answer, Zac threw the stake at her with alarming speed, but as it made contact she vanished, the stake imbedding itself in the tree behind the spot she had stood.

"You will suffer vampire, for the murder of your own kind," he jumped as Katrin's voice came from behind him. "I will enjoy hunting you and all those you love, inflicting pain the likes of which you cannot imagine."

Zac whirled around to face the witch, who had materialized behind him out of thin air. "If you could kill me, you would have already done it," he waived his hand towards her and her form shimmered where it passed through. "You're transparent, so I'd like to see you touch me."

She laughed, filling the surrounding forest with her musical voice, "I'm going to enjoy watching you writhe in agony."

Gasping, he clutched his chest at the sudden pain that tore through his heart. Falling to his knees he tried to draw even breathes, but couldn't draw any oxygen, his airway closing in on itself. Just as suddenly as the pain overtook him, it was gone. 

"That," Katrin crooned. "Was a precursor, vampire. We will meet again, you and I."

When he looked up, he was alone except for Alistair's cold dead corpse. Wiping the blood from his nose with the back of his hand, Zac groaned as he began to drag what was left of the vampire away. The witch had disappeared, but had left the heavy promise of retribution behind. 

If Zac thought he was in trouble before, he was well and truly screwed now.

 


 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

It was the second time in as many days that Zac walked home after a fight, his clothes torn and bloodied. He'd killed Alistair, but had dug himself a deeper hole. An ancient dead witch who had claimed to be the creator of all vampires had marked him for a slow and painful death. Best birthday present, ever.

It was late when he finally came home, wandering up the driveway, well after midnight. Opening the front door with a little less force than last time, he shuffled into the parlor and headed straight for the scotch. He thought it was best to get a few drinks in his brother before telling him the bad news. Zac poured Sam a glass as he heard his brother sit on the couch behind him.

"Do I even want to know what you've been doing all night?" Sam said, exasperated. "I have a good idea, considering Liz came over and told me what happened with Alistair."

"Well, I fucking killed the bastard," Zac sneered, getting right to the point, handing the glass to him.

"And?" Sam took a large mouthful of the liquor as if in preparation for what was coming next.

"And, his dead witchy overlord is out for my blood. Refill?" he asked sarcastically, waving the bottle of scotch at his brother.

"Wait," Sam said, holding his annoyance in check. "Start from the beginning. You killed Alistair? How?"

"I challenged him to a duel," Zac said sarcastically. "Slapped him with a leather riding glove and everything. Very authentic. Then I staked him."

"Zac..." he scolded.

"That, brother, was the truth. I challenged him to a fight to the death. Book smarts won over brute strength," he said, tapping his temple. 

Sam closed his eyes and held his head in his hands, fed up, "And what if he'd killed you? Did you stop to think about us?"

Zac took a long draught of scotch straight from the bottle, "Yes, I thought about it. This was my issue to deal with, Sam. I did this to protect everyone. I did what I had to do."

"You could have warned me," he said quietly.

"And you would have stopped me," Zac replied sarcastically. 

"Well, that's just great," Sam shook his head. "Murderous vampires and now dead witches? Geesus."

"Can you see into the fucking future, Sam, because I sure can't," he yelled, the now empty bottle smashing into the large fireplace, the remnants of alcohol flaring in the flames. "He wouldn't have stopped until we were either dead or exposed. Killing him was my only option."

"And this witch?" he asked calmly, trying not to exacerbate his brothers mood.

"She claimed to be a founding witch named Katrin. But, she was transparent," he sighed, sharply. "Very much dead and ghostly. Dripping with ectoplasm."

Sam shook his head and contemplated this, "You could have come to me, Zac. We could have found another way. One without killing."

"Well, I'm so sorry I can't be the kindhearted human wannabe vampire you so desperately want me to be," Zac seethed. "Guess what, brother. We're vampires. We fight, we hunt and we kill. It's what we are."

"There's always an alternative, Zac. You just have to be open to hearing it." 

"You might be content in fighting your true nature, but I've made my peace Sam. I understand what I am, even if you don't," he walked across the room before turning around. "I will speak to Gabby in the morning. You can stay out of it if that's what you want." He left the room, leaving Sam to make his own decision, his mind already made up.
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Gabby wasn't too pleased about been woken up at eight am on a Sunday morning, even less pleased to hear Zac's voice. Pleading wasn't his thing, so he suggested it might be a good idea to help him, being guilty by association. She'd reluctantly agreed to come over to the manor once she was ready.

Zac was already into the alcohol by the time his brother had woke. He was riled up already and he had a feeling it was going to be a trying day and that meant he needed all the calming down he could get. And he was getting hungry. He sat heavily on the couch, leaning his head back, staring at the ceiling. Dead witches pretty much took the cake so far. They'd never encountered so many supernaturals in one place before. Witches, vampires, werewolves and now ghosts. Next it would be voodoo spirit lords and Aztec witch doctors. 

"I'm surprised to see you here, brother," Zac looked up as Sam sat across from him.

"We're brothers, Zac. You're shit is my shit," he replied firmly.

"And so eloquently put," he scoffed.

Sam snorted as they heard the front door close and footsteps approaching down the hall. Gabby strode in, carrying her grimore in her arms. The tattered book that was over five hundred years old, protected by magic from deteriorating and falling apart. 

She flopped down on the leather armchair and said with a hint of sarcasm, "This better be worth giving up my Sunday for."

"Long story short," Zac announced. "I killed Alistair, his dead witchy overlord appeared out of thin air proclaiming that she was the founding witch Katrin, whatever that means, and that I will die a long and horrible death. Thoughts?"

Gabby stared at him in surprise, not expecting a tirade of that magnitude. At least not one that included the words 'founding witch'. She looked slowly to Sam, who nodded. Well, at least it was a truthful tirade.

"Well," she began, opening the grimore carefully.

"Is there anything in your diary about this Katrin?" Zac swirled his drink around in his glass.

Gabby glared at him and turned back to the grimore, turning the pages. "There's a passage about the founding witches and the one who broke her covenant with them," she stated. "Katrin. She betrayed her sisters for power and created a creature that could do her bidding long after she had passed. Vampires. She bound them to herself, so they would follow her for eternity."

"She seemed to believe that she had created Alistair herself," Zac said.

"Then maybe she was telling the truth. Maybe she is one of the founding witches," Sam said. "She was an apparition, so maybe her spirit still lives, that's why Alistair was bound to her."

"And how she knew he was dead," Zac added.

"If she is, then she would be strong enough to do it. The founders were the beginning, the most powerful of us, ever. But why would she create vampires?" Gabby agreed with Sam's conclusion. It made the most sense.

"To do her dirty work," Zac sneered.

"Probably, but I don't think that was the only reason," Gabby shook her head. "Why create a predator who needs blood to survive who can only walk in the night, when all you need is someone to do your bidding after you're dead?"

"You're right, it doesn't make sense, but all we need to know is how to get rid of her," Zac pointed out, exasperated. "I'd rather be the one doing the hunting, not the other way round."

"You don't want to know anything about the first vampires?" Sam was surprised.

"Why? We've been doing okay. The more we meet, the more trouble we get in."

"Don't you mean, the more you piss off the more trouble I get in?" Sam said, seriously.

"You're the one who chose to come along for the ride," he sneered. "Don't have a cry now."

Gabby sighed loudly, "If you two are finished bickering like children, I have more."

"Do please enlighten us, Glinda," Zac rolled his eyes.

"Right," Gabby stood and began gathering her things. "If you don't want my help, you just have to say so. I have better things to do than take shit from you."

Sam stood hastily and said, "Gabby, I'm sorry. We do need your help. Please stay." He turned and glared at Zac who shrugged.

"What?" he asked, annoyed. 

Gabby sat back down with an exasperated sigh; "There's a summoning spell in the grimore that caught my attention."

"And what does it summon?" Zac asked.

"The one known as the Witch Hunter," Gabby flipped to the page and began to read. "The one betrayed by their own. The one who punishes the ones turned evil, the hunter of witches who would do harm. Cast this call and perchance the hunter will deign to speak."

"You want us to summon a witch hunter?" Zac laughed at the notion.

"It's all I got," she shrugged. "But there is a warning that goes along with it. The Witch Hunter is a very old and powerful vampire, unpredictable and only serves their own end."

"Well, they sound like a riot," Zac snorted.

"I don't think it's a good idea," Sam said, warily. "It could do more harm than good."

"From what I can tell, the Witch Hunter helped my ancestor, the one who wrote the spell. For a vampire to help a witch, that's kind of a big deal," she looked pointedly at Zac, who glared at her in return.

"Is there anything else about them?" asked Sam.

"Not much, but this spell was written in 1542. It's one of the first in the book and one of the only ones I can read," she said, not mentioning that she thought it was an omen. For good or bad, she didn't know. "The story goes that the church and crown in Wales passed through a law naming witchcraft as a felony and those found practicing would face punishment of death. The first law of its kind. The witch who wrote the spell was accused, having been framed by another witch, who was using her power for evil. Exploiting the townspeople, summoning devils and monsters. This is what drew the Witch Hunter to the village. They formed a tentative alliance and under the cover of darkness the Hunter tore the devils to pieces and stole the evil witches light."

"What does that mean?" asked Sam, intrigued by the story. "Stole her light?"

"They probably took her power. Anyway, the Hunter left a trail of mutilated bodies in their wake, horrifying the good witch. The next morning some angry townsfolk, who had been spying on them, tore her from her bed. She had no trial and was tied to a wooden pole at the centre of the village. They intended to burn her for the crime of witchcraft and murder, for they believed it was she that had summoned the devils. As the flames grew around her, the Witch Hunter came back and saved her from the fire and took her far away from the angry mob to live out her days without fear of exposure. She married and had a family and passed the grimore to her daughter."

"It seems that the Hunter has a heart, at least," Sam said absently.

"If you call tearing apart devils, mutilating their bodies and stealing witches power, having a heart, then we have a serious problem," Gabby exclaimed, snapping the grimore shut.

"Pfft, it's just a story," scoffed Zac.

"It's meant to serve as a warning," Gabby scolded. "One you would do well to heed."

"Do it," he said. "Damn the consequences."

"No," Sam said warily, shaking his head. "Rushing headlong into situations like this is what got us into this in the first place."

"Can you banish a founding witches spirit for eternity, let alone find her?" he asked both of them. When they remained silent he said, "Thought so."

"I'll do it," Gabby sighed. "Just know that I'm reluctant, but I'm helping you anyway. You owe me, Zac."

"And we thank you for that," Sam said pointedly, understanding what Gabby was sacrificing to help them. Witches and vampires had been at war for hundreds of years; that they had become friends in the first place was a miracle.

"What do you need to do for the spell?" Zac asked, interrupting Sam.

"It's part potion and incantation," she replied, reading through the pages again. 

"Okay, so it's an outdoorsy thing," he said.

"If you want. The spell will leave a calling card of sorts, attached to the place it was cast. It would lead the Witch Hunter here, if here was the place we chose to do it," Gabby explained, leaving the choice up to the brothers.

"The old cemetery," Zac said. "I don't want any witchy residue in the house."

"I have to go get a few things. I will meet you there in an hour or so." Gabby slipped the grimore into her bag and made for the front door, not waiting for an answer. She hardly believed that she had been roped into helping them. When Liz found out, she'd be furious.
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The cemetery was located on the edge of the main manor grounds, off to the side of the original plantation. Over one up hundred and fifty years, the land had been reclaimed by nature, the swampland encroaching back to its original form. 

Most of the cemetery itself was overgrown; falling out of repair as the locals began to forget it ever existed. It was full of people who had died over a hundred and fifty years ago, many Degaud plots among the headstones, their family having been one of the first families to have settled in the region. The cemetery was technically located on private property, which was mostly the reason for the lack of upkeep. A space was cleared at the centre, which Gabby had worked on herself months before the brothers had returned to Ashburton, the place she came to learn her powers and be alone.

The vampire brothers lounged in the afternoon sunlight, winter was leaving and the humid summer months were creeping closer. Zac had hated the humidity of the swamps since he was a young boy. Travelling north with the Confederates had seen a summer that was devoid of air uncomfortably heavy with moisture, something he had never experienced before. Civil war had opened his eyes in more ways than learning how to kill a man. War had given his human life purpose when his life was a meaningless disappointment to his family and had given his new one the release he had needed.

"You know I have misgivings about this," Sam said. "We have no idea what meddling with this ancient spell might do. Who it might be calling."

"Well, too bad. What other option do we have?" Zac sat on a cracked headstone, his feet dangling over the edge, tapping on the side.

"We could find a stronger witch, find a way to deal with this ourselves."

"Oh, c'mon. Even you're not convinced by that hair-brained scheme. It's written all over your face," Zac folded his arms, detecting the hesitation in his brother’s plan. "A million bucks says you wouldn't leave in the first place."

Sam sighed and cocked his head to the side, to let him know that Gabby was approaching. They would continue this later, no doubt. She strode into the cemetery, the grimore in her arms and a bag slung over her shoulder. "Let's get this over with," she said, getting right down to business.

They watched as she picked up a long stick and began to draw a rough pentagram in the dirt. Once it was complete, she placed the bowl in the centre and poured a dark brown liquid into it from a plastic bottle. Sitting on the ground at the base of the pentagram, she drew her bag close and pulled out a hunting knife, "I need some of your blood. Who wants to do the honors?"

"Why?" asked Sam.

"Vampire blood must call vampire blood. It won't work another way," she gestured for one of them to come forward.

"Fine. Use mine," Zac held his hand out. The sooner this was over the sooner they could deal with the bigger issue. It wasn't the greatest feeling to be stalked by a rouge witch from beyond the grave. He'd done some horrible things in his time, but self-preservation was more tantalizing than repenting.

Gabby cut his hand with the knife and wasn't gentle about it either. Clenching his fist, he remained silent as blood dripped into the potion, sizzling as each drop collided with the surface, even though the liquid was cold.

"Now read this while I do the incantation," Gabby held out the translation of the spell she had written on a scrap of notepaper.

Snatching it from her he read the incantation and scoffed, "You witches just love your poetry."

Gabby rolled her eyes, "It's what was written in the grimore. Just read it and shut the hell up."

Reluctantly, he began to read as she chanted in some old language they'd never heard before. Witch speak, most likely. "Blood of my blood, I summon thee, blood of my blood, I beseech thee, blood of my blood, in heaven and hell come save me."

The potion burst into flames and they leant away from the sudden heat and smoke. "I guess that means it worked," Gabby laughed nervously. 

"If it worked where is the vampire?"

"It doesn't work that way, Zac. We put out the call, now we have to wait for an answer." Gabby stood and began to gather her things. 

Zac scowled, "So we just go home and wait?"

Gabby scowled back at him and huffed, "Yes, you wait. I didn't want to do this, just you remember that. This is all I can do, so you'll just have to be satisfied."

"C'mon, Zac," Sam started to walk away. "If the Witch Hunter wants to come, then they will come in their own time."

He watched Gabby's receding form until she disappeared through the trees. Listening to the cemetery closely, he heard nothing but the normal sounds of the forest and Sam's heavy footsteps. How could he wait when he was the one being stalked by god knows what? He knew there was nothing he could do but follow his brother home and keep one eye open at all times. And that annoyed the hell out of him. Hesitantly, he followed Sam home.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Three days had passed since Gabby had cast the summoning spell. And for three days nothing had happened. Zac was a very impatient vampire. Ironic, since he had all the time in the world. Strangely, he'd been more patient as a human being and then it took a lot longer to get anywhere other than where you were.

"You know, I'm sick of all this waiting. There's got to be something we can do," he sighed, looking out the window of the parlor into the garden.

"It's only been three days," Sam said, glancing up from his book, annoyed.

The front door slammed closed, but neither of them looked to see who it was. They knew Liz was walking down the hallway.

"Are you going to tell her?" Zac raised an eyebrow at him.

"Are you?" Sam retorted.

"Where have you two been hiding the past few days?" Liz said, as she walked into the parlor. "Wait. Maybe I don't want to know the answer to that."

"Then why'd you ask?" Zac grinned wickedly at her when she rolled her eyes.

"Where were you when I came looking for you on Sunday? I thought we were going to do something?" Liz asked Sam, who glanced to his brother, not knowing what he should say.

"We were out with Gabby performing blood sacrifices," Zac winked at her, a mocking tone in his voice. "Why are you asking anyway? I know Gabby told you."

"How did you know?" she asked, confused.

"I didn't, you just told me," he ducked as a cushion flew at his head.

Sam groaned inwardly. Of course Gabby would tell her. They shared just about everything with each other and stood to reason she'd share this bombshell as well.

"When were you going to tell me?" Liz objected.

"I knew you'd disapprove," Zac said, leaning against the windowsill.

"Yeah, of course I do," she cried, annoyed. "Did you think any of it through?"

"Yes, of course I did," he looked away. He didn't like to keep her out of the loop, but he had to.

"All of five seconds!"

"Look, if we had of told you, we would have spent ten years arguing about whether we were going to do it or not. And if you hadn't noticed, I think ten years is a bit of an optimistic time frame for planning our defenses," Zac smiled sarcastically. "That's why I'm me and you're you."

Liz sighed dramatically, sitting back onto the couch, her arms folded across her chest, "Fine. It's too late now."

Zac shook his head, "Anyway, you guys are getting hungry. Have you thought about the Chihuahua’s?"

"We've had to go further afield to hunt," Sam said. "It's getting harder to dodge them." 

The werewolf pack had lived in a smaller town nearby for years, or so they had heard. They weren't an issue to the brothers when they had first returned home, but that may have had something to do with them trying to be human. Once they had caught on that vampires were living in the area, they did all they could to inch them out. Especially once they knew that Sam and Liz only fed on animals. Claiming even more territory until they had it all. 

"They're pushing us out so they can claim the town," Liz said.

"That's because they know they can't win a fight against all of us together," Zac scoffed. "They're using dirty underhanded techniques to get their own way."

"I know what you're trying to insinuate, Zac," Sam warned.

"What? It's is our home and sure as hell I'm not going to let some dog screw with you," he said defensively.

"The moon is almost full," Sam warned. 

The werewolves would be stronger the closer it came to a full moon, when their compulsory transformation neared. It would be stupid to go out into the forest at night; even they would be overpowered. Werewolves could change at any time, but were at the mercy of the phases of the moon, their strength waxing and waning with it.

"Fine, I won't start anything with them," Zac huffed, exasperated. "But if they come at you or Liz, I will do what I need to."

"Understood," Sam said, knowing that he wouldn't be able to change his mind.

"You know I'm coming with you tomorrow, right?" 

Sam laughed, "You finally want to try a squirrel?"

"Very funny, Samuel. I'm more into wolves," Zac snorted.

"Their bite can change a human, god knows what it can do to a vampire," he said in a last ditch effort to dissuade Zac. 

"What do you take me for? I ain't some green recruit, Sam. I'm an expert," he winked.

"That's what I'm afraid of," he sighed. "You can come with us, but don't start anything. We can't afford it right now."

"Aye, aye, Captain. Oh wait, that's me," Zac laughed, earning him a slap in the head with another cushion from Liz.

Zac grinned to himself. Tomorrow at sunset, it would be vampires vs werewolves one way or the other. His bet was that the dogs would start it.
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The late afternoon sun burnt orange through the treetops, casting long shadows over the open yard in front of the manor. Zac was perched on top of the brick fence, waiting impatiently for Sam and Liz to arrive home. When he finally caught sight of them coming up the driveway, he jumped down and went to meet them.

"About time," he sighed dramatically.

"Chomping at the bit as per usual, I see," Sam said, thumping his brother on the shoulder.

"Sooner we go, the sooner it's done," he said.

"Just stay back, okay?" Sam said, holding his hand up. "If it looks like trouble, then do what you have to."

"Fine," Zac grimaced. "I'll be your little escort service. I won't touch the stinking dogs unless they try something."

Sam assessed his answer for a moment before nodding and turning towards the forest. Just as he said he would, Zac hung back, perched up in a tree some distance back from them, watching and listening. 

It didn't take long for their presence to be noted, as if they were waiting for the vampires to hunt tonight. As the werewolves sauntered through the forest in their human forms, Sam and Liz stood deathly still in the middle of a clearing, waiting for the inevitable, Zac waiting silently in the shadows.

"I thought we told you vamps not to come here anymore," the hulking man they knew to be the pack master, declared as they came close.

"Do you really want us to feed on innocent human beings?" Sam scoffed. 

"We want you dead or gone. Whichever comes first," snarled the pack master.

"We only feed on animals," Sam tried to reason. "We don't want to hurt anyone. Surely we can make a deal."

The wolves began to laugh, the menacing sound carrying around the now dark forest. 

"Change it up, boys," he said to the others, his eyes beginning to glow a deep amber. "Let's get us some vampers."

Liz stared in horror as the pack master began to change, his teeth elongating into the sharp incisors of an over large wolf, silver hair sprouting all over his skin. He tore his shirt and jeans off without any regard for his modesty. Roaring as much in pain as to intimidate them, every bone in his body began snapping and twisting as he slowly transformed. 

As the rest of the werewolves followed suit, Zac jumped from tree to tree, only slightly rocking each one as he landed. Before the pack master could complete his transformation, he dived from the tree above, savagely striking him in the head. The half man, half wolf fell heavily to the ground, his pack mates howling and snapping as they completed their change. 

"Run," Zac turned to Sam and Liz, pointing to the dark forest behind them.

"What about you?" Sam as he took a few steps backwards.

"Are you stupid? Run!" he yelled, turning back towards the pack, growling deep in his throat.

As Sam and Liz ran the opposite direction, Zac jumped over the snapping jaws of the werewolves, intent on luring as many of them as he could away from the others. Bolting in the opposite direction, he bit open his wrist, dripping a trail of his blood for them to follow. He knew this land better than the back of his own hand. The vegetation had changed somewhat since he was human, but all the dips and rises were the same. Making a mental note of his location, he veered right, flanking the swamp. It had receded some, but was still there.

One of the wolves was right on his heels, snapping at every opportunity looking for its mark. If it bit him, he was probably a goner. The river was directly ahead, along with a sharp drop that plummeted into the muddy bank below. If he was lucky, he would give this wolf a surprise.

Breaking through the trees, he almost missed the edge, jumping at the last minute. Barely clearing the breadth of the river, he threw his weight forward, grasping a low branch. There was a sharp yelp behind him as the wolf desperately tried to slow itself, but the drop had appeared too suddenly. It fell in a shower of decaying leaves and earth, landing heavily into the thick mud below. Zac hauled himself up onto the high bank on the opposite side and glanced down one more time. The werewolf was well and truly stuck in the bank below, struggling to free itself from the sucking mud with no avail. If it changed back into human form, his hulking body would weigh him down more.

Zac sneered at the pathetic sight and turned back towards the manor, where he knew Sam and Liz would be circling back to. Running as fast as he could through the trees, he caught the scent of another wolf ahead. As it lunged for him out of the shadows, he jumped, grasping a limb above him causing the wolf to sail past harmlessly. His feet had barely touched the ground before he'd turned, grasping a fallen branch like a baseball bat. The wolf had scrambled back around and faced him, its eyes reflecting in the moonlight. It advanced slowly on him, snarling. Incisors that had to be at least four inches long, dripped with saliva, ready to tear through his flesh.

Suddenly, the wolf lunged, jaws widened to tear through his jugular. The branch swung and connected with the furry flesh of the wolf with a sickening thud, sending it crashing back through the trees, howling in rage as much as pain. The forest fell into silence as its limp body came to rest somewhere in the darkness. 

Pausing only a second, Zac dumped the branch and continued on to the rendezvous point. 

Coming up on the clearing he caught sight of Sam and Liz, surrounded by four wolves. As the lead wolf tensed to attack, Zac was on it, crushing its ribs in a vice grip around its gut. Tossing the wounded wolf aside, he put himself in between the vampires and their immediate danger.

Crouching down so he could look the four wolves directly in the eye, he sneered, "Here puppy, puppy, puppy."

Then there were five wolves, the one Zac had embedded in the mud, nowhere to be seen. Amber eyes flashed in the darkness as they fixated on their prey. Suddenly, one wolf feigned an attack from Zac's left, distracting him long enough so a large rusty colored wolf could launch itself at his jugular from the right.

Knocked flat on his back, he roared in anger, grasping the neck of the werewolf, using all of his strength to keep its snapping jaws at a distance. He quite liked his face; it would be counterproductive if it were ripped off.

Abruptly, the wolf was torn from him, a ear piercing yelp as bones crunched. Scrambling to his feet, he hissed as he laid eyes on an unfamiliar vampire standing over the twisted remains of the werewolf that had been an inch from his face moments before.

The clearing had fallen silent, the wolves falling back to a safe distance, seemingly to regroup. The vampire silently assessed them before glancing back to the vampires behind him. 

"This one has been marked," the vampire snarled at the assembled wolves, pointing to Zac. "He does not die until it is appointed." He kicked the remains of the wolf towards the pack.

The wolves backed away, snarling, one of their number grasping the body of their fallen comrade by the rough of the neck, dragging him with them. 

Then the three vampires were alone with the intruder, the one obviously sent by Katrin. He turned and sneered at them with contempt, like they were an annoyance he'd rather deal with the same way. Blatantly assessing Zac, he gave him a look that dismissed him as harmless. Turning without a word, he disappeared into the darkness of the forest.

"Well, it's safe to say that we're being watched," Zac announced to no one in particular, annoyed that the fight had been ended prematurely.

"Do you think they know about, you know?" asked Liz quietly.

"No," Zac replied, still staring in the direction the vampire had disappeared. "If they knew, then this would have ended differently."

They stood in silence for a few minutes as if waiting for the shadows themselves to come and fight them. A mournful howl in the direction of the river broke the heavy silence, making Zac smirk in satisfaction. 

"Let's go home," Sam sighed and took Liz's hand, leading her away, Zac still staring after the unknown vampire.

They hadn't solved anything with the wolves, but maybe now they would be spooked enough not to try anything. Only time would tell if they could venture out into the forest without incident. But he was more worried about Katrin. Until now her threat had seemed empty. Life had continued as normal, the ramifications of staking Alistair non-existent. Zac sighed uneasily. Perhaps he didn't know as much as he thought he did. He took his deflated ego and disappeared into the darkness.

 

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

Drawing her first breath burnt her disused lungs and she coughed uncontrollably. Sitting bolt upright in a panic, she looked around herself wildly, disorientated. Where the hell am I? Her thoughts scrambled to make sense of her situation, her heart hammering wildly against her chest.

The air was dark and damp around her, thick with the scent of earth. Slowly her murky vision cleared and she realized she was in the cave where she escaped the unbearable draw of killing. The reek of blood had stained the fields above and she couldn't take it anymore. The aura of death had driven her to the precipice and the thought of killing a human for pleasure abhorred her. Now, she began to remember.

My name is Aya. I escaped to this cave for the long sleep. To clear my self of the urge to kill. To let an age past before I can walk the earth again. I am below the fields of southern America. Ashburton, Louisiana. The haze in her mind began to clear and she stood carefully, stretching her disused muscles. Casting her mind above, she felt nothing but silence. Aya was a vampire, but she had been granted with other skills besides. She could sense emotions, which was a blessing and a curse. Recalling the battlefields above, she shuddered. Too much concentrated emotion always threatened to overwhelm her and she had to be careful. War was enough to drive her mad if she didn't protect herself. The American Civil War. She was glad she slept through that. 

She brushed the dust and cobwebs from herself and ran her fingers through her long black hair. She really had to remember to cover herself with something next time. Who knew what had lived in here with her over the years. She had to find her way outside, find something to eat and clean herself before exploring the world above. She smiled at the thought of going outside; she was starving. How long had she been sleeping?

She made her way from the cave down the passageway she barely remembered. She had entered this place so abruptly, never taking in her surroundings fully. It was hidden from the outside, of that she was sure. Still at the mouth of the cave was the heavy rock she had placed to block the small hole that served as the cave entrance. With no effort, she pulled the boulder aside and light poured through the opening along with the fresh crisp air of the world. The sun was still climbing in the sky as she emerged into the day. Blinking furiously, she held up her hand, shielding herself from the glare as her eyes became accustomed. 

The land outside the cave had changed somewhat; the vegetation was thicker and a little wilder than she remembered. A short way off she caught the glimpse of light reflecting off water and recalled a lake being there. Cautiously, she made her way towards it, ready to catch the scent of any nearby animal. She was bound to have more luck closer to the waters edge. Chance happened that she came across a lone deer grazing, separated from its mates. Once Aya had stated her hunger, she went for a semblance of a bath.

The water of the lake was dark, the surface lightly rippled by the light breeze that was flowing from the east. Aya, content that no one was around for at least a mile, peeled off her dress and tiptoed into the lake, shivering at the cold. She washed herself with the gravel that littered the bottom, rinsed her waist length hair as best she could and scrubbed her dress. She wondered how the times had changed, and if her clothing would pass until she found more. She was still very 1800s, but at least she had some decent boots under her cream shift dress.

Completely naked, she sat on the shore amongst some weeping willows that were still devoid of their leaves and ran her fingers through the drops of light that spilled between the curled branches. Her clothes lay on some rocks nearby, drying in the early morning sun. By the air around her, she guessed it was late winter, early spring, though the temperature didn't bother her much. A vampire in the sun was an abnormality, but she wasn't a typical vampire. 

Musing about her awakening as her mind became clearer, she remembered a dream. And she rarely dreamed while she was asleep. She was walking through a forest, thick with ancient trees, covered in moss and vines. Lush and the purest green she had ever seen in all her long years. She reached out and laid her hands against the trunk of the closest tree, listening to the sounds around her. She was vaguely aware of a humming growing around her that grew into a voice chanting. "Blood of my blood..." it was the faintest whisper and she almost didn't catch the words. Looking about her, her blue eyes sparkling in the dappled sunlight, she gasped. 

Aya jerked her head up, suddenly awake. She had dozed again at the memory of the dream. Someone had called her, she was now certain of it, and they had used an ancient spell to do so. There was some power at play here and she had to be all the more careful. She could be walking into a trap if she wasn't prepared; others hunted her as she hunted them. Who had called her and what did they need her for? These were the questions she needed answered, and for that she needed to find the spot where the spell was cast. Only then could she begin to track for other answers. 

Pulling her clothes on, she began to wander the shore of the lake, sending her mind abroad to feel out the land ahead. From the abruptness of her awakening she gathered that the spell was cast nearby, perhaps within a few miles. Someone from the village perhaps? She wondered what had become of the people she had befriended in her short time here during the Civil War. Lived and died, presumably.

It wasn't long before she felt the faint emanations of power from the forest. Wandering lithely through the trees, she came across a graveyard; so overgrown it seemed to seldom hold visitors. The headstones were spotted with yellow lichens and green moss, some dating back to the early part of the 1700s. The few family crypts were in a sorry state, broken windows and doors that had become unhinged and rusted. Aya didn't have much respect for the dead, the neglect not bothering her that much. She much preferred how nature had claimed this place back.

At the centre of the site, an area had been cleared, the earth churned up suggesting it had been done recently. Dead leaves and twigs swept to one side, fallen branches and weeds removed. The ground underneath was bare, with the faint traces of footprints and indentations where objects had lay. Aya noted the markings bore the resemblance to a circle of power, the corners of a pentagram. Witches work. 

At the very centre, she felt the residue of power she had noticed from the lake. Kneeling, she felt the disturbed earth with long pale fingers. Yes, this was where it had happened. Aya heard the subdued humming she recognized from her dream. A potion was made here and it had had blood in it. Potions never sung in such a way, perhaps it was the calling card the spell had left, or the blood itself. 

It was strange that blood would make this sound, or rather singing. It was like a song was being performed only for her to hear. She had never experienced the like of it before. Standing she brushed her hands together to remove the dirt and smirked. Find the source of the song and there her caller would be. One and the same. 
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On her way to the town, Aya came across a farmhouse. Inside, she heard the movements of the humans who dwelt there. At the rear, she found a clothesline where a young woman was pulling in the now dry laundry. A man's voice called her from inside and she disappeared into the house. Aya noticed what the woman was wearing, a white shirt with no collar or sleeves and dark colored trousers... Silently, she pulled similar clothing from the line and disappeared, the houses occupants none the wiser.

Aya dared not move any faster than need be, so it took her some time to reach the outskirts of the village, now town of Ashburton. Even in the muted darkness she remembered how this place was, a small sleepy village, growing more prosperous as time went by. Now, it was a very different place. Much larger, full of strange technology, but more alive and colorful than she had expected. The streets were hard, no longer packed dirt and there were no horses to be seen. Shiny metal vehicles were lined along the street instead and an artificial orange light washed over her surroundings from the street lamps. A little overwhelmed and intrigued at the changed world, she pulled her stolen jacket closer around herself. Compared to other women that were around the streets, she passed as ordinary enough. She was a little surprised at how promiscuous some looked in short skirts above the knee and low-cropped blouses. It seemed acceptable. Normal, even.

Across the street she spied a restaurant and bar that seemed to be where most people were gathered. The clock on the town hall a few doors down stated it was seven thirty pm. The bar was her first and best option to gather information. People talked more freely with a bit of alcohol. She crossed the gardened square and moved through the people gathered on the sidewalks. A few men glanced at her as she passed and their female partners cast her glares that were meant as a warning, which she disregarded without so much as a glance in their direction.

Aya opened the door and stopped just inside the doorway. In a split second she had surveyed the room. Three vampires, a witch and a werewolf. What a small town supernatural hub, Ashburton had really come up in the underworld. Perhaps her rude awakening wouldn’t be such a bad thing after all. This would be very interesting, but she had to be mindful of who these creatures were. The town would be claimed by one of the groups and by the intensity in the bar, she guessed it was up for contention.

She strode towards the bar at the far side of the large open room, aware that eyes were following her progress; human and vampire. The place was not that busy yet, still early evening, but enough that she brushed past her fair share of alcohol fueled young men. Young, human men. She pulled herself up internally. This was reconnaissance only. Fresh, warm human blood straight from the source was an indulgence that too often turned her into something darker than she ever wanted to be.

At the bar she ordered a triple scotch, straight up. The bartender eyed her with a little awe; she didn't have to read his emotions to know that he was a little turned on by the thought. On the house, he had said with a little compulsion. Strange enough, the alcohol helped with her control, but it took a lot of the stuff to make her drunk. 

As the scotch slowly disappeared from the glass, her inner compass took note of the lay of the bar behind her as she sat on a stool, seemingly studying the remaining contents. She listened to the conversations around her, trying to hear anything that would be of use. Assimilating into this slightly insane new era, or locating the source of the singing blood.

Two vampires were seated with the witch at the rear of the bar and were throwing out all kinds of emotions. Mostly she caught apprehension and anger. She couldn't help but notice the fact that they were staring at her and not making any effort to hide it, even if her back was turned. The third vampire seemed to be with them but was flitting around talking to many young humans. She felt young herself; almost newly made. The werewolf, a young testosterone fueled male, was standing to her left ordering drinks. He was unconsciously fidgeting and leaning towards her as if he could sense she was something else. And he reeked of sweat and blood.

To her annoyance, one of the vampires from the table at the rear was approaching in her blind spot. He leant against the bar with the pretence of ordering drinks, but she could feel the curiosity dripping from him. Tall, dark and handsome was such a cliché, but an apt description. He feigned a casual glance in her direction and caught her gaze. Green eyes assessed her from under his messy dark hair. Suddenly, she wondered how old he was. Certainly nowhere near her real age. No vampire in this country was, at least before she went to sleep. It was a new age and a lot more things seemed accessible even for the undead.

"Hi," he smiled at her.

She glanced at him nonchalantly and looked away, not wanting to encourage him.

He held his hand out, flashing a warm smile, ignoring her brush off, "I'm Zachary Degaud and you are?"

She turned her head slightly and looked him up and down, "And what am I going to do with a Zachary Degaud?" She could never help being a little smart.

The faint trace of a smile touched his lips, "Just rolling out the welcome wagon."

"Zachary is such an old fashioned name, is it not?" she prodded at the age card.

"What can I say? Old fashioned parents," he leant closer flashing a wicked smile. She could tell he was one for playing games. Asking casual questions to gain morsels of information. She grinned inwardly not giving herself away to him. In other circumstances she would have had a lot of fun with this one. "But you can just call me Zac. And your name is?" he continued, the smile never leaving his lips.

She pointedly looked him up and down, "You can call me Aya."

"Aya," he tried her name out, seemingly pleased that she had taken the time to assess him. "Aya, what?"

She smirked, "Just, Aya."

"I haven't seen you here before, Just Aya. Are you new to town?" he winked. "And your accent. Do I detect a hint of British there?"

She narrowed her eyes slightly, "Just passing through." Not new to town, I can remember being here long ago, she thought to herself. What a different place it was. She wondered if he knew how dark Ashburton's past really was. "I was born in Britain," she added before she cold stop herself. Well, her accent was unmistakable.

"Only passing? Sounds like you'll be gone soon. Do you mind if I join you for a drink? I'd hate to miss the opportunity to get to know such a beautiful exotic lady."

Aya unsuccessfully stifled a laugh at this. He obviously suspected she was more than human, but trying to glean information from her under duress of flattery? It was a manipulation she was well acquainted with and at least a little fond of. She was also aware that his vampire and witch friend had not stopped watching them, obviously listening in on every word.

"I don't think so, Zachary. I'm not one for falling for cheap flattery from strange men in bars," the lack of emotion in her voice was chilling as she shot him down.

His eyes widened ever so slightly, "Please, call me Zac." He wasn't used to being turned down. He was rather handsome in the dangerous kind of way; seduction was a weapon for him. Before he could retort, the door opened with a crash and a group of rowdy men burst in, laughing and seeming very pleased with themselves. Aya cursed under her breath. She couldn't help but breathe in their scent as the wind blew in around them. They stunk of human blood and sweat and violence. Werewolves. Werewolves that had obviously been on the hunt in their human form. Zac visibly stiffened.

Aya raised her eyebrow at him, "Friends of yours?"

"Not in the slightest," he glanced back to his friends, who were looking a little unsettled, but both groups kept their distance at opposite ends of the bar, giving away that they were currently on edge with each other. These were the groups fighting over the town, now she was sure about it.

Repulsed by the emotions emanating from the wolves, she scowled. Hunting was one thing, but killing innocent humans for sport went against all that she had worked for. She seethed inwardly; it would be so easy to tear them apart, to strew their body parts through the forest. It wouldn't take long. She felt her eyes clouding at the thought, blinking she cleared her mind and turned back to Zac. She had to be careful. There was still the issue of finding the one who had called her without revealing herself in the process.

"Well," she declared. "This town is flavorsome."

Zac laughed uneasily, "True story."

"Your friends look worried, perhaps you should go and reassure them. Your adversaries look like they have already had their fun for the evening," she said to cover the awkward silence that had emerged between them.

"That's very observant of you," he said knowingly.

"I'm a very observant person. It goes without saying. A young woman on her own in a small town in a bar full of macho bravado... one has to look out for oneself."

"Well said, Miss Aya. Are you sure I can't join you?" his wicked grin had returned.

Perhaps he was the one who called her, that's why he was sniffing around. He had a witch friend hovering in the wings who could have cast the spell, but perhaps he was just trying to figure out if she was a vampire. Someone whom he could enlist in the war over territory. She glanced over towards the witch for the first time meeting her gaze. She was a young woman with pale olive toned skin, long dark hair and a warm radiance of muted power. A power that was very familiar, one to watch.

"No," she said, answering his question. "I was just leaving."

"Will I see you again Miss Aya?"

She looked at him with a note of amusement. "Maybe," she shrugged. It was time to withdraw from this supernatural hotbed; all the underlying vendettas that were beginning to emerge in this place were beginning to overwhelm her still groggy senses. She'd only been awake a few hours and had obviously slept a lot longer than she had planned.

Her eyes met the dark brown of the young witches over his shoulder and she said, "Good night Mr. Zachary." And promptly stalked across the room and slunk through the door, the three watching her smooth exit.

 

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

Zac watched Aya as she left, a little uneasy about her abrupt exit. Her clear blue eyes were haunting, almost otherworldly, but as the wolves had come in he was sure they had clouded over. Not like his own black vampire eyes. They were chillingly white. He was now sure she was not entirely human, but what exactly? He had absolutely no idea. They had called a vampire warrior of old. Was it Aya? He wasn't so sure about that; she didn't seem the type on first meeting.

Returning to their table he sunk down into his seat, frowning.

"You could have brought some drinks back, brother," Sam feigned exasperation then added, "She didn't give much away, did she?"

Zac shook his head, "I have to find out more about her. I don't think she's a vampire, but she's certainly not one hundred percent human."

"You have to find out more?" Gabby raised her eyebrows. "I think I should do some digging. After all, I can sense vampires and other things."

Sam shook his head, "Are you sure Gabby? Your powers are not developed. What if she is the Hunter and takes offense that we summoned her? She could rip you apart before you could react! And besides, we don't know if the vampire is male or female. There's no real way of telling." 

Zac cocked his head to the side as if he were listening for something, "I can still feel her outside. I'm going to follow her."

Sam grabbed his arm as he made to stand up, "I know you're keen for some action mate, but I don't think you should push it. And the wolves are here."

Zac's face became dark with anger, "Let me be brother. You and I both know that I am made for this. I spent the last one hundred years stalking death and tormenting the living, and that's not a skill easily forgotten. And if you are thinking about stopping me, remember I am stronger than you. You still feed on squirrels."

Sam let him go, "I thought you were trying to change. Let this one go."

"You can't change a vampires basic nature, Sam. The sooner you realize that, the happier you will be." And he was already halfway across the bar before Sam could formulate a response.

Gabby frowned after him. "Don't worry, Sam. Zac knows how to handle himself in a bind, that I'll give him. But he is a massive arse. Don't beat yourself up over it."

"And he's done such a bang up job of it the past week," Sam smiled unconvincingly and frowned as the door closed behind his brother.
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Aya knew he would follow. She stood on the sidewalk some distance away from the bar, the heavy night air clinging tightly around her. Pulling back into the shadows she watched as he stepped into the street and looked around, listening. As he turned her way, she sidled into the ally that ran the length of the heritage building that housed several shops; the town council buildings were on the opposite side. Typically, it was lined with a few dumpsters and fire escapes and darkness. Aya grinned at the cliché that hadn't changed. At least it wasn't a dead end, as if that would be an issue anyway. 

She jumped lithely to the top of the fire escape two stories up, crouching back into the shadows, waiting. Zac had stopped at the mouth of the alleyway, silhouetted by the light of the street lamps. He was using all his strength in looking for her, that she could tell. Look all you want, vampire, you won't find me. She was an expert in stealth and evasion.

He took a few cautious steps into the darkness, listening. She was confident he couldn't sense her, but he continued into the alley, regardless. He looked around a moment and turned to leave, but halted when he saw what awaited him. The five werewolves from the bar stalked into the opening, blocking the way, their bulky forms silhouetted by the orange glow of the street lamps. Sniggering, they circled Zac, their breath vaporizing in the chilled night air.

Aya heard the faint growl of warning that came from deep inside Zac's throat as he looked at each of the wolves in turn, "Best you go back to your kennels boys before you do something you regret."

They all laughed at him like he had just told the most hilarious joke ever. "Five against one, blood sucker and the moon's full. When we kill you it will be a nice message to yer brother and his whore," spat the one he knew to be the pack master. "You kill one of ours and we kill one of you."

"Oh, but that wasn't us who ripped his head off," he sneered. "Honestly, I'm disappointed it wasn't me who got to do the honors."

"We don't give one shit about vamper business. We want you outta this town fer good," the pack master drawled, approaching him.

Before Zac could react, the two wolves behind him lunged forward stabbing him through both shins with wooden stakes they had concealed in their sleeves. He fell to the ground howling in pain, "Oh, you'll be sorry you did that dogs." 

The wolves howled with laughter, circling him. "Man, you're the dumbest vamper we've ever had the pleasure of beatin' ta death. We will love takin' our time stakin' you."

Zac rolled over, pulling the stakes from his legs grimacing as each came free, "Like to see you try, Fido." His eyes misted black and he bared his fangs lunging for the leader, the pack master, but the others were on him and he was flung backwards, hitting the brick wall hard. Before he was on his feet, a wolf had staked him in the shoulder. Collapsing with a cry of rage, he kicked out and tripped his attacker. In one swift movement, he tore the stake from his shoulder and stabbed it through the wolf’s knee, hobbling him. 

Enraged, the pack was on top of him, trying to hold him down while the pack master kicked and punched. There were audible snapping sounds as he broke Zac's arms, his jaw. Aya winced, could she hold herself back from this? He was a vampire and they were werewolves, hardly innocents. It wasn't what she fought against, not her right to interfere.

Zac was on his knees, blood pouring from dozens of wounds on his torso and legs, dripping from his mouth. The smell of it was overwhelming, intoxicating. The pack master punched him savagely in the ribs and the crack was audible as several broke under the impact. Zac doubled over crying out in pain as the wolves yelled, "Fucking die, vampire!"

Aya hissed. The filthy dogs were going to kill him. She wasn't wrapt with the idea of revealing herself so soon, but the emotions and the lure of blood radiating from Zac was too much. Before she realized, she had silently appeared behind the pack master, who had Zac's head in his hands clenched to snap his neck. Before the other wolves could react, Aya sunk her fingers into the pack master's back and rent him in two... Shoulder to groin he fell apart in a shower of hot sticky blood and insides. 

Aya tasted the blood in her mouth and involuntarily, her eyes clouded over and her own blood quickened. Zac's eyes were wide with disbelief as he collapsed onto the pavement, spent. Aya turned her face towards the next closest wolf, who began to back away hastily, but in a flash she was on him tearing his head from his body. The three remaining wolves began to run, but never made it more than a few steps before they too were torn apart. Aya crouched over the last and sunk her teeth into his neck and drank her fill as he still twitched. The wolf’s blood was sour with the stench of torture and malice as it ran down her throat and the walls and guttering of the alleyway. It was Zac's moaning that brought her back from the frenzy.

Shaking her head to clear her eyes, she stood over him. Grimacing, he rolled onto his back and started as he saw her standing over him, trying to scramble backwards. She grabbed Zac by the neck and threw him against the wall, pressing herself against his broken body, her fingers digging into his neck, partially crushing his airway. He grabbed at her hands trying to free himself, gasping for air. 

"Listen to me, vampire," she hissed into his ear. "I'm not here to make your life difficult. I am not here to hurt you. I could squeeze your pathetic head from your shoulders with no effort at all. I saved you tonight and delivered you control over this pitiful town. You'll do well to remember that and stay out of my way." She let him go and he fell to his knees, gasping for breath. 

"What are you?" he rasped, clutching his broken ribs with one hand and rubbing his crushed neck with the other. He was beginning to heal. "Your eyes..."

Aya stared down at him wondering how far she could go. She'd already crossed the line in revealing herself to him in such a violent way, but that couldn't be helped now. He stared up at her with his deep green eyes, half in fear and half in awe and suddenly she was uneasy. She crouched down so she was at his eye level. Tensely, she raised her hand to touch the marks on his neck she had left. Before her fingers could brush his skin, she pulled back. His blood was familiar somehow. Was he the one? Then she realized that she could hear the humming sound again at the edges of her hearing. She tasted the blood on her fingers, that was coated with a combination of werewolf and vampire blood. Her eyes widened slightly when for a split second she could feel the starlight on her shoulders. Something she hadn't felt for a very long time. And she knew it was Zac's blood that had been used to call her. The song she had heard at the cemetery was all around him.

Zac began to reach out to her and she jumped backward, standing to her full height. "Was it you?"

"What?" Zac grimaced as he dragged himself to his feet.

Aya didn't answer. There was something terrible about him, something different. Now that it was in front of her she became even more uncertain. His blood sang to her in a way she had never felt in all her long years. It wasn't lust or love, it was something else. And it frightened her.

"You're the Witch Hunter," he stated suddenly, stumbling backward into the wall in surprise. "I knew something was different about you, but..."

Aya darted forward and pinned Zac against the wall again. He didn't struggle this time, but his eyes gave away his fear. "When I've gone from this alley, you will wake up and forget that I was ever here. You will forget that it was I that killed the wolves. You'll wake up and forget." She prayed that she had had enough blood for the compulsion to work.

Dropping Zac abruptly so he fell to his knees again, she disappeared. Zac shook his head, looked up and gasped at the carnage that littered the alley about him. Severed limbs, guts and gore littered the dark alley. The reek of blood was overwhelming and he had no idea what had happened. Did he do this?

What. The. Hell.
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When Sam, Liz and Gabby entered the alley they came to an abrupt halt. Gabby turned and heaved into the gutter, as she comprehended the fate of the werewolf pack.

"Fucking hell!" cursed Sam, hastily avoiding the gore, approaching his brother. Zac was almost healed, his clothing torn and mostly covered in his own blood. He looked as mystified as he did. They had left the bar a few minutes after the werewolves, but a few minutes was all it took. Turning back towards Liz, he noticed she was hovering at the mouth of the alley, agitated.

"I can't, Sam," she said, hugging her arms about her. "It's too much."

He knew straight away that she meant the blood and he beckoned to Gabby. "Can you take her home? We'll deal with this..." he gestured around him.

Gabby gladly took Liz's hand and led her away. Once he was certain they were gone, he turned back to Zac and grimaced, "What the hell did you do?"

"I don't know what the fuck happened, Sam!" he yelled throwing his hands in the air exasperated. There was blood and body parts everywhere. The last he knew his head was in the grasp of the pack master ready to be snapped. "They beat the crap out of me and were happy to keep on going until I was so out of it they were going to stake me. The pack master was about to rip my head off and then I woke up on the ground. That's all I remember." 

Sam grabbed Zac's face, moving it side-to-side, looking into his eyes. "What the hell, Sam!" he pulled away, angry.

"I don’t think you were compelled. I can't sense anything." Sam frowned, not sure what to believe. They had to clean up this mess before anyone discovered it, or there would be trouble. The alley had to be pristine. 

"We can't be compelled," Zac said angrily, his face betraying his doubt.

"We've not come across many vampires older than we are. Perhaps it is possible." Sam wondered, a little alarmed. "Do you think the spell worked?"

"You think the Witch Hunter did this?" Zac balked at the notion. "Why would they help me against werewolves?" 

"I don’t know, but we need to be prepared for anything," Sam tried to keep his voice calm, level.

Snorting angrily, Zac turned to begin cleaning up the mess. "The only logical explanation is that I blacked out and..."

Sam's brow furrowed in concern, "A frenzy?"

Zac sighed, confused, "It wouldn't be unheard of. I never was a dog person."

Sam smiled wryly and bent to help his brother, already tired of thinking about the unexplainable, "Maybe you're right. They got you pretty good."

Grimacing, Zac popped his ribs back in place with a sharp jab with his fingers. "Yeah, my fucking jaws still broke."

"Sooner we get this swept under the rug, sooner we can get you something to eat, bro. Then you'll be shit talking again in no time."

It took them all night to dispose of the bodies and wash away the blood, alternating trash detail with keeping watch. They didn't speak, resigned to listening to their own thoughts. Zac didn't know what happened to the woman Aya, where she had disappeared to, but he couldn't stop thinking about her. Even as he collected werewolf guts. She had a smart mouth on her, but he was determined to find out what she was and what she wanted. If she was the Witch Hunter, she would help them whether she wanted to or not.

Once the night began to lighten into a murky grey pre-dawn, the scene was erased and the brothers headed home after yet another night of fighting, with more questions raised than answered. One problem solved and another problem gained. 

 

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

With dawn came the sun. Monsters of the dark couldn't walk here, but for Aya it was never an issue. She could walk wherever she chose. She was strolling through the gardened square in the centre of Ashburton, marveling at the flowers and the manicured hedges lining the paths. It reminded her of a time long ago, another life where she was at peace. The winters day was crisp and clear, blue sky overhead, the humidity of the swamp non-existent. It was now the twenty-first century, she read on a discarded newspaper. She had slept for one hundred and fifty years, which was a lot longer than she had intended. If it wasn't for the summoning spell, she wasn't sure when she would have woken.

Aya already liked this time. Apart from the technological advances, telephones and cars and electricity, it was the social advances she liked the most. Women were so much more free and powerful. And the fashions were seductive. She had already found a liking for rock'n'roll music and the clothing the sales woman, name tagged Rachel, had picked out for her. What did she call it? Motorcycle jacket, dark jeans, singlet and combat boots... Rock chic. Aya liked the sound of that. When it came time for payment, Aya stared into Rachel's eyes and made her forget. 

After her shopping trip, she ventured into some of the other stores along the main street. Her favorite was the large bookstore Barnes&Noble, where any question she had about this time was answered for her. Outside, it was the town square and adjoining gardens that captured her attention. It seemed most of Ashburton was out and about, enjoying the unseasonable clear day. It had never taken her so long to adjust to a new era after waking, but the world had become so different in such a short time. 

All the while she was exploring, she couldn't get the vision of what she had done the previous night out of her head. Losing control like that was unforgivable. She had wanted to rip apart the wolves so badly, but not until they had cornered that annoying vampire, Zac. Then she ripped them apart, into a million tiny pieces. But if she hadn't, she wouldn't have found the blood that had called her. 

She was so distracted she started when she realized someone was watching her. Without looking up from her newspaper she sent her mind out and felt the now familiar hum of blood. Zac was in the square. And in the daylight. She sensed another vampire with him, the younger sociable female from the bar and also the witch. Zac she was not sure about but the other one, she was new, how could she tolerate the sun? The witch didn't seem strong enough yet to spell a trinket for her to wear, let alone her body.

Casting her hearing out she could tell they were arguing about something. Approaching her, most likely. We don't know who she is Zac, Trust me Liz, Be careful, she heard amongst the buzzing of his blood. Rolling her eyes, she turned around and glared at them. Getting up, she wandered down the closest path through the gardens to escape their gaze. She needed time to think over her options. She needed a plan of attack after the previous evening, her loss of control, among other things. The taste of Zac's blood had awoken senses she hadn't felt since before she was turned and that could be dangerous for her. Not to mention that their motives might be malicious. Others hunted her as she hunted them.

Strolling down the path, her gaze wandered to the gardens around her. The plants here were really well looked after and placed out in intricate patterns. She marveled at a display of small grey ground cover grasses that had been grown and trimmed into a simple, yet effective, mandala. 

"What do you think, miss?" she heard at her shoulder.

Turning, she found a young human man with short messy brown hair, and chestnut eyes smiling at her. From his dirt encrusted overalls and wheelbarrow full of cuttings, he must be the gardener. "Wonderful," she said. "Did you do this?"

"Yeah," he said, blushing. "At first the boss didn't like me spending so much time on them, but I used to do it on my days off. When we won first in the annual county comps, he didn't mind so much."

"Well," Aya said, turning back to the garden, ignoring the gardener’s blush. "The whole garden is wonderful."

"Thanks," he laughed nervously. "Oh, I'm Alex, by the way."

"Aya," she shook his outstretched hand, hoping he wasn't trying to come onto her. 

"Very pleased to meet you," he smiled shyly. "So, do you work around here or are you a visitor?"

"Oh," she raised her eyebrows, not sure what to say. "I've got a little bit of work in the area for a while."

"Oh, right. What doing? If you don't mind me asking, that is."

Aya winked, "If I told you, I'd have to kill you."

Alex hesitated for a moment and laughed nervously, "Fair enough."

"How long have you worked here?" she asked, quickly changing the subject.

"About three years. I was an apprentice builder, but gardening seemed more my thing."

"Sure is," Aya smiled.

"And you? You seem into nature, do you garden at all?" 

She laughed, hardly. "No, I'm more of an appreciator. My family was..." she stopped herself short and frowned. Geesus, this Alex guy had an uncanny way of making her at ease. She had to be careful what details she revealed.

"Hey, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to press on a nerve or anything." 

She turned and smiled reassuringly at him, "It's okay. I was just reminded of something that happened long ago."

He sensed that she was uncomfortable and to change the subject said, "If you keep going down that way, there is a forested section, with some nice ferns and hanging moss in the trees," he pointed ahead, then gestured to the right. "That way is a cottage garden, English style, though it's out of season for most of the flowers."

"Thanks, Alex," Aya said beginning to move off. "It was really nice meeting you."

Grabbing the handles of his wheelbarrow, he smiled and nodded, continuing back the way she had come. 

 

[image: ]

 

Zac watched the woman, Aya, from across the square. Gabby and Liz flanked him, following his gaze, both equally deep in thought. She had, without a doubt, caught his interest. Especially after last night. She sat with her back to them on a park bench, reading a newspaper, seemingly oblivious to the world around her. He seriously doubted that.

When he had left the bar last night he'd sensed her presence on the street as clear as day until he reached that alleyway. It was as if she'd disappeared into thin air and that had never happened to him before. He was positive that she wasn't human, but exactly what she was? That was still a mystery.

"Maybe you should give it a day or two. Especially after what happened last night," urged Liz. They were arguing about who should approach her. 

"Pfft. I'm one hundred and seventy years old, and I'm already dead," he scoffed. It would be stupid to not to admit to himself that he was rattled by the gruesome end to their dog problem, but admitting that to someone else? That, he'd never do. A frenzy like that, it wasn't unheard of and the circumstances were right, but he didn't remember a thing. That was the only thing that unsettled him about it.

"C'mon Zac, if she's the one, then she's at least six hundred years old, right? That would make her stronger than you by far," Gabby wasn't entirely convinced. 

"Yeah, but I'm charming," he grinned.

Liz sighed, "If you have to, then just be careful, okay?"

"Yeah," Gabby said looking towards the gardens, "There's something strange about her I can't quite put my finger on."

"You got that right, Tabitha," he used one of his favorite nicknames for her. "Have you ever heard of a vampire with white eyes?"

Gabby frowned at this, "No. What makes you say that?"

He shrugged, "Last night, when the wolves came in, I swore her eyes changed."

Gabby looked at Liz, who mirrored her confused expression, "I've never heard of it. But it's a clue, at least."

"Hmm," Zac murmured, lost in thought. "Stay here, I'm going to see what I can get out of her."

"Whatever, Zac. I've got to go back to work," Gabby started to walk away, clearly over it.

Liz smiled knowingly at her as she turned to follow Zac, determined to keep him in line, "We don't know who she is Zac."

He turned and placed a hand on her shoulder to stop her from following him, "Trust me Liz."

"Be careful," she said, firmly.

Zac smiled wryly, he'd do whatever he wanted. He always did. Catching sight of Aya speaking with the human gardener Alex, he moved closer so he could listen to what they were saying, determined to expose her.
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Aya continued around the path in the direction Alex had pointed out to the forest. This area of the gardens was beginning to remind her of her home. No, the place she was born long ago, it stopped being her home once it had been defiled. She could almost imagine her brother climbing amongst the branches, teasing her from above, the warm yellow light filtering through the canopy dazzling her, making it harder to spot him. She closed her eyes and sighed. That place was long dead. 

Lost in her memory, she hadn't noticed Zac approach from the opposite direction. She stared at him, her expression as unreadable as she could make it. He sauntered down the path, his blood buzzing like an annoying bee circling a flower. Grinning he said, "Hello, Miss Aya."

"Zac," she nodded curtly, hoping that he would go away. Her thoughts were still scattered.

"Beautiful day for a walk in the gardens," he said with a wink. The fact that he had appeared down this path made her understand that he had been spying on her conversation with Alex and she was relieved she hadn't said too much.

"Do you enjoy following young women to dark corners, Mr. Degaud?" she said exasperated, all tact flying out the window. She wondered then, how many women he'd stalked in dark alleyways, how many he'd killed in his desire for blood. All vampires did it, it was folly to deny it.

Zac narrowed his eyes and she knew she had struck a nerve. "My brother works here," he shrugged, disregarding her cold question. 

A vampire gardener. She snorted at the ironic notion. In the distance she could see the young woman he was talking with earlier, the one he had called Liz. She was trying her hardest to look elsewhere, to remain casual, but her body was tense and angled towards them. "Your girlfriend is staring at us," she nodded in Liz's direction. "What's her deal?"

"No, she's not my girlfriend," he said looking away, "That's my brothers girl."

"Looks like it bothers you," she stared into his eyes, making him visibly uncomfortable.

"We're not talking about me," he said curtly.

"And what are we talking about?"

He smiled wryly, "I'm much more interested in you."

"What's new soon becomes old, you know. Give up while you're ahead," she said, sighing with annoyance.

"I'd much rather chase pretty girls around for the rest of my days than give up. With all the women in the world, there's a new one for every day," he laughed. "I'll start with you."

"Very smooth, Mr. Degaud." A player in every sense of the word.

"Just keeping the old world charm alive."

"So, what do you want?" she raised her eyebrows, cutting to the chase. "Do you want me to join your super secret cult or was there something specific you wanted?"

He laughed again, running his hand through his messy hair, "It's hardly a secret I want something." 

She looked at him, waiting for him to say something else, feeling the uncertainty radiating from him and that annoying hum. Looking across the park, she saw Alex look up from his work. As their eyes meet, he mouthed, "Hi." She smiled at the casual gesture.

"You're blowing me off for Alex?" Zac feigned disgusted surprise. "I'm much more handsome than he is."

Aya looked at Liz this time, who was still pretending not to notice them. She looked bothered, worrying the hem of her t-shirt with long pale fingers. "Shallow, much?" she laughed at him.

"Ouch," Zac said, mockingly. "Are you always this brutal?"

"Only to the ones who deserve it," Aya raised her eyebrows when Zac didn't move. "That's your que to move along, Romeo."

"Fine, fine," he raised his hands and gazed at her pointedly. "I know when I'm defeated. I'll see you around." 

He backed away a few steps and turned and walked towards Liz, looking back at her with a lopsided grin. 

Catching movement out the corner of her eye, she turned as Alex jumped over a low box hedge at the side of the path, "Was he bothering you?"

"Yes, he is bothersome," Aya sighed. Zac was someone who was used to getting his own way and doing whatever it took to get it. She knew his type all too well. He reeked of recklessness and that could mean trouble for her if she wasn't careful.

"He's the brother of a guy who works here," Alex cocked his head towards the direction Zac had disappeared, confirming what the vampire had said earlier. "Don't worry too much about him. It's mostly bravado," he stated. "If you want me to have a word with him..."

Aya smiled warmly, "It's okay, Alex. I can handle his kind, but thank you."

He blushed and picked up the hedge clippers from the turf, "Well, I better get back to it." As an after thought he said, "Hey, if you're staying a while you should come to Max's tonight. The bar across the way there. I usually meet Sam and some other friends there after work for a few drinks and a bit of pool. I dunno, could be something to do."

Aya smiled. It was a long time since anyone had invited her anywhere without an ulterior motive. She sensed she had to be careful she didn't lead Alex on. He seemed like one of the few genuine humans out there. Clueless, but genuine.

"Okay," she conceded after a moments thought to the contrary. "Perhaps."

 

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

Aya was a little apprehensive about going to the bar that evening. Having spent the afternoon at the bookshop and the library, she was more than ready for a few drinks, but less inspired about the questions she would be asked by Alex and this Sam guy. They would want to know about her, where she was from, what she was doing here. There was no hiding her accent, she was undoubtedly British. She could speak many languages, but the accent was something she kept hold of unconsciously. After her research session at the library, she found England didn't seem to be the world power it once was. America and the sleeping giant of the east, China, were at the fore front. Politics were more cut throat, weapons and war more destructive. This time was more complicated than she thought possible.

The bar was busy, full of people winding down on a Friday afternoon, desperate to forget their working week. She pushed through the doorway and immediately felt the presence of two vampires over by the far right wall. Glancing in their direction her eyes found Alex sitting with them, laughing at some joke someone had just told. Walking towards them, she smiled as Alex raised his hand to wave her over.

"Hey," he said, getting up. "Glad you could make it. This is Sam and his girlfriend, Liz. This is Aya." He gestured to the two she knew to be the vampires from the previous night. Clearly, he didn't have a clue.

"Oh," she said, extending her hand. "Pleased to meet you. Sam, you work with Alex, right?"

He smiled warmly, shaking her hand. "I see he's been telling you a few things. Hopefully nice."

"Not much," Aya smiled, turning to Liz and shaking her hand, keeping her expression even. She was the annoying vampire from earlier that morning. Overprotective and unsure of herself, unwilling when it came to confrontation.

"I was just telling them that Zac was harassing you in the gardens today," Alex smiled apologetically.

She shrugged, "You call that harassing? Really, it was nothing I couldn't deal with."

Sam let out a laugh, "From what he said it sounded like you mortally wounded him! I've known him my entire life and whatever you've done, keep doing it. He needs to be taken down a peg or two." He winked wickedly at her.

"Ahh," Aya said. "So you're the brother." Okay, she thought, so this is getting complicated. At least she might be able to find out a few things about them and what they wanted. It wasn't like they were going to come out and say, I'm a vampire, how about you? She knew they suspected something wasn't right about her, but they would be hard pressed in revealing anything unless she chose to.

"Unfortunately, yes," Sam smiled warmly and winked again. "Luckily, I'm the nice one. Zac likes to play the bad boy, but underneath it all, he's a decent guy. Just doesn't like showing it."

"Oh, I see. Like a defense mechanism, right?" Aya said a little sarcastically, she could hear Zac coming up behind her, betrayed by his blood.

"To protect myself from the big bad world..." Zac said darkly from behind her.

"I could use a defense mechanism myself right about now," Aya rolled her eyes and turned to face him.

Zac frowned and ran his hand through his hair, "Look, Aya. We've got off on the wrong foot. I'd like to start again."

Sam laughed behind her and Zac glared at him. Aya grinned lopsidedly, "I'll think about it, but you'll have your work cut out." The others laughed again. She could tell that he was having a hard time admitting that he was being an idiot, and that this was the best she was ever going to get in the way of an apology.

"Well, let me start by getting you a drink. Scotch?"

"Very observant of you Mr. Degaud," she smiled as he walked away.

"So," Liz began. "How long are you staying for, Aya? Alex mentioned you were only here temporarily."

"I'm not sure yet. It depends on my work." It wasn't a lie.

"What do you do?" asked Sam, casually.

"If she told you, she'd have to kill you," smiled Alex, remembering their conversation that morning.

Aya noticed the fleeting looks of panic on Sam and Liz's faces before they laughed, "Good one."

"What do you do for fun, Aya?" Liz asked.

What did she do in her spare time. She thought back to the 1860s. She'd come to Ashburton to find and punish a naughty witch. What she did for fun was play with people’s emotions and drink their blood. She could hardly tell them that. "I travel a lot, so I like to learn about the places I visit."

"A history buff, huh? You'd get along with Alex's sister. Too bad she's in England studying right now," said Liz. "Where is she again?"

"Oxford," said Alex with a sad note in his voice. He must miss her. "Where is your family from, Aya?"

"A small village in the Lake District," she said, which was mostly the truth. "Grasmere. It's quite a way from Oxford, in the Northwest."

There was an annoying buzzing sound that grew louder and crescendoed as Zac placed a glass of scotch in front of her. She gave him a half smile in thanks and took a large mouthful. Sam raised his eyebrow slightly at her thirst for alcohol, but she chose to ignore him.

"Why'd you come to the States, then?" Alex asked. England sounded exotic to him and Ashburton, boring. Safe, even.

"A job offer," Aya shrugged. "It was too good to refuse, if you know what I mean."

"What about your family?" 

Her eyes narrowed slightly, "I don't speak with them." That was true. The table became silent at this, Aya taking advantage of the break in the questioning to down the rest of her drink to help curb her annoyance.

"So, you two are gardeners," she changed the subject, when it became apparent that no one knew what to say next. "What do you two do?" She looked at Liz and Zac.

"Well," Liz began. "I work over at the coffee house for the moment. I'm thinking about college in the spring or next fall. And what do you do Zac?" The last part came out with a note of sarcasm.

"I do a lot of stuff," he said. 

"He does nothing but be a nuisance all day," Sam explained. 

"I don't need to work," he shrugged. "So, I don't see the point."

"Isn't it boring?" Aya asked.

"Nope. Not when there's so many people who rise to the occasion," he grinned at her, prodding for a reaction.

"I've never risen once," she laughed. 

"Not yet," his eyes narrowed.

Aya turned to Sam, ignoring Zac's last statement, "So, where do you live, exactly?"

"We own the old manor and plantation grounds on the east side of town," he said.

"Ahh, the Degaud Manor," she said knowingly. "Obviously."

"Do you know it?" Alex asked. Alex, and the human population of the town, knew the story from grade school and the various history projects they had to do. The Degaud Massacre was a dark piece of their town history that was only told in an offhand way, it wasn't something that was dwelt upon. It was said that back in the weeks after the Civil War had ended, a servant had become mad, completely insane. They had slaughtered everyone who lived in the house and plantation, mutilating their bodies beyond recognition. The few slaves that had escaped claimed it was the work of voodoo spirits and wouldn't set foot near the land again and soon after, they disappeared too. It had been abandoned since, only care takers going to check the property every so often. Most people kept away, spooked by the many ghost stories that had been made up about the place. As kids, they used to dare each other to run up to the front door and back on Halloween. Zac and Sam, he knew were distant relatives of the same family that had lived there and had bought the property and remodeled the interior. The brothers were rich, that much he knew.

Aya contemplated what she had read in the library's archives, "Yes. I've read the stories." She remembered the manor and its occupants from before. News of the massacre was a little unsettling, but she wasn't shocked by these things anymore. It was, undoubtedly, the work of vampires, not an insane servant. It had all the calling cards.

"And I can safely say, there are no ghosts or voodoo spirits lurking anywhere near the place," Sam laughed. "They're all just scary stories."

"Well, that's reassuring," she smiled, knowing that ghosts, or rather spirits, did exist. She'd assisted with a few exorcisms in her time. The ghosts associated with the manor, well, it was probably just the memory of what had supposedly happened there that gave an uncomfortable feeling.

Thankfully, after that, the subject changed to lighter topics. Gossip and stories about people and places she had no knowledge or interest in, so she let her mind wander a little. Keeping one ear on the conversation, she watched each vampire’s mannerisms as they spoke. 

Sam she picked to be the kinder of the brothers, he was rational and used his head more often than his heart. Liz was young, the way she spoke and held herself said that she was inexperienced at life in general and she was unsure of what she wanted in almost everything. Alex was undoubtedly human in that he followed his heart in almost everything, but he was naive in trusting that everyone around him had some good in them and that would one day be his downfall. And Zac, who said very little the whole evening, showed himself to be arrogant and impulsive by the way he held himself; more concerned with what he could get out of someone to use to his advantage. He was a typical vampire. 

But, all of them were holding onto the human parts of themselves, some more than others. Liz and Sam were holding the tightest, almost desperately wanting to be the immortal humans, capable of doing good. Zac, well, his hold was reluctant at best. It wouldn't take much to push him off the edge.

"I need to freshen up," proclaimed Liz, snapping her out of her reflection. "Aya, come with." 

"I'm fine thanks," she replied, raising her eyebrow. 

"Oh, Aya. C'mon. I want to talk to you without the boys listening in," she winked at them. Trust me, she mouthed back at the brothers as she took Aya's arm and led her towards the ladies room.

Liz closed the bathroom door behind them and put her bag on the basin. The stalls behind them were empty and the dull roar of the busy bar was the only sound that filled the room. She took out a compact from her purse and began to dab it on her face. Aya leaned against the basin and eyed her in the mirror, feigning smoothing her hair down.

"What does your name mean?" Liz asked after a moment.

"It's just one of those strange names. My parents were free spirits," she shrugged.

"Right, I get it. Like the English equivalent of hippies? We had a girl at our school once who was named Rainbow Apple," she laughed at the insane notion.

"Well, that seems unfortunate," Aya said, reacting to the tone in Liz's voice. "How long have you and Sam been together?"

"Oh, about a year. He helped me through a rough patch and it kind of just happened, you know?" she smiled. 

"That's a pretty ring," Aya reached out and took Liz's hand so she could see. It was a small onyx stone set into an ornate silver band. She could feel the spell on it. It was the trinket that allowed her to walk in the sun and the magic was old. Their witch couldn't have spelled it for her, let alone have made one in the first place.

"Thanks. Sam gave it to me," she said, taking her hand back nervously, pretending to look it herself. "You don't wear any jewelry. How come?"

Aya shrugged, "I never really saw the point. Maybe if someone gave me something, I would."

"Like a handsome man," Liz giggled, winking at her.

Aya groaned inwardly. Girl talk grated on her insides, but it was a means to an end. "Maybe," she replied, playing along.

"Do you have anyone, back where you're from?"

"No. No handsome man waiting for me. My life is in America. For now, at least," she hadn't had to lie yet, but then again, she was good at this.

"Well, the guys around here are all falling over themselves over you," Liz winked.

"Really?" Aya frowned.

"Yes! Of course they are! Aya, you're hot. You could have any one of them you wanted," Liz offered her her lipstick.

She shook her head. "I never noticed."

Liz laughed, "I can tell Alex thinks you're beautiful. Zac, too."

Aya scoffed at the notion. "Alex is sweet," she conceded.

Liz apparently took the opportunity to push her towards the other brother, "Zac's really not that bad. Overprotective of his brother and he can say a lot of inappropriate things. But, he's a decent guy under it all. He just likes to put on a show."

"I know the type," she rolled her eyes. "And it gets old very quickly."

Liz frowned, but quickly covered it up with a grin, "C'mon. I think we need more drinks. Make a late one of it." She linked her arm through Aya's and pulled her back out into the bar, obviously trying to appear her new BFF. 

As they emerged from the bathroom, Zac stood in front of Aya blocking her way. He'd obviously decided to try another tactic. Liz's arm slid from hers and she stopped and turned back. Seeing Zac there she winked at her before continuing back to their table. 

"Yes?" Aya prodded, when he didn't say anything.

"What are you really doing here, Aya?" he flirted, stepping closer than she would like.

"Well, I thought that would be obvious. I'm having a drink with some nice people I met. Then you came along," she said sarcastically.

"Oh, don't play coy with me," he ran a finger down her cheek and along her jaw line. She noticed his pupils dilating slightly. He was trying to compel her! It would never work, but it angered her more than it should have. Her expression darkened and she drew back and slapped him. For her it was light, but his head snapped to the side with the force of it and his hand went to his face in surprise. She stalked back to the table, her expression dark with anger, without looking back.

"Oh, Aya, I'm sorry," Liz cried when she sat down heavily. They had been watching. "After what I said..."

Aya shrugged. She had expected no less from him. In all her years it was a rare man who didn't only think about one thing where women were concerned. Especially when they were trying to coerce information from her. She caught sight of him as he pushed through the exit heavily. He wasn't used to being shot down, that much she could tell. She sighed and took a long draught from her glass.

 

[image: ]

 

Alex and Sam were in deep conversation by the bar as they waited to be served. The place had really filled up and it was taking ages for the staff to come along. Sam was asking his friend about Aya, she'd been wandering the gardens that morning, Alex told him, and he'd ran into her, got talking and invited her to join them. 

Alex seemed enamored with her, which could be a problem. He'd picked up a feeling from Aya that unsettled him. There was nothing about her that gave away that she may be a vampire, but if she was as old as they suspected, then she would be an expert in hiding her true self from the world. At least she'd picked up the feeling from Alex and had kept herself at a distance, that one he would give her.

"Yeah," Alex was saying. "She seems real nice. But she doesn't seem to like to talk about herself much."

"No," Sam agreed. "She doesn't at all." Thus far, all her answers had been vague at best.

When they reached the table they noticed Gabby had joined them and Zac had left. Aya seemed to be wound up about something and his brothers absence seemed to be part of it. He wondered what he'd said this time.

"Liz and I have been friends since the seventh grade," Gabby was saying.

"And I've known Alex since grade school," Liz smiled at him as they approached.

"She's the one who taught me to put sand down other kids pants," Alex looked at her with mock disapproval. "And I got into a lot of trouble for it too."

"What happened to Zac?" asked Sam, sitting back in his seat.

Liz rolled her eyes, "What do you think happened? He's gone."

Sam looked from her to Aya and said, "Sorry."

"It seems like you apologize for him a lot," said Aya darkly, "I'd stop while you're ahead."

Sam ran his hand through his hair and laughed, "You're probably right. I guess its just habit."

"I'm sorry, but I have to go," she stood abruptly. "It was nice to meet you all."

Sam went to protest, but she had already turned and was several paces away. Looking to Alex, he shrugged. He would get the report from Zac later, no doubt. Clinking glasses with everyone, he promptly put them out of his mind.
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When Sam got home he found Zac in the parlor, as usual, lying on the couch with an empty bottle of whiskey. If he were human, he'd be considered an alcoholic, or at least in hospital with alcohol poisoning. 

"Let it rip, brother," Sam said as he sat down in his usual chair. It was very doctor patient, the way they sat.

As if sensing this, Zac sat up and scowled, "I tried a different tactic, since talking wasn't getting anywhere. If she were human, then she could be compelled."

Sam stifled a laugh, "You tried to compel her? And?"

"And it didn't work," he snapped.

"So, you automatically think she's not human," Sam shook his head.

"She makes Gabby uneasy. Hell, even I can tell something is off. Don't tell me you can sense anything, I wouldn't believe it," Zac stared his brother down.

"Fine, yes. Something is off," he conceded. "I'm assuming that you've had enough time to think of another plan while you've been here licking your wounds?"

Zac rolled his eyes, "Yes."

"Spit it out."

"What are the three things that we can use on her to verify if she's a vampire?"

Sam sighed, but played along, "Silver, sunlight and concentrated garlic."

"Sunlight won't work, we already know that. So we need a house that a human lives in," he raised his eyebrows, willing Sam to catch on.

"Alex," his brother said. "You want her to go to Alex's and see if she needs to be invited in?"

"Not only that," he smiled. "Invite her over to dinner and spike her food."

"That's a little childish, isn't it?" Sam snorted.

"Maybe, but it's simple enough and foolproof," he shrugged.

Sam reluctantly had to agree. They didn't have the time to sit back and wait, they had to take the offensive. He knew that Zac would need him to suggest the plan to Alex without him catching on, making it seem like it was his idea to invite Aya. 

"Right," he said, running his hands down his face. "Leave it with me. I'll get Alex to invite her and make sure she turns up."

Zac smiled, "That's my boy." He thumped him on the shoulder and disappeared.

 

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

By Monday it was hot and muggy, the lingering moisture in the air annoyingly heavy. It made work in the gardens difficult for Alex. Sam, not so much, but he complained to keep his friend happy. They were working on repainting the bandstand for the upcoming Spring Festival organized by the local Historical Society. A whole weekend of pre-Civil War era activities that was an awkward blast from the past for Sam, who'd been there the first time round.

"Hey, we haven't had dinner in ages," Sam said, suddenly. "We should do it this weekend."

Alex jumped down off the ladder, wiping the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand, "Oh, yeah. Sounds cool. I think it was my turn, right?" 

"I don't really remember. But if you want to do it, I'll convince everyone to bring something or at least help out." He didn't explain his and Zac's ulterior motive at getting Aya in a situation where they could test her. Sam felt bad about manipulating his friend like this, but too much was at stake. The Witch Hunter hadn't shown up yet and she was their only lead. Who knew when Katrin would rear her ugly head?

"Okay, deal," Alex threw his paint stained gloves into the barrow at his feet. "Speaking of food, it's lunchtime and I'm starving. Wanna go over to the cafe?"

Sam heartily agreed and they walked together towards Mrs. Greene's cafe, but as they crossed the street Alex nudged him motioning towards the window of the bookstore. Inside, on a couch, reading a book about the architecture of bridges, was Aya. She seemed rather enthralled in the workings of modern engineering, so much so that when Alex tapped on the glass, she jumped.

As Alex ducked into the store, he cast his hearing out after him. 

"Hey, Aya," Alex said as he approached her.

"What's up?" she was smiling at him.

"I just wanted to know if you wanted to come to dinner on Friday," he asked, but quickly continued when he saw her hesitate. "Oh, it's a dinner party type thing. There will be some other people. Gabby, Liz, Sam."

She still seemed hesitant, "Oh, sounds nice."

"Okay, well, it's at my place at seven. Friday night," he said, giving her the address.

Aya's eyes flickered to Sam's through the window, "Sure. I'd love to."

Alex grinned, backing out of the store, "Great. I'll catch you later then." 

Sam sighed, turning away from the window. Alex had invited her, just as they knew he would. He couldn't help but feel a little guilty as he came out of the bookstore, grinning. Sam elbowed him, laughing and they went to collect their lunch.
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Thankfully, Friday came without any outside issues. They'd all arrived at Alex's early, Sam having told Liz and Gabby about their plan. They'd decided it would be best if they were there before Aya arrived, so they could prepare. Alex didn't suspect anything, glad for the help in the kitchen, where Zac and Liz were currently holed up under the pretence of opening the wine.

"She doesn't wear any jewelry," Liz said. "How can she be out in the daytime?"

"That's irrelevant. It could be because she's old enough, or a witch spelled her body," Zac explained as he popped the cork from the one of the bottles, handing it to her.

"I thought that didn't work on you?" she was confused.

"Just because it didn't work on me the first time, doesn't mean it didn't on her," he said sarcastically, taking a jar from his jacket pocket.

"And what's that?"

Zac shook the small jar, so the powder moved about inside, "This is silver." He took off the lid and sprinkled it over the mashed potatoes Liz had dished up on Aya's plate, careful not to let it touch his skin. Picking up a fork, he mixed it through. Taking out another jar from his opposite pocket, he sprinkled a clear liquid into the bottle of wine with the least left in it and shook it.

"And what was that?" 

"This is a little something I got off a person of dubious nature," he winked. "It's something like garlic."

"But garlic won't do anything."

"True, but concentrated enough, it will bring blood to the surface. Ingested, it will make her vomit it up by the bucket full."

"Zac, I'm not sure about this," Liz shook her head. "It's over the top. We should just stick with the silver."

"Now, now, Liz. We have to be sure what she is. The last thing we need is another threat on top of an insane dead witch. I think she's a vampire and this is a foolproof way of finding out. Alex will invite her in without thinking, so obviously we need a backup plan." He turned and placed the plate back into the oven to keep it warm, "Just make sure you give her the right plate and all will be okay. I don't want to be the one vomiting over the dinner table."

"What about Alex? He doesn't know about any of this." Liz was wringing her hands together with worry.

"I will deal with Alex if need be. A little compulsion never hurt anyone."

"It doesn't sit right with me Zac."

"Just blame it on me. I'm used to it," he shrugged.

They returned to the dining room, where Gabby, Sam and Alex were seated, drinking wine that Liz had brought with her. Zac placed the bottle he'd spiked next to Liz and winked.

"You did tell her seven, right?" Sam joked when he saw Alex fidgeting nervously.

"Yeah," he jumped when there was a sudden knock on the front door.

Alex jumped up awkwardly, almost knocking over his glass. He strode to the front door and opened it to find Aya standing on the other side. He gasped a little as he took in her appearance. She wore a tight fitting black blouse and dark grey skinny jeans that clung to all the right places in all the right ways and she'd had a hair cut. Her black hair still hung halfway down her back, but it was all different lengths and a long fringe swept around her eyebrows. She looked like a singer in a rock band and very beautiful. Alex blushed a little and said, "Hi."

Zac had crept out from the dining room and watched her from the hallway. Smiling brightly, Aya stepped inside and hugged Alex. "Lovely to see you again," she chirped.

Zac hid his look of confusion. She hadn't been invited in at all. She just stepped through the door like it was the most ordinary thing in the world. It was ordinary, but she had so many vampire tendencies he was sure she couldn't come in... And she couldn't be compelled, either. Was he wrong? He snapped back to reality as he realized she was speaking to him. "Earth to Zac," she snapped her fingers in front of his face.

"What, don't I get a hug?" he said, a wicked tone to his voice.

She laughed, "No."

"Aya, you wound me," he feigned clutching his heart as she glided past him into the dining room.

Liz, Sam and Gabby were seated at the table, drinking wine and laughing at some joke Sam had just told. Upon seeing her, Liz got up and poured her a glass from the near empty bottle. Handing her the glass she said brightly, "Aya! It's great that you could make it! Here, have a glass."

Aya took the wine glass and sat at an empty spot at the table, Zac sitting across from her. She took a sip, aware that Zac was watching her closely, pretending to be distracted by something else. "Thank you to Alex for inviting me," she inclined her head towards him as he came back in from the kitchen.

"Oh, it was no problem," he blushed. "Everything's ready if you're hungry now?"

"If you like," Aya smiled kindly.

Liz stood abruptly at this and said, "I'll help you, Alex."

"It's a nice wine," Aya said, swirling the red liquid around the glass as they disappeared into the kitchen.  

Zac slumped back in the chair, almost disappointed. 

"I picked it out," said Gabby. "I'm the only one who knows what's good. Otherwise we would have got the cheapest one."

Sam laughed at this and agreed as Liz placed a plate in front of Aya. When they were all seated, they began to eat.

"Meatloaf," Alex shrugged almost apologetically, when Aya raised her eyebrow at him.

"How American," she smiled politely. She ate a few mouthfuls, making a conscious effort to taste every bite. Everyone but Alex seemed to be watching her. "This," she says gesturing to the plate with her fork, "This is delicious."

"Great," Alex beamed at her. "It's about the only thing I can cook."

"Well, you can cook it well, that's for sure," Liz said.

Aya couldn't help herself. She coughed loudly, feigning choking on a mouthful of potato. Zac sat forward in his chair, his expression hopeful. She thumped her chest and took a mouthful of wine. "Went down the wrong way," she smiled brightly.

As the conversation naturally turned to things that were more familiar to the host, she groaned inwardly. It was fast turning into one of those boring dinner parties where people told annoying personal jokes. Unfortunately, she was the odd one out having only been around a week or so. It reminded her of the formal dinners and cocktail parties she had attended back in the day. The day being somewhere around 1860ish. Empty pleasantries, childish gossip and blatant social climbing. She longed for something interesting to talk about. Murder, mayhem. These things she was used to.

After dessert she excused herself to the bathroom to get some distance and some air. Zac's constant hovering was driving her insane, it was all she could do to tune out the annoying hum of his blood.

Closing the bathroom door behind her she sighed loudly. Looking at her reflection in the mirror she weighed up the information she had learnt. She still didn't have any clue as to their motivation for calling her. 

Walking into the house as she had had certainly thrown them off the scent. The wine and the food had been spiked with something that Zac had obviously thought would have an effect on her. Silver and garlic? She smiled to herself when she recalled the look of mingled confusion and anger on his face. She had developed a liking for infuriating him. He always rose to the occasion, not the other way round. He would be furious when he finally caught on that he was the one being played. She couldn't wait to see the look on his face.

Alex was being very attentive, but she knew without a doubt it was because he was developing a crush on her. He had no idea that his friends were vampires. Especially Liz, who seemed to be a friend of his since early childhood. She felt a little sorry for him, but it could be difficult to understand those that would usually hunt you for food. He would find out sooner or later, when he grew old and she did not. Liz would have to leave town eventually before people started to ask questions about the eternal twenty-one year old.

Splashing cool water on her face, she wondered what their problem could be. She hadn't sensed anything malicious in the town at all, other than the werewolves. She'd dealt with them easily enough, but the vampires were still sniffing around, trying to expose what she was. Were they working with someone else who was out to get her? Even that didn't sit right. Looking up into the mirror, she jumped as she caught sight of a figure standing directly behind her.

Without turning, she knew that no one was there. Not really. She glared at the woman and finally understood. She was just as she remembered, the day she had delivered her death sentence. Tall and slim, fiery auburn hair that fell in waves over her shoulders and that same cold calculated expression that never shifted.

"Katrin," Aya rolled her eyes. "You don't look a day over a billion, you old hag."

"My dear," Katrin purred. "I've been looking for you for a very long time. You've been a very naughty little vampire."

Aya couldn't help but laugh, "It was a shame you weren't home when I killed your demon spawn, you murderous bitch."

"Oh, but dear, I'm already dead," her expression didn't waver. "Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine that that boy in all his ignorance would deliver you to me."

Aya stiffened.

"Oh, he hasn't told you about his little predicament?" Katrin said with mock surprise. 

She didn't reply.

"It's past due that I should send my children to pay you a visit," Katrin continued. "All four of you together again, how wonderful. Now that we know your location, I'm sure they won't be long. Perhaps I will just send your favorite? I know he is longing to see your pretty face again."

"Send them all. I'm collecting the whole set," Aya snarled. "And I will enjoy killing him most of all."

"So be it. You will regret using your power again, little girl. This time it will destroy you."

"It's a bit late for that," she spat.

Katrin laughed, "It's only just begun." Her form began to shimmer and evaporate until Aya was finally alone.

Taking a deep breath to control her emotions, she hit the bench top with her fist. It would do no good to become angry. She knew that Katrin wouldn't focus on Zac anymore, but would use all of them to get to her. She had unwittingly implicated her new friends in an age old blood feud. She was a much greater prize.

For the rest of the evening she fought to keep herself in check, exchanging pleasantries with the vampires, the witch and their human host. Her heart wasn't in it, the need for her previous charade slipping. When it was time to say goodnight, she asked Gabby for a ride to town. She needed some alone time with the elusive witch.

As they filed out of the house and down the driveway, Aya heard the annoying buzz that announced Zac was following them from the house. 

"Aya," he called. "Can I speak to you a moment?"

Gabby looked at her, a note of sympathy on her face and kept walking to the car. Aya turned and raised her eyebrows at Zac, who stood with his hands jammed into the pockets of his jeans. He was nervous.

"I just want to apologize for the other night," he grimaced.

She looked him up and down, "You say that like you don't mean it."

"I do." He wasn't even convincing himself.

"You don't apologize often, do you?" 

He sighed through his teeth. 

"What's your deal, Zac?" Aya prodded, when he didn't say anything.

"What do you mean?" he frowned.

"I mightn't know you very well, but I'm switched on enough to tell that you're acting weird," she crossed her arms. "What do you want?"

She knew very well that he wouldn't come straight out and ask her the fifty thousand dollar question. It would mean that he had to reveal himself, but she was curious to see what lie he would come up with.

"I..." He couldn't bring himself to say anything.

"Why can't you just act like a normal person?" she shook her head in annoyance, speaking more to herself than Zac.

"Like Alex?" he said like it was an insult.

"Not that it’s any of your business, but Alex speaks to me because he likes to, not because he wants something. Perhaps you should take a leaf out of his book." Aya turned on her heel and strode to Gabby's car, getting into the passenger seat.

Gabby glanced at her and started the car. Pulling away from the curb she said, "He's the biggest ass in the entire town. I wouldn't take anything he says to heart."

Aya glanced at her, annoyed, "So people keep telling me." She wasn't worried that much about Zac and his mood swings. Katrin had unsettled her entirely and it was time to out herself. Gabby, she knew, would be the most understanding. They were so alike in many ways. "Gabby, there is something that I need to tell you. I think it would be best if you pull over."

Gabby glanced over to her, concern etched in her face. The car came to a stop and she pulled the handbrake on, turning off the engine. "Aya, what is it?" she asked warily, the note of fear in her voice. She knew she had more than a notion about what she was going to divulge.

Aya took a deep breath, "I am the one known as the Witch Hunter and I know it was you and Zac who called me. Not half an hour ago, I was threatened by the witch Katrin. I believe you know who I'm talking about."

Gabby's face drained of color.

Aya continued, "You have nothing to fear from me, Gabby. I wish to help you."

It took a few minutes for Gabby to work up the courage to speak. "Then we have a lot to talk about."

 

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Gabby opened the front door to the manor. It bothered her that the brothers never locked it, but they were vampires. Surely it didn't matter either way. Walking into the parlor, she found everyone assembled, waiting for her. She wasn't sure how she should break the news to them. Aya's confession the previous night had come as a shock, but deep down she was scarcely surprised. 

She was more than a vampire, Gabby knew this, but what else was a mystery. That much Aya had proved at dinner. They had talked for a long time once she had admitted who she was. Gabby remembered how much she had said, but how little she had revealed. She had convinced Aya to come to the manor to speak with them all, she still had a lot of questions and she was sure that everyone else would have just as many.

"So, what's the big scandal, Gabby?" Zac was lounging back on the couch, clearly annoyed.

Gabby crossed the room and dumped her bag on the coffee table, placing her grimore carefully beside it. It was best she just came out with it. Rip it off like a band aid. "Last night after leaving Alex's, Aya confessed to me that she is the Witch Hunter."

"What?" Sam exclaimed, standing up to face her. "And you believed her?"

Gabby shrunk back slightly, "She gave me no reason not to. She told me that she had been threatened by Katrin while she was at Alex's. While we were all there in the house."

"Katrin was in the house?" Zac had sat forward at this, worry etched on his face.

"She said she appeared to her in the bathroom mirror. She couldn't touch her, she was only a projection," Gabby took a few steps back before saying. "I told her to meet us here today."

Zac was on his feet, "Gabby, be careful what you say next."

"She can answer a lot of our questions, Zac." Sam placed a reassuring hand on his arm. "If she is the Witch Hunter as she says, then we would have no chance against her if she really wanted us dead."

Zac glared at Gabby, "Well, she sure has a talent for manipulation. She could be anyone or anything."

"Well, she's coming here any moment, so you can ask her yourself," Gabby crossed her arms across her chest defensively.

"We don't even know who she is! She could be coming here to kill us all!" exclaimed Liz, who had been listening in horrified silence.

"I for one don't believe that the spell would be in the grimore unless we could trust it," said Gabby. "It hasn't lead me astray yet and now more than ever, I truly believe it was our only option."

"Oh, now you agree with the spell," Zac huffed.

"Now that I've spoken with Aya, yes," she said evenly, her eyes narrowed. "Now who's the one with regrets?" Zac snorted and she continued her scolding. "You begged me to cast the damn spell, Zac. Besides, I don't think she's just a vampire. She can do things that you can't."

"And what else could she be? You think she's some kind of super freaky hybrid?" 

Gabby frowned, "I'm not entirely sure."

"Nice work, Gabby. You're a wealth of knowledge," Zac rolled his eyes and clapped his hands.

"Oh, shut up, Zac. It's your fault we're in this mess. Next time be careful who you piss off and you wouldn't need my help."

"What can I say? I do a lot of things I don't need to do, but I do 'em anyway."

"That's enough you two," Sam's calm voice cut through the tension. "We should hear what Aya has to say first before jumping to any conclusions."
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Aya had arrived some minutes ago. The front door had been unlocked, as a seemingly abandoned house with two vampires didn't need any security. She remembered the house that had once stood here near the edge of the swamp and its current incarnation was dilapidated. She wondered what had happened, but she suspected that vampires had. The walls seemed to echo some kind of supernatural interference. 

She could hear raised voices coming from down the hall. Of course they would be arguing. The brothers especially, they seemed as different as night and day. Aya strolled towards the action, taking in the old paintings along the walls, landscapes and portraits of long dead southern plantation owners. Very French. 

She stood in the doorway to the large sitting room and surveyed the scene. Zac and Gabby bickering like children in front of the massive fireplace, which was popping away merrily. Sam was being the level headed mediator and Liz was rolling her eyes with frustration. Liz had so much to learn about life, her stupidity made her gag. Although no one had noticed her, she feigned throwing up on the carpet. Silently, she made herself comfortable on the ancient brocaded couch and sat and watched the show.

"We at least need to ask her what she knows," Gabby was saying. "She told me she knew the witch Katrin. If she knows her, she might at least know where we might look next."

"I don't trust her," Zac growled. "She played us for fools."

"She's the female version of you," said Sam, earning himself a menacing glare.

"And you are a fool," snapped Liz.

"Oh, yeah, Liz. Your entire life was my fault," Zac snarled.

Liz went to slap him but Sam put his hand on her shoulder to calm her, "Shut it, Zac. I don't care whose fault this is, but you're my brother and that makes it my problem as well."

Zac begrudgingly took a step back and raised his hands, "Fine. The sooner we talk to this ancient bitch, the sooner we can kill Katrin."

"I wouldn't call her that to her face," Gabby raised her eyebrows. "I bet she could snap you in half."

Aya lounged back on the couch and watched them argue about her. They still hadn't noticed that she was a mere two meters away. She really was too sneaky for her own good. "You know," she quipped. "It's extremely impolite to talk about someone behind their back." She grinned in satisfaction as they all jumped.

"Fucking hell, Aya. How long have you been there?" Zac exclaimed.

She smiled wickedly, "A while."

"Do you want us to trust you or not?"

She paused a second and pretended that she was thinking it over. Shaking her head, she said, "Doesn't faze me. We want the same thing, to a certain extent. Trust is optional."

"To you, maybe," Liz stepped forward. "But it's important to us."

"To twenty first century do-gooders, maybe. Trust is not a huge priority when dealing with vampires," Aya moved forward fluidly, until she was directly in front of Liz. "Is it exhausting holding onto so much of your humanity? Denying what you have become?"

"Back off," warned Sam as Liz visibly cringed under her imposing presence. 

Aya glared at him from under her eyelashes. The light from the fire made her expression almost demonic. "You decided to cast a spell in a moment of desperation, not knowing what would happen. Now I am here and here I will stay." she sneered as if saying, deal with it. 

"But we don't know anything about you, Aya." Liz said protectively.

Aya narrowed her eyes at the young vampire, "And what would you know? You've been a vampire less than a year. To me, that's a blink of an eye. A piss in the ocean."

"Then, how old are you really?" asked Zac from behind her.

Looking back over her shoulder she stated, "I think it was about the year 46. Anno domini. But I could be mistaken, your mind starts to deteriorate when you're an ancient bitch."

Zac narrowed his eyes and didn't say anything.

"But that would mean you're nearly two thousand years old." Sam said in a small voice.

"Is it really so hard to believe?" Aya sneered. It felt good not having to hide herself anymore letting her anger guide her words. They all looked worried, they mustn't know much about their own kind at all. "And how old are you?"

"Why do they call you the Witch Hunter?" Gabby said, changing the subject before it came to blows.

"That's self explanatory," she said sarcastically. "If a witch uses their power for evil, then its curtains for them." Aya dragged her finger across her throat. 

"Why witches?" asked Liz.

"Why not?" she raised her eyebrows. The tone in her voice suggested that this was her final answer on the subject. 

"And why is Katrin after you?" Sam asked gently.

"Probably the same reason she's after him," she pointed to Zac, avoiding his question. "Because we all pissed her off." 

"And now she knows you're working with us," huffed Zac.

"Am I now?" scoffed Aya.

"Two birds, one stone," Gabby whispered, shaking her head.

"We don't really have an option. That's why they used the spell," Sam said reluctantly.

Aya curled her lip in a snarl at the memory of being forced awake by it.

"Do you know who wrote the spell in my grimore?" asked Gabby, picking it up and turning to the place marked by a slip of paper.

Aya looked at the page Gabby pointed out and sighed, "I helped your ancestor, once upon a time. I can't believe that idiot wrote a spell. At least it's not specific, but troublesome."

"What do you mean, troublesome?"

"I've done a lot of things to annoy many people. None more so than Katrin," Aya sighed. "I get followed by her thugs more often than not. So you can understand why this spell is inconvenient."

"Is that why you hid yourself from us? For fear that we were working with Katrin?" Sam asked gently.

"One reason," Aya confirmed. "Though, fear had no part in it."

"Of course not," Zac snorted.

"Why could you come into Alex's house without being invited?" Liz said, remembering the night before. Nothing at all had an effect on her, not even the silver, which would have burnt any other vampire.

Aya thought for a moment, then said, "I can walk wherever I want."

"But, why?"

"Because I can." The statement was final.

"Zac, remember the vampire you killed. He was one of Katrin's, wasn't he looking for someone?" Sam prodded, "And he's what started the mess with the werewolves."

"And what happened to them?" Aya asked, knowing full well she was what happened.

"Gone. They won't bother us again," Zac glowered as if remembering something horrible, "The vampire was looking for you, Aya. No doubt about it."

"What makes you say that?" she asked.

"I remember because I made fun of him. He said he was looking for a woman; black of hair, blue of eye. And you're the only one fitting that description around here."

"What was his name?"

"Alistair something. Payne? I don't really remember," Zac shook his head.

"And you killed him?" Aya cocked her head.

"Yes."

"Good. He was annoying," she seemed satisfied.

"You knew him?" Sam asked.

Aya snorted in frustration, "It doesn't really matter, now. Unfortunately, I've lost the element of surprise, but we can work with that. Katrin was watching you somehow." How the hell had they tracked her here? Again?

"How could she be watching us?" Liz looked horrified.

"Katrin is a very old witch, Liz. She found a way to stop her spirit passing on, thus remaining in an in-between place to continue influencing the living. She has many vampires and witches in her following and can see many places through the eyes of others."

"So, you think there's someone physically watching us?" asked Zac, knowing full well that at least one vampire had them under surveillance.

"Perhaps. It's hard to tell. Usually, I can sense who's around, but a witch can help shield them. Especially now that Katrin knows I'm about, that's even more likely."

"Then it would all be in our best interests if you stay here with us at the manor," Sam stated. "As you said, they're after you as well. There's plenty of room and I'm sure Zac won't mind."

Zac glared at his brother, "I do mind, actually. What's to stop her killing us all in our sleep? All we have is her word and after all the lies she has told us..."

Aya rolled her eyes, "If I wanted to kill you all, Zac, I could have done it a billion times by now. Besides, I've only ever told you the truth with a few glaring omissions." Zac huffed in annoyance. "Katrin has caused me much trouble in the past, so I would really like to finish the bitch off. I have no issue with you other than that you're an asshole," Gabby let out a laugh at Aya's statement. "I won't murder you in your sleep. Cross my heart."

"If you cross the line, Aya, be warned..."

"What are you going to do Zac? Punch me like a twenty pound weakling?" she walked around him, sizing him up. "I'd like to take you down a few pegs."

"Cut it out, you two," Sam said firmly, ever the level headed mediator. 

Gabby cleared her throat, changing the subject yet again, "So, what do you suggest we do? Go on the offensive or defensive?"

"There's not much we can do until either Katrin shows herself, or one of her thugs appears. Which, won't be long," Aya shrugged. "Once the witch has come out of hiding, we need a way to break her hold on the living and send her to the other side for good. There's some witchy homework for you, Gabby." Aya doubted that she could find a way; she seemed totally unaware of her potential. It radiated all around her, but telling her as much would defeat the purpose. Gabby had to find it for herself.

"I'm only new at this, Aya. I don't know what good I can do," Gabby tried to hide the panic in her voice, but it wavered, giving her away.

"I'm sure you'll find something," Aya smiled for the first time. "We'll have a lot to keep us entertained in the meantime."

"Like what?" Zac was still annoyed.

"Staking vampires, thwarting assassination attempts. You know, all the fun stuff." Aya groaned inwardly at the awkward silence that followed. What a boring bunch of vampires. Even she had a taste for a little persuasive violence now and then. But, perhaps not quite as persuasive as ripping apart werewolves had been.

"Well," Liz proclaimed to cover up the awkward silence. "It's rather late, so we better be going home. Could you give me a ride Gabby?"

"Sure," Gabby looked relieved as she gathered her things, her mind seeming preoccupied with the task Aya had entrusted her with.

"Speak to you tomorrow," Liz gave Sam a quick kiss on the lips as they left the parlor, the front door closing a moment later.

Zac glared at Aya and disappeared from the room without a word. Sam shrugged apologetically, "Do you need to go get anything?"

"No," Aya shook her head.

"Nothing? No clothes or anything?" He was a little taken aback. Most people had some stuff, a change of clothes would be normal, even for a vampire.

"I'm not attached to possessions," she said.

"Well, let me show you upstairs. We have a spare room you can use," he cocked his head towards the door. Aya sure had a different approach to things, it would take some getting used to. 

Sam led her up the stairs and opened the first door next to the landing, "You can use this room. The bathroom is through there. It joins to my room on the other side. If you need anything, let one of us know. If you want to buy anything I can give you some cash, we don't make a habit of compelling people if we don't have to," he turned and walked back to the bedroom door. "And we don't eat them, either."

Aya nodded her understanding and he closed the door behind him. How the hell had she wormed her way into the Degaud manor? She didn't intend to harm any of them, but it was way too easy. She made a mental note to have a word with Sam about security.

 

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

When Aya opened her eyes it was light outside. She sat up, taking in her surroundings in the stark light of day. The room they had given her was modest, but the bed was comfortable. Better than she had slept on in the last one hundred and fifty years, but anything would be better than a lump of rock.

There was no sound coming from the bathroom or the room beyond. Sam had already left for work, it seemed. She showered and dressed in the same clothes as she wore yesterday, making a note to get some more later on. 

Venturing out into the hallway, she caught the faint hum of Zac's blood somewhere on the manor grounds. Keeping a note of his general location she began to explore the house. The brothers had done a lot of work to it since moving in. The entire place had been wired with electricity with soft tasteful lighting in every room. She wondered how many workmen they had to compel to have this done. Then again, their parents had been rich plantation owners and with at least a hundred years of interest in their bank accounts would have made them even more well off.

She passed the door to the master bedroom she knew to be Zac's and kept walking. She shuddered to think what was in there, that one could remain a mystery. The two remaining rooms, the one that had been given to her and the other belonging to Sam, had an adjoining bathroom that also opened out on the main hallway. Tiptoeing down the stairs she wandered to the back of the house, where the kitchen was. It was attached to a formal dining room with a long mahogany table with twelve chairs and what looked like the original chandelier hanging from the centre of the room. Landscape paintings were on each wall, but otherwise the room was bare. It looked unused. 

She wandered back down the hallway, coming to another closed doorway. Running her hand along the frame to the door handle she listened for a moment and turned it quietly, the door creaking inwards. She found herself in a room that served as a study. A large mahogany desk stood to one side, covered in old papers and books. Behind it the entire wall was lined with bookshelves filled with more books and trinkets. Opposite were floor to ceiling French doors that opened up onto the verandah. Outside she saw the wisteria that had once grew in such a manicured fashion had over taken most of the railings and had ventured up to the second floor and onto the roof.

Approaching the bookshelves, she ran her fingers across the spines, reading the titles as she went. There was a layer of dust, which gave away the fact that no one had read anything in a very long time. They all seemed to be ledgers from the old plantation. Expenditure, profit... Until she placed her finger on a copy of Shakespeare’s Julius Cesar. Her heart clenched for a moment, she had known a few very dangerous Romans once upon a time. Pulling it from the shelf she flicked through the pages, finally looking on the inside cover. In a perfect script was written, For Louis, Many happy returns on the day of your birth, Arthur Risom.

Arthur Risom. The name sounded familiar. 

"What are you doing?" Aya turned to find Zac at the door. He was looking at her in a threatening manner as usual, arms crossed over his chest. 

She hadn't heard him appear and she should have by the sound of his blood alone. Placing the book back she said nothing, scolding herself internally. 

"Do you always sneak around like that?" he scowled at her.

"Pfft. I don't sneak," Aya rolled her eyes.

"Then what were you doing?"

She grinned wickedly, biting her lower lip, "Sneaking."

"I don't know what your looking for, but I don't appreciate you poking about my father's study." 

"Whatever," she threw her hands up in mock defense. "Touchy this morning, aren't we?"

"Only because you're here," he sneered, looking her up and down.

"Then perhaps I should go watch the show from the sidelines," she sauntered over to him and looked into his eyes. "When they come for you, you'll beg me to poke around." She glared at him as she pushed past into the hallway. Walking into the parlor, she heard him following her for round two.

"Aya," he said, not trying to hide his exasperation. "Just leave that stuff alone. It belonged to my father. I just don't want anyone to touch it, okay?"

She turned, raising an eyebrow at him. "Whatever. If it means that much to you then I won't go in there again. Satisfied?"

He didn't look convinced, but he nodded anyway. He sat on the couch in a huff.

"You know, this place could really use a duster. It's not as nice as I remember it," she jabbed. "I pity those with allergies."

"You've been here before?" he sounded surprised.

Nodding, she said, "I never left."

"What do you mean?" he asked, confused.

"I was asleep since 1860ish."

Zac didn't mask his surprise. "You've been asleep in Ashburton for the last one hundred and fifty years?" 

Aya shrugged, running a finger across the dusty mantelpiece. "If you hadn't summoned me, I probably still would be." Truthfully, the fact that she had slept so long worried her. Who knows when she would have woken if not for Zac and his impulsiveness. It could only mean she was becoming weaker and she hoped that wasn't true.

"Where?" he asked, not fathoming the mechanics of it.

"The cave. By the lake," she said matter-of-factly.

He shook his head, pushing that one aside for later. "Then you would have been here when Sam and I..."

"Louis Degaud was quite the gentleman," she said absently.

"My father..."

"Yes. I believe so." 

"Did I... did Sam..."

"I think you would have remembered if you met me," she laughed. "I had quite a dramatic presence back then. I believe Louis' eldest son was away fighting in the war, which was quite the scandal. His youngest... Well, I don't really remember. Mrs. Degaud, what was her name again... Marie. She was as polite as they came in those days, which meant she'd stab you in the back if you were to come between her husband and her money."

"When did you leave?" he whispered, his expression somewhat shocked.

Aya frowned at his tone, "About the time your parents received word of their sons heroic death."

"I see..."

Aya sensed there was something he thought she knew, but was uncertain of asking her. "The last I knew of this town and the world was in the 1860s. Whatever came to pass after that is unknown to me, along with the so called massacre." 

Zac was silent for a moment, trying to decide what to tell her. "I died in the civil war," he said finally. "I was shot and left for dead. But, before I died a vampire came. I suppose because of all the blood. I was the only one still alive in the pile of corpses. She saw I was a captain and took me for her own gain. When I finally understood that she was using me, I left her only to find that she had reached my family before I could." 

He stood and walked to the window opposite with his back to her. She could feel that he was troubled by it, trying to hide his expression from her. Who was his maker? Obviously a callous bitch by the sounds of it. This was the vampire that had massacred every last human at the plantation after all.

Aya found herself feeling sorry for him, but stopped herself from saying it out loud. She felt sorry now, but back then would she really have done anything to stop it? Instead she asked, "Did you kill her?"

"Yes," he declared, still looking out the window, carefully hiding the emotion in his voice.

"Good," she clapped her hands together, standing up. "Then that problem is solved. The wicked vampire is dead. What was her name?"

Zac turned and frowned at her, "Victoria."

"Oh! Victoria! Long, curly auburn hair? In America by the way of France? Up-herself English bitch?"

"How did you..." he was surprised.

"Bitch got what she deserved. I hope you made it slow and extremely painful."

Zac looked at her slightly horrified. He'd met his match in her, that was glaringly obvious.

"Well, thanks for the little chit chat," Aya smiled brightly. "Paces to go, people to eat. You know how it goes." And she was gone before he could open his mouth.
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Liz was relieved when Gabby came into the coffee house; the previous night was weighing heavily on her. It was all she could do to remain focused on work. Making herself a coffee, she went and sat with her friend in a booth by the window.

Gabby, seeing she was wound up, produced a flask from her bag and handed it to her under the table. Mrs. Greene wouldn't take too kindly to her drinking on the clock and at midday, too. She hadn't tested how much it took to make her drunk these days, but she assumed it was a lot.

"To the Irish," Gabby grinned as Liz dumped the contents of the flask into her coffee.

"Thanks, Gab. I really need this today," she sighed, relaxing back into the booth, conscious of the customers around them.

"What kind of friend would I be if I didn't pick up on these things?" she winked, grinning. "Besides, with the weird shit we have to deal with, a little whiskey never goes astray."

"Mental, is what it is," Liz groaned. "But, we're in it now, I guess."

"Up to the eyeballs."

"What do you make of her?" Liz frowned.

"Who, Aya?" 

"Yeah."

Gabby thought for a moment, "Well, she's over two thousand years old. That's gotta screw with your head after a while."

Liz groaned, "I don't want to think about age."

"Sorry," she said, knowing her friend was still touchy about the whole being a vampire thing. Herself, well, she couldn't imagine what immortality would be like.

"It's okay. I guess thinking about where I'll be in two thousand years is a bit of overkill," Liz laughed at the idea.

"Well, as for Aya. I believe her. There's a lot she's not saying, though. I'm not sure if we should be wary of that or not."

"She also implied that Katrin was hunting her as well," Liz pointed out. "I wonder what she did?"

"And I wonder how long she's been hunted," Gabby added. "Alistair was looking for her, and he was linked to Katrin."

"You're right," Liz took a gulp of her coffee. "Argh! It makes my head hurt."

Gabby was frowning, her mind having drifted to something else, "What I don't understand is why she would help my ancestor. Vampires and witches don't usually get along."

"You get along with Zac and Sam," Liz said. "And me."

"Yeah, but you guys fight your vampire side. You want to be as human as possible. Aya seems like a force all of her own."

"She's not like vampires are meant to be," Liz agreed.

"No, that's my point. She's not like you, she doesn't hold onto anything that's human. Or doesn't seem to. She's holding onto something else," Gabby said, frustrated. "I just wish I could figure out what."

"Maybe she was a witch. Before, I mean," she offered.

"No," said Gabby, shaking her head. "Witches become ordinary vampires when they're turned. All connection with any power and earth sense is lost."

"How do you know?"

Gabby smiled. "The grimore is more than a book of spells and potions. It also acts as a kind of journal. A connection to those that have come before."

"Like a family record, a story?" 

"Kind of. More like passing along advice," she grinned. "Which I really need, since I'm on my own."

"I think we should be on our guard where Aya's concerned. She's obviously got her own agenda," Liz sighed, catching sight of Alex over Gabby's shoulder. He was frowning at them, clasping his lunch so hard his thumb had dented his sandwich. 

"Alex," she waived at him.

Approaching, he smiled weakly, "Hey Liz, Gabby."

"Hey," Gabby turned around, catching the uncertainty in his voice. "Everything okay?"

"Yeah," he said, looking towards the exit. "I'm just running late. I'll see you later." 

Before they could say goodbye, he'd already hurried away and was pushing through the door.  Liz glanced at Gabby, "Do you think he heard us?"

"I don't know," she said, shrugging. "He could have."

"I feel bad, you know. Keeping all of this from him." 

"I know," Gabby sighed. "It's for the best, though. The more people that are involved..."

"The more people that get hurt," Liz finished her sentence.

"Right," she smiled reassuringly. "On that note, I have to go back to the office."

"Thanks for the Irish," Liz winked heading for her space behind the counter, her thoughts calmed, but no less worried about Aya and now Alex. They were just trying to protect him from all of this, but she wondered how good it was for him to keep pushing him away. Making up stories, excuses. She knew she would have to leave him behind one day, but until then she wanted to hold onto some sense of normality and Alex was a link to her old life. She was being selfish and deep down hoped it wouldn't blow up in her face.
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Alex flopped onto the ground heavily beside the garden bed he had been mulching before lunch, his sandwich well and truly mangled. He had overheard the end of the girls' conversation and it worried the hell out of him. He swore that they had been talking about witches, but that didn't seem right. Then Liz had voiced her distrust over Aya's agenda? What the hell? 

He jumped when Aya herself flopped down beside him, her eyebrows raised at the sight of his mangled lunch.

"Nice sandwich," she said.

"Oh, yeah," he tossed the sandwich aside, suddenly not hungry. "I guess I don't know my own strength."

Aya frowned at the gesture, "What's up?"

"Nothing, I just heard Gabby and Liz talking about something I shouldn't have overheard," he shrugged.

"Like what?"

Alex hesitated, "They were talking about you."

She laughed at this, "I bet they are."

"What do you mean?" he was confused.

"Well, you know I'm living with Zac and Sam for the time being," she smiled. "Zac and I aren't getting along very well. So, I'm sure they all have some colorful things to say about that."

"You're living at the manor?" He seemed surprised.

"Yeah," she grimaced. "It was Sam's idea, obviously. Zac's an annoying prat, but it beats the smelly motel."

"Oh," Alex fidgeted with the hem of his shirt.

Aya, as if sensing his discomfort, stood up and said, "I'll leave you to it, Alex. I've got stuff to do.”

Alex watched her disappear across the street. She seemed happier than when he'd first met her. Something had changed to make her that way. Maybe it was just making some friends, he knew from experience that could do wonders for a person. The more he thought about it the more he couldn't help but wonder if she had an agenda, like the girls were talking about. She'd never really told him what she was doing in town and what exactly her job was. The obvious FBI and CIA scenarios ran through his mind, but he snorted at the ridiculousness of it. Like she'd be a spook.

But, he couldn't shake what he'd overheard. If Aya really did have an agenda, then what the hell would it be?
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When Zac walked into Max's bar that night, he was surprised to see Liz sitting at a table on her own with a glass and bottle of Jack. Something was bothering her big time. Sauntering up behind her, he grabbed the bottle and took a mouthful. 

"What's up, beautiful," he said, sitting down across from her.

Groaning, she snatched the bottle back from him.

"What?" He raised his hands, grinning, waiting for a response.

"Ass," she hissed.

"Yeah, so what?" Zac laughed, tapping the table top.

"You act like you're not even worried about anything," she shook her head.

"And you are?"

"Of course I am, Zac!" she kept her voice low, growling at him. "Aren't you afraid of being killed?"

"We've all done it before," he shrugged.

"But the next time, you won't come back," she scolded.

"Afraid you'll miss me?" he sneered.

Liz sighed heavily, pouring herself a glass of Jack, pushing the bottle towards Zac, "Is everything a joke to you?"

He frowned, the smug smile fading away as he took a long draught straight from the bottle. He played with the idea of telling her what he could hardly admit himself, that he had some semblance of feelings for her. He thought about his brother and that welded his big mouth shut.

"No," he said, staring into her eyes.

Uncomfortable, she sighed heavily, looking away, "I think Alex overheard Gabby and I talking about Aya today."

"You think, or you know?" he asked, the most truthful moment he'd had in the past month broken.

"I think," she said, glaring. "I don't trust her yet. This whole thing scares the hell out of me."

Zac looked at her for a moment, realizing that he hadn't though of her safety once in the past two weeks. He had been selfish and impulsive - his best two traits. "You'll always be safe if I have anything to do with it," he grabbed her hand under the table.

"I know," she whispered, pulling back awkwardly.

"Liz, I..." he began, but fell short when he caught the unmistakable reek of a werewolf that had just entered the bar.

She looked at him, her expression confused, but turned when she too caught the sent. The man that walked towards them was heavy set, the rough stubble of a new beard covering his chin and he looked pissed off. His rough appearance and plaid shirt made him look like a lumberjack. Except it wasn't the frontier, they were in the middle of a humid, smelly swamp.

"I want to know what happened to my brothers, vamper," the werewolf spat, pushing Zac roughly as he stood.

He hardly remembered it, even though it was only about two weeks ago. A lot had happened since then. Psycho witches and ancient witch hunting vampires trumped five mutilated werewolves. Only in a vampires world.

"What are you implying, dog?" Zac snarled, putting himself in front of Liz. 

"You know exactly what I'm talking about you blood sucking piece of shit."

Liz panicked a little, not wanting a fight in front of all these people. It was the last possible thing they could afford right now. Zac was unpredictable at the best of times. Then she caught sight of Aya walking across the bar, who wasn't even trying to hide the smile on her face. Liz looked from her to Zac and the werewolf hoping she might do something to help, but the black haired vampire was already making a beeline for them. Liz sighed a little in relief.
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Aya laughed to herself. She had certainly guessed correctly about Zac, he was always getting himself into trouble. Perhaps this town wouldn't be so boring after all. It was time to send everyone a little message. She'd won this town from the wolves and they needed to keep their hands off for good.

She stopped beside them, placing her hand on the werewolves shoulder, turning him about. "Now, now," she crooned. "A handsome man like you shouldn't be so angry. I bet you'd rather have a drink with me." She looked him up and down and smiled wickedly, biting her lip. "That idiot isn't even worth it."

Without looking back, she could tell they were stunned as she led the wolf by the hand to the bar. He didn't seem to care what he had been threatening Zac about or even sense she was also a vampire, he was more engrossed in her looks to bother. That, and a little prodding by the way of compulsion. She ordered him the strongest drink she could to curb his bloodlust. 

"What's a handsome man like you doing in a shithole like this?" she said breathlessly. "What's your name?"

The werewolf could hardly contain his elation at having scored a beautiful woman. The vampire would keep. "Ralph."

"Well, Ralph, it sure is a pleasure meeting you," she ran a finger down the buttons of his plaid shirt. "We're going to have some fun. I hope you're up for it." Ralph leant over her shoulder, picking up his drink and inhaled her scent. By the look on his face, she could tell he was in her thrall. He downed the drink in two gulps and slammed the glass down on the bar.

"That's an alluring cologne you're wearing," she flirted, leaning closer to breathe in his ugly wolf stink. She caught Zac's eye and winked as she stood and led her catch into the bathrooms at the back of the bar. 

Checking to see if all the stalls were empty, she locked the bathroom door and turned, looking Ralph up and down, biting her lip. He stepped forward, clutching her around the waist and went to kiss her, but she grabbed the side of his head and smashed it into the basin, the force cracking the porcelain. The wolf fell to the floor, blood pouring from a gash on his forehead, grunting in surprise, "What the fuck! You bitch!"

"Listen to me," Aya soothed, crouching on the floor, turning him over so he could see her face. "The next time you come into this town and threaten any one of those vampires, I will tear you to shreds and send back the pieces to your pathetic little pack. This town is mine and I do not appreciate the peace being broken by a dog." She grasped the front of his shirt, pulling him closer. She let her eyes cloud over into two ethereal white pools and licked her fangs. Ralph cried out in horror and put his hands in front of his face. Dropping him back on the tiles she stood over him menacingly. 

"I got it! I got it! Fucking hell!" he whimpered. "What the fuck are you?"

"I'm your worst nightmare," Aya looked up into the mirror, fluffed her hair up and smiled down at him. "You have a nice night now, you hear?" The bathroom door shut heavily behind her.

Zac raised his eyebrows as she approached. "What the hell did you do to him?"

Aya looked at him nonchalantly and took a sip of his drink, "He won't bother you anymore." 

Suddenly, the bathroom door crashed open and the werewolf stumbled into the walkway. Catching Aya's eye, he visibly stiffened. The gash she had given him had healed, and he'd washed most of the blood off, the hair at his temple wet and stringy. She raised her glass and he looked away, panic stricken and made a dash for the exit.

Aya laughed and Liz looked warily at her, "What exactly did you do to him, Aya?"

She stood and grabbed her leather jacket from the back of her chair and their bottle of Jack. Winking at Liz, she left the bar, not really bothered whether she explained herself or not.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

"Fuck!" Zac exclaimed.

The last thing he expected to find first thing in the morning was a corpse in the front yard. A vampire corpse. And he knew that there was only one person who would have put it there. Scowling, he took out his cell and called Sam. Before he could say hello he said, "Have you seen Aya?"

"No," Sam sighed. "Did she take the cell I gave her?"

"No, it's still in her room," he couldn't keep the annoyance out of his voice.

"Zac, she hasn't been awake for long. Perhaps she doesn't see the usefulness of it yet."

"Do you know where she is?"

"No, I haven't seen her today."

"Well, if you see her, tell her I'm looking for her. I want to talk to her about the corpse in the front yard."

"What the hell?" came the reply from the other end.

"A desiccated vampire is sitting in the yard like a fucking scarecrow. And only one person we know could have done that," he hung up abruptly.

Getting in his car, he cursed her all the way into town. When he caught up with her, he'd give her a piece of his mind. How stupid could she be? Leaving a corpse in the front yard for anyone to come along and see. He knew it was too good to be true, their shaky alliance was a joke. Two thousand year old idiot.

Parking the car at an awkward angle by the main square, he stalked down the street, catching sight of Alex in the distance pruning some box hedges.

"Have you seen Aya?" he said, coming up behind him. He didn't bother saying hello.

Alex turned and scowled when he saw it was Zac, "Depends why you’re asking."

"C'mon," Zac rolled his eyes. "Have you seen her or not?"

"She went to the bookstore," Alex pointed across the street.

"Thanks, buddy. That wasn't so hard was it?" he lent forward, thumping him on the shoulder.

"Just don't be an asshole, Zac."

"Me? Never." He sauntered across the street through a break in traffic and looked through the front windows into the store. There were lines of shelving and displays along one side and CDs and magazines in the centre. There was a gift section by the registers and a cafe tucked away at the rear, lots of little corners she could be hiding in. Quickly surveying, he couldn't see her, so he walked inside and looked down each aisle before spotting her amongst the magazines reading a copy of National Geographic.

He came up behind her, ready to give her a piece of his mind, but she said, "This is such a wonderful magazine." She hadn't made any gesture that suggested she knew he was there and it irritated him further.

"We need to talk," he said through his teeth.

"I'd never heard much of this Solar System business. I knew it was all there, but the names humans give things is intriguing. And this Amazon rainforest. I'd like to go there, it sounds wild and dangerous. Have you been?" 

"No," he said impatiently, shuffling from foot to foot.

"Well, I'd like to go before it disappears. Some things aren't as immortal as others. Before I was asleep, the civilized world told us that it was a land of savages. But that's so not true."

"As much as I'm enjoying the history lesson, I want to talk to you about something else," he hissed into her ear.

Aya placed the magazine back on the shelf. "And what do you want to discuss?"

"I want to discuss the corpse that you left in the front yard," he hissed again, looking around to see if anyone was listening.

"Oh, that," she said.

"Yes, that." He took her arm and forcefully guided her from the shop, smiling at the attendant at the counter who was eyeing them suspiciously. He took her across the street to the square where he was sure no one was close enough to hear them. Turning her to face him he scowled as she laughed. "What the hell is so funny?"

"You. Getting all worked up."

"It's not funny, Aya. You left a desiccated corpse in the front yard for everyone to see."

"Not true. No one knows that the house is lived in. No one comes to visit, the gates are meant to be locked because it is a site of historical significance. No one is going to see the corpse. I left Dean there to serve as a warning to his buddy who has camped out in the town somewhere."

"Oh," Zac said, throwing his hands up in exasperation, "So, the corpse has a name?"

"Yes," she said as if it were the most normal thing to be talking about. "When his friend stops by tonight, he'll try something else and I will be waiting for him to expose himself."

"You can't just do things, Aya, and not tell us! I nearly fucking died when I went outside!"

She laughed again, "Well, I really wish I had of been there to see that."

"Then why is it there and not someplace else?" he crossed his arms, glowering at her.

"Well, you wanted my help. This is me helping. Dean was already in the house while you were sleeping, princess. If I hadn't of been there it was curtains for the Degaud brothers."

He sighed, "And how do you know his name was Dean?

She shrugged, "I asked him."

"You asked him?"

"Yes, right before he told me about his friend. Then I killed him. You should have been there. I was brilliant."

"Geesus," he ran his hand through his hair in frustration.

"I met a Jesus once," she said. "He was alright."

Zac stared at her dumbfounded. The things that came out of her mouth. Enduring her mood swings was like having a bucket of icy water dumped on his head. "Just get rid of the corpse before anyone sees it."

"Aye aye Captain," she said, mock saluting him. "I will deny Dean his proper burial so his soul will wander for eternity." 

"Just as long as it doesn't wander anywhere near the house," Zac glared and strode off.
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Aya began the walk back to the manor in a huff. She couldn't wait until she came to the forest so she could run. Those boys had no sense of humor at all. Typical men, always thinking they're right. 

Glaring to herself she brightened slightly when she saw Alex by the path ahead. He was pruning the hedge that bordered the sidewalk. Hacking, would be a better description. He was annoyed, too.

"Hello," she said as she came level with him.

He looked up at her and went back to his work, giving a grunt in acknowledgement.

"Are you okay, Alex?" she asked, concerned.

Alex shrugged, "Yeah." He didn't really convince her, but she didn't press the subject.

"Do you want to get a drink later?" she asked. "Tonight, I mean." There was no reason she couldn't go out and have a bit of fun. The more she was out, the more she could learn about the town and notice who was lurking about. Especially that other vampire, he'd probably hang about the town once the sun went down. She knew she would.

Alex seemed unsure as he said, "I dunno."

"I have to go to the manor and take care of something, but I'll come and meet you after, okay?" she raised her eyebrows to force a response from him.

"Yeah," he shrugged, accepting.

Something was still up with him, and she planned to get it out of him one way or another. But for now she had to go deal with Dean, the corpse in the front yard. She smiled and began walking, leaving Alex to finish hacking the hedge.

There was a prickling feeling at the back of her neck as she walked. It felt like someone was watching her, but looking about, no one was paying her the least bit of attention. She continued warily, it better to assume one of Katrin's cronies were around by default. There was no doubt in her mind that all of them were being watched. And she guessed it was Dean's mate. They wouldn't try anything in such a public place, but she better be on her guard nonetheless. She continued through the park, her mind, eyes and ears all out watching for something amiss.
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Alex strode down the dark street, his mind wandering. It had been a long afternoon alone with his thoughts. Ugh, why had he agreed to meet Aya tonight?

Ever since he overheard Liz and Gabby he couldn't stop thinking about what they had implied about Aya. The more he thought about it, the weirder it sounded. He was completely ignorant and they were shutting him out. They'd never kept him out of anything before and he was hurt. He couldn't shake the feeling at all.

He felt weird about meeting Aya. She'd never really told him what she was doing in town. As a matter of fact, she hadn't really told him anything about herself. Perhaps he should confront her. That might be the only way he would get any answers. Liz had acted like nothing was amiss, but maybe Aya wouldn't.

He was so engrossed in his thoughts he started as someone bashed into his shoulder, hard. "Hey, watch it buddy," he scowled.

The young man who had bumped into him, turned and put his hand on his shoulder, "Hey, I know you." He was built like a football player, wide shoulders and thick arms. Blonde hair cut into a severe crew. The kind of guy that used to beat him up in high school. 

"No, I don't think so," Alex shrugged the guy’s hand away and turned to keep walking.

"I'm positive," he began to follow Alex down the path into the square. "I know you."

"Look, buddy. I don't know you, okay?" If he didn't try and look the guy in the eyes, hopefully he'd leave him alone.

Where before it had been spotted with people, the square had become quiet and empty. Alex began to panic a little. If this guy wanted to beat him up or mug him, he now had the perfect opportunity and he was not a good fighter. High school bullies had only taught him to run. Before he could do anything else, the man grabbed him from behind, turning him around. All Alex saw was the guy’s fist hurtling towards his face. There was a smack as he was punched square in the eye.

"Fucking hell!" Alex yelled, falling to the ground, clutching his face. "Just take whatever you want. Take my wallet, I don't want a fight."

"I don't want your wallet," he snarled. "I want you as bait."

"What the fuck?" Alex tried to scramble backwards, but the man grabbed his leg and began pulling him across the garden into the woodland area of the park.

He was pushed roughly against a tree, his head cracking against the trunk. Dazed, he blinked hard, his hand clutching the egg shaped lump that was beginning to rise. "Oww! You fucking asshole!" He was punched again, this time his lip splitting against his teeth. The cut was bleeding, the coppery taste of his blood filling his mouth.

"Shut up!" the blonde guy hissed at him, pulling a branch from the tree with a superhuman strength that made Alex gasp in fear. Who the hell was this guy? 

"Stupid fucking human," he was muttering. "Just fucking bleed." Alex tried to shield himself with his arms as he was hit again and again with the branch, his skin breaking open and bleeding from hundreds of tiny cuts. The blonde guy was laughing now, "That's it. They'll come now with the blood. They'll want to save you."

Alex couldn't understand what the guy was talking about, he seemed crazy in the head. If he didn't try and do something, he would be beaten to death with a branch by a crazy person. He tried to kick out, but couldn't connect with anything, but the assault from the branch stopped. Scrambling to his feet, he was too late to see the branch come at him from the left. It tore a gash in his forehead, ripping through skin as the force threw his head to the side. 

He was jerked to his feet, a hand clutching his throat. Alex cried out in surprise as he was wrenched in close to the crazy  guys face. His eyes were completely black and his teeth... His teeth could only be described as fangs. Alex began to shake as terror took him over. What the hell was he?

Alex cried out as the guy lent in and bit his neck. He tried to struggle, but he was held in a vice grip. Geesus, he was being eaten alive by a vampire wannabe weirdo. He panicked and tried to struggle harder, but he was loosing blood fast. His limbs felt like they were filled with lead.

Abruptly, the guy was pulled from him an he fell to the ground heavily. It barely registered that his attacker had been thrown fifty feet away into a tree. Then Sam was there pulling him up, propping him against another tree. Sam, his best buddy to the rescue. But, when Alex looked again, he had the same eyes as the crazy cannibal who attacked him. 

"Geesus!" he yelled, but couldn't make his limbs work.

"It's okay, Alex," Sam was saying. "Sit tight, I'll explain everything. I've just got to deal with this guy."

Alex could only nod, slack jawed in shock.
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When Sam caught the scent of Alex's blood on the breeze he knew it wasn't good. He ran as fast as he dared towards its source, trying not to draw any attention from the people around him on the street.

He caught sight of two figures in the distance between the trees. He roared in fury as he realized a vampire had Alex and was feeding on him. He had to protect is friend, no matter what. Even if he found out, he had to save him.

Grabbing the vampire from behind he threw him clear across the path into a tree, a sickening thud as his body collided. There was so much blood, he couldn't help it when his eyes misted over into black. He grabbed Alex, heaving him up against the tree behind him.

"Geesus!" Alex yelled in shock as his eyes focused on his face. He would have to explain to his friend later.

"It's okay, Alex," Sam said. "Sit tight, I'll explain everything. I've just got to deal with this guy."

The vampire had picked himself up and was advancing on him quickly. As he came within striking distance, Sam punched the side of his head, a sickening crack echoed through the trees as it connected. The vampire was either newly made or older than he was, because the punch didn't seem to bother him at all. His fist connected with Sam's jaw, the force sending him backwards. He landed heavily on his back, the air pushed from his lungs.

As he lay gasping for breath, his eyes widened in surprise as he caught sight of Aya perched on a branch above him. She pressed her index finger to her lips to quiet him and gestured towards the vampire and then back down to him. Without giving away her position, he got up as quickly as he could. And not a moment too soon. The vampire was on him again, viciously punching him in the ribs. As he doubled over, instinctively clutching his side, he was kneed in the face, blood gushing from his nose and now split lip.

Sam didn't even have a second to regain his composure before stumbling back under the tree. The vampire had him around the neck in the blink of an eye, laughing in triumph. "Looks like I won," he crowed.

But Sam had already lured him into position. Aya dropped lithely from the tree onto the vampires back. He yelled in surprise as he felt her arms wrap about his own neck. "Hello," Aya crooned in his ear. Before he could compose himself to break Sam's neck she sunk her fangs into his jugular, making him lose his grip. 

Sam, now free, tore a branch from the tree and plunged it through the vampire’s heart, barely missing Aya as she let him go. 

"Hey," she cried, shoving the now dead vampire aside. "Watch it buddy. We're on the same side, remember?"

Sam smiled, his chest heaving, "You knew what you were doing."

Aya smiled wickedly, "I see you're the one who got all the book smarts."

"Thanks," he puffed, wiping his bloody nose on his sleeve. 

They turned back to Alex, who was fixed to his spot against the tree in absolute fear. Sam glanced at Aya and she smiled reassuringly. She kneeled down next to their hurt friend and put her hand on his. "I'm sorry Alex. We came as fast as we could. Where are you hurt?" Her voice was soft, concerned.

He was obviously afraid of them, but didn't scream or try and run. "I'm cut all over my arms. My face," he managed at last.

Aya nodded and turned to Sam, "You have to heal him."

"Why?" he look confused. "Can't you?"

"My blood will make it worse. If he has enough it will kill him. And you, so make sure you remember that," she said firmly, gesturing for him to kneel down.

At the mention of blood, Alex's eyes rolled back into his head and he fainted. Frowning, Sam lent over his unconscious body and began to drip his blood on each wound. The secret they kept very close, that vampire blood could heal a humans wounds and much more besides. But, if blood was given too late, then, well, it was vampirism for the human. He wondered why Aya's blood would do the opposite; act like poison. She was not an ordinary vampire, perhaps that had something to do with it. He made a mental note to warn the others.

The gash on Alex's temple was still wet with fresh blood. Head wounds bled profusely, it was in all their best interests if he healed that quickly. As soon as he was done, Aya herded him towards his car as he carried Alex's limp body, anxious to get their friend home and safe.
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Zac found her at the same table as the day before, but this time with a bottle of Johnny. Really, he didn't know why he came to the bar on today of all days. His brother was meant to be here, but he was nowhere to be seen. Sitting across from Liz he cocked his head, waiting for her to speak first.

Instead, she pushed the bottle across the table, staring at her hands. He couldn't help but take a few large mouthfuls. She was upset and obviously didn't want to talk about it. All dressed up and no do-gooder boyfriend in the vicinity. He wondered what Sam was doing, standing up Liz when he knew today was important. 

They finished the bottle in silence and when it became obvious that he wasn't coming, Zac took her arm and they left the bar. Hovering outside on the sidewalk, he wasn't sure if he should take her home or not.

Finally, she spoke. "It was today, you know," she said, shivering.  

He looked sidelong at her, gauging her expression. It had been a year since she'd died, since she became a vampire. "Yeah, I know."

They stood awkwardly on the sidewalk for a moment. Liz was upset and he wanted to be there for her. Selfish as it was, his heart ached. Turning, Zac gazed at her as she looked out into the darkness of the gardens across the street. He'd wanted to kiss her at least once before he had to give her up. Just once.

Liz couldn't help but turn and return his stare. Reaching down, he ran his thumb across her cheek and drew a sharp breath as she sighed. Drawing close, he kissed her softly on the lips, lingering, testing her response, but he didn't need to. She kissed him back with a fire he didn't think she possessed.

"Liz," he whispered, completely in her trance. He was ripping a hole in his brother’s heart behind his back, but he couldn't stop himself even if he tried. Regardless, he managed to pull back.

"I..." he began, but this time, she kissed him and whatever he had been thinking about was lost.
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Only twenty minutes had passed when Alex sat bolt upright, gasping for breath. Sam and Aya had bundled him into Sam's car and brought him home. The beauty of a small town was it never took long to get anywhere. They were still out the front of his house when he came to, having just put him on the bench on the porch.

Sam looked at him warily, unsure what his reaction would be. If he totally flipped out, he was prepared to compel him if it protected them all from exposure. Alex was his friend and he disliked the idea, but he had to protect Liz and Zac first. Aya, he was sure, would be able to protect herself.

Alex put his face in his hands and groaned. He was obviously thinking about what had just happened. "What the hell are you, Sam?" Alex asked angrily, getting straight to the point.

"I'm a vampire. And Aya," he glanced at her. "Aya is a vampire, too."

Alex leant heavily against the front door. "I heard Liz and Gabby talking about Aya. This is what they meant, wasn't it?" 

"Probably," she nodded.

"How old are you really? I mean, you're not 25 are you?"

"No, Alex," Aya smiled reassuringly. "I'm a lot older than that. I've been around quite a few more lifetimes that I had originally planned. But, I’m flattered that you think I’m 25."

"How old?" he whispered.

"I think you should tell him your age first," she said to Sam.

He shrugged, "I'm 167."

"Geesus!" Alex threw his hands up in annoyance. "You say that like its normal. And you?" He jabbed a finger at Aya.

She balked, "I'm two thousand, give or take."

"Fucking hell! And Zac?" his eyes widened. "Liz? Please don't tell me Liz is one too?"

"Yes, we all are. But not Gabby," he added. "Gabby is a witch."

"Holly fucking shit!" Alex's hand slapped his forehead in disbelief. "I'm in the fucking X-files!"

Aya frowned, "What's a X-file?"

Sam had to stifle a smile, "It's a TV show."

"TV?" she cocked her head, confused, then exclaimed, "Oh! The picture thing. I get it."

Alex was staring at them dumbfounded. 

"Alex, we're still your friends," Sam said seriously.

"And you're the first human who has liked me for who I was and not what I was," Aya smiled at him.

Alex was dumbfounded. "You're all crazy," he said backing through the front door, "You need to leave me the hell alone."

"Alex, please," said Sam.

"Just go away, Sam. I was attacked by a crazy vampire, something that isn't meant to exist. Then I find out all my friends are vampires too!" 

"And Gabby. Don't forget, Gabby. She's a witch," Aya quipped.

Sam glared at her, "Not helping."

"Will you just go away. I don't want you coming near me and I don't want you in my house," snarled Alex.

"Then take back your invitation, Alex," Sam pleaded. "Then I won't be able to come in."

Alex glanced warily from him to Aya, suspecting a trick.

"He's right," Aya nodded. "Rescind both our invitations. If you choose not to speak to us again, we cannot come inside."

Sam knew that it wouldn't work on Aya, she wasn't entirely vampire, but he was a little taken aback by her actions. He didn't think she had it in her to be kind.

"Then," Alex spat. "I take back both your invitations. I rescind Zac's and I rescind Liz's." he slammed the door in their faces.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

"I should have compelled him," Sam shook his head as they walked back to the car.

"No," Aya disagreed. "Alex won't say anything. You need to trust him, not the other way round."

"How do you know?" He didn't sound so sure.

"The one thing I know about Alex, is that he's loyal. He won't talk, at least not until he's had a chance to talk it through with Gabby and Liz."

He sighed and asked, "Why did you tell him that? To take back your invitation? You never needed one."

"If it makes him feel safer, then I will let him believe," she shrugged, leaning against the car.

"I must admit that I'm surprised."

"Surprised?" she raised her eyebrows. "That I'm not one hundred percent monster? Thanks for the vote of confidence."

"That's not what I meant and you know it." He waited for a response, but wasn't going to get one.

Aya, only now noticing that he was dressed up, said, "Hot date, Romeo?"

"I was meant to meet Liz," he said. "It's one year today since she was turned."

"Oh, so you celebrate them?" she said sarcastically. "Did you get her a cake?"

"No! It's just a hard day for her and all. She hasn't had the best time of it."

Aya laughed, "Does anyone?"

He didn't reply, frowning.

She snorted at his grimace, "Well, at least you wore a black shirt. The blood doesn't show up unless you look hard enough." 

"Thanks for the encouragement," he rolled his eyes. "If you don't mind, I have to go find Liz and apologize. If you're going to the manor, can you tell Zac?"

Aya groaned, tapping the car boot, "Only if you get rid of the body."

"Just do it with a little tact, Aya. I don't want him doing anything reckless."

"Yes, sir," she said sarcastically and opened the passenger side door, then slammed it shut, electing to go on foot, rather than get in the car with Sam. "But don't blame me when he does anyway."
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The manor was dark when Aya made her way up the driveway. She knew that Sam would find Liz and apologize for being tardy and tell her about what had happened to Alex. And she was left to explain to Zac, which was all she ever seemed to do. She wasn't used to answering to others, let alone to the most annoying vampire in the history of the world; Zac. She worked her best one on one. Alone.

Thankful for the alone time, she lit the fire in the parlor, preferring the warm light to the electric ones. It was more homely in the big old house. Stoking the coals, she watched the sparks whirlwind onto the hearth, her thoughts spiraling with them. The embers brought back memories she would really like to forget. The castle emerged from the coals that she knew so intimately, the details vivid even after two thousand years. The place where she was turned. Closing her eyes, she tried to will away the image. The stone and wood structure built by the Britons, sacked by the Romans and the same she destroyed in flame.

The adjoining door to the hallway burst open and she turned sharply hissing deep in her throat as Zac and Liz stumbled in, their hands all over each other, kissing like it was their last day on earth. Zac's shirt was open and he was pulling at the hem of hers. They hadn't even noticed she was in the room and if she moved, they certainly would. She scowled, her heart wrenching in her chest. Poor Sam. Sam, who loved this girl. Zac had pulled Liz's top off and was trailing kisses down her jaw and the length of her neck. Aya felt her heart lurch involuntarily. She could stand it no more and she coughed loudly.

"Oh my god!" exclaimed Liz covering herself with her arms.

Zac took a step back, drawing in a sharp hiss of breath when he saw it was Aya. Her expression was darkness as she scowled at them. "Aya, I didn't know you were here,” he stammered.

Aya snorted her disgust. "Maybe you should check who's in the room before you decide to fuck your brother's girlfriend in it."

They stared at her, not sure what to say, as if they were trying to gauge what she would do next. Aya made to leave the room, but Liz grabbed her arm, "Please don't say anything."

Aya snatched her arm back abruptly, looking Liz up and down with contempt. Without saying anything, she stalked from the room. How dare she. She flew down the hall into the study, coming to a stop in front of the French doors that opened onto the verandah. Opening them she walked out into the night air. She felt more at ease here amongst the overgrown wisteria and the light breeze and willed her anger to melt away. Once upon a time, the forest was her home, a safe place from the evils of the world. She ran her fingers across the vines that twined around the banister. Her earth sense had vanished when she turned, a loss that cut to her very soul. She missed the music of the plants, the shifting land beneath her feet. Casting her mind out into the night, all she heard was the soft hum of Zac, who had followed her outside. He leant against the doorframe, his open shirt flapping in the breeze.

Aya scowled as she felt her anger simmer up again. Without turning she said, "You could have at least dressed yourself properly."

He hastily buttoned his shirt up and came to stand beside her. Why was she so mad with him? Did she have feelings for him? She wasn't even sure what that meant. All she knew was the biting taste of revenge and destruction. She didn't know what love was and he obviously didn't either.

"Aya, I'm sorry." he began.

"Why are you apologizing to me? It's not my back you're going behind," she interrupted, not tearing her eyes away from the dark, cloudy sky that eerily reflected her mood. 

After a moment he said, "You like the garden." 

He was too observant, having noticed the way she stroked the wisteria. She didn't dare reply. God, he was so annoying.

They stood in silence for a while, neither looking at each other. Aya silently willed him to go away, but he didn't budge. None of them were blind; they could all see that Zac was drawn to her. Alex, Sam, Gabby. They all knew in some small way, but trusted that he wouldn't cross the line. Sam, least of all, didn't expect Liz to reciprocate. It was Sam, Aya felt sorry for. 

Surprised at her train of thoughts, she felt the memory rise of the first night she had met Zac. The wolves had attacked him in the alley by the bar and she had saved him. She had compelled the memory from him, but still couldn't fathom why she had intervened in the first place. But, the greater mystery was how she had stopped the frenzy and not ended him along with the pack. Perhaps she would never understand. For the first time she wondered what his reaction was when he realized there was five mutilated bodies strewn around him. Her sadistic vampire side stifled a grin at the thought.

Zac shuffled nervously beside her, bringing her back to the present. She looked at him out the corner of her eye. The fact that his blood made that sound. It was something that drew her, but she still didn't think it had to do with love or lust. Perhaps he was something else as well, but she didn't think so either.

"Alex knows what we are," she said finally. She felt him stiffen beside her. Sighing, she walked back inside, leaving Zac behind to stew in the shit storm of his own making.
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It was late when Liz finally climbed the stairs leading to her apartment above the small hardware store on the end of the main street. She had made a terrible mistake. She was hurt, alone and he was there. It wasn't an excuse, but it had happened that way regardless.

She was glad that Aya was there to stop them, but she feared she'd hurt her, too. Was there any end to her stupidity? What the hell would she tell Sam? Where had he been all night?  There was no doubt that she was attracted to Zac, otherwise she wouldn’t have let it go so far. But, he wasn’t blameless either.

As she came up the last flight of stairs she saw Sam sitting by her door, waiting. His expression was closed and her heart skipped a beat. She knew he heard that. 

"Sam," she said when he didn't look up.

"I'm sorry," he whispered, smiling sadly at her. Instantly, she knew something had happened.

"What's wrong?" she said, trying to hide the guilt in her voice.

"Alex was attacked by a vampire," he said. "Luckily Aya was there or I wouldn't have been able to save him."

"Oh my god," her hand flew to her mouth in shock. "Is he okay?"

Sam nodded, "He knows about us, Liz. All of us."

She sat next to him on the landing and murmured, "I take it he didn't react very well."

"He's scared and confused. With good reason. He's just found out that his friends are vampires and it took being attacked by one to find out," he shook his head.

They sat in silence for a few minutes as she processed what had happened. How had everything gone so bad so fast? Alex, Zac... 

"Where were you?" he scowled. "I went to the bar and you were already gone. I came here, I looked in the gardens. I even went to the forest before coming back here."

Liz felt the guilt wrenching in her gut. If Aya hadn't of been at the manor, she would have slept with Zac. She was hurt that Sam had stood her up on such an important day for her and Zac was there, practically pouring his heart out. She'd used him for comfort and how was that any worse than what she'd done to Sam?

And now she knew Sam was off saving Alex from certain death and she felt horrible. She was afraid if she told him, she would have ruined the best thing that had ever happened to her because she was weak. But if she kept it to herself, her guilt would tear her apart.

"I was with Zac," she said, struggling to keep her voice from cracking. 

"And?" he whispered as if he already suspected.

"I... We kissed," she sobbed, unable to keep it to herself. "I was hurt. I needed you, but now I know you were with Alex. Saving him... I'm horrible..." 

He snorted and his head dropped into his hands, "Liz, please tell me it was all him. Not you."

She didn't know what to say. She had kissed him as well. Sam took her silence as an admission of guilt and stood up.

"Please, Sam," she pleaded. "Stay."

He sat back down heavily and Liz took his hand. They would work it out, she loved him and he loved her. They would be okay. They had to be.
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The harsh light of day didn't make Zac feel any better about himself. If Liz kept it to herself, there was no need to tell Sam. No reason whatsoever to hurt him. He took in his reflection in the bathroom mirror and snorted. Of course she would crack and tell him eventually. Hopefully by then, he would have his feelings sorted out. He’d taken advantage of her vulnerability. Then again... He pushed the thoughts away, splashing his face with cold water. 

Thumping down the stairs he hovered in the doorway to the parlor. Aya was lying on the couch, facing away from the door, reading a book. She looked a lot calmer than she had last night.

"What are you reading?" he asked, standing over her.

"Some thing about kids fighting to the death in a woodland arena. It's terrible," she tossed it aside. "There's not nearly enough blood in it for a death match."

"That's a bit much, isn't it?" he huffed.

"What do you want me to say? I'm insatiable," she grinned up at him.

"Does this mean I'm back in your good books?" he said warily, remembering the bite in her words the previous night.

Sitting up, she frowned, "Were you ever in my 'good book'?"

Running a hand through his hair he said, "Probably not." 

"What's that thing you said that time? 'I do a lot of things I don't need to do, but I do 'em anyway'," she mocked is tone of voice.

"You heard that?" he cocked his head.

"I hear a lot of things," her eyes narrowed, but he caught the note of amusement in her voice.

Zac couldn't help but smile a lopsided flirtatious grin. If they could ever stop bickering, he was sure they would have a good relationship. He thought back to the previous night; the relief he felt when he kissed Liz and the burning need that coursed through him. Feelings he hadn't felt for a very long time. But that memory would always conclude with the look of mingled anger and something akin to jealousy that had been etched on Aya's face. His smile faded and his head turned towards the front door as it slammed, signaling Sam's arrival home.

"Aya, I'm sorry. I..." He didn't know how to put it into words.

Her gaze flickered to the doorway behind him and she shook her head to stop him. By the look on her face, it seemed that Sam wasn't happy. And that could only mean.... He turned around to face his brother.

Sam was glaring at him and he knew Liz had caved. Glancing to Aya she looked at them back and forth and said, "I'll be in the study." She couldn't help prodding him one last time.

Liz had followed Sam into the room, her expression hollow. She had been crying.

"You just couldn't help yourself, could you, brother?" Sam sneered. 

Zac scoffed, "It goes both ways."

"You don't get to mess with this, Zac. You hear me?"

“Sam, please. Calm down,” Liz cried, trying to push them apart, but they were both stronger than her.

"Who died and made you king of the world, brother?" Zac spat, ignoring Liz's pleas.

"You don't love her, Zac. How could you, when you don't respect anything or anyone?"

Zac's expression darkened and the room seemed to disappear around him, "Who are you to tell me who I can and cannot love?"

"Oh, so that's what this is about? You doing what you want, whenever you want." Sam was in his face, refusing to back down.

“Perhaps you should stop following me around like a pathetic lap dog.”

“Really? You want to get into that as well?”

“Get it all out, Sam. Tell me what you really think. Tell me what you want to do to me.”

“Stop it! I’m not going to fight you. Is that what you want?”

“I know you want to take a couple of swings little brother.“

“Yeah, I want to hit you, so what?”

“So, do it. Hit me Samuel.” When Sam didn’t move, Zac grabbed the front of his shirt, pulling him close and sneered, “Hit me.”

“You’re insane, Zac. You don’t want any help do you? Has the last forty years been a joke to you?" His expression fell into one of disappointment. "You want to be a monster." Sam’s words cut into him right where it hurt. That right there, was the worst thing he could have said.

Zac’s jaw set as he grinded his teeth together. He couldn't contain his rage anymore. As it simmered over, his eyes darkened and in one fluid motion, he snapped Sam's neck. He fell limply to the floor with a dull thud.

"No!" Liz cried and fell to her knees, pulling him into her lap. She sobbed, stroking his hair and glared up at Zac. "How could you? He's your brother!" She knew he would wake in a few hours, but this was too far. 

Zac's expression changed slowly into one of horror. They had fought before, come to blows, but neither of them had gone this far before. He'd killed his brother over a woman. His brother, who he loved more than anything. It was the most human emotion of all that had driven him to be the monster he truly was. The monster who he thought he'd made peace with.

He saw the way Liz was holding Sam. She truly loved his brother, not him. She never would, he finally realized, but promptly ignored his gut feeling. He had to get out of there, he couldn't deal with this. And he was out the front door and gone before he could think twice about it.
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Aya flew out of the study when she heard Liz screaming at Zac. She was just in time to see the front door slamming closed. So, he had chosen to run instead of facing his problems. Typical.

Standing in the doorway of the parlor she took in Sam's temporarily dead body on the floor in front of the fireplace. Liz leant against the mantle and sighed with frustration. She jumped when Aya materialized out of the shadows. 

"You scared me," she said, clutching her heart.

Aya scowled, "Do you think I can't see what you do to him."

Liz blinked, "What are you on about?"

"God knows why, but he loves you. And you love Sam. The selfish thing is that deep down, you want Zac as well. You're leading him on and it's horrible. You are with Sam. Do the right thing and let Zac go," Aya's face didn't betray her feelings. Whatever those were.

"And why do you care so much? You're the ice queen, Aya. Butt out," tears streamed down her cheeks.

She snorted and shook her head, "After two thousand years, it's all still the same."

"What?" Liz glared, her fists shaking.

"Stupid little girls playing with fire."

"I love Sam, Aya. It will always be him," she cried. "He was the one who found me and helped me through the change. He was there to help me get the cravings under control. Zac helped me as well, but I never thought... I knew he cared for me, but not like that. Not until..."

"Which one changed you?" she asked, her voice low.

Liz looked up at her with a tear stained face, "No! They didn't do this to me! Aya, no, don't think that!" Aya visibly relaxed. "When Sam found me I was dead. I must have had vampire blood in my system already, because I woke up. He was there holding me, thinking I was gone. We had become friends before... before it happened. Aya, I don't know who changed me. We never found them."

Aya wasn't convinced. Sighing, she knelt down and heaved Sam's bulky form onto the couch with little effort. She was so slight, it was easy to forget that she trumped them all in the strength department. She sat on the chair opposite as Liz sat on the couch, Sam's head in her lap. 

When it was obvious Aya was going to wait, Liz asked tentatively, "Was all that stuff you told us about yourself, was it all true?"

"Yes," she stated. It was hard to get more than a brisk answer to any question that was asked of her.

"Two thousand years is a long time. What have you done with it all?" Aya looked at her like she had said something offensive. "I mean, you must have seen a lot of things..." Liz trailed off. Even she knew that she sounded lame.

"Yes," she stated again. "But it's not story time and they don't all have good endings. I wouldn't want to scare you."

Aya knew she frightened Liz. It didn't bother her, what the young vampire thought about her. But, she had to sit here for god knows how long until Sam woke up. Her staring was making Liz uncomfortable, like she was ready to run if she made a move. But, of course, Aya could never help herself. "What will you do when it comes time to leave?"

Liz stared at her for a moment as if she was trying to comprehend her question. 

"It's a straightforward question, Liz."

"I-I don't know," she stammered, wringing her hands.

"The eternal twenty one year old. Never ageing, frozen in time. How will you explain that." She was crossing a line, pushing her like this, but the brothers had coddled her. Protected her from the inevitable choices she would have to make. And Aya just had to press on the nerve. Perhaps her need came out of jealousy more than anything.

"The time will come," Liz said quietly. "And I will be ready then, but for now I can be who I was meant to be while I can. Why are you so heartless, Aya?"

"I prefer the term realist," she sneered.

"Is this what I have to look forward to? Loosing every inch of humanity? Becoming selfish and mean like you?" Liz shook her head in denial. 

Aya snorted. "I try and help people, Liz. I'm not always a scary vampire. I don't kill for sport. Perhaps in a few hundred years you'll get it and get the hell over it," she glared. "Look, I'm here to help with the whole Katrin thing and if that means sitting here waiting for your boyfriend to wake up, then so be it. I'm not going to answer your questions and put up with your insecurities. Probably never will. So, save your breath."

She leant over and grabbed the book she had been reading from the coffee table and kicked her legs over the arm of the chair. She'd rather read a terrible book than suffer through Liz's uncomfortable silence. 
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The sun had long set by the time Sam gasped for air, sitting upright. 

"Thank, god," Aya sighed dramatically, tossing her book into the fire.

Sam rubbed his neck, grimacing, "I can't believe he snapped my neck. That's a new one."

"We have to go after him," Liz whispered, unsure of Sam's reaction. She'd cheated on him with his brother, and he was still with her. She glanced at Aya, who just looked annoyed.

"Love triangles are so last century," Aya rolled her eyes as Liz turned to pour Sam a glass of scotch.

Sam shook his head, "We've been together for a hundred and fifty years. I'm not going to abandon him." He couldn't keep the tears from his eyes. Disappointment or heartbreak? Who knew.

"Tell me what you want me to do and it's done," Liz handed him the glass.

"I fear what he might do, Liz. I know him better than I know myself. He'll leave a trail of bodies behind him before he comes to his senses. The last time it took him years. And we don't have years." Sam threw his glass into the fireplace, shattering it into pieces.

Liz wrapped her arms around Sam's waist and lay her head against his back. "Then we will do whatever we can to find him," she murmured.

Aya shifted uncomfortably. She felt like an interloper, an imposter to this incredibly private moment. Liz's eyes flicked to her and she smiled kindly. She glared in return, not wanting her sympathy.

"The problem is I have no idea where he could have gone," Sam held his head in his hands and sighed.

Aya frowned, knowing she had to tell them about his blood. If she tried, she would be able to track him. She was alarmed at how much she had come to care for this unlikely group of vampires and their one human ally. No one had ever come close. "I can find him," she whispered, looking at the floor.

Sam looked up at her in surprise, "How?"

Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath, "I can track his blood."

"What do you mean, you can track his blood? No vampire can do that," Liz sounded unconvinced.

"I can hear it."

"I don't understand..." Sam said.

Aya scowled, "It buzzes in my head like an annoying mosquito you just can't manage to squash. It doesn't matter how. I can. That's all that matters." She stood abruptly. "Don't worry about anything. I will find him and bring him back whether he wants come or not."

"Aya, thank you..." Sam gave her a look filled with relief.

She nodded sharply and crossed the room without a backward glance. In a second she was outside, slamming the front door behind her. Breathing deeply, she cast her mind out listening for the familiar music. She caught a faint trace at the very edge of her limit. North East. She had a long way to go.

 

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

The night was pitch black and he stood deep in the shadows, waiting.

No moon hung in the sky tonight; the only light was from the street lamps that were spaced too far apart to be of any use. The lane that extended behind the line of shops and restaurants was lined with dumpsters, empty cartons and pallets, stinking of rotting food. The deserted lot behind was overgrown with weeds almost as high as the chain link fence. A dumping ground for things that didn't want to be found.

The sound of a door slamming shut and the jangle of keys reached him as he lurked in the darkness. A young woman emerged from behind a row of dumpsters positioned behind a restaurant and began walking towards the alley at the opposite end of the lane.

As she passed his dark hiding place, he inhaled deeply. The smell of her blood was tantalizing and made him even thirstier. He could feel it in his throat, burning. She walked the length of the lane, oblivious that she was being watched.

He followed her silently as she finally turned down the adjoining alley, her heels tapping on the pavement. The light from the main street ahead shone like a beacon of safety as she made her way towards it. She didn't know it yet, but she would never make it.

He stood in the mouth of the alley, wreathed in shadow, listening to her strong heart beat. The woman turned back, finally sensing his presence. He heard her gasp as she saw his silhouette and her pace quickened. The sound of her heart was intoxicating, even more now that it accelerated in fear. In the blink of an eye he was in front of her. Coming to an abrupt halt, her eyes widened in fear. She fumbled for something in her bag, her hands shaking, and pulled out a can of pepper spray. Pointing it at his face, she took a few fearful steps back.

"Come closer and I will scream," she shouted at him, a wild look of panic written on her pretty face.

He laughed at the futility of it all. Before she could react he had her pressed against the wall, hand over her mouth to stifle the screams that would undoubtedly follow. He considered compelling her before disregarding the notion. He liked it more when they tried to fight.

"Shhh..." he soothed, running a finger down the woman's exposed neck, "It won't hurt much, I promise." The woman whimpered as he leant into her neck and inhaled deeply, his fangs scraping the delicate flesh around the pulsing jugular.

Before he could sink his fangs into her neck, he was pulled upwards into space. Disoriented, he landed heavily on concrete, the air pushed from his lungs. On his feet in a flash, he found himself on the roof of the adjacent building. Eyes black and teeth bared he lunged for his attacker and found himself pinned face down, a knee in his back. Struggling was useless, he was firmly in place, but he did anyway, blind with rage. 

"Bloody hell, calm down," a female voice hissed in his ear, a voice that was vaguely familiar. 

He struggled harder against the knee in his back, trying to flip his assailant to one side, but hands were clamped down over his wrists, driving him mad. He was denied his kill and would get it back any way he could. 

"Zac," the voice whispered in his ear. "Don't struggle. It'll only make it harder. Zac, please come back. We need to talk."

He began to still. The voice was familiar somehow. Where had he heard it? Probably in a dream somewhere. But, he remembered, he didn't dream anymore. Suddenly, he was on his back and the most beautiful raven haired woman was astride him, pinning his hands above his head. Her eyes were icy blue, but melted his black eyes back to their usual green. "Zac, it's Aya. Please."

Aya? Yes, now he remembered. "What are you looking at?" he hissed at her. Why did it have to be her? 

"I'm looking at you," she hissed back. "Now get up and come with me."

"Why'd you bother." It was a statement, rather than a question.

"Why did I bother coming for you?" her eyebrows rose in surprise. "Because you're worth bothering about, Zac. That's why."

The tension slacked in his body and she loosened her grip. Even if he tried anything, it wouldn't work. She was countless times stronger than he was and more cunning to boot. The last thing he wanted to do was go back to the manor, to talk about it, but he doubted he had a choice in it.

Aya stood and held out her hand, "Come on, Zac. I have a room not far from here. We can talk."

Zac stood on his own, "I don't want to talk, Aya. I want..."

"To kill and terrorize innocent women?" she interrupted, anger contorting her face. 

"I didn't kill any of them."

She seemed to ignore him. "You're better than empty violence. If you don't want to talk, then please, at least come with me. In your frame of mind, you're getting sloppy. If I have to compel another one." Aya shook her head and held her hand out, motioning for him to take it.

Begrudgingly, he took it, absently running his thumb across her knuckles. He liked the feel of her hand in his, infuriating as she was. Still scowling at her, she led him back to street level and to a tiny motel at the edge of town. He noticed his car in the lot and his eyes grew dark. How long had she been following him? The room was dark and cold and had a slight smell of mould. The neon sign outside flashed vacancy through the window.

"How long have you been following me?" he hissed, struggling not to raise his voice as Aya swept the curtains closed.

She glanced at him as she flicked the lamp on, her expression unreadable. "Long enough." She gestured for him to sit down on the bed beside her. Reluctantly, he sat stiffly on the cheap floral duvet. The silence was palpable between them. 

Finally she said, "You need to come back. Katrin is still out there and she will use us all to get to you, no matter where you are. We are all in this together, there's no going back."

He snorted. He knew he was running from Katrin and her cronies and he refused to think about it, but nothing was stopping them from following him. He had crossed the line utterly and totally with Sam. He had never got to the point of killing him before, they had come to blows the way only vampire brothers could, but nothing they had not been able to come back from. He remembered the sickening snap Sam's neck had made and flinched. What had he done?

"He's okay you know," Aya whispered. "A little angry, but he doesn't blame you. You can both come back from this."

He turned to look at her, his green eyes full of anger. "I don't know how to come back from this, so how could he? I do nothing but think about it..." he paused and sighed painfully, closing his eyes. "How could one woman drive us apart? We've been brothers for a hundred and seventy years."

Aya smiled almost sadly, "The heart can do strange things, even to us."

He couldn't help but let the faint glimmer of his own smile answer her. He knew deep down that unrequited love would sooner or later destroy him. Liz would go on with Sam, but he would be left alone to love an empty dream for all eternity if he chose to. Deep down, he knew it wasn't just this that had made him run. Sam wanted him to be more than he was, more than what he knew and that was being good. That was what he was really rebelling against. He was lost and always had been.

"Why did you come after me? Why didn't Sam?" he asked.

"Because..." she sighed, pausing as if she was trying to decide what she should say. "I was the only one who could track you."

"What do you mean?"

Aya frowned. "Your blood sings to me."

Zac's eyebrows rose, "My blood sings to you?"

She laughed, almost nervously, "It's hard to explain. I cast my mind out and I can hear it. I just followed, and I found you."

"Simple as that?"

"Simple as that." She clutched his hand like he needed reassuring that she wasn't crazy. "You don't have to do this you know. The more alone you are the further you'll slip away from your humanity until it's gone forever."

"Do other people... does their blood... sing to you?" he whispered, not quite sure what it meant, ignoring her previous statement. 

"No," she shook her head, but didn't continue.

"What does it mean..." he mused to himself gazing at Aya. She looked confused, her hand still clutching his. Giving it a small squeeze he said, "Afraid I'll run away?"

"Something like that," she whispered, unconsciously shifting herself closer.

"But you'll be able to find me again." His voice was almost inaudible. 

"Yes."

He stared down into her eyes and wondered why he never noticed how clear they were before. She was unusually beautiful, her features seemed almost alien and he couldn't tear his gaze away. Reaching up with his free hand, he tucked a strand of long black hair behind her ear, stroking her cheek with his thumb. He felt her breathing quicken as she leant her face into his hand, closing her eyes. Why did his blood sing to her? 

He couldn't fathom it, but he suddenly wanted her. She was irresistible. Tilting her chin up, he kissed her lightly on the lips, the contact pulling at his heart. Drawing back, he looked into her eyes again, as if he was asking approval to taste her lips again. Her hand clutched the front of his shirt, pulling him closer and this time she kissed him with a need that took his breath away. Where had this come from? Unable to stop himself, he pushed her back onto the bed and was on top of her, his hand running down her side, caressing into the curve of her waist, sliding over her hip, down her thigh, pulling her leg up around him, all the while his lips never leaving hers. 

Aya rolled him over, her lithe form melding into his. In that moment he knew he'd do anything to please her, anything. Abruptly, she pulled away gasping for breath. He followed, clutching her hips, not letting her break contact. They were face to face, his eyes searching hers.

Finally she said, "I'm sorry."

"What for?" he whispered huskily. "I'm not."

"I can't do this with you. No matter how much I want to." She looked pained, the confusion clear on her face.

He cocked his head and went to speak, but her hand was on his mouth stopping him. He was utterly in her trance. The feel of her hand on his lips was heady and he kissed her palm. She scowled, gazing into his eyes, "Sorry about this..." she murmured.

"Sorry about wha..."
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When Zac woke, the morning light filtered through the cheap curtains, bathing the room in a disgusting budget motel shade of mustard. He could hear the water running in the bathroom, the blue sterile light of the fluorescent globe shining through the crack of the door which was slightly ajar. He could vaguely see the form of a woman through the frosted glass of the shower screen. He gazed at her for a minute or two and turned his head, suddenly aware that he probably shouldn't.

He sat bolt upright. Shit, where was he? Rubbing his eyes, he remembered being in the alleyway... blood... and Aya pulling him off his kill. She brought him to the motel and they talked into the night and he slept. Now he remembered. And he knew he had to go back to the manor and face Sam and Liz. He groaned at the painful memory and shook his head. They had to work it out. And they had to deal with Katrin. Katrin had to die a true death before she found a way to kill them all.

Zac pulled on his shirt, his resolve piecing itself back together.
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The warm water streamed down Aya's face as she closed her eyes, letting it wash her thoughts away. She had let Zac get too close; let her control wane. After all that had happened to her, she was incapable of loving anyone. She couldn't hurt him like that after Liz, regardless of whether she felt drawn to him or not. He didn't deserve it. Two thousand years of revenge had not changed her mind yet. She had to block off her sensitivity to others emotions before she did something she would regret.

Turning off the water she heard him moving about in the next room and steeled herself for the charade she'd have to play. It was twice now that she'd compelled Zac and she hoped it was the last time. Wrapping herself in a towel she stepped from the shower, and caught sight of him dressing through the crack in the bathroom door. Thankfully, his back was to her and didn't notice her gaze. Quickly dressing, she abruptly opened the door, toweling her hair dry and picked up the car keys from the dresser. "Ready to go," she stated, tossing the damp towel back into the bathroom.

He turned at the sudden movement and quickly looked away. She caught the flush in his cheeks and was confused. Was he embarrassed? He nodded at her sharp announcement and they made their way out to the car.

"Aya... I don't know what to say," he began.

She shook her head, "Don't say anything. You called me. I'm making sure it wasn't for nothing. I do have a vested interest in doing away with Katrin, so don't worry about it."

He frowned, "Just doing your duty."

"If you want to see it that way."

"Sure," he said sullenly, getting into the drivers seat.
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Aya climbed into the passenger side, putting on her sunglasses. Starting the engine, Zac looked sideways at her. She was the most confusing, complicated person he had ever met and it frustrated him to no end. Secretly, he was glad she cared enough that she came for him. He still felt the need to stalk human blood, but when she was with him, he could control it. And he didn't understand why. Shaking his head, he reversed out of the lot and turned onto the adjoining Interstate.

That he was drawn to her was no great secret to him. Why, was the real question. She infuriated the hell out of him, even more since the previous night at the motel. He thought back over their conversation, but could see nothing unusual about it. She had convinced him to return to the manor and he had slept the same dreamless sleep he had had for decades. 

If, by some miracle, they could kill Katrin once and for all, he wondered what she would do then. Would she stay with them for a while, or go straight on to the next kill? 

"Can I ask you a question?" he said. Neither of them had spoke for the last four hours they had been driving.

"Yes," she said, still gazing through the windscreen at the road ahead.

"What will you do after this? I mean, if we deal with Katrin."

She was silent for a while. "I don't know," she shrugged.

Zac looked at her awkwardly and focused back on the road, "When you hunt a witch, do you kill them?"

"Not always."

"Why?"

"I save them when I can," she said matter-of-factly.

"But why, if they're already corrupt?" 

"I wasn't always this monster," she scowled. "And neither were you. Surely, you can still feel an affinity with mortal life. That is reason enough."

Suddenly, he felt foolish. The vampire in him was speaking, not the human. She had two thousand years of control and understanding and he felt insignificant in comparison. A strained silence followed and they didn't speak again for some time.
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Towards dusk they pulled into a gas station. Aya sat on the hood of the car staring into the distance as he pulled the hose from the pump and began to fill the tank. "What are you looking at?" he asked.

She didn't answer straight away. "I'm not looking at anything. I'm listening and right now you're making too much noise."

"What are you listening for?" he asked, ignoring the warning tone in her voice.

"Bad things stalk us, Zac. Things only I can hear coming." She was annoyed.

He raised an eyebrow at her, even though her back was to him. He didn't understand how she could say everything but give no information whatsoever. As if sensing his annoyance she turned and looked at him up and down over the top of her sunglasses. He put the nozzle back into the pump more forcefully than necessary and went to pay for the gas. 

Aya was back in the passenger seat when he returned. Slamming the door closed he turned to her, "Well?"

"Well, what?" she scowled in reaction to his curtness.

"Did you hear anything?"

"No." It was a statement designed to end the conversation.

Zac leant his head back against the seat and sighed deeply. "You have to give me something, Aya. Do you realize how frustrating you are? It's all I can do..."

She turned to him, pulling off her sunglasses, her eyes cold and angry. "What do you want from me, Zac?"

"Anything," his voice began to raise. "You never explain yourself. Our lives are on the line and you never give me the full story. How can I protect them if I don't know what I'm fighting. How can I protect..." He stopped himself, unable to say what he really meant. He wanted to protect her just as much as any one of the others. As much as his brother, who was more dear to him than his own life. What was happening to him?

"Be careful what you say next Zac," she narrowed her eyes.

He drew in a sharp breath and struggled to keep his mouth shut. Beautiful women would be the death of him, not some psycho witch from beyond the grave. "I don't want you to leave," he whispered, finally, not daring to look at her.

"I'm not going anywhere," she conceded, the anger dropping from her voice.

"Not yet," he muttered, turning the key in the ignition. He accelerated hard out of the gas station back onto the interstate. This time he ended the conversation without explaining himself.

 

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

Zac cringed at the relief that flooded Sam’s face when he slunk through the door, following Aya. He'd snapped his brother’s neck, but he was still glad he had come back. He was reluctant to speak to them, Sam and Liz. He knew exactly what they were going to say; every single word.

Aya grabbed his hand when he hesitated in the doorway of the parlor, pulling him into the room. Sam stood and shook his head when he laid eyes on his older brother, his eyes flickering briefly to Aya, who smiled wryly and left the room.

"Why'd you run, Zac?" he asked gently. 

"I snapped your neck, Sam." It was a statement.

"Yeah, I was there," he sighed.

"Do you understand the meaning of ironic?" Zac snorted.

"Stop it, Zac," Sam said, trying to hold himself back. When he was human, his neck had been snapped. That was how he had died.

"What do you want me to say?" he shook his head.

"Sorry would be a good start."

Zac's eyes shifted to Liz, "Sorry about what?"

"Don't even go there," Liz sighed, exasperated.

"You started it, Liz. But this was never about you," Zac said without any emotion.

"Then what was it about?" Sam directed his brother’s attention back to him.

"The same thing it's been about for the last one hundred and whatever years, Sam. You trying to prove that somewhere in here," he thumped his chest over his heart. "There's a good guy wanting to get out. When will you just stop and let me be?"

"We grew up together, Zac. We are as close as two brothers can get. Yeah, we're extremely different, but I know you better than you seem to know yourself. You're so much better than this. Fighting, war. It's not all there is."

"Don't you think I've spent every single fucking day trying to find something else?" he spat. "She told me it was the only thing I was good at and I believed her. I still believe her."

"Who told you this?" Sam asked, already suspecting the answer.

"Victoria," he ignored the confused look on Liz's face. 

Sam shook his head, not believing that Zac had kept this to himself for so long. He'd hardly ever spoken to him about his first few months as a vampire. The extent to which Victoria must have manipulated his brother scared him.

"Now do you understand?" Zac was saying.

"I won't give up on you, Zac," Sam shook his head. "You never gave up on me when it mattered the most. So, don't think I'm going to start now, or ever."

Zac looked warily from him to Liz, surprised that he had been forgiven so quickly. "You know I'm..." 

"Sorry?" she asked.

"Even if I can't say it, you know I am," he looked away.

She began to speak, but Zac cut her off, "I know. Believe me, I know all about it. And if you don't mind, I'd like to be alone with the liquor cabinet."

Sam nodded and motioned for Liz to follow him out of the room. Thankfully, they left without another word. Zac had had enough heart to heart to last the rest of the decade. He felt foolish and pathetic. Two things that should never be associated with him, in his own opinion. Taking out an unopened bottle of whiskey, he drank a quarter of it in one shot.

Groaning in frustration, he picked up his bowie knife from the mantle and sat on the couch. Standard issue to Confederate Infantry during the Civil War, this knife had followed him in life and death. It had cut open the wrist of the woman who had made him. The knife that had drew the blood that made him a vampire. 

Placing his hand on the antique coffee table, splaying his fingers, he stabbed the knife in-between his index and middle finger. Then middle and ring fingers, ring and little, thumb and index. It was a game he used to play to make his fellow soldiers uneasy. One he never lost and one that never failed in gaining their respect. If that respect was garnered through fear, then all the better. Each war he'd been in, the knives got longer and sharper, the men bigger and rougher.

The knife stabbed through the centre of his hand, pinning him to the table. Grimacing at the sudden pain, he refused to make a sound, blood pooling from around the blade. He wanted to feel something real and this pain was as real as it was going to get. Pulling the knife free, blood gushed onto the coffee table. Running his thumb across his open hand, the wound began to close as it healed itself.

"So, you're into self mutilation now," came that annoying voice from behind him. Aya. Always there to make a smart ass comment. 

"Don't presume you know anything about me," he sneered, standing to glare at her.

"Likewise," Aya raised her hands, eyeing the knife. He knew it would be gone in under one second flat if she thought it were a threat. He sat back down and stabbed the knife into the tabletop, facing away from her.

"Keep your head screwed on, Zac," she said without any infliction. 

He turned to retort, but she'd already gone. Shaking his head, he sunk back down into his melancholy. Somewhere, he'd lost his way. Why had they come back here in the first place? To pretend that they were human again? Deep down he knew Sam wanted him to find something in himself that wasn't about fighting and killing. Victoria had once told him that it was the only thing he was good at. Perhaps it was.
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Liz sighed as her fifth call to Alex went straight to voicemail. It looked like she would have to go the direct route.

She felt guilty neglecting him the last few days, especially after he had been attacked. Everything had blown up in her face after she kissed Zac. Sam's broken neck and having to send Aya off to pick up the pieces. She now felt she owed the two thousand year old vampire and that couldn't be good. But, she thought Aya had done it as much for herself as for them. She could see her and Zac finding themselves together someday, even if they couldn't.

She had spent the last few days with Sam, working out what had happened, while they waited for news from Aya. Sorting out what it meant for them. It seemed that love did prevail, at least this time. Liz would never let herself waiver again.

Hovering on the sidewalk, she watched Alex working in the garden. What the hell would she say? You were being attacked by a crazy vampire controlled by a two thousand year old witch, while I was off cheating on my vampire boyfriend? She shook her head and set off across the grass before she could change her mind. Alex deserved the whole sordid truth.

He caught sight of her as she approached and glared. "Geesus, Liz. Can't you take a hint?" he rolled his eyes, beginning to walk away from her, but she was in front of him a little too fast to be normal, blocking his way.

"Can I just explain? Then you can decide why you want to do," she pleaded. "If you never want to speak to me again, then I will respect that."

He groaned and sat on the grass by the bandstand, knowing he wouldn't be able to avoid her for long. She could probably out run him. "Don't sugar coat it, Liz. If I have to sit here and listen, you need to tell me everything," he said forcefully. "I was attacked by a vampire and saved by two more. It wasn't very pretty."

"I know," she said. "All in."

They sat on the grass, Liz thinking for a moment, trying to piece it all together. The simplest way to describe everything that had happened in the last year. Taking a deep breath, she began.

"Before it happened, a year ago, I didn't know what Sam and Zac were. I just thought they were two rich brothers that had moved to town, just like everyone else. Not until the day I decided to change the route I usually took when I went for a run," she paused, quietly gauging Alex's emotions. "The details are still sketchy. I don't think I'll ever remember everything that happened that day. I do remember being attacked, but nothing about who it was that attacked me. There was a lot of blood, that I know. Theirs or mine, I have no idea. When I woke up, Sam was holding me."

When she stopped, Alex reached out and held her hand, sensing that she needed this gesture, at least. He was still looking off into the distance, scowling.

Squeezing his warm hand, she continued, "He thought I was dead. I was dead. The way he held onto me... He was horrified and relieved all at the same time when he realized I was alive. We've been together since. Sam and Zac, they helped me through it all."

"Did you find out who did it?" Alex whispered.

"I don't know," she shrugged. "I know for sure it wasn't the brothers. I trust them completely. They tried to find the vampire who attacked me, but couldn't find any trace of them. I’ve come to accept the fact that I’ll probably never know."

"What about Aya?"

"Aya," Liz sighed. "That's more complicated."

Alex frowned, rubbing his temples with his calloused hands, "I'm all ears."

"A few weeks ago, a vampire came to town and got into a fight with Zac. Zac killed him, but in the process managed to piss off a very old and powerful witch named Katrin. Gabby helped him cast a summoning spell she found for help. They called an extremely old vampire known as the Witch Hunter. At the time we didn't know who that was. We had nothing else to go on and it seemed like a better option than just letting Katrin kill him. Aya hid her true self from us for ages, gauging our intentions, but she came when she was called and decided she wanted to help. Katrin is after her as well."

"Why?"

"I don't know. She's very secretive, but I would guess it has something to do with being referred to as a Witch Hunter," Liz sighed heavily. "That's pretty much where we are now. Trying to find a way to deal with Katrin before she can kill us."

She watched his features change as he thought through everything she had said. He looked, angry, confused and strangely enough, relieved.

"You know this is a huge headfuck. And I don't normally use that word," he scolded her.

"I'm sorry," she whispered. "I was trying to protect you. I thought the less you knew, the safer you would be."

"But, you've been lying to me," he grimaced. "It's not just a little white lie. This is the mother load, Liz. Geesus."

"I'll do anything it takes," she pleaded. "Anything."

"Well," he said after a minute. “You and Gabby. You’re my oldest friends. I can understand why you wouldn’t tell me, but it doesn’t make it hurt any less.”

“I know.”

“You have to promise not to keep anything from me anymore. I can handle it, Liz. After all, I’m not a mess now am I?”

“You are surprisingly calm,” Liz said carefully.

"When life hands you lemons..." he shrugged.

"Oh, Alex!" Liz flung her arms around his neck, hugging him just a little too hard.

"I don't know what I can do, but if there's something," he said, extracting himself from her hug. "I'll be there for you guys, but you owe me. No more secrets."

"Thank you, Alex. This means a lot to all of us. A lot to me."

He sighed, rubbing his eyes, "Your secret is safe with me."
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Gabby sat cross-legged on her lounge room floor, the grimore in her lap, her face screwed up in concentration. Groaning dramatically, she put the book aside and drew her knees up, resting her head in her arms. She was getting absolutely nowhere. What a pathetic excuse for a witch.

She'd felt different all her life, but had never understood that feeling was her powers trying to come out and be embraced. She still couldn't fathom what she was, being on her own was difficult and having vampires as friends went against everything that the grimore had taught her. But, that she wouldn't change and all things took time, right? But it didn't stop her from getting frustrated.

Gabby wondered if she should try and contact her grandmother. She hadn't seen or spoken to her for years, not since she was a little girl. She would have had to be about ten years old when she'd disappeared. Her Grandfather was a less than nice man, severe and old fashioned. Extremely set in his ways. He'd passed a few years ago, but Gabby remembered that he had threatened to have his wife committed to an asylum.

Her parents had seemed to agree with him and her grandmother had up and left, rather than stay with her husband a moment longer. Gabby always felt the reason behind it all was because she was a witch and even her own family was afraid of her simply because they didn't understand. 

The day she found the grimore in the attic was the day she was moving out and into her apartment across town a year and half ago. She'd gone through all her old boxes of childhood toys and stumbled across a box hidden in the back corner under her pile. When she'd opened it, she found the most curious things inside. 

On the very top was a white envelope with her name written on the front. Opening it, she read the brief note and suddenly understood everything. It read, Gabrielle, when it is time, you will know what to do with this.

It was unsigned, but she knew it was from her grandmother. She recognized her handwriting from birthday and Christmas cards. Underneath was the grimore and what could only be witches tools. Wrapped up in a deep purple quilt was an ornate knife with a bone handle, a silver bowl and several jars of dried herbs. 

She managed to take the box without her parents finding out and began visiting the old cemetery, trying to understand what she was. It wasn’t long before she realized the strange things she'd been feeling all her life was the earth trying to speak to her.

It had been over a week since she'd been entrusted with finding what had kept Katrin's soul attached to the living and for the life of her she couldn't work it out. She'd spent hours pouring over the grimore, but she couldn't understand most of it, the languages many of the pages were written in were old and strange. The nights she spent communing with the earth to search it's energy for anything that seemed out of place, but came up empty time and time again. Truthfully, she didn't know enough to understand what she was looking at most of the time. 

Sighing, she put the grimore aside and climbed into bed, exhausted. Tomorrow was another day and she would try again. She had to, even though she knew she would come up empty handed.

Soon, she was fast asleep, her mind wandering into different dreams, of her grandmother, the story she'd read about Aya saving her ancestor from burning at the stake and her search through the grimore, the pages blending into one huge blur.

As her dream settled, she found herself in the old cemetery, sitting cross-legged in the middle of a circle of power, as if she had been in the midst of meditation. The night was dark around her, the wind wailing as if a storm was brewing. The only light that pierced the darkness was the flickering candles that surrounded her. 

Gabby jumped in surprise as she saw a woman emerge from the darkness. She approached calmly, her hands clasped in front of her, expression cold and unwavering. She wore a dress of long white folds of silk, low over her shoulders, draped to the ground, cinched at the hips by a low golden belt. Long auburn hair spilled over her shoulders that lay still, even as a strong breeze buffeted the cemetery.

How she knew that this woman was Katrin was beyond her. The witch stood at the edge of the circle, her expression closed, calmly assessing her before stepping harmlessly over the line that was meant to keep others out. Her eyes flickered to the grimore on the ground and her covetous look didn't escape Gabby.

"I'd hoped that you were one of mine," Katrin rested an ethereal hand on Gabby's shoulder. "But you're Ismena's. Not to worry."

Gabby was too surprised to say anything and when Katrin reached out and placed a hand over her eyes, she froze.

Katrin began to murmur under her breath, then said audibly, "You're eyes will be one with mine. What you see and hear, will be mine."

Gabby gasped as she woke with a start. Her mind was confused and she blinked hard a few times and realized she was at home, in bed and it was three am. The dream slipped from her mind just as quickly. An odd feeling told her to try and remember before it was gone, but nothing came to mind. The only thing that she could think about as she fell back to sleep was that she would be wrecked at work tomorrow.


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

Several days had passed since Aya had returned to the manor with Zac in tow and for several days she had avoided him. Apart from walking in on him and that knife, she had managed to evade him and his annoying questions. Remembering his blood all over the table, she grimaced. The sound of it had pierced through her head, splitting it open. 

For two thousand years she had learnt to deal with people, read their emotions, decipher the meanings to their words, decode their motives, untangle their wicked webs of deceit. But she had no idea how to deal with the insinuated meaning in Zac's words, the words he spoke as they drove to the manor. 

I don't want you to leave.

It was the first time she had felt so protective of someone and it was an alien feeling. No one wanted her to stay once they knew even the smallest sliver of truth about her and she gladly compelled their memory of her away. These vampires knew nothing but the barest facts. Her greatest secrets would remain buried. They had to.

The impenetrable wall she had built around herself had always served her well. All that kept her going was the purpose she had set herself to last her eternity. Revenge. There was no room for anything else. So, to save Zac from her, she compelled the memory of their kiss away. It was for his own good. 

But, those words. Maybe compulsion wasn't enough this time. She shook her head and pushed those thoughts away. It would do her no good to dwell when there we bigger threats lingering.

Finally, she now had an opportunity to end Katrin for good. Her first and possibly only opportunity. But it all relied on Gabby. The young witch had access to powers that were immense, but were still beyond her reach. She needed to learn how to use them. If this happened, she was confident they had a chance of prevailing. The young witch just needed a push in the right direction.

Aya had invited Gabby to the manor where they could talk freely. The brothers were gone somewhere she didn't really care about. Brotherly bonding, pulling Zac back on the wagon. They needed a game plan, and soon. Enough time had passed in which Katrin could put together whatever grand scheme she had up her sleeve and they needed something to at least counter it. She'd been distracted by one particular brother far too much.

"I've dealt with spirits before but not the spirit of a witch," admitted Aya, pushing her thoughts away. "Just the living kind."

Gabby sighed, the stress obvious, "I'm so lost."

"Give me the grimore," Aya frowned. "I can have a read of the older stuff."

"You can read that?" Gabby was surprised. "I don't even know what language it is."

"I'm older than it is. I've been around long enough to learn a lot of different languages," she shrugged, flipping through the pages. Coming to rest on the spell that had summoned her, she groaned. "This one we can do without."

Gabby grabbed her arm as she went to tear the offending page out. "Don't," she pleaded. "It's all I have of my Grams. Don't destroy it."

"We need to get rid of it, Gabby. As it is now, it's just a call. With the right inflection, it could become a summoning," Aya warned. 

"You mean, physically summon you?" 

"Yes."

"No one will take the grimore," she was confident. "It's safe with me."

Aya shook her head, "Fine. But don't say I didn't warn you." She continued to flick through pages, stopping to read when something caught her interest. 

"Nothing?" Gabby asked, when she was handed the grimore back.

"I don't know," she sighed dramatically. "There's no one in your family who you can talk to? Other witches?" 

"No," the young witch said, shrugging. "My parents have no power they admit to. There is my grandmother, but..."

"I would advise you think about contacting her," Aya said, giving her a little nudge with her words. 

"I'm not even sure where she's living," Gabby protested. 

"Well, you better get a clue," Aya raised an eyebrow at her. "She might be the only one who can help you find what's in there." She jabbed a finger at Gabby's heart. "Otherwise dying might be the best solution for all of us."
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When the brothers finally came home, it was late afternoon and Aya was in the garden, sitting on the stone bench, staring at the sky. She assumed they had been doing some brotherly vampire bonding thing. Stay away from my girlfriend and stop eating people type exercises. Building bridges so they could get over it already.

"How was your AA meeting," she said seriously as she heard them come up behind her. She didn't have to turn to know that Zac was glaring at her. It was the first time they had spoken since the knife incident.

The brothers weren't fast enough to catch the movement to their left, but Aya was up from the bench and in front of Zac grasping a stake that had been thrown at him in a millisecond. And it was thrown back just as fast, a thud as it found its mark. She growled in annoyance as an unknown vampire came from the garden behind, stake in hand lunging for Sam. But she was there again, grabbing the male vampires wrist, stopping him dead in his tracks.

She sighed, exasperated, "You people never learn." She squeezed her hand harder around the assailant’s wrist and it cracked and the stake dropped to the ground.

The vampire grimaced, but kept coming, obviously on a kamikaze mission. There was no way he would survive her. 

Aya grabbed his hair before he could duck and drove his head into the ground so hard there was a loud crack as his skull broke. Aya held his head in place, as blood began to pool beneath them. If she moved it even slightly, the vampire’s brains would spill out of his broken skull and he would be good as dead. Her eyes were chillingly opalescent as the sent of blood filled the garden and she hissed deep in her throat. 

"When you get to the other side, tell that bitch Katrin that she'll have to try harder than that to best me," she let her grip slacken and the vampires eyes glazed over as his brains slid out of his broken skull. 

Turning to the brothers, they were still in the same spot, shock etched on their faces. Only a minute had passed, but it was more than enough to get the job done. Her eyes refusing to clear she sneered, "Do that peace of shit a favor and stake him." She was beautiful and terrible all at once.

"Your eyes..." Zac whispered. "What...?"

Aya grinned wickedly, "I'm a new kind of monster, vampire. One of a kind. Limited edition."

"But you are a vampire?" asked Sam, picking up the stake, warily.

"Unfortunately, yes," she rolled her eyes sarcastically, the color shifting back to their regular icy blue.

"Then why are your eyes white?"

"Consider me an albino. Cataracts from old age. Storm from X-men," she said sarcastically.

Zac raised his eyebrows, "You learn quick for someone who's been out of it for decades."

"Adapt and survive; or die. I don't know about you, but I'm a survivor," she pushed past him, going back inside. 

Sam ran after her, calling, "Aya, wait."

"Katrin is amping up her game finally," she said, not waiting to hear what he had to say. "Put your game face on, Samuel. Whatever she's going to try will happen very soon." 

"She's testing our defenses," Zac said, coming up behind his brother. 

"Aww, there's the Captain we all know and love," she said, mockingly.

"Give it a rest," he shook his head, not wanting to be reminded. "It could also be a diversion. Sam, I suggest you check in on Liz and Gabby. I will have a look around the grounds."

"I would be more worried about Gabby right now," Aya said. "Going after Liz would be pointless. And besides, there's no one else here."

"How do you know?"

"Why do you still have to ask?"

Sam grimaced, "I'm going to check on her."

"I'm coming with you," Zac said.

"No, stay here. It might be exactly what Katrin wants you to do," Sam held his hand up. "I won't be long. I'll call once I know more."

Zac looked to Aya, but she just shrugged and went inside.

"Fine," he said, reluctantly agreeing with his brother. "Call me the second you know anything."

"I will, brother," Sam reassured him and disappeared around the side of the house.
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While they waited for news from Sam, Zac convinced Aya to help him bury the desiccated vampires in the yard. Between them both, it didn't take long to dig holes deep enough to conceal them for a very long time. Graves were something Zac had become familiar with over the years.

"Why are your eyes white, really?" he asked, when Aya made it clear she wasn't going to speak to him.

She sighed loudly, "Because they are."

He frowned, "Why won't you tell me anything about yourself?"

"There's nothing you'd want to know. I'm a vampire. Plain and simple. Why are your eyes green and mine blue? Because that's the way we were made. The end."

"You've heard more things about me in the last few days than Sam had heard in his entire life." He tossed his shovel aside, annoyed at her evasion and wiped his dirty hands on his jeans.

"I never once asked you to divulge your secrets, but you did anyway," she glared, leaning on her shovel.

"Yeah, you practically beat them out of me, Aya," he scoffed, remembering the night they'd spent at the motel. He wasn't quite himself then, coming down from the disgusting high of stalking human blood. "You can walk into any human house without being invited, the sun doesn't bother you in the slightest, your eyes are fucking white and you seem to know where the hell I am before I even get there. Who the hell are you, Aya? You're like a fucking ghost."

"I don't owe you anything, Zac. Least of all an explanation."

"Of course you don't." He ran his hands through his hair in frustration.

"Don't worry about me, when you've got your own problems to deal with." Her tone was sharp and he flinched.

"Thanks for reminding me, Aya. Real smooth."

She sighed heavily and sat down on the bench. "It's always been about control, Zac. You may be good at killing, but it’s not all of who you are."

"You don't need to tell me this," he groaned, sitting beside her. He didn't really want to hear it, but assumed he was going to anyway.

"It's about control for all of us. Some choose to harness it, some choose to relinquish it. It is the intent that separates good from evil," she sniffed, looking at the sky. "Why do you hold onto your humanity?"

Zac shrugged, remaining silent.

"It's for Sam's sake, isn't it?" She peered out the corner of her eye, judging his reaction.

He was scowling, looking at his hands. Finally, he said, "I don't want to be this monster, but I can't help myself."

"You have to do it for yourself," Aya sighed. "You might think you're doing Sam a favor, but you're not. If you don't want it, then you're making it harder than you need to. You can help yourself."

He was still looking at his hands, wringing them as she spoke. Looking at him warily, Aya hoped she hadn't over-stepped any boundaries in laying it out like that. She sensed Zac's humanity had been balanced on a knifes edge for days now. When she realized he was done discussing it, she said, "Tell me, what would you have done after the Civil War?"

"I don't know," he frowned. He would have continued in the army, perhaps. Joined the new United States. Maybe as a Confederate they would have taken him and put him on trial instead. It wasn't something he was at liberty to think about once he had turned. That life was gone.

"That's the best answer anyone could ever hope for," Aya turned to look at him, pointedly.

He was confused. "What do you mean?" 

She shrugged. "If you don't know, then you could do anything."

Zac sat a moment, trying to process the notion. His life had been taken away from him, but he still had a say as to what he did next. He'd always believed that Victoria had taken all of his choices and left him to be the only person he knew how to be. A monster. But maybe, he could be more than that. If only he knew how.

He hesitantly reached out to touch her hand that rested on the back of the bench, Aya eyeing him warily as he did. She edged back ever so slightly, so slight that only his vampire eyes could see the gesture. Her expression was blank as they stared at each other, until her eyes unfocused and her body became rigid. 

"Zac..." she said with a sharp note of panic. Then she was gone. 

Zac sat dumbfounded for a moment. She'd disappeared. Not like she had done before, where she'd moved too fast for him to stop, but vanished. Regardless, he still got up from the bench and searched the house, calling her name. Finally stopping in the study, he roared and sent the papers that littered the desk flying, his face in his hands.

They had been so stupid. Katrin was coming for Aya, she didn't want him anymore. Her voice had been one of surprise and panic like she didn't understand what was happening and he was powerless to stop it.

Aya had vanished into thin air.


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

Gabby stomped up the six flights of stairs to her apartment. It sat on top of a small complex of twelve, in a leafy street surrounded by large family homes and smaller cottages that dated back to pre-civil war days. A horror of 1970s architecture in an otherwise beautiful street. She was a mere six blocks from the town center, and seven blocks from the Real Estate office where she worked. The view stretched for miles, but there wasn't really anything to see other than the surrounding houses and forest. Despite all of this, she loved her place. What she didn't love was the six flights of stairs.

Her mind was in turmoil over her conversation with Aya. She'd come straight home from the manor, wanting to be alone, extremely frustrated with herself. How could she find her Grandmother? Who knew where she was and if she was even still alive?

She put her bag on the kitchen bench with the grimore beside it and went through to the bedroom, via the bathroom. The apartment was an odd layout. The bathroom connected to the kitchen on one side and through to a small walk-through closet, before emerging into the bedroom. The kitchen and lounge area were all in one. Large windows lined the far walls, long blue drapes pulled open, letting the late afternoon light into the apartment. 

Pulling off her sweater and hanging it in the closet, Gabby stilled as she heard a dull thud. Her attention was drawn back through to the kitchen. It could have been her neighbor banging about across the way, but it had sounded like it had come from inside her apartment. Shaking her head, she dismissed the notion, positive she had locked the door behind her. 

Walking back through the bathroom, Gabby stopped to splash cold water on her face to calm herself down a bit. Gazing at her reflection for a moment, she sighed. What did Aya expect her to do? She wasn't powerful. Hell, she couldn't even scry or control anything wilder than a gentle breeze. 

Peering at herself in the mirror, she blinked when she saw her image waiver. Rubbing her eyes, she frowned when it did it again. What the hell? 

Her head snapped towards the kitchen as she heard the same thumping sound through the door. Panicking, she pressed her ear against the wood, listening. It had come from her apartment, she was positive. Someone was in here with her.

Wildly looking around the bathroom, she couldn't find anything substantial she could use as a weapon. The only option was a can of hairspray. She took a deep breath and edged the door open a crack, peering through. The kitchen was empty, her bag still on the bench.

Gabby edged herself through the door, her heart beating so fiercely, it was a wonder it didn't give her away. If it had been a vampire in here, it would, but first she would have to invite one in. This had to be a human.

The kitchen was clear, so she discarded the hairspray and pulled the largest knife from the block as silently as she could aiming it in front of her as she edged along the wall to the lounge. Leaning around the corner, holding her breath, she gasped as she saw a dark figure of a man leaping out of the window, the drapes billowing inwards, the wind outside having picked up. 

Running forward, Gabby lent out of the window. That was a three story drop and the guy had just jumped!  When she looked for him below, no one was there. He'd vanished. 

“Shit,” she cursed and ran back towards the kitchen. The grimore! 

Knocking her bag onto the floor in her haste, she groaned, tears sliding down her face. It was gone. Panicked, she paced back and forth. What should she do? Who had taken it? Even as she asked herself, she already knew the answer to that question. Katrin was behind this. There was no one else.

Suddenly, there was a splitting pain behind her eyes that made her cry out. Doubling over, she grasped the edge of the kitchen counter, gasping for breath. Her head felt like it was literally tearing open. Sinking to the floor, groaning, she realized that someone had been spying on her. The ache in her head a clue that her mind had been used against her.

No, that wasn't quite right. Gabby had been used as the spy. The only reason they would go for the grimore was because of her conversation with Aya. There would be nothing special about hers that distinguished it from another witches other than... The summoning spell. Oh, shit.

Gabby's reflection was the clue that led her to believe that she had been used as a looking glass for Katrin. There was no harm in using her energy to dispel herself. If she was wrong, then nothing would happen. If she was right, then she'd break the spell.

Holding her head in her hands, she drew her knees close and began to chant. The pain still tore through her skull, trying to erase her memory, she assumed. Abruptly, she felt all the air sucked from her body and gasped, trying to draw in new oxygen, spots pricking her vision.

Gabby's eyes snapped open as she came to. She was lying on her side on the kitchen floor, shivering, the lounge room window still open, her bag on the floor. She'd passed out. Rubbing her eyes and sitting up slowly, she felt much better. The spell had gone. Groaning, she realized what she had allowed to happen.

She'd been used as a spy and now the grimore was gone.

Gabby jumped when there was a sharp knock at the door. Dragging herself up, she looked through the peephole and her shoulders sagged in relief. Throwing open the door, she burst into tears.

"Sam!" Gabby cried in relief as he stepped inside. "Someone was here, I..."

"It's all right," he embraced her. "Are you okay?"

"Y-yes," she stammered.

"What happened?"

"Katrin cast a spell on me in my sleep. She was using me to spy," she sobbed.

"Was?" he asked, carefully.

"She's not here anymore, I took care of it."

Frowning, he walked through the apartment, checking every corner, finally looking out the open window to the ground below. Closing it behind him, he sighed.

"Sam," Gabby said, worried. "Today, I was with Aya."

"What did you say Gabby? What does Katrin know?" Sam grabbed her shoulders, suddenly panicked.

"The summoning spell," she said, panic in her voice. "They took the grimore."

 

[image: ]

 

"What do you mean her grimore was stolen?!" Zac yelled into his cell. He paced back and forth as Sam tried to calm him down on the other end. They were on their way back to the manor. Sam and that god damn witch, Gabby. "How the hell did they get in?"

"It was a human man, Gabby said. She was in her apartment at the time. No vampires are invited in besides Liz and I. He had to be compelled by someone."

"Of course he was," Zac spat. 

"He jumped out the window before she could do anything. There was nothing there when she looked out, so..."

"Fucking hell," he groaned. "Obviously someone was waiting for him, it's a three story drop."

"Katrin." Sam sounded like he'd finally got everything that had happened the last few weeks.

"Duh. You know Aya's gone right? They stole the fucking grimore and used the summoning spell against her."

"What?"

"You heard me."

"We're almost there, brother. Calm down and we'll discuss this further when we get there, alright?" he reasoned.

Zac grunted and hung up abruptly. Stopping his restless pacing, he sat on the couch across from the fireplace and got up again. He went into the study, then back into the yard. Unable to sit still, he hurled one of the shovels across the yard and over the fence, roaring in frustration. He was back in the parlor in a second, skulling a bottle of vodka. He knew he had to calm down or it would be bad news for everyone. Problem was, he didn't want to.

When he finally sensed movement outside, he sighed heavily. What had taken them so long? Glaring at the doorway as everyone filed in, and it was everyone, he began pacing again, agitated. Liz and Alex sat on the couch and placed Gabby in between them. They knew he was unpredictable and he resented the precautionary methods they were taking.

Sam came up beside him and placed a hand on his shoulder, stopping his momentum and said, "What happened?"

"She disappeared into thin air. Poof. Like magic," Zac spat, throwing his hands into the air in exasperation. Abruptly, he swore loudly, the empty bottle shattering on the wall. It wasn't until she had gone that he realized he was falling for her. As irritating as she was, he wanted her. He had to go after her no matter how hopeless the situation was. "We should have destroyed the spell once she revealed herself to us. We were stupid." 

"They might try and use her as bait for you," Gabby said quietly. "She was the easier mark, what with the summoning spell."

Zac turned on her, glaring. "Don't you understand, Gabby? Katrin wanted Aya from the first moment she realized she was with us. She disregarded me a long time ago. Do you remember Alistair? He was here looking for her. Aya is good as dead thanks to you."

"It's not anyone's fault," Sam placed a restraining hand on Zac's shoulder. "It's unfortunate, but we can do what we can to find her. It might not be too late."

"Is there anyway you can use your witches power to find out where she is?" Alex asked, speaking up for the first time, trying to keep as calm as he could. Being in the same room as a very angry vampire wasn't exactly a picnic.

"I don't have the kind of power it takes to track her. Let alone to summon her back. I'd have to scry and I've never got it to work before."

"Then we need to find someone who does," Sam said, glancing at Liz as Zac fell into a chair.

"I have to go find my Grams," Gabby said. "She is a witch. She will know what to do."

"Gabby, you haven't seen your grandmother in ten years," Liz said gently. 

"I know," she said quietly. "But she left me the grimore. I have to find her. It's meant to be. I know it is."

"Then we'll help you," Alex said. "Whatever you need."

Gabby glanced at Liz, "I need to confront my parents. Liz, I don't know how they will take it, me being a witch. Can you come with me? In case I need you to..." She stopped, not wanting to say it out loud.

"Why not just compel the information out of them?" Zac said through clenched teeth, his head in his hands.

"They're my parents, Zac. If there's a chance they could accept me, then I'll take it. Stop being so goddamn heartless."

"I'll go with you," Liz said. "Of course."

"Why are you still here? Clocks ticking," Zac said, exasperated.

Gabby edged away from him and made for the front door, followed closely by Alex and Liz. Sam hovered over Zac's shoulder, giving him a look that he'd become all too familiar with over the past few weeks. A look that said he was waiting for him to snap again. 

It frustrated Zac to no end that he couldn't do anything but wait. Wait for a feeble little witch to go get help. What could he do? Go find another witch who might be willing to help? That could take forever and there was no guarantee he could convince a vampires mortal enemy to help locate and free the infamous Witch Hunter. For a creature that had all the time in the universe, he suddenly couldn't get enough of it.

"Zac, I know you want to go after her, but you just have to wait," Sam said, preempting what he was going to say. His little brother had become good at reading his mind of late.

"I know," Zac held his head in his hands and sighed. "There's no trail for us to follow, Sam. She disappeared into thin air. She could be on the other side of the world for all we know."

"We've got to trust Gabby, Zac. I know it's hard, but we have to sit back and let her do her thing," Sam said calmly, anything he felt about the situation carefully hidden in his voice. He knew as well as he did that there wouldn't be another witch who would be willing to help them.

"But, I can't just sit here while they do god knows what to her." Zac stood, beginning his pacing again, his rage simmering beneath the surface.

"Zac, do you..." asked Sam, concern creasing his brow as he put two and two together. "Are you in..."

"Sam," he interrupted, glaring at his brother. "We just need to find her."

"Zac..." he began again.

"Shut it, Sam. We got her into this mess. Now we've got to get her out."


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

One moment, Aya was talking with Zac in the garden, the next she was on her knees, gasping for breath in complete darkness. A circle of flame erupted around her with a whooshing sound, heat radiating on her face. 

Her eyes widened in surprise as a familiar stocky, male figure stepped through the circle. He was dressed head to toe in black, his short dusky blonde hair cropped close to his scalp, broad shoulders held proudly. It had been three hundred years since she had seen the vampire that now stood before her and her blood ran cold.

"Caius?" she gasped.

"Hello, dear one. I'm glad you could make it," he smiled lopsidedly. She was smart enough to notice it was a smile filled with malice. He would not welcome her after what she'd done to him.

"Looks like I didn't have a choice," she said wryly, noticing the three witches that stood outside the circle. Before he could answer, she lunged for him, fangs bared. To his amusement, she was brought to her knees before she could lay a finger on him. A sharp pain was tearing through her head like something was trying to claw its way out. Grasping her temples, it was all she could do to remain focused.  "Traitors," she spat at the witches, grimacing through the splitting explosions.

"They're useful, your families pets," Caius mused, watching her tortured expression as she tried to calm the storm that raged inside. "They know how to keep your kind under control."

"Murderous bastard," she hissed at him.

"In that regard we are more alike than you'll ever come to admit," he sneered.

"We may both be vampires, Caius, but I'll never be like you."

"Oh, but that’s where you're wrong. You're not a true vampire, dear one. My brother should never have created you."

"When I free myself and kill your pathetic witches, I will tear you to shreds. And this time, I won't put the pieces back together," she snarled, kneeling in the dirt. It had been a while since she had thought about that vampire.

"Wow," he laughed. "I forgot how spirited you are."

"You killed my family."

"I can't possibly take all the credit for that," he smiled. "My brothers enjoyed it as much as I."

She glared up at him, trying to fight through the splitting ache in her head. "Why'd you do it, Caius? Was it because she ordered you to?"

"You killed half of my family, so it's only fair. Tit for tat and all."

"Well, here I am, Caius. Fight me like a man."

He walked around her, sizing her up before sighing. Killing her mustn't be on Katrin's agenda just yet. "It wasn't part of our bargain, you know," he said, his guard dropping slightly. "To do her dirty work. To hunt you."

"Then why do it? Why not just let it go?"

He snorted, "You want me to let it go? After you killed my brothers and sister? You would continue your revenge on us, regardless. And we will still hunt you, no matter if Katrin wants us to or not."

She didn't reply, waiting to hear what he would say next.

"All's fair in love and war, dear one," he grasped her face, fingers digging into her skin, and kissed her cheek.

Aya shook her head free from his hand. "Remember that time I snapped your neck and locked you in that house you weren't invited into?" she sneered at him. "It was the highlight of the century watching you tear yourself apart."

"You see," he pointed at her. "This is why I miss you. Your creativity." Stepping forward, he grabbed the back of her shirt and began to drag her through the edge of the circle, the flame flickering out, plunging them into darkness. The witches followed, their power still focused on subduing her. 

For the first time Aya caught a glimpse of her surrounds. There were a number of old rundown buildings around the yard. No doubt from some kind of factory that hadn't seen operation in a very long time. Night had fallen entirely, the darkness complete around them, the stars above twinkling brightly. There was no light pollution flooding the sky, which meant they were away from human habitation. But where exactly that was, she had no idea.

Caius opened a steel door in the side of a large building and took no care when he threw her inside. She rolled in the dirt, coming to rest against the far wall, cracking her head against hard metal. The outside door slammed shut with a boom that echoed through the dark room. 

Standing the moment she felt the witches power lapse, she threw herself at the door with all her strength, but it didn't budge. The thud of her body colliding with steel echoed around her. Trying again she came to the same conclusion. The door had to be spelled by those witches, there was no other explanation. When she got out of here they would pay dearly for consorting with the enemy.

Aya cursed, her head thumping against the door. The only way she could have been summoned here was if someone had stolen Gabby's grimore. She'd warned her only the day before to destroy the pages. It was no secret that all of them were being watched, but to what extent? Had Katrin cursed Gabby to use her as a spy? Probably. Aya hoped she was smart enough to work it out.

Looking around for another weakness she noticed the walls were smooth, so she couldn't climb to the ceiling to find an out there. The air had an old smell of grain about it, so she assumed it was a kind of grain silo. That would explain the smooth interior and lack of exits.

She sat in the middle of the room and sighed. Caius was keeping her alive, which surprised her a little, since they had no problem with trying to kill her all that time ago. Which only meant they wanted her for the same reason they had imprisoned her the first time. And going by past experience, they couldn't get anything out of her even if she wanted to tell them.

Turning at the grating sound that signaled that the outside door was opening, Caius strode into the silo, a dark look of malice written on his features. Taking any opportunity she could, she lunged for the vampire, but was on her knees as pain ripped through her head. The witches were behind him, crippling her into submission.

Looking up, she realized he was carrying chains and some large steel meat hooks. This wasn't going to be pleasant. Caius grabbed the back of her shirt and dragged her to the far side of the silo, where some steel rings had been welded to the wall. He attached the chains to them while the witches stood between her and the door. They still controlled her and she couldn't move, the pain was that disorienting. Caius approached her, dragging the chains through the dirt. The meat hooks were a part of the chain itself, attached to either end. She screamed in rage as he pierced one through her wrist in a single fluid movement, blood gushing from the wound onto the ground. Laughing at her discomfort, he did the same to the other. Pulling the chain, he hoisted her up, her feet barely touching the ground. She moaned in agony as the hooks dragged on her wrists, blood pouring down her arms, soaking her clothes. 

"I have been waiting for this day for a very long time," he stroked her face with the back of his hand. "It's a shame that my brothers couldn't be here for the occasion."

Bending down, he drove another hook into either ankle, securing her to the floor. Pulling hard on the chains, Caius tore her wounds open, the steel keeping them open and bleeding, unable to heal. He intended to drain as much of her blood as he could, take her strength until she withered into eternal unconsciousness. Only feeding would bring her back from that kind of death.

Standing back, Caius gestured for the three witches to come forward. They formed a triangle around her and began to chant. As she felt their power build up around her she realised that they were trying to break her, crack her mind open and bring her to insanity. Aya fought against the chains, but she knew there was no escaping, not while the witches watched over her. Zac, Sam, where are you? she cried silently to herself. Did she really want them to come? If they could find her, they would walk into a blood bath. It was safer to assume she was alone in this, to rely on her own book smarts to escape. Right now, it seemed hopeless.

Groaning, she felt the witches clawing at the edges of her being, preparing her for when she'd become weaker once her life began to drain away with her blood.

It was so lonely here in the forest. With nothing but her own rambling thoughts to keep her company. All she had been doing lately was thinking. So much thinking. It was becoming dangerous, she was starting to question herself; her motives, her being. So much had happened in the last two thousand years. Maybe one too may narrow escapes had put these doubts into her. 

Aya's head snapped up and she snarled at the witches, "Get out of my head!"

Caius was standing off in the shadows, watching her suffer. The sound of his satisfied laughter reached her and she pulled against the chains defiantly, tearing her wounds open further. There was no escaping, she was tightly restrained, but she grasped onto what little control she could.

They wouldn't break her. They couldn't break her.

"The sooner she gets what she wants, the sooner we will be free of her," Caius sneered. "Stop fighting."

"It's a lot more than a mere link, isn't it? She's forced you into servitude, hasn't she?" Aya prodded. "That's the part she left out, wasn't it?"

"It's none if your business, witch," he snarled, striking her across the face, splitting her lip.

Drawing a sharp breath between her teeth, she didn't let up. "She tricked you into making the ultimate sacrifice so she could use you. All of you. And it was all for nothing."

"Silence!" Caius' roar echoed around them.

"You'll never get what you want from me. I'm the last and you'll never know."

With a inhuman swiftness, he was directly in front of her, eyes black and fangs bared. Grasping her around the neck with his pale hands, he began choking the life from her, his anger finally besting his control. Aya felt her airway beginning to collapse under the force of his grasp, but her eyes never left his, showing her complete defiance.

"She wants her alive, Sir." The soft voice of the witch to her right broke through the tense silence.

Caius took a few deep breaths and let her go, the chains that held her aloft, rattling.

"You will never break me, Caius," Aya growled, her voice rasping.

He smirked, eyes glittering in the semi-darkness. "Unfortunately for you, you won't have a choice in the matter."


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

Gabby's parents had lived in the same house they had brought when they first got married. Over the years it hadn't changed very much, it was a typical American home. Two stories, clad in cream weatherboards, a wide porch that stretched across the entire front and a double garage. She grew up here as an only child amongst very happy memories. The only thing that marred it was when she was ten, when her beloved Grams had disappeared. Everyone said she was crazy and did all they could to find her so they could get her the help she needed. Gabby never believed any of the things her family told her. There was no reason for her not to believe, but perhaps it was her undeveloped power pointing her in the right direction.

Liz and Alex hovered behind her on the porch, content to wait outside while she went in and spoke to her parents. Liz had already been invited in some time ago and was ready in case she was needed. Letting herself in with her key, Gabby called out to her parents, who were in the lounge room. 

"Gabrielle," her mother called, coming out into the hall. "This is a nice surprise. We weren't expecting you." Gabby's Mom was probably the nicest lady you'd be likely to meet. She was more than happy to go out of her way to help her only daughter if she needed it, whether it be help with school projects or more grown up problems like getting stubborn stains out of her clothes. Her Mom was fair and on first glance, Gabby didn't look that much like her at all. Her dark coloring came from her Dad, who was half Spanish on his mother's side. His mother being her grandmother, the one she so desperately wanted to find.

"I know, Mom," Gabby said, wondering how she could broach the subject.

"I would have made you something nice for dinner," she smiled, offering just as she knew she would.

"That's okay, Mom. Where's Dad? I want to ask you something." Best to sit them down first.

"Is everything okay, honey?" her Mom asked, concerned.

"Yeah," she sighed, walking into the lounge, where she heard her Dad moving about.

"Gabrielle!" he said as she walked in. 

"Hey, Dad," she said, sitting down on the familiar leather armchair beside the matching sofa, which her parents now sat down on. They looked at her expectantly, wanting to know what she had paid them this impromptu visit for. "I want to ask you about Grams," she said, carefully.

Her mother stared at her in shock, obviously under the impression that it was all swept under the rug and she'd never ask about it again. "Why do you want to know about her?"

She looked to her father and then back to her mother, gauging their reactions, but just came out with it. They were against the clock. Who knew how much time Aya had, if she had any left at all? "I want to find her. Go and speak with her."

"Gabrielle," her father said in his familiar stern voice. He'd used this tone with her on many occasions, when she had been in trouble for something or rather when she was a child. But not since she'd finished high school. It was perfectly reasonable that she would want to speak with her grandmother one day, so why was it such a hassle, regardless of her reasons why?

"Dad," she sighed. "It's important. Please, if you know where she might be."

"No," he said. "It's best that you stay away. She's not quite... right."

"Not quite right?" she scoffed, offended. "What's that meant to mean?"

"Gabrielle," he frowned, clutching her mother's hand. "Your Grams, well, she was sick. She claimed she could do things that weren't... ordinary."

"Yes, I know," she sighed, exasperated. She was ten, not stupid. Certainly old enough to catch on to what was happening. "Did you ever stop to think that she was telling you the truth?"

Gabby saw the hesitation in her father's eyes and knew he'd seen proof of it. He'd had to. "You knew exactly what she was, didn't you?"

"I'm sorry Gabrielle, but we still agree with your Grandfather," her father said, the lie evident in his voice. "The best place for her was at the hospital."

"How can you say that?" she exclaimed, dumbfounded. "Even after what you saw?"

"Gabrielle, please," her mother said quietly, ever so subtly wanting to quell the situation. To stop a scandal plaguing the town with them at the centre of the gossip. "We didn't see anything. Your grandmother was sick. We tried to get her some help, but she wouldn't listen."

"No, Mom. It's you that wouldn't listen. Even when you saw it with your own eyes." Tears were threatening to spill over as she pointed to the candles on the mantle angrily, willing them to light. "Then how do you explain this?"

As the wicks burst into flame, apparently of their own accord, her parents recoiled, gasping. Gabby was too angry and disappointed to see the denial that was so evident. They would send her away now, too, wouldn't they?

"Gabrielle," her father said, glancing at her warily. 

"I'm just like her. I'm a witch. Are you going to send me to an asylum now? Do you think I'm crazy?" She saw the fear in their eyes and imagined it was the same one that had plagued their features when they realized the truth about her grandmother. It broke her heart. Her parents shouldn't be afraid of their own daughter. They attempted to put her grandmother away when she was little more than ten years old for exactly the same reason. Because they wouldn't accept what was right in front of their own eyes. She wished she could take it all back. She wanted to think her parents were above all of this, but then again, everyone thought that about their Mom and Dad until they proved themselves otherwise. And they had just proven they weren't above anything.

"Liz?' she called, a tear running down her cheek.

Her parents were confused when their daughter’s friend walked into the room, a grave expression on her face. "Are you sure?"

"Yes," she nodded, her voice a whisper, before she could change her mind like a dinosaur rawring. 

Liz turned and said, "Mr. and Mrs. Cohen? I'm very sorry, but I'm going to have to ask you to forget everything that happened tonight." The two adults gazed into her blue eyes vacantly as she compelled their memories away. "When we go, all you will remember is that you had a nice dinner and a pleasant evening watching television together. You will forget all about Gabby being a witch and about her questions. Do you understand?"

They nodded vacantly, eyes unblinking.

"Good. Now, don't move until we've gone." Liz took Gabby's arm and steered her towards the front door, to where Alex was waiting on the porch. When it closed behind them, she heard the faint sounds of her parents moving about inside, the television turning on.

Alex wrapped his arms around Gabby and let her sob into his shirt, Liz hugging her from behind. It took a few minutes before she could pull herself together, pushing her disappointment to one side, but not forgetting it. 

"What do we do now?" she sniffed, wiping away her tears with the back of her hand.

"We go back to the manor and look for her ourselves," Liz stated, kindly. "Whatever we need to do."

Alex smiled and said in agreement, 'whatever we need to do."
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Once they arrived back at the manor, Liz pulled them into Sam's bedroom, where she opened up his laptop and gave it to Alex. The best place to start looking for Gabby's grandmother was online. They had access to genealogy websites, phone books, Google. And if that failed, perhaps it could help in other witchy ways. 

"Vampires have the Internet?" Alex raised his eyebrows.

"Sam likes Wikipedia," Liz shrugged. "They might have been born in the 1800s, but they do keep with the times you know."

"I doubt she would be in the phone book," Gabby scowled when she saw what Alex had pulled up on the screen. "She hid from my Grandfather for years before he died. It seems too simple."

"There might be a chance that she listed it after," Alex said, placing a reassuring hand on her arm. "You never know.'

"We should try everything, even the obvious," Liz said, while Alex brought up the online version of the phone book. She knew from conversations with Gabby that witches liked to send signs to one another, that looking in the most straightforward places would sometimes reap the most reward. Her friend was so worked up about actually finding her grandmother, that she had forgotten her own advice. That's why they were there to help her. "Perhaps she is looking for you too and hoped you would find her one day."

"There is only one Sophia Cohen in the whole United States in the phone book," Alex said, peering at the laptop screen. "Mobile, Alabama."

"That's only two and a half hours away," exclaimed Liz. "Are you going to call her?"

"It's worth a try, I guess," Gabby sighed nervously. Things like this seemed to happen to her more often. Signs, omens. It was like the universe was trying to tell her something or at least steer her in the right direction. She'd call the number and then she would know.

Pulling out her cell, she punched in the number and hit call. Her hands shook a little as it took a moment for the call to connect and start ringing. As each tone came, her stomach twisted and her heart beat hard against her chest. Forgetting that Liz could hear those kinds of things these days, she jumped as her friend’s hand rested on her shoulder. 

"Hello?"

Gabby couldn't speak, the words died in her throat the second she heard her grandmother's voice. There was no doubt it was her. She knew it. Every part of her knew it.

It was a few seconds before the voice on the other end said, "Gabrielle?"

"Hello," she managed to say.

"I knew I would hear from you one day," came Sophia's voice. She sounded relieved, like she had been waiting a while longer than she thought she would.

"Grams," she began hesitantly. "I know it's been a while and I'm sorry to call you like this out of the blue, but I didn't know what else to do."

"Well," Sophia began. "You better tell me about it. Perhaps I can help."

"I'm in trouble," she said, haltingly. "We're mixed up in something big, Grams. It has to do with the founding witches. Katrin, specifically. She took a friend hostage and our grimore. We have to save them both before something terrible happens."

Sophia was horrified. "The Betrayer?" She used the name Katrin was known by in witch legend.

"Yeah."

"Well, my dear. That's a great deal of trouble."

"Can I come see you?" She hoped she would say yes. Please say yes.

"Yes, come right away," her voice became serious. "Gabrielle, tell no one. Do you understand? Tell no one where you are going. I can help you, but we must keep this from her."

Gabby was relieved. "I understand. Two friends already know, but I trust them with more than my life."

"Elizabeth and Alex." Sophia sounded perfectly calm.

"How did you?" She had stopped being amazed at the things she could do a while ago, but being able to see whom she was with in a telephone conversation? That was a new one. But, perhaps it was foresight.

Sophia continued, "There will be time for explanations later, dear. We need to get the grimore back before we can help your friend. Please come as soon as you can. Here, take down the address."

As Gabby scribbled down the address her Grams gave her on a piece of paper, she explained that they would be there in a few hours. "I need to go right now," Gabby said to her friends, who were looking on, eager to hear what had happened. 

"Don't you mean we?" Liz smiled.

"I can't ask you to come, you know that," she said, knowing full well that this was her prerogative. She'd asked them to do so much already.

"Gabby, we have been friends for almost ten years. I'm not letting you go alone," Alex hugged her.

"And of course I'm coming too!" Liz announced, pulling Gabby to her feet. "Let's go and commandeer Zac's car before he notices." When Alex coughed and raised his eyebrows she said, "It's much better than your truck, sorry Alex." It always weirded Gabby out when Liz stopped and listened to something. She looked like a statue and always had to check to see if she was still breathing. "Right, they're not here. Let's go!"
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By the time they reached the first signs that they had arrived in Mobile, it was almost eleven. The night was clear and bright, the moon almost full again. The town centre was typical of the South. Manicured lawns, immaculate streets, quaint little teahouses and cafes, little topiaries and flowerbeds lined the main thoroughfare, along with the few random locals out enjoying the warm evening.

Sophia lived on the opposite side of town, in a small house with a wild garden out the front that covered everything but the path to the door and the porch. Gabby instantly liked it. It seemed like a place a witch would live. Liz and Alex followed her to the front door, where she hesitantly knocked.

The door was opened an instant later, and Gabby laid eyes on her grandmother for the first time in ten years. Her face bore a few more wrinkles than she remembered, but it was her Grams. Caramel skin, warm chestnut eyes and silver streaked hair. Just as she remembered. Before Sophia could speak, she stepped over the threshold and hugged her tightly.

"Gabrielle, dear," she sounded surprised, but relieved all at the same time. "It's good to see you. My, how you've grown."

"Grams," she said, suddenly becoming her ten-year-old self again. 

"I'm sorry dear," her grandmother said glancing to Liz and Alex who hovered in the background. "But your vampire friend must wait outside. I cannot invite her in."

"It's okay, Gabby. I understand," Liz smiled, reassuringly. "Mrs. Cohen, if you don't mind, Alex and I will wait for you on the porch."

Sophia smiled and nodded, "Of course. But, we may be some time. Perhaps you may like to go get some rest. It is rather late."

"That's okay," Alex said. "We'd rather wait, if it’s all the same to you."

She smiled and shook her head, looking to her granddaughter who stood beside her, "You have some loyal friends, Gabrielle. Human and vampire."

"I know," she replied. "I would do the same for them."

Sophia gave her a look that said that she expected as much. After all, their family had history of befriending all kinds of supernaturals. She'd learnt as much from reading the grimore. 

"Come," Sophia said, closing the door behind them.
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For the second time that night, Alex and Liz waited for their friend outside. When they said as much to Sophia, that they didn't mind one bit, they really were telling the truth. Both of them would do whatever they needed to help get Aya and the grimore back. She'd helped both of them in different ways. Alex, she saved from Katrin's rouge vampire. Liz she helped by bringing Zac back and telling her a few home truths that in hindsight, she really needed to hear.

Alex sat on the bench under one of the front windows and said, "Well, at least it's a nice night to sit outside."

"Yeah," Liz said, gazing at the stars above. If only Alex could see what she could.

"Do you think Mrs. Cohen will be able to help?" he asked.

"I don't know," Liz shrugged. "Gabby seems to think so and she's never given us a reason to doubt her."

"I just hope she can help her locate Aya." It wasn't any secret that he liked the vampire, even if she intimidated him now that he knew that she was over two thousand years old. His own life seemed insignificant in relation to hers. 

"I hope she can find her for Zac's sake," Liz said as much to herself as to Alex. 

He frowned at this. "Zac's not my favorite person in the world, you know."

She sighed. "Yeah, I know."

"He's never been nice to me and I've just come to accept it. And I shouldn't," Alex said. "I feel myself wanting to keep him away from Aya. Someone like that doesn't deserve her. If it wasn't for Zac, none of this would have happened. This whole situation is majorly screwed up."

"He loves her, Alex," Liz sighed. She wasn't blind. His reaction to her disappearance was as much evidence as she needed to convince her. "He might not see it yet, or have accepted it, but he does."

"It doesn't excuse him," he scowled.

"I know," she said. "He's got a lot of issues. Some of which he hasn't even told Sam about. How he was turned... It was really screwed up, Alex. He should have died in 1865. Instead he was forced to become a vampire. According to Sam, he wasn't like this at all when he was human. He was a good guy."

"Sounds like being a vampire screwed with his head," Alex said.

"That's not the half of it," she grimaced. "Aya may be the best thing that's happened to him."

"As long as he wakes up and sees it."


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Sitting down in her grandmother’s living room was surreal. Gabby was suddenly shy talking about the things she'd kept secret from all but four other people. 

"Making friends with vampires?" Sophia asked.

"Yes, Grams," she replied like she was a child again.

"Are you sure that's wise, dear?"

"Maybe, maybe not. But, they're decent people. They've helped me as much as I've helped them." Zac, she wasn't so sure about. She'd heard about his last bender. But Sam and Liz? There was no doubt.

Sophia chuckled and said, "It's okay, Gabrielle. Our family has been friends with a number of vampires over the years. They're not all evil creatures and certainly not all of them wanted to be changed in the first place."

"My thoughts exactly," Gabby exclaimed, relieved she wasn't going to get a reprimand. "What vampires are you talking about?"

"Well," her grandmother began carefully. "They're all long stories. But the same one keeps cropping up, helping our family from time to time. She assisted my grandmother, your great great grandmother, before I was born. And back in the Middle Ages..."

Gabby knew she was referring to Aya. She'd been in Ashburton before she went to sleep, so she may have been the one who'd assisted her Great great Grandmother. Perhaps the brothers would know of her family? They were human then. Before she went on, Gabby had to ask the question that had been bothering her for a very long time. "Grams, why did you leave?"

Sophia sighed, as if she had been waiting for this question. "I was frightened when Edward found out what I had been hiding. I had kept the largest piece of myself secret from him, knowing that he wouldn't really understand. Your grandfather was a difficult man, Gabrielle. He was very set in his ways and only believed in things that were tangible. You and I know the world doesn't work that way, but there was no convincing him otherwise. I wouldn't be here today to help you if he'd managed to have me admitted to the hospital. I doubt I would have been any help at all. Despite his faults I did love him. It was best for all of us that I left. My only regret is that I had to leave you to find your gift on your own. For that I'm sorry."

"I know," Gabby whispered. "I just wanted to hear it from you."

Sophia smiled at her granddaughter. "Give me a moment," she began as she walked over to the bookcase that was overflowing against one wall. "Ahh, here it is." Sophia returned to the sofa with a book that looked and felt very familiar.

"Wait," Gabby exclaimed, suddenly confused at the sight of another grimore. "I thought our grimore was the only one in our family. What's this?"

"This," Sophia said, sitting back down, "is my grimore."

"Yours? You wrote this one? All of it?" she asked, excited.

"Yes. It is all of my accumulated knowledge. And I have just the thing that will help us bring the other grimore home." She began flipping through pages that were much more white and crisp than the pages that Gabby was used to looking at. "Ahh... Here we go."

Sophia turned the grimore around and pointed to a page. Gabby began to read, but realized it was in the same language as lot of the pages in her own grimore. 

"I can't read this," she said, frowning.

Sophia smiled and pushed the grimore closer to her. "Its witch speak, dear."

"You mean you can read it?"

"And you can't?"

"No, I can only read the ones in English." Gabby was confused. Was she meant to be able to read this, regardless? 

"You can read it if you try. You're a witch." Sophia said it like it was the simplest thing in the world.

"Aya could read it, but I assumed it was because she's old."

"This is the woman Katrin took?" Sophia asked.

"Yeah, but I don't understand how she could have if it's only meant for us. She's a vampire. Witches who've turned loose all their powers."

"Then she must be one of the stars," her grandmother concluded. 

Gabby obviously had a lot to learn. "What do you mean, one of the stars?" 

"In our stories, there are the ones known as the stars, the beginning of the witches. If your friend still has ability after being made vampire, then she must be a star. There is no other explanation," she said, seriously. "If that is the case, then she is in much more danger than you think."

"How...? What...?" 

Sophia smiled warmly. "I think it would be reasonable if a star was turned into a vampire, it would still shine a little."

"What can we do?" Gabby began to panic, but tried to keep herself in check. She didn't understand what her Grams meant about Aya being one of the stars, but she did understand the part about danger.

"One, we need to call the grimore home. Two, you need to realize your true potential," Sophia reached over and took her granddaughters hands in hers. "Read the page again. You cannot have practiced magic and not know this language."

Had she been speaking this language unknowingly all along when she had been practicing? When she performed the spell that had called Aya? Tenderly taking the grimore, she looked again and began to read the words as they appeared. The ink seemed to shift around, like it was trying to pry itself away from the page. As she read, she realised it was an incantation. The further she went down the page, the more power she felt building inside of her, but regardless of her sudden wariness, she kept going. Sophia had asked her to read this page for a reason. 

She was calling forth her power. The power that had been born inside of her. She understood.

When Gabby had read the last word, she looked up to the smiling face of her grandmother and said, "Thank you."

Sophia seemed pleased, "It's my pleasure, dear. We should have done that a long time ago. Now, you are who you were meant to be."

"It was an unbinding, wasn't it?"

"Yes, but in this case it was used to wake what couldn't naturally. You just needed a little prod," she explained. "Now, if you're up for it, lets call our grimore home where it belongs."

"Oh, I'm up for it," Gabby laughed, feeling better than she had for a long time. 

Gabby positioned herself on the other side of the coffee table, pulling up a footstool. As they linked hands, she felt her Grams' power for the first time and it was... epic. She couldn't think of another word to describe it. Sophia was a very powerful witch and it seemed to run in the family. Gabby now felt like she could do just about anything and she knew that she would have to be very careful.

"Follow my lead, dear," Sophia said and began a simple incantation. After the first time through, Gabby picked up on the words and spoke them, their voices echoing eerily around them in the cozy living room. 

The incantation was weaved with words that called back what was bound to the two witches by blood. It was theirs and theirs alone. No one else had a right to possess the grimore, not even another witch. Their call was infused with the longing of an age, the trials of their ancestors, their own stories echoing through the wave of power that seemed to warm the room around them, like the sun was beating down on their shoulders. 

Gabby felt the building power within her flow down her arms into their linked hands, merging with that of her Grams. It wasn't long before the air between them began to glow with a point of golden light. Sophia began to speak the incantation more forcefully and squeezed Gabby's hands reassuringly. It was working.  

Just when Gabby couldn't bear the flow of power anymore, the point of light flared brightly and they were plunged into darkness, the electric lights flickering off for a moment. When they came back on, she gasped. Her grimore sat on the coffee table.

She dropped her Grams' hands and grabbed it, holding it close. It felt warm, like it had been left in the sun. "Incredible," she cried.

"Indeed," Sophia chuckled. "You're a rare witch, Gabrielle." When her granddaughter looked at her with a big question mark on her face she explained, "You're powerful, dear. Probably even more than me. Be very careful how you chose to use your gift."

She understood fully now, what it was to be a witch. How easy it was to be corrupted. The power she now felt was intoxicating and would take her down dark roads if she let it. "We have to go back," Gabby said, suddenly. "A lot of time has passed and we need to help Aya."

"Then go," Sophia said kindly. "There is much at stake. We will have time together."

"But, Grams," Gabby said, her eyes wide. "Aren't you coming with us?"

"No, dear. I can imagine the reception I would receive from your parents," she chuckled. "My place is here. This is your time." Gabby went to open her mouth to protest further but she was interrupted. "To save the star you must look deep inside yourself, child. You'll find what you're looking for there."

They hugged tightly for what felt like an age, but Gabby soon pulled herself away, knowing that Aya's fate was still in her hands. She had to go back to Ashburton and find out where the vampire had been taken. Her fate depended on everything.
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After leaving Sophia's, they went straight back to the manor. It had been more than a day already since Gabby and Alex had slept. Liz could go without sleep for a few days if needed, so she was still bright, doing the honors of driving them home so they could doze for a little while on the way.

When they pulled up out the front, Sam was waiting for them.

"Nice to see Zac's car is back in one piece," he grinned.

"Our pleasure!" Liz chirped as Alex and Gabby dragged themselves inside.

He shook his head and followed them into the parlor where Zac was waiting, still as agitated as when they'd left.

Gabby placed several things on the coffee table, the grimore, several folded maps and an atlas. One of the United States and one of the entire earth. Beside them, she carefully placed a crystal pendant with a long silver chain.

"How are you?" Sam asked, making Zac almost explode at the delay.

"I'm okay," she smiled as Alex and Liz sat beside her. "Better than okay, actually."

"Can you find her or not?" Zac interrupted.

Gabby nodded, ignoring his impatience. "I need something of Aya's so I can scry for her. I should be strong enough now to get a read on her." And she hoped desperately that she was alive, otherwise it could only mean one thing. If she couldn’t find her, then it would be extremely likely that Aya was dead.

"Aya doesn't have anything," Sam said, remembering the day she moved into the manor. The same day they found out who she was. "She only has her clothes."

"I don't know if that'll work."

"I'll see what I can find." Zac was already half way out of the room. 

Opening the door to the room that had become Aya's, he felt like a trespasser, even though this had been his when he was human. As they had thought, the room was bare, apart from some clothes in the closet and dresser. He pulled the pillows from the bed and saw a red leather bound book hidden underneath.

It was his father's copy of Shakespeare's Julius Caesar. There was a slip of paper in the pages like she had been reading it. Flipping through the pages, he scowled, knowing she'd taken it without him knowing. Irritated, he snapped the book shut. He'd repeatedly asked her not to go into the study, but she had ignored him. It would be ironic if this small, insignificant defiance was the thing that helped them find her. 

Returning to the parlor, he noticed Sam's frown as he saw the book in his hands. He knew who's it was. "This is all she had," he said. "It was our father's, but she's been reading it. Will it work?"

"I'm not sure," Gabby said, raising an eyebrow. "Give it here." She took the red leather bound book in her hands and closed her eyes before saying, "Yes. This will do."

Zac groaned. Of course it would.

"Why the two maps?" Sam asked as Gabby spread out the map of the United Sates.

"I'm starting small," she said. "If nothing comes up on this, then we go bigger. She was summoned, so she could be anywhere."

Gabby closed her eyes and held the book in one hand and the crystal in the other. The pendant swung back and forth across the map for almost a minute before it shot to a location and stuck there as if it were magnetised. She heaved a sigh of relief; wherever she was, Aya was still alive. They all peered at the map, seeing where it had landed. It was in the middle of nowhere, but reassuringly close and still in the US.

"It's too vague," Gabby said, reaching for the atlas. Laying it open at a page that showed Memphis, and the surrounding area, she let the pendant swing again. This time it landed on a more distinct location.

"She's in fucking Tennessee?" Zac exclaimed like it was the most horrifying place in the world.

"Technically, it's Mississippi," Alex said, looking at the map. "Off route 61."

"Well, lets fucking go."

"Wait," Alex said as he got out his cell. "Let me look it up. See what you're walking into."

Zac sighed, and sat down again.

"It looks like a factory or a silo of some kind," Alex said after a moment. "It's not marked, but it's on the satellite image." He gave the cell to Zac, who handed it to Sam. 

"It could be abandoned," Sam said, grateful for the technology.

"Good bet," Alex said.

"Right," Zac declared. "Tabitha, you're with Sam and me. C'mon."

"Wait," Liz began to protest, obviously wanting to go along with them.

"No," Zac sat her back down. "We're walking into a fight, Liz. It's not a Sunday picnic."

"He's right," Sam kissed her. "It's safer here. Leave this to us. We'll be okay, I promise."

Alex nodded his agreement, "I'll stay here with you, if you want. They can let us know the moment they're on their way back."

Zac was already gone, having pulled Gabby out the front door with him. Sam followed, glad that Alex was there to keep Liz with him. There was no way that he'd willingly let her come along when there was a chance that none of them might come back. If he lost her... Then he would know how Zac felt.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

Memphis was an eight-hour drive away across state lines and to Zac, it felt like the other side of the world. As soon as Gabby pulled up a map on her cell they got into the car and were on the highway. Alex and Liz remained at the manor as promised. The sooner they left, the sooner they got there.

Zac hardly said a word to Gabby, still angry that she had allowed the grimore to be taken. But, he hardly gave it more than a brief thought. He was focused on Aya. If she'd been hurt, or worse, dead, he didn't know what he'd do. It was partially his fault that she was in this mess. After all, he'd been the one to convince Gabby to summon her in the first place, alerting Katrin to her whereabouts. It was the first time in a very long time that he felt responsible for something other than what happened to their family all that time ago. He couldn't help Sam more than he had, but he could at least attempt to get Aya out of this, whatever condition she was in.

"What do you propose we do once we get there?" Sam asked, breaking the silence, his eyes on the road.

"There would have to be witches and vampires there," Gabby said. "I think we should just grab her and go."

Sam glanced to Zac, who sat in the passenger seat beside him. He hadn't said anything since they got into the car. "What do you think, Zac?"

He was looking out into the dark night as it flashed past, seemingly deep in thought. Sighing he said, "First we case the joint, buildings, entrances, exits. Gabby should sense out any witches and vampires who might be hidden by their magic and what their locations are. Keep an eye out for any traps, magical or otherwise. Determine where Aya is being held. Only then can we devise a plan."

"Well, there you have it," Sam laughed, wryly.

"What if they find us out?" Gabby sounded worried.

"If there's anything hostile, kill it," Zac said, looking back out the window. There wasn't much they could do until they got there and he settled down for the long haul. 

Gabby had been awake for a long time, having been through a great deal since leaving the manor the day before. When she fell asleep, the brothers left her, content to wake her once they arrived.
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It was past midnight before they reached the site of the factory. They left the car off the side of the main road, hidden behind some trees and walked the rest of the way, keeping off the service lane. The chain link fence that had once surrounded the property had half fallen down, so they had no issue trying to get Gabby in. 

Once they reached the edges of the yard, the surrounding plant life began to thin, exposing them more than Zac liked. Circling round the property they found a rise close to the main entrance and he made them crawl on their stomachs so they could peer over the edge. From here they had a good view of the factory, which turned out to be the site of an abandoned silo and storage yards. Train tracks still ran through the remains of buildings that would have, at one time, stored a great deal of grain for export.

In the centre was a large yard, clear except for a few old shipping containers to the left side, flanking a half fallen down warehouse. The roof was badly rusted, most of the sheet metal fallen down or missing completely. To the right, on the opposite side of the yard, was the silo, it's roof linked to the warehouse by some kind of walkway and chutes that once fed grain into waiting trucks and train cars. Old foundations of other buildings remained around the rear of the property, having been knocked down haphazardly. It was like someone had run out of money before they could complete the job.

At the outside edge of the warehouse was another service lane, where two black jeeps were parked side by side. Someone had left them there in preparation for a quick getaway if needed.

Because the warehouse was only partially standing, Zac could see through to the rear inside wall, where a room still appeared to be intact, a green metal door closed over its entrance. There was no other exit other than gaps where windows once were. He assumed there was another exit through the room and this was inhabited. 

Zac passed this information to Sam and Gabby. "There's movement somewhere, but I can't tell who or what it is."

"There are witches," Gabby whispered. "Two or three, I think. The silo is spelled. It's a good bet that that's where Aya is being held."

"Can you disable the spell?" Sam whispered back.

She was silent for a moment. "No," she shook her head. "We have to either render the witches unconscious or kill them to break it."

"Then we kill them," Zac snorted.

"I can't kill another witch, Zac," Gabby protested.

"What do you think Aya would do? They're obviously corrupted and well past saving. Do the world a favor," he said sharply.

"Are there any vampires?" asked Sam, pulling her attention off his brother.

"One," Gabby said. "In the warehouse."

"Where are the witches?" Zac asked.

"Behind the silo."

"Let's go," he grabbed Gabby's arm and pulled her down the rise and into the yard and as if on cue, three female witches came out into the open to meet them. 

The light breeze around them began to pick up and Zac glanced to Gabby who said, "They're controlling the wind."

The three witches were advancing on them, the wind swirling fast, the dust from the yard creating a miniature tornado around them. Gabby had to take control of the wind from them or they would be overwhelmed. 

Zac and Sam flanked her as she let her earth sense wash over the yard. They wouldn't be able to do much to help her, but their presence reassured her; at least a little. Immediately, she felt the power of the three witches combined into two spells. The one controlling the wind and the other sealing the silo. She could easily overpower them and wrest control over the wind from their grasp. It would be simpler than when she had called the grimore back to her, even without her Grams' help.

The tornado that whipped around them was designed to detain. For what or who, Gabby wasn't sure. There was only one vampire here. Unless... The vampire was as old as Aya or Katrin was being summoned. Either way, she had to overpower the witches and fast.

Gabby felt the power flow from her, even before she meant to release it. As the tornado sped up, she knew it was too much, but could do nothing to stop it. Her intent had been unleashed and it had to run its course. The witches fear echoed through her open earth sense, making her bones ache. They were afraid of her.

Crying out in pain, she felt their life forces ripped away into the tornado, whipping around her. Suddenly, the wind dropped, the trash and plant life that had been picked up, dropping abruptly. They were left standing in a clearing, surrounded by a barrier of chaos. The brothers glanced at her nervously, having seen what had become of the witches, their bodies disintegrating before their eyes.

She knew that the pain that had ripped through her was her power tearing them apart. There was nothing left of them to say that they had ever been there in the first place. Gabby was numb with shock and fell to her knees. She was more powerful than the three of them combined and it terrified her.
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The moment the witches disintegrated, the vampire was revealed.

Cursing, Zac swung around to find a male vampire directly behind him. Ducking just in time to miss being punched in the face, he kicked the vampires legs from under him, pulling out a stake he had hidden in the back of his jeans. 

Sam pulled Gabby out of harms way and ran forward to help his brother, who had been knocked across the yard, the stake falling harmlessly to the side. The vampire turned on Sam as he advanced slowly, sizing up his opponent, who hadn't said a word since he'd appeared. He knew they had to end this quickly; otherwise it would end very badly. He made a grab for the stake, aiming it directly at the sweet spot. The heart.

Fortunately, Zac had the same idea and came up from behind, grasping the vampire around the neck, disorienting him for a split second. It was more than enough time.

Sam drove the stake into the vampire's heart at the same moment Zac snapped his neck. 

"Can't be too careful," he shrugged when Sam raised his eyebrows. He let the corpse fall to the ground as they moved off towards the silo.

"That was way too easy," Sam said, looking around the now silent yard.

"Gabby," Zac called, frowning.

Gabby came up behind them and pointed to the door. "The spell is gone. Aya is in there. I can sense her."

"I don't like it," Zac said, agreeing with Sam's observation. "Let's get her and get the hell out of here."

Before they could try the door, a loud gasp drew their attention back to the yard behind. Looking back, Sam cursed as the vampire he had just killed stirred, sitting up and wrenching the stake from his chest. Muscled arms reached up and twisted his head to the side, correcting the haphazardly fused bones with an audible crack. "That feels better," he snarled, looking up at the three of them. "Who wants to die first?"

"How the hell did he come back to life?" Sam said in shock, pulling Gabby behind him.

"I'm one of the first," the vampire spat, advancing on them. "I can't be killed by the likes of you."

Sam balked and held his arm out to keep Gabby behind him. A founding vampire? They had to do something to distract him long enough so they could find Aya and get the hell out of there. There was no way to kill this vampire. He was a true immortal.

Gabby pushed past Sam in a moment of bravery and stood in front of them, her eyes narrowed in challenge. The vampire laughed at her as if she was nothing but an annoyance. The smile wiped right off his face when he fell to the ground clutching his head, roaring in pain. "Go!" Gabby yelled at them wildly. "I can't hold him long."

Zac grabbed Sam's arm, realizing she was restraining the vampire, and pulled him towards the silo. They had to free Aya before it was too late.
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Aya didn't know how long she had been hanging in the silo, her blood slowly draining from the wounds in her wrists and ankles. She felt it trickling down her arms, staining her clothes, sticking her shirt to her skin. She had become used to the smell hours ago when she had lost track of time. If she lost enough blood, she would desiccate and then she could sleep. Sleep seemed like bliss compared to the delirium that was setting in.

She was vaguely aware of a dark form standing in front of her. Sluggishly, she lifted her head an inch and blinked, trying to clear her vision. Everything was blurred, nothing was making sense, she wasn't sure if anyone was there. She drew a ragged breath as she heard her name. But, no one alive knew her true name. Not even... She forgot who. Wasn't she helping someone?

The figure was still hovering in front of her, whispering her name, calling out to her through the darkness. Then she saw his face, shimmering skin and blue eyes. Her brother! How she had longed to see her brother again.

"I couldn't save you," she muttered through the haze, a tear sliding down her cheek. "I'm sorry, brother..." 

He hesitated when she spoke and she didn't understand. Her brother was dead, wasn't he? The figure reached up and wiped her tears away with a stroke of a thumb. Suddenly, she was dropping to the ground, the chains that held her giving way. The figure grasped her around the waist, supporting her limp body as she slumped over their shoulder. 

It's not your bother, it's not your brother... she kept telling herself as she was lowered to the ground. It's a hallucination. And that could only mean it was Caius, come to hurt her again. Then she realized that there was two of them, the other one had let her down. If she didn't attack now, she wouldn't have any hope of escape. 

Ignoring the searing pain in her wrists and ankles, she lunged for the nearest form, the chains dragging through the dirt. Before her fists could connect, she was pulled up short. Falling backwards, she screamed with pain as her arms were wrenched over her head. 

"She's weak, go!" she heard someone yell.

On her feet in a flash, she made for the source of the sound, but suddenly there was a vice grip around her, pinning her arms to her sides. Struggling, she couldn't free herself from the iron hold of her assailant. Crying out in fury, she felt the chains wrap around her. She wouldn't be imprisoned again, not by anyone. Struggling, she tried to break her bonds, but couldn't move. Her wrists felt like they were on fire, the hooks dragging against torn flesh.

The more she struggled, the quicker she weakened, finally falling to the ground. Her legs curled to the side, the hooks still protruding from either ankle, hands behind her back. Taking heaving breaths, her head hung exhausted, tangled black hair falling about her face. Whatever you're going to do to me, bring it on, she thought.

She felt hands on her face, tilting her head up. She shook her head to knock them away, but they held firm. Blinking hard, she tried to focus on the face before her. Through the heavy fog that clouded her mind she realized someone was speaking to her.

"Aya, it's okay," the voice was saying. "It's Zac and Sam. We've come to get you out of here." There was a hard impact to the air and the face looked away towards the source. 

"Shit," said the other figure. "Gabby is losing her hold on the vampire. We don't have much time."

She knew something bad was happening, but she didn't care. It would be so easy to close her eyes and let the darkness take her again, but the hands pulled her face back up.

"Aya, please. We need you. Come back."

She blinked hard, grimacing, her vision clearing slightly, "Zac?"

"Yes," the voice was relieved. "Can I let you go now?" Weakly, she nodded and the chains began to loosen. "You look like hell, Aya."

"Very perceptive, Mr. Degaud," she muttered, trying to smile. The chains had fallen away, but the hooks were still embedded. Grimacing, she reached down and pulled the annoying pieces of steel from her ankles, blood now free to gush unhindered.

"Shit, let me do that," he pulled her close, bracing her with one hand while the other traced the length of her arm. She hissed through her teeth as he slid the meat hooks from her wrists one at a time. Her blood was everywhere, but the wounds began to heal enough to stop the flow. Collapsing back into Zac's arms she sighed deeply, gazing up into his eyes, her fingers tracing the soft edge of his jaw. He'd come for her... No. They'd come for her. She let her hand drop limply, squeezing her eyes closed.

"You've lost a lot of blood. You need to feed," he said, his brow creased in concern.

"No,” she said, shaking her head.

"It's okay, Aya. I want you to," Zac pulled her closer.

"The vampire is still outside," Sam said. "Gabby won't be able to keep it up for much longer."

"Gabby?" Aya said vaguely, like she was trying to remember who she was. 

"Yes, Gabby."

Her eyes widened and she snarled, "Caius."

Before Zac could ask any questions, Aya grabbed the hair at the back of his head, wrenching it to the side, exposing his neck. He gasped in surprise at the sudden pain as she sunk her fangs in. Pushing him to the ground, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and was across the room and outside before they could react.
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Aya was a little impressed. When she emerged from the silo, she saw Gabby mere inches from Caius' most fearsome vampire face. All fangs and black eyes. She was staring him down, holding him in place with her will, moments from death. She'd finally found her true powers.

Walking up to her, Aya placed her hand on Gabby's shoulder and Caius' simultaneously, breaking the spell. As he stumbled forward, the force in her outstretched arm brought him to a stop. Gabby gasped, blinking wildly and scrambled backwards out of the way. Sam was there, grabbing her around the waist, hauling her to a safe distance.

Aya held Caius' shoulders, pushing against him as he reached up and grasped hers in return. They were face to face, their foreheads touching. 

"You will never win against me, witch," he threatened, the grunt in his voice betraying the fact that he was using all of his strength to hold her back.

"That's where you're wrong, Caius," she snarled in return. "I have skills you've never seen."

"You'll never get the chance to use them, witch."

Abruptly, Aya shifted her weight down slightly, ramming her shoulder into his stomach. He had been pushing against her so hard, that the forward motion sent him flying across the yard behind her. She heard the bang as he collided with the wall of the silo.

He scrambled to his feet with a snarl and rushed her, knocking her off her feet with the force of the blow. Twisting to the side, she rolled out of the way of Caius' boot, narrowly missing a blow to her ribs. On her feet behind him, she punched his spine, aiming to snap it, but he twisted to the side at the last second. She cried out in pain as his elbow came back to meet her jaw, which made an audible crunch as it shattered. 

Turning, Caius' hands grasped empty air. Aya was on his back, an arm around his neck, her hand on his face. She wrenched with all her strength trying to snap his spine, but he threw her over his shoulder. Landing heavily, her eyes widened as Caius' bulky form loomed over her. They were evenly matched in strength and skill and could be here for hours at this rate.

Grabbing her around the neck with one hand, Caius picked her up off the ground and let out a deep rumbling laugh. A look of triumph was plastered across his face as he began to squeeze, cutting off her air supply. Instinctively, she clawed at his hand, trying to free herself. 

In the corner of her vision, she saw Sam and Zac approaching in Caius' blind spot. They would be torn apart if they tried anything. 

"Stay back!" she yelled at the brothers, holding her palm out.

Caius laughed, "Once I'm done with you, whore, they'll be next. Won't be much of a challenge, but they will beg me to kill them all the same."

She felt a familiar twist of rage building inside of her and closing her eyes, she called for it. Reaching up, she grasped Caius' wrist, a familiar burning sensation travelling up her arms like thousands of electric shocks. Opening her eyes, a blue glow surrounded them, popping and fizzing, making the air thick with the tangy scent of burning copper. Caius' eyes widened in surprise as the blue energy travelled down her arms and began to crawl over his forearm. 

Aya had never felt her power stronger than this, the biting taste for revenge was overpowering. This man, this vampire, had been responsible for her family’s death and her torture and imprisonment. He would die like the others. At the mercy of her rage.

As the fire began to travel down his arm, Caius gasped in pain and dropped her. She fell to her knees for a moment before getting up, using the upward force to push the air from his lungs with a hard jab from both palms into his gut. He doubled over, clutching his stomach. For a split second he was disorientated and it was all it took for Aya to plunge her hand into his chest. 

Clutching his still beating heart in her right hand, she clasped his shoulder with her left, her lips to his ear. "This is for my family," she whispered and poured all her rage into him. 

He gasped and clawed at her hand, but he was already turning grey, his skin withering, crackling with the strange electricity. Only when his heart finally collapsed in on itself, the ash falling through her fingers, did she push him off her onto the ground. Staring down at his corpse, she didn't feel anything. The burning rage had left her and she was empty. 

She was vaguely aware of Gabby and the brothers hovering at the edge of her vision. Now she would have to explain herself to them. They weren't meant to see what she could do, she hadn't used this part of herself since... It had been two thousand years. She suddenly felt very far away and it was only adrenalin that was keeping her on her feet. She closed her eyes and wished them away.

There was a comforting hand on her arm. "Aya." It was Zac. Of course it was him. 

Looking up at him she saw the expression of awe written on his face. Glancing at Sam and Gabby revealed their mingled awe and fear. At least they were smart. Zac should be afraid of her. She wondered if she should compel him again. Compel them all to forget how she had killed Caius, but she doubted it would work now. She was done.

When she didn't respond, Zac put his arm around her waist, guiding her away from the yard to his car that was parked back towards the road. Sam hovered behind to dispose of Caius, as she was put in the back, the seat belt fastened for her. Gabby sat beside her and clasped her hand, the brothers in the front. Gazing blankly out of the window into the night she managed to whisper, "Thank you."


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

 

The early morning air was heavy against Aya's skin as she sat in the garden. The manor grounds hadn't been tended to in a long time. They were wild and green, full of flowers that tended themselves despite the moisture of the swamp, shaded by the long branches of whispering willows. Usually, she would just enjoy being here, but today her thoughts were troubled. It had been several days since the brothers and Gabby had freed her from the silo; several days since she had killed Caius. She'd come one step closer to what she'd pledged to do, but in doing so, she'd done the one thing she shouldn't have. She'd drunk Zac's blood. 

She looked up as Sam sat down beside her and wondered what question he was going to ask first. The air was silent around the manor, which meant Zac had gone somewhere else. She didn’t want to deal with his questions today.

"How are you doing?" he asked, taking in her faraway look. Predictable and such a Sam question.

Aya shrugged, "After all the time he's spent hunting me, you'd think I'd be glad he's dead. But, I don't really feel anything."

She felt his apprehension as he asked the next burning question. "In the silo, you thought Zac was your brother?" 

"It was an hallucination," she said, curtly.

"What happened to him?"

"He was slaughtered in his sleep," she spat at him. "Do you want a play by play?"

"No, I'm sorry. It's just, you're a hard person to read," he sighed, fidgeting with the hem of his shirt. "Who was Caius exactly?"

"He was one of the first vampires. One of the family called the Romans," Aya said matter of factly.

"And how old are they, these Romans?"

"Not much older than I," she shrugged. "Maybe a year or two, I'm not sure."

"Why are they called the Romans? Where did they come from?"

Aya sighed at the barrage of questions. They would ask them eventually, best to get it out the way. Besides, she'd rather talk to Sam about this. He was much more understanding than Zac and at least he would stop when he knew he couldn’t get any further. "They were part of the Roman armies that invaded Britain around 43AD. I don't know much about their human lives other than one was a high-ranking officer, others foot soldiers, lower ranking officers. I suppose they all wanted what most humans want."

"And what's that?"

"Power. Immortality.”

Sam nodded, agreeing to a point. "And what did you do to Caius? To kill him?"

"I stole his light," she said, referring to the story in Gabby's grimore, reluctant to explain further.

"Aya, I don't understand. It was magic, wasn't it?" he asked, confused, almost desperate for answers.

"Sam, that's the one thing I cannot explain to you," she said seriously. "I am indebted to you for coming to free me, but this. This, I cannot give you."

He stared at her for a moment and deciding not to push her further, nodded and looked away. They sat in silence for a while and it was almost companionable, the two of them enjoying the wildness of the garden. It reminded her of many things, but she closed her thoughts off to the memories. She'd been to many places, done many things, and punished many people, none of which bore another thought. At least not today.

"You've changed him, you know," Sam said carefully, breaking the silence. "Zac. He's different around you."

"How so?" she frowned. This was one of those things she didn't want to talk about.

"He cares about something other than himself," he laughed weakly, shaking his head. 

Aya grunted, pulling her knees up to her chin, feeling uneasy about what Sam hinted at. Zac had been through enough without this. One day she would have to leave and he would be back at square one. Even she had enough heart not to do that to him.

"Aya," Sam said, picking up on her uneasiness. "It's a good thing."

"If you say so," she whispered, not believing him.
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Zac had never been to Gabby's apartment before. It sat on the top floor of a complex of twelve similar places, six flights of stairs and no elevator. She must love the view, because the climb would have been a deal breaker. 

They sat on the floor in the lounge, a silver bowl between them, the grimore off to the side. Gabby was chanting under her breath, eyes closed, a faraway look etched on her dark features. He hoped that this would help them find a way to end their founding witch problem once and for all. The lingering threat was wearing thin. They had already thwarted one attempt at Aya's life and they mightn't be so lucky the next time.

His thoughts were more troubled than usual. She was amazing. What she had done to Caius; that was something else. So much more than a regular vampire was capable of. What was she? Maybe when this was all over, she would give him some answers. And he had to find a way to tell her how he felt.

Focusing back on Gabby, he concentrated on the spell she was casting. She'd found an incantation in the grimore she hadn't been able to read until she met her grandmother. A spell for knowledge. It would reveal the path to the thing that they most desired. And, of course, that was bringing and end to Katrin. All of her previous attempts at seeking out the witch had been fruitless; attempts at finding what anchored her spirit to life had led to nothing. 

The only reason Gabby had invited Zac into her apartment was the fact that he wanted Katrin to die a true death as much as she did. And that meant a better strike rate for the spell. He was connected on a personal level and so was she.

She had been muttering her incantation under her breath for ages and Zac was positive that it wasn’t working. She did seem different after everything that had happened at the silo, her increased power was blindingly obvious with the way she obliterated those witches. He’d never seen a witch do such a thing and he was glad that she was on their side. But, it didn’t help them right now. Nothing was happening.

Just as Zac was about to complain that she was taking too long, he felt the spell cloud his thoughts. That probably meant it was working.

Gabby smiled in relief, "I can see a way forward. But I need to speak to Aya."

When she mentioned Aya, Zac's expression slackened and his eyes went blank. Gabby waved her hand across his line of vision, but he didn't react. It took a moment before he came back from wherever it was he went. Blinking as Gabby came back into focus, he realized she had been shaking him. He groaned, holding his head in his hands.

"Zac, what is it?" Gabby said, concern in her voice.

"She fucking compelled me!" he roared, knocking the bowl across the room. It clattered to the floor loudly, its contents spilling everywhere. Gabby scrambled backwards, suddenly aware of being in the same room as an angry vampire.

"Who?" she whispered, afraid of provoking him.

"Aya! Fucking Aya!" he was on his feet, pacing back and forth, thinking about what he would do. He forgot that Gabby was in the room he was so intent on his thoughts. He roared again and left the apartment in a whirlwind of fury, leaving Gabby shaking on the floor.
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Aya liked to sit in the study. She knew it irritated Zac, but he had stopped asking her not to ages ago. It felt comforting, especially after her earlier conversation with Sam. She spun the globe in the corner, running her finger along the surface, waiting to see where it would land once it came to a stop. Katrin wouldn’t try anything right away, not after she’d killed another of her so-called children. Her finger landed on France. She had been in France before coming to America.

She could hear the tell tale hum that announced Zac had come home. He was in the doorway looking at her. "Hello," she said, not turning around, spinning the globe again. When he didn't answer straight away, she knew he was angry.

"I was just with Gabby," he said, restraining the anger in his voice.

"Were you now?" she smiled to herself. Her finger landed in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean.

"I helped her cast a spell." He was cracking.

"And what kind of spell did she cast?" The globe spun again.

"A knowledge spell." The tone in his voice unsettled her.

"Be. More. Specific." She disregarded the globe, allowing it to spin freely.

"A spell to find the knowledge to obtain what one desires the most." He was right behind her now, his gaze burning into her back.

Aya stiffened, "And what happened?"

"Gabby learnt a way to stop Katrin. She needs to speak to you."

Turning her head slightly, she said, "And what did you learn?"

He grabbed her shoulder and turned her around abruptly, pushing her back against the wall. Her expression darkened in warning, but Zac ignored it. "I remember everything," he snarled, holding her in place across her chest with his arm.

Aya's eyes misted over into shimmering pearls and she pushed him across the room. He collided with the opposite wall, his shoulder leaving a hole in the plaster. He fell to the floor with a grunt, but she was there, picking him up by his shirt. "If you remember everything, then you know it was all for your own good," she spat, dropping him on his face.

Zac was back on his feet in a second, "After everything that's happened, how could you compel me?"

"I saved your life, Zac."

"Only from the werewolves."

Aya closed her eyes, trying to control her anger, "I also saved you from me. You saw what happened to them when I lost control. You saw what I did to Caius."

The anger faded from his face into one of surprise. "I don't believe you."

"Then you are a fool. You've only seen the smallest part of me. The smallest part of the monster I truly am. No one could love a walking horror such as I."

Zac was dumbfounded. After all they had gone through together, he had felt that he had become closer to her than ever. He knew there were parts of her life that he would never know, she was two thousand years old, but he refused to believe the things she was telling him. He'd never felt anything like what he felt for Aya. Seeing her angry and in pain, it tore him apart. He thought back to the night they had spent in the motel, the way she had kissed him. And when he'd healed her wounds in the silo, she had gazed up at him with such tenderness. She felt the same, she had to. 

"You can compel the memories from me, Aya, but you can't compel away my feelings," he said evenly.

"Get out!" she yelled at him. 

"Aya, please," he whispered.

She stared at him with a wild look in her eyes, "Leave."

Zac stared at her, unable to control himself. He wanted her so much it made him ache. He pushed Aya back against the wall and kissed her passionately, pressing his body into hers. His left hand pulled her hips against him and his right held her face to his, fingers wound in her hair. And she kissed him back just as deeply and he was lost. He was hers, body and soul. Suddenly, she pulled away pushing him back, a look of dismay on her face. 

His heart sank. "Aya..."

"Don't," she whispered looking towards the floor. "There's so much you don't understand, Zac. So many things I can't tell you. So many reasons why this can't be."

He took a step towards her and she held him back with her arm. "Please," she whispered.

"Aya," he whispered huskily.

"Please don't make me do this." He could see the tears welling in her eyes. She was struggling with her feelings.

"Do what?"

And she was gone so fast, he felt it must have been a dream. He brushed his fingers across his lips and sighed. He knew now that he loved her and it made the love he had felt for Liz incomparable. What he felt for Aya consumed him and he would gladly die for her if it meant she would live. 
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Gabby was about to knock on the front door of the manor when it burst open, her fist poised midair. Aya stood in front of her, glaring as she dropped her hand awkwardly. She guessed she was too late.

"Aya," she gasped. "I was coming to see you before... I got here as fast as I could."

"If you're talking about the knowledge spell, I found out about that," Aya rolled her eyes, pushing her backwards off the porch and into the yard.

"I'm sorry," she stammered. "I didn't know it would work the way it did. I had no idea..."

"I hear you need to speak with me," Aya interrupted, still rattled by the argument with Zac.

"Yes, I have an idea. The spell revealed a loophole to Katrin's spell, the one holding her spirit," Gabby began. Whatever she had compelled from Zac, she'd better leave it alone.

Aya pressed her finger to her lips to silence her. Understanding that other ears were listening, Gabby nodded. The vampire grabbed her arm roughly, guiding her down the driveway and across the yard. They walked right down to the lake, standing right on the shoreline. It was an abnormally cold day, the wind rippling the surface into waves that lapped the rocks at the waters edge. A noise that seemed sufficient in covering their conversation to a point.

Once she was certain they were alone, Aya turned to Gabby smiling, "There is much that I would like to tell you Gabby, but I cannot. For now, you will have to trust me."

Gabby nodded uncertainly, "I'm sure it will all make sense one day, but for now as long as we can banish Katrin, then I'm satisfied."

"Good," Aya was pleased. "What did the spell reveal to you?"

"Katrin is channeling some serious power in keeping her spirit attached to life. A power that is very much like... Well, I'm not quite sure how to explain it. It feels like death," Gabby didn't quite understand. "Like a negative energy."

"Negative," Aya mused.

"Yes," Gabby nodded. "In science positive cancels out the negative, so I'm hoping that counts as the same for a witches energy."

"What do you suppose the positive would be?" Aya's brow furrowed as she thought over this.

"The positive is you, Aya. That's what the spell revealed to me. You're the key, but I don't know what that means exactly. I was hoping you might know."

Aya was silent for a while, contemplating what she had learnt and knowing all too well it may call upon abilities she had lost. Abilities that no longer existed in this world.

"Were you a witch, you know, before?" Gabby asked hesitantly, when she didn't answer.

Aya frowned at her question. "Not exactly. I had a lot of things in common with your kind, though." She said this with a finality that dissuaded her from asking more, but she continued. "When I was changed, many things were taken from me. Abilities that were second nature disappeared and were replaced with vampire traits," she said with a little sadness. "I can only do this with you, Gabby. You complete the parts of me that were stolen. Together we have the power to destroy Katrin once and for all."

Stolen. Gabby now knew that Aya had been turned against her will and it made her understand a lot of things about her. Why she was the way she was. She suspected her drive for punishing witches came from a need for revenge, to set things right.

"What was stolen," she murmured. "You had abilities like mine? Like a witch? My Grams called you one of the stars."

"You're a rare witch, Gabby," Aya didn't answer her question. "You've unlocked your potential, but have yet to see the limits of what you can do."

"How can you tell?" she asked, confused.

"I can feel it."

"Really?"

"I knew who you were the first moment I saw you," she said. "I could tell exactly which line you were descended from and how strong you were. And before you ask, it's not Katrin." 

"Thank god. Who then?" Gabby wanted to know more than anything.

"Ismena," Aya said, looking out across the lake, fixing her gaze on a point far into the distance.

"Did you know her?"

"Not well," she turned back to her and smiled. "She was a dear friend of my mother. She was one of the five founding witches. All humans. Katrin betrayed the other four in her lust for power. Before the others had realized, she had already created the first vampires. By then it was too late. It was all they could do to save their own lives, let alone anyone else's. They disappeared after that. I never saw any of them again, but I suspect they would have tried to end me as well if they knew what became of me."

Gabby didn't know what to say, how could they prevail? "What makes you think we can succeed where four founding witches couldn't?" she asked.

Aya smiled sadly, "They didn't have me."

Gabby didn't know what she meant and wasn't sure she wanted an explanation. Aya had known the founding witches who were the beginning of her kind. The beginning of magic. How had they come into their power? Were they given it, or born to it? She was unsure if she was ready to know the origins of power, when she could hardly control her own.

Aya glanced at her, sensing her uneasiness. Gabby still felt remorse over the three witches in Memphis; the ease of which she had obliterated them. Things just kept getting even more complicated the deeper she got into this mess.

"I would have killed them, you know," Aya said, quietly. "They were in league with the oldest vampires, ever. And not to mention Katrin. They had given themselves over to evil."

"I know," Gabby whispered. "But it doesn't make it any easier."

"No," Aya shook her head. "It never does."

They were silent for a time, their thoughts running off in their own directions.

"I think I know what to do now," Aya said uncertainly, breaking the stillness. "I can do most of it, but we have to join minds so I can lend your powers. Don't worry. I used to do it with my brother when we were children. It's not hard, but you will feel a little tired when I draw on your power."

"Okay," Gabby nodded. Aya had a brother?

"I know," Aya shrugged. "It's not much to go on, but I don't see any other option. It's our first and only chance. I don't know what will happen if we fail."

Gabby hoped her trust in Aya would be enough to see them through. "Then we better win."


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

 

Aya and Gabby had worked out a plan as they sat by the lake. As simple as it sounded, it was actually quite complicated. Once they executed it, she would be totally and utterly revealed to Gabby. Everything she had hidden from the world for thousands of years. That was more terrifying to her than facing Katrin.

She stood with her back to the room, staring into the cold fireplace, hyper aware of the irritating buzz of Zac in the room behind, not able to bring herself to look at him. Everyone was at the manor, even Alex, despite him not being able to help. His show of support was strangely comforting and she was thankful.

"We need to go to the in-between place," Gabby was explaining their plan as simply as she could. The others were on a need to know basis, only. "It's the space that exists between life and death. There we will be able to sense what is keeping Katrin's spirit anchored to life. If it's what we suspect, then we can try and destroy it."

"And where does Aya come into it?" Sam asked.

She felt everyone's gaze fall heavily on her back. Turning she said, "You saw what I can do. That will be an advantage."

Aya considered asking Zac if she could drink some of his strange blood again. Curiously, it had strengthened her other abilities and she was sure that it was the only reason she had been able to summon enough power to destroy Caius. Then she remembered their argument, Zac declaring himself to her. Disregarding the thought, she knew that he'd ask more of her than she was willing to give if she dared ask the question. Besides, it was too personal a thing to share with another vampire and he would undoubtedly take it the wrong way. Knowing Gabby was there with her, she was reassured they had more than enough power to get the job done.

"No magic can penetrate the veil," Gabby was saying. "But matter can. Anyone can just walk into the between place while we have the doorway open. That's why we need you all to keep watch."

"You just want us to sit there and wait?" Zac sounded exasperated. "What are you going to do in there?"

"It's witches business, Zac. I don't have to tell you anything," Gabby said, not really caring if it annoyed him. "We just need our backs watched. Can you do that?"

He grunted in response.

"When are you going to do this?" Sam, steered to conversation away from the inevitable bickering.

"Tonight," Gabby said. "The old cemetery."

"That's not much time to prepare," Liz said, concerned.

"No time like the present."
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Night had already fallen but the time they had all assembled at the cemetery; four vampires and one witch. Sam, Zac and Liz had positioned themselves around the clearing at the centre of the cemetery, watching the forest around them for any interlopers. Aya stood next to Gabby as she chanted under her breath, summoning the doorway to the in between place.

It was eerie sensation when the mist crept into the clearing, the air around them still warm from that day’s humidity.  Gabby felt the change in her spirit, felt herself slipping into the place between life and death. Her eyes widened in surprise as she felt the depth of Aya's power as they joined minds. She had had no idea, even after witnessing it in Memphis. She was something else. No wonder witches feared her coming.

"We need to detect where her anchor is," Aya said, after she had gathered her thoughts. "Let me know if you can feel anything. No matter how small."

Before she could cast her mind out, Katrin was before them, her expression total darkness and malice. Gabby staggered back a little, almost severing their link. How had she known they would be here? Had she expected it? If this truly was the place where her spirit lived, she would undoubtedly know when anybody set foot in it.

"Do you really think you can end me, Aeriaya?" Katrin scoffed. "You and your pitiful little witch?"

Gabby glanced sidelong at Aya, was that her true name? As her thoughts swirled, the grey mist began to swell around them, the emptiness melting into another place. Katrin was creating a vision in the void and Gabby could feel the power pulsing in the close air, reverberating in her bones. The founder was more powerful than she had ever thought possible. 

The vision swirled around them, morphing the mist into a glade of deep green, speckled with a carpet of white flowers. A house was nestled at one end, the trees of the surrounding forest tall and ancient, sheltering arms reaching into the sunlight. Through Aya, she understood it was a protected place of power. A place of light and love; until blood began to drip from the trees. It wept from under the front door to the house, from the windows, it's sickly copper tang filling the air around them.

"Stop it!" Aya screamed at Katrin as her eyes misted into two white orbs, her hands clawing at her black hair. She knew this place.

"It was your fault," the founder sneered as the vision changed again. They stood in the middle of a bedroom that was dominated by a large bed. Gabby's heart thudded in her chest, Aya's fear echoing through their link. The room was full of blood. It was splattered over the walls, pooled on the floor. Gabby knew if she stepped forward, she would see that there were corpses on the bed.

"They killed them! You ordered them to!" Aya cried, tears streaming down her face. "They tore them apart, my brother, you..."

"You killed my son," Katrin said, drawing her towards the bed. "Then you killed two more of my children. It was your fault."

"He was a vampire!" she cried, trying to avert her face. "He was a monster!"

“No,” Katrin sneered. “You are the monster, Aeriaya. Look at what you’ve become. Look at what you forced onto your family.”

Gabby, who was linked so thoroughly to Aya, gasped in horror as she saw the remains of the man and woman on the bed. They had been torn to shreds and placed back together by some sick sociopath, their hands linked. Their unearthly silver hair was tinged red in places from their mingled blood, the pallor of their skin marred by their brutal death. Gabby knew that these people were Aya's mother and father and her heart broke.

Aya roared in pain, her hands over her eyes to block the horrible sight, "It's time to die, Katrin. I won't let you get away with this! You've no right to call yourself witch. I'm taking it back!"

Katrin laughed at her, seemingly secure in her own knowledge that she was the all-powerful witch who cheated life and death. It was then that Gabby felt Aya begin to draw on her power. She'd asked for her complete trust. The link couldn’t be severed now, even if she tried. All she could do was watch as the vision cleared around them, dissolving back into the grey mist of the void. Katrin's expression faded into one of utter shock. She mustn't have expected her vision to dissolve so easily. But, Gabby was too fixated on Aya to notice. She was beginning to change.

Her hair seemed to shimmer with strands of shining silver and her skin danced with tendrils of color, like she was made of pearl. She was becoming like her parents. Silver hair and translucent skin. Gabby knew this was what she was before she was turned. Katrin was visibly afraid as she stood face to face with Aya, or the creature Aya had become.

"No," Katrin gasped in disbelief. "How did you? You can't. The Celestines are dead."

"Goodbye Katrin," Aya's voice soothed. "You'll face your judgment from the true founders. You'll answer for the eradication of my kind and the evil you spread in this world. I am honored to be the one who delivers you to them."

Gabby shielded her eyes as a pure white light began to gather around Aya's form, the power that emanated from her was overwhelming. She was vaguely aware that Katrin was begging, her voice becoming more desperate as the light grew. The anchor that was holding her spirit was being severed, the power that Gabby had sensed earlier was dissolving. 

The drain on her was extreme as she wavered on her feet, desperate to hold on, her trust now completely in Aya. She felt incredibly sleepy and struggled to stay alert. Aya wouldn't let anything happen to her, she was safe. Through the link Gabby could see the whole universe. The stars. Aya really was one of them, just like all of the stories said.

And just as suddenly as the vampire had changed, Katrin was gone. The power that she'd sensed, the anchor, was completely gone. Whatever Aya had done, it had worked.

Abruptly, they were back in the between place, just the two of them. All pretence of the house and the mist had fallen away. Aya stood before her, clasping her hands, worry etched into her face. She was back to normal, familiar features of deathly pallor and hair that was black as night filled her vision. The creature she had become was buried again, but not gone.

"Aya," she whispered, clutching the vampire’s forearms to steady herself. "I don't understand who you are."

"I'm the last of my kind, Gabby. A horrible, incomplete hybrid," Aya said with a note of sadness that was so deep, it made tears fall from Gabby's eyes.

The young witch would probably never fully understand the woman who stood before her, but she had learnt much that made most of what she knew of her make complete sense. Why Aya was the way she was. Her peaceful existence had been torn from her in the most brutal way possible, turned by the creature that killed her family, destroyed her home. It was no wonder that she had sought vengeance on those that would abuse their gifts. 

"I... We all came from you, your family... didn't we?" she stammered, not quite believing that the people Aya had come from had given the first witches their power.

"This is important, Gabby," Aya said, deadly serious. "You must keep this secret. It's not for others to know. What I am, what you've come from, this is a secret that must be learnt. If you were to tell anyone something horrible will happen."

"Like what?" she asked, a note of fear in her voice.

"I don't know. I've never known anyone foolish enough to try. That is enough warning in itself."

Gabby sunk to the ground, exhausted, as the edges of the forest started to reappear. Nodding feebly, her head sunk to her knees. It was done. They had won, but she'd learnt a deadly secret in the process. She couldn't fathom any of it.

Suddenly, there was a gust of wind that blew her unruly hair into her eyes. Scraping it away from her face, she gasped as she saw a dark shadow flying around them. It had the semblance of a person, emanating a dark malice that penetrated deep into her bones. She knew that it was trying to get back into reality, back into the forest where her friends were. Zac, Sam, Liz. But her power was spent; she could do nothing to help them. 

"Stay down," Aya cried, standing over her. "It's not over yet."

 

[image: ]

 

Aya had risen to her feet, positioning herself over Gabby, raising her hands to fend off the shadow, but now that she had returned her power to Gabby, they were equal. A stalemate. Nether the less, she tried to fend it off, but her fingers slid through its inky blackness. It had to remain in the between place. She kept trying desperately, aware that their reality was coming back into focus, the presence of the three vampires waiting for them pressing on her senses.

Abruptly, the wind dropped and the shadow thing wailed out into the forest and collided with Zac, disappearing into his body. Gasping in shock, he fell to the ground and began convulsing. Sam dropped to his knees beside him, holding his shoulders down, calling for Aya.

Liz fell to her knees beside them, grasping his shaking hand, "He's dying, his skin is turning grey!”

Aya dropped into a crouch beside them, placing her palm on Zac's forehead, "She's cursed him. Katrin has cursed him." Tears began to well in her eyes as she gazed down at him and she brushed them away furiously. Katrin knew exactly what she was doing when she sent the curse, a last ditch effort to hurt her. She knew Zac was her weak spot, that she would do anything for him. Even if it meant giving him her blood, the only thing that would save him from the curse. And she would do it, knowing full well the consequences for doing so. Leaning close, she brushed his messy hair from his forehead and whispered, "Please let me save you, Zac."

She bit the vein in her wrist open and went to place it at his mouth, but Liz grabbed her arm, "What are you doing? Your blood will only make it faster!" That's right, she'd lied and told Sam that her blood was poison to vampires, with good reason.

Aya pulled her arm free and glared at the vampire who Zac had once loved. "My blood is the only thing that will save him now," she growled. "Do you want him to die?" Liz edged away, fearful.

Turning back towards Zac, Aya leaned in close and whispered, "Please let me do this for you. Trust me, Zac."

His eyes were wide as he shook his head. She couldn't bare to force him to drink her blood after they had all been turned against their will. He would have to choose to live on his own and she hoped that he would. He was a dark grey now, his body almost desiccated. Time was running out, and fast. All she had left was the truth, and she hoped it was enough.

Her blue eyes were full of sorrow as they pierced his dying muddy green and she whispered, "I love you, Zac. Please let me save you." Stroking his face, she kissed him softly on the lips, her tears dripping down onto his cheeks. When she offered her wrist again, he willingly took it and drank and drank until his convulsions began to still. Color began creeping back into his skin as her blood purged the curse from his body.

Sam relaxed his grip and looked sidelong at Aya, concern etched into his features. She couldn't look at any of them. Such an admission tore her apart and her blood... She was alarmed at what Zac might see once he recovered. She stood hastily and backed towards the line of trees, her knees shaking. The loss of blood had drained her physically after her transformation, the emotions flying about the clearing overwhelming and it was all she could do to focus herself.

Liz was back at Zac's side, stroking his hair from his eyes, her hand against his forehead and she felt a stab of jealousy. His skin was almost back to normal, the curse disappearing as her blood circulated. Zac was out cold, his breathing so slight it was a miracle his heart was still beating.

"Thank you," Sam murmured, looking up at her.

Aya shivered with exhaustion and wavered. "He will sleep a while," she said detached. "When he wakes, he will be well."

Sam nodded his acknowledgment. His eyes focused on a point behind her, widening in surprise and she knew that she had made a fatal mistake. 

The last thing Aya saw was a hand bursting through her chest clutching her heart. Then there was nothing.
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Sam and Liz stared in shock as Aya fell to the ground, eyes wide and vacant, a gaping hole through her chest. But she couldn't die, she just couldn't! Liz grasped Gabby's hand, she was still exhausted from the fight with Katrin, deathly pale.

Sam hissed and stood over Zac's unconscious body, glaring up at Aya's murderer.

He was shorter than Sam by a head, deathly pale skin, close-cropped dark brown hair and a hard face. A long scar from forehead to jaw marred his otherwise good looks. He had blood up to his elbow, a heavy hand still clutching her heart. He threw it nonchalantly to the ground beside him, a sly smile on his lips. "So, the witch made some friends. How quaint."

Sam growled deep in his throat in warning to the vampire who stood before them, "And who the fuck are you?"

The man bared his fangs, eyes turning black. "I am Arturius. I was her maker."


 

 

Epilogue

 

Arturius stood inside the tree line watching the group of vampires. Their witch was calling forth the void. The void where Katrin's soul dwelt. Her vampires had been watching them ever since Alistair had been staked. He wasn't sure if the man who had managed to kill someone that was three hundred years older should impress him. It was almost unheard of.

He stood and watched the show, hidden by witches' magic. As long as he didn't move from the tree line, he would be hidden from everything. Katrin wanted Aeriaya dead and he would see it to the end. He was here at her bequest, but he would have done it anyway. After all, it was his mistake to fix.

Aeriaya was just as he remembered. It had been hundreds of years since he had laid eyes on her and he could scarcely remember the circumstances, but he would never forget that day he sat with her in that dungeon. His lips on hers, her soft translucent skin under his hard calloused hands. He would never forget the moment he held her head in his hands and snapped her delicate neck. 

After so much time, it was hard to separate the lies from the truths. There was never any hope for him. As soon as he set foot in Britannia, it had disappeared forever. 

As she vanished into the void with the witch, he remembered the blood between his fingers and grimaced. He had ripped Aeriaya's brother to pieces at Katrin's command. He had no choice. That was the moment when he realized that he would never be able to escape. She had trapped them all.

It wasn't long before he felt a pull at the edges of his mind. He felt disoriented for a moment then the clarity hit him like a ton of bricks. Gasping, he clutched his head. For the first time in two thousand years, he felt free. Aeriaya had done it, as he knew she would. Even he knew that this time was different.

As the void slipped away, Arturius watched as Katrin's curse wailed out into the night and collided with the man who'd killed Alistair. Now he would wait and see what she would do. They assumed that she would save him. After watching them so closely, he knew that she cared for this vampire and that would be her greatest mistake. 

Sneering as she knelt over the vampire whispering how much she loved him, he rolled his eyes as she gave him her blood. Stupid woman. He had thought better of her. Vampirism had turned her into something cold and heartless, so how could she justify to herself that this was the right thing to do? Even if she loved him, it would give away everything.

Aeriaya stumbled back towards the tree line where he stood hidden by witches' magic. He didn't have to do it anymore. Katrin was gone and the compulsion had evaporated along with her. But, he would never forget his dead brothers and his poor, dear sister. Men he had known in life and death; brothers in both. He hadn't loved her for a long time.

As Arturius stepped out into the clearing, he caught the eye of the younger male vampire, whose eyes widened in surprise. He didn't hesitate. Plunging his hand into her chest from behind, his hand grasped her heart and pushed it straight through into the humid night air. She would see her death, just as his brothers had.

He wrenched his hand away and let her fall, blood dripping onto the ground. It stained his arm up to the elbow, her heart still clutched in his palm. He threw it nonchalantly to the ground beside him, a sly smile on his lips. "So, the witch made some friends. How quaint."

The vampire growled deep in his throat, standing over his fallen friend, "And who the fuck are you?"

He bared his fangs, feeling his eyes swirl into darkness. "I am Arturius. I was her maker."
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A sneak peek from Book 2 - The Return

 

Zac had become a permanent fixture at Max's. He no longer cared about the scandalous gossip he was perpetuating as Ashburton's latest alcoholic train wreck. He just wanted everything to go the hell away and the more alcohol he could consume, the better. For the first time since setting foot in this stinking town, he'd had to compel the bar staff. Otherwise they'd cut him off. He was turning into the worst kind of drunk. 

The only kind of control Zac wanted was the numb inebriated kind. 

He sensed her concern from across the room before he heard her approach. Gabby sat at the bar beside him, worry set in her features as he rolled his eyes.

"You're better," he said, still staring straight ahead, fingers grasped tightly around his glass.

"Much," she replied, eyeing the drink in front of him. "Zac, I'm..."

"I know," he interrupted.

She was frowning at him. People frowned a lot in his direction lately. Why were they saying sorry to him? He hadn't had his heart torn out, but he may as well have. They'd all heard, all saw. She'd told him she loved him. They were sorry for him now that she had gone. He snorted, closing his dry eyes.

"What are you doing?" Gabby asked, as if she didn't already know.

"I'm just sitting here thinking about all the choices that I made to get to this point. The pathetic, lonely, homicidal maniac." Because it was true. 

"You're not alone, Zac. You have Sam and Liz. Alex. And you have me," she said, firmly.

"Pfft. Sam doesn't want to help me, he wants to change me."

"Zac. You need to pull yourself out of this eventually. Do you think it's what she would have wanted?" she sighed, shaking her head.

Zac turned and glared at her. "Depressed or predator. Take your pick, Tabitha. Which is the lesser of two evils? Which has the lowest body count?"

"Don't..." she whispered, edging away from him.

"I kill people, Gabby. It's what I do. It's who I am," he scoffed. "I'm a vampire and I eat people. Shock. Horror."

"This isn't you," she shook her head. "You're better than that."

"Am I? Am I really? What makes you think you even know me? I was a soldier, a trained killer. Its what I was good at. I enlisted in both world wars and Vietnam because I wanted to kill. Oh, he's fallen off the wagon, everyone said. But I was just honoring my true nature, Gabby. A predator who needs to kill to survive," he spat, venom dripping from his words. "Everyone wants me to be the good guy. I've never been the good guy. I can't do it. I wasn't good enough for Liz and wasn't good enough to save Aya. That's what being good gets you. Nothing."

He looked over his shoulder towards the entrance, groaning as he sensed who was coming; at who he guessed was coming. Gabby looked towards the door as it banged open, letting in the late afternoon light, and something else. Arturius. 

Zac glanced to Gabby who nodded reluctantly. She'd seen him that night in the clearing, his arm bloodied up to the elbow, Aya's heart clutched in his hand. 

She grabbed Zac's arm as he went to stand, a low growl coming from deep in his throat. "Stop, Zac. Getting yourself killed is not the answer."

"If I die in the attempt of tearing that piece of shit apart, then so be it. It would be a benefit to the human race."

Arturius leant against the bar a few stools down and ordered a drink, glancing in Zac's direction. He walked up to the Roman and slammed his fist into the bar, glaring at the vampire who ruined everything. 
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To Be Continued......
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