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CHAPTER ONE




December Moon had no idea that she was a witch.

She had never given it a single thought. Why would she? 


Well, she hadn't given it a single thought until the day before her fifteenth birthday when she had silently wished that the gymnasium would flood. She was sick of humiliating herself with her rather serious lack of elegance on the floor... pointed out, rather loudly, by her fellow gymnasts. The other girls looked impressive, as they fluttered about the room like brightly coloured butterflies, full of elegance and composure. December, on the other hand, thought herself more akin to Alice in Wonderland's caterpillar. 


Imagine December's surprise when she began to hear the gentle whooshing sound that usually accompanies an overflowing bathtub. A noise that slowly became louder and louder, until water literally began pouring into the gymnasium from all directions. And it wasn't even raining.

“What the...?” Miss Finnegan screeched.

“Everybody form an orderly line and exit the gymnasium as soon as you can!” she yelled in her posh English accent to her students, after turning puce from blowing so hard on the red whistle that always hung around her taut, blotchy neck. 


December knew something wasn't quite right with the whole scenario, considering the gymnasium had never posed a flood threat before and the fact that there was no plumbing anywhere near the building. The changing rooms were situated at the far end of the school... a design she had never quite understood.

As all the girls and boys panicked and flocked to the exit in one mad rush, December slowly took her time. It was only water, after all, and a little bit of water never hurt anyone. Well, it had never hurt me, she thought. Exactly at that moment, the water that had begun seeping into her black plimsolls and wetting her feet, receded, leaving her feet and ankles entirely, and strangely, dry.

Eyes wide in amazement, December surveyed the scene around her as one last student ran across the large mat in the centre of the room, it squelching beneath her feet. She was the last to leave. Even Miss Finnegan hadn't waited to make sure all her students had escaped unharmed and dry.

The water continued to pour in from each corner of the room, large droplets plopping around her from the ceiling and walls. Bits of green painted plaster broke away from the wall and fell down, bobbing up and down in the ankle high water below. December looked down at the floor and noticed that water was everywhere except within a small circular area surrounding her feet. As she moved, the dry circular area moved with her, like a bouncing bubble.

Before she could work out what was happening, gymnasium equipment began to fall and crash to the floor with the force of the running water.

How can this be? She thought. Then she remembered her silent wish, surely not? No, there had to be a rational explanation to all of this. I couldn't possibly be responsible. But the dry bubble around her told her a very different story.

As much as December wanted to hang around and enjoy watching the gym fill up with water, abruptly putting an end to her least favourite subject, she knew Miss Finnegan would eventually notice she was missing. So she skipped from the flooded room and out into the unusually bright sunlight of the October English afternoon.


#

It had been nearly a year since her best friend, Lilly, had left her behind in England and moved to Canada. It had proved to be a long and lonely year for December.

After Lilly's parents had completely vanished, she had moved to the other side of the world to a town called Powell River in the province of British Columbia. December had been so sad that her friend had to go, but she was also really pleased for her. They had stayed in touch and Lilly had sent numerous emails telling her all about the beauty that surrounded her and the wonderful loving family that had welcomed her with open arms over there.

December suspected that there was more to Lilly's new found happiness. She suspected there was something her friend wasn't telling her. After a few years of being the very best of friends, December knew Lilly too well to not know when something was going on, but she hadn't asked her about it. She knew that Lilly would tell her, whatever 'it' was, when the time was right.

For now, December had her own boring life to worry about. Since Lilly's departure, her life had returned to the same awful day-to-day experiences of having to stay out of her Aunt Penelope's way and dodge the cruel comments by some of her more horrible classmates. She secretly daydreamed about the day that her own mother would return to take her home, to rescue her from her only other family member; the rich aunt, who had only agreed to look after her because her late brother, December's father, had requested it. 


That and the fact that there was probably money involved, she thought later that day, when her chauffeur arrived to collect her from the school that was just across the road from Lilly's apartment. The apartment from where her parents had disappeared.

Looking up, December half expected to see that strange woman in white who had stood in exactly the same spot day after day to make sure Lilly had gone to, and returned from, school.

She shivered as a dark black cloud moved overhead. The hairs on the back of December's neck prickled and stood on end. Strange, she thought. It was almost as if she herself was being watched. December turned and looked all around her. The usual stream of students flowed from the school gates. Some of the boys kicked about a football and laughed as the ball hit one unexpectedly on the back of the head. “Oy!” he shouted, with a laugh as he picked it up and kicked it as hard as he could back at his friend.

A couple of girls giggled at the group in an attempt to get their attention.

On the other side of the street, there was the usual bustling of stallholders trying to sell their many wares, everything from freshly cut flowers to second hand books. People were going about their business. December could see no-one looking at her.

She shrugged her shoulders and hopped into the back seat of the black Range Rover.

“Have a good day, Miss Moon?” asked the driver, a man of about sixty with shoulder length hair as white as his crisp shirt. While on duty, he wore it in a neat pony tail at the nape of his neck.

She rolled her eyes at him and grinned. 


“After all these years, I wish you'd call me December, Monty. You should know by now that I'm nothing at all like that aunt of mine,” she tutted, smiling, although the smile didn't quite reach her eyes.

“And my day was, well, let's just say that it was interesting.”

He nodded and returned her smile, showing a toothy grin. “Sorry Miss, it's habit, I suppose. Your Aunt Penelope would hate to hear me call you anything other than Miss Moon. Oh, I did it again, didn't I?” he laughed while shaking his head. 


“I've been driving you to and from this school for years...Mi... December, and I don't recall you ever describing your day as interesting, not since Miss Taylor left, anyhow. Want to talk about it?” he asked as a gap in the traffic finally allowed him to pull away from the kerb by the school.

Monty was the only other person December felt she could talk to. He had been in the Moon's employment since she was a toddler and he had probably been more like family than any of her actual family members. Although it was clear that her Aunt Penelope wasn't keen on him, she had kept him on, purely at her dying brother's request.

As they drove through the London traffic and headed in the direction of Battersea where they had lived her entire life, December regaled Monty with the strange story of the flooded gymnasium. What she did neglect to tell him, however, was the fact that even when the water completely surrounded her, she was kept dry by an unexplained bubble at her feet. A bubble that she was keen to get to the bottom of.







CHAPTER TWO




That night, December dreamed of the flood, but this time the other kids hadn't been able to escape. The gym was completely full of water, from floor to ceiling, and she was surrounded by the bodies of the drowned. 


Yet, December remained bone dry, even though she stood right in the middle of the chaos. A large air bubble kept her safe and she was the only survivor.

Even worse, in the dream, December hadn't a care in the world. She wasn't the least bit bothered by the dead bodies that bobbed around her. Even Miss Finnegan floated by, her eyes wide open in absolute terror. The whistle was no longer attached to her neck, but floating around behind her.

What did come as a massive shock, and immediately jolted her out of her sleep, was the presence of her best friend Lilly.

Startled awake, December realised her body was covered in a fine film of sweat. She shivered and wrapped the blanket around her before she hopped out of bed. Holding the cover tight, she tiptoed to the window. The moon was full and bright. The brightest she had ever seen it. Noticing the alarm clock, she saw that it was just after midnight. It was her birthday. December was fifteen years old and it was a Saturday, so she didn't have to go to school in the morning. Yay!

Grabbing her laptop, she jumped back into bed. While she waited for the machine to switch back on, she gazed out of the window at that extraordinary vision of white. Captivating, she thought.

Moments later her computer leapt into life and she saw her messenger was flashing.

She clicked it open and saw that Lilly had been trying to get hold of her.

DECEMBER MOON: I'm here

A couple of minutes passed when she saw 'Lilly Tulugaq is typing a message'.

Smiling, December leaned over and grabbed the packet of chocolate chip cookies that she so loved. She took one out and took a bite while she waited. Lilly still hadn't gotten the hang of fast typing, she smirked to herself.

LILLY TULUGAQ: HAPPY BIRTHDAY TO YOU, HAPPY BIRTHDAY TO YOU, HAPPY BIRTHDAY DEAR DECEMBER...... HAPPY BIRTHDAY TO YOU!!!!!!!

DECEMBER MOON: lol... thanks hun. That took you ages!

LILLY TULUGAQ: still a slow typer

DECEMBER MOON: yup, deffo. How's life? Any news yet?

Sitting alone in her bedroom on the other side of the world, Lilly instinctively knew that December was asking if there had been any further news on the whereabouts of her father. Although she had been unable to tell December the whole truth about her new life, she had offered a slightly alternative explanation: that the woman she had always thought of as her mother (Vivian) had actually been a kidnapper and murderer who had killed her real mother and sister and taken her and her father hostage.

What she neglected to tell her was that Vivian was eventually killed by a good vampire called Carmelo who was now part of the family, that, and the fact that Lilly was now able to morph into a mountain lion. The supernatural and the paranormal had become part of Lilly's life, but it was something that, for the safety of her and her family, she had to keep to herself.

LILLY TULUGAQ: No. No news. Still no sign of him. What are you doing up? It must be the middle of the night.

DECEMBER MOON: Sorry babe... you'll find him soon. I'm sure of it.

LILLY TULUGAQ: Thanks

DECEMBER MOON: It's after midnight. Had a weird dream. Couldn't sleep.

Weird dreams were something Lilly knew only too well. In fact, they had become quite a common occurrence in her life. One such weird dream had caused her to sleepwalk into the forest and discover the truth about her mother and sister. 


In the middle of a cold night, in a dreamlike state, their ghosts had led her to Sammy Morton, a man who had spent years living in those forests, hiding from the world. 


Sammy was no longer an ordinary man. He was the victim of a cruel spell, cast by the evil witch, Vivian. A spell that endowed him with two magnificent black wings. The moment that spell had been cast, it had prevented him from ever setting foot back in the town where he had grown up. It prevented him from seeing anybody ever again. Until the ghost of his beloved, Neleh, and her mother, Serena, brought Lilly to him and the truth was finally revealed.

LILLY TULUGAQ: Tell me about it. I have weird dreams ALL the time. What kind of dream?

DECEMBER MOON: First I should tell u about yesterday at school...

LILLY TULUGAQ: Go on

DECEMBER MOON: The weirdest thing...

December debated whether to tell Lilly the whole truth and eventually decided that she would. Lilly was the one person in the world that she could trust. Even though she was aware that Lilly had a secret from her, December wanted Lilly to know that she could also be trusted and what better way than to share her own secrets?

LILLY TULUGAQ: Holy crap! How is that possible? And then you dreamed about it?

DECEMBER MOON: Yup. No ordinary dream though. Everyone was dead. They'd all drowned. It was horrible. But u were there too.

LILLY TULUGAQ: I was?

DECEMBER MOON: Yup. But u weren't dead like the others. U weren't in a bubble either. Was really weird. U were flying. U had these great big black wings, kinda like raven's wings, I guess. How weird is that, huh?

December waited a few moments for Lilly's reply, but there was nothing. A few minutes passed and still nothing.

DECEMBER MOON: u still there hun?

Before Lilly replied, she had to compose herself after she nearly fell off the bed.

Why had December dreamed of Lilly with wings? Her family name was Tulugaq, signifying raven, and her father's side of the family had a special gene. Call it a magical gene, if you will, that allowed some of them to physically change into ravens.

Lilly's cousin, Jo, was able to change. In fact her first change had occurred some months earlier at the most opportune time. It had enabled Lilly to catch Vivian. This had its own consequences though. During a struggle, just before Vivian's death, she had cast a spell which nearly killed Jo. Her only chance of survival had been at the hands of her new found love, Carmelo, who had no choice but to transform her into a vampire. No ordinary vampire, though. She had become the most beautiful vampire raven woman, even though she continued to be Jo, cousin, daughter, sister, niece, grand-daughter of the Tulugaq clan. 


So, with the gene well and truly part of the family, how had December dreamed about such a thing? She wasn't part of the family, not literally anyway.

Looking back at the words December had typed in, Lilly had almost missed something else rather important. The fact that December had wished for the gym to flood. It had flooded and she had been spared from getting wet. How was that possible?

LILLY TULUQAQ: Sorry, I just got distracted. Has this kind of thing ever happened before?

DECEMBER MOON: lol. u r joking right?

LILLY TULUGAQ: nope

DECEMBER MOON: of course not!

Having had a few moments to think, Lilly decided this was something she needed to discuss with some other members of her family. She had an inkling that there was more to December's experience and she wanted to get to the bottom of it.

LILLY TULUGAQ: look, I need to go now. Can we catch up again later?

DECEMBER MOON: Sure

December yawned as she typed, unaware of Lilly's urgency to shut her computer down and dig deeper.

LILLY TULUGAQ: have a good night's sleep December. Have a great birthday. Miss u x

DECEMBER MOON: a good birthday? Lol, that'll be the day. Thanx tho hun. Speak later. Miss u too x







CHAPTER THREE




Lilly eagerly awaited the sun to set, willing it to do so. She was desperate to change into feline form and she wanted to set off to Rose's house as fast as possible. Rose was the one person she wanted to speak to about December. If anyone had a theory, it would be her.

Rose, Lilly's aunt, was one of only two other human/feline changelings that she knew. Even though she was in her seventies, Rose was a force to be reckoned with. Not only was she beautiful, but she was strong, intelligent and great fun to be around. Their relationship was the closest thing they had to mother and daughter.

The dark finally descended.

“I'm going to see Rose,” Lilly yelled to whoever was still in the house, as she pushed open the front door and bounded towards the forest, taking in the fresh scent of the cool damp air. Running as fast as she could, you would be forgiven for not noticing that she wore nothing but a smile. The moment her body was hidden among the trees, she hopped onto a large boulder and looked around before jumping down. 


Before her feet even hit the ground, Lilly was no longer a small and slim fourteen year old girl with bobbed black hair, but the most graceful and beautiful black mountain lion. The transformation that took place was no longer the painful and awkward motion of her initial changes, but one of speed and elegance. Rose had taught her well. 


The speed with which she travelled through the trees that led to her aunt's house was courtesy of Sammy Morton, the man who would have been her brother-in-law had her sister lived. Sammy and Lilly spent hours and hours racing each other from one end of the forest, around Powell River, to the mountains where the Elders resided. Lilly was no longer a child. She was becoming a fine young woman, and an even finer specimen of mountain lion. If people knew the truth about her, she would be the envy of many. At least that's what Rose told her. Lilly always struggled to believe that herself.

Coming to a standstill among the fallen leaves, Lilly stood regally, checking her surroundings carefully. There was a hint of something in the air, something out of the ordinary. Her senses were on full alert as she silently padded through the trees. All was silent, a little too silent. There were no chirping of birds, no rustling of insects, even the wind seemed to have completely died down. She stopped again, careful not to make any noise herself.

A familiar scent filled her nose. Rose was here too. Lilly turned and saw her aunt, not in human form, but as the feisty lynx that was her changeling form.

'Do you sense it?' Rose asked of her niece. The two were only able to communicate in feline form by reading each other's minds. It was a useful sense to have.

'I do. It's not something I'm familiar with. Any idea who or what it is?' replied Lilly as she sniffed the forest floor.

'It could be a bear. We haven't had any around here for quite some time, which would explain why you don't know the scent.'

Lilly nodded acknowledgement and saw a movement out of the corner of her eye.

Rose noticed it too and the two of them slowly and silently followed the scent, and the movement.

Suddenly an almighty roar filled their ears. Rose was right. A large brown bear appeared from behind a massive downed tree that lay on its side. But something was not right. The bear was injured, severely injured. He howled in pain.

'Lilly, stop. Do not approach him. Keep hidden. There's something else here. Something... something's very wrong.'

The bear began to fall to the ground, just a hundred or so metres in front of them. As it fell, it took its final breath and just as it hit the ground, its massive form changed. It was no longer a bear, but a large man with thick brown curly hair, part of which was matted with blood.

Lilly caught her breath and stood motionless, watching. Through the trees came another creature, a creature that was wholly unnatural. At first glance it looked like an ugly man but on closer inspection, long fangs distended from his lips and long claws shot out from his fingertips. His face was as pale as the moon that shone down on them, giving just enough light to see him from afar.

The beast pounced on the corpse and began frantically feasting on his blood.

Lilly closed her eyes, petrified that if she made any kind of movement, the creature would be on to her.

'That's right, Lilly. Just stay calm. We must do nothing but wait for him to tire of his feasting.'

It was the first time that Lilly had seen another changeling, other than those good and friendly ones that resided with the Elders. It was then that she realised she had been witness to a brutal murder.

The creature had clearly killed the bear, possibly knowing that he was also a man. Was it a vampire? she thought. He looked nothing like Carmelo and the other vampires she had met before, but then they were all good natured vampires. None of them were cold blooded killers. Cold blooded? Yes. Killers? No.

Her imagination ran riot as she watched the creature feed in such frenzy. Lilly could hear the disturbing sucking noises of his feasting. After only a few minutes, he lifted his head. His claws retracted back into his fingers and his fangs slowly disappeared. He used the long sleeve of his black jacket to wipe away the red blood that spattered all over his face.

He looked almost human, apart from the piercing amber eyes that protruded like traffic lights from his pale thin face, eyes that began to change colour as they watched on from a distance.

He stood up to his full height and pushed the now bloodless body with his foot. For a second, an evil smile crept across his face before it was replaced with one of shock, horror and guilt. Then he turned and ran in the opposite direction with speed.

The stench of blood filled the night air as Lilly turned to look at Rose. Even in feline form, she looked pale.

'Rose, are you all right?'

Rose shook her feline head, 'I think I know that man.'







CHAPTER FOUR




When December walked into the kitchen, she didn't expect to be greeted by any kind of birthday wishes, celebrations or fanfare. There had never been any in the past, so why would this year be any different? she thought. Of course, she was right. The kitchen was empty. No gifts, cards or cakes. No loving aunt to hug her and congratulate her on her fifteenth birthday. Just the idea of her aunt doing such a thing made December chuckle to herself. She no longer cared what her aunt did or didn't do. She'd come to terms with that years ago. 


Penelope had already left for her usual Saturday morning breakfast club. Thankfully it usually lasted much of the day, so at least December didn't have to pretend to make polite conversation with her.

“Happy Birthday, December!” she said sarcastically to herself as she poured a glass of orange juice. I wish that just once there could be a little gift or even a card, thought December.

“Sorry, Miss Moon, did you say something?” asked Amelia, the pretty young Spanish maid who suddenly appeared silently out of the utility room folding a number of soft fluffy white towels.

“Nothing, Amelia. I was just muttering to myself,” she said with a smile.

December was actually quite fond of all the staff members that worked for her aunt. She knew what it was like to be bossed around and treated like dirt. December was treated in exactly the same way, after all. But Monty was the only one that she actively talked to and whose company she enjoyed the most.

“Oh Miss Moon... I almost forgot. Happy Birthday,” Amelia said, completely out of the blue.

“Oh... oh thank you,” answered December with a grin. She didn't often receive birthday wishes from anybody other than Lilly and Monty, so anything else came as a complete surprise.

“This is for you,” she said, handing December a small box wrapped in garish orange paper. “Your aunt asked me to give it to you when you woke up.”

“She... she did?”

Completely confused, December wasn't quite sure what to do with it. Her aunt always forgot her birthday. No, that's not quite right. Her aunt never forgot her birthday at all. Her aunt just wasn't interested. She didn't care. So why was this year any different?

“I think the idea is to open it?” said a voice from outside the kitchen window. Looking beyond the huge Belfast kitchen sink, out of the window, December noticed Monty tending to the rose bush just beneath the windowsill. He had stopped and was watching her, looking equally stunned.

Amelia had smiled at her shyly before exiting the room to continue with her duties.

“I don't get it,” said December, leaning over the sink and out of the window, “why is this year so special?”

The gardener / chauffeur and general dogsbody Monty shrugged his shoulders and shook his head.

“Happy birthday Miss Mo.... December. Go on. Open it.”

Frightened that it might be something more akin to a ticking bomb than an actual birthday present, December held the box at arm's length, shook it and then listened. When it made no sound, she slowly unwrapped the paper while Monty chuckled and shook his head at her funny behaviour.

After removing the paper, she was faced with a small brown velvet box. Opening it, she caught her breath. It was a dainty silver necklace with a charm dangling from it.

The charm looked vaguely familiar but she couldn't quite place it.

“But it's... it's actually really pretty,” she breathed, unable to say anything more.

“Let's have a look then, love,” said Monty from outside.

“Hang on a minute. Let me come outside and you can help me put it on.”

Walking out of the back door, December carefully walked across the green lawn in her old comfy slippers. She soon reached the kitchen window where Monty stood, leaning on his garden fork. He wore an old pair of dark blue overalls and green wellies, the ones he always wore whenever he tended to the garden.

He carefully placed the fork on the ground and turned to the girl who had become more like a niece to him than being the niece of his employer.

“Let me have a look,” he said as she held up the jewellery for his inspection.

His reaction wasn't quite what December expected though. He gasped and almost dropped it.

“Oh! Don't drop it into the rose bush! What is it?” she asked, with brows furrowed over her large pretty round blue eyes, framed by her wavy red hair.

“I don't think this is from your aunt, December. This... this belonged to your mother.”

“Don't be silly, Monty. How could you possibly know that?” she asked with a slight nervous chuckle as she turned and held her hair up so he could close the clasp around her pearly white neck. 


“I think perhaps we ought to sit down,” he said as she let her hair drop to her shoulders, while he gently led her to the summer house in the centre of the lawn. 


“Why on earth do I need to sit down?” she asked, confused, looking down at the pretty necklace which she carefully rolled between her fingers.

“December, I know you only think I've worked for this family since you were a toddler but I've actually worked here since before you were born.”

“Why would you lie about something like that?”

“Because your aunt didn't want you to know that I knew your mother. I'm sorry for keeping it from you, but I didn't want to explain until you were older.”

“But why on earth would you and my aunt keep it from me?” 


“Actually, I've kept it from you because it was your mother's wishes. It's your mother that didn't want you to know the truth until you were ready and it appears you are now. Ready, that is.”

“Monty, you're confusing me,” answered December. As far as she knew, her mother had been nothing more than a money grabber who had married her father for his fortune, but when he died and left nothing in the will for her, she had done a runner, leaving her young daughter behind in the hands of her late husband's pretentious sister. December was just three years old.

“There's much more to your mother than you know, my dear,” he said.

Shaking her head, December stood up abruptly.

“No, my mother was nothing more than a money grabber. She didn't give a damn about me. If she did, she would never have left me,” she said, matter of factly. December neglected to mention that she had, for years, secretly yearned for her mother to return and rescue her.

Monty shook his head.

“My dear, I'm afraid that's where you are wrong, very wrong. Your mother left you for your own good.”

“Oh please. I don't have to listen to this rubbish,” she said as she stormed out of the summer house.

“Please, December. Just hear me out, please, for me.” 


She stopped and turned, slowly walking back in and plonking herself down on the solid wrought iron bench in the centre of the outdoor room that was rarely used for anything.

He smiled, he knew that she would listen to him when he put it like that. 


“This necklace is your mother's. I don't know how it got here and I don't know what made Amelia think it was from Penelope, but it's not. It's from your mother. She made me keep her secret... until the moment you received this very necklace. She told me that once you were in possession of it, I was to tell you the truth.”

Clearly December was intrigued, her attempts to hide it failed. Monty managed to prevent a chuckle from escaping his lips.

“Your mother, Moira, was what we could call a traveller. She never stayed for too long in one place but when she met your father, he convinced her to stay. He promised to take care of her... not in the financial sense of the word because she wasn't remotely interested in that kind of thing - contrary to what your aunt thinks. Moira craved love and she had that with your father and she certainly had it with you. I have never seen a mother so in love with her child than she was with you. It was a humbling thing to see. She doted on you.”

“If that's the case, then why did she leave me?” sobbed December, all attempts at remaining dry eyed failing completely.

“It was the only way she could protect you... at least until you became a young lady, which you are now. You're fifteen. Moira was - is – special, my dear. She has certain... qualities that sometimes make her a target to some very evil people.”

“Okay, now you just sound weird. What are you talking about?”

“Moira is a witch, December.”

There, he'd said it. It hadn't been that hard, he thought. 


“A witch? You're telling me that my mother ran out on me when I was a baby because she was a witch? Monty, have you been drinking?”







CHAPTER FIVE




When Rose and Lilly were certain the vampire had taken complete leave of his victim and disappeared out of the forest, they approached the mutilated corpse. The stench of the dead filled Lilly's nose and she tried hard not to breathe in too deeply.

Although the man's body was covered in vicious claw marks and his neck was punctured beyond recognition, his pale face had been completely spared. One side of his head was covered in blood and his hair was messed up and matted, whereas the other side, his soft brown curls hung perfectly to frame his handsome middle-aged face. His lifeless, light brown eyes were open, staring up into the night sky while his full lips remained slightly ajar as if he was still in shock from such a cruel and vicious attack. Although he wore no clothes, much of his bare body was covered in remnants of now dried blood, dry leaves stuck to him as if he had been rolled in the dirt. 


Lilly shuddered. She had never seen anyone in such a horrendous state before. She had witnessed Vivian's death, but none so gruesome as this.


'Dear God...'


'Do you know him Rose?' Lilly questioned, mind to mind.


She shook her head. 'No, but I do know the murderer. We need to get out of here and get help. He needs to be stopped before he kills and feeds again.'

Lilly turned back to look upon the poor man, wishing there had been something they could have done. But they were too late. He was already so close to his death bed when they'd first sensed the proximity of danger.

Unable to do anything with the body, Lilly and Rose silently wished him well on his journey to the afterlife before they turned and began to run as fast as they could towards Rose's house. Once there, they transformed immediately and easily back into human form. 


Lilly had learned to always keep some spare clothes in various places so she never got caught short. It had happened when her first transformation had begun. Luckily, Rose had taught her well.

It wasn't until Lilly was once again a young woman that she finally reacted to what she had witnessed. She barely made it to the bathroom before emptying the contents of her stomach into the toilet.

“Oh goodness. My dear, are you all right? It's not something one ever wants to witness. It was brutal. Absolutely brutal. That poor bear, man.”

Rose stood behind Lilly and carefully put her hair into a pony tail, then gently patted her on the back, handing her a towel when she could heave no more.

“Let me make you some tea.”

“No Rose... you go ahead and sort out any phone calls you need to make. I'm okay. Honestly, I am. I'll get cleaned up and then I'll make the tea.” 


Thirty minutes later, the house was full of people. They all stood drinking tea in the kitchen.

Lilly's Aunt Meredith and her husband John and their son Cormac; her Uncle Wyatt and his wife Sonya; and the people that lived in the same house as Lilly, Sammy Morton, Tabitha (Rose's grand-daughter) and her werewolf boyfriend Zoltan.

When they had all greeted each other warmly, Rose began to tell them about the horrendous attack she and Lilly had witnessed in the forest. Gasps of horror could be heard all round, accompanied by expressions of sadness and fear.

“What should we do?” asked Sonya as she absent-mindedly pushed her long flowing white hair behind her ears.

“There is only one thing we can do. We must go and inform the Elders. They will know how to handle the situation,” answered John.

“There is something else that I haven't told you yet,” whispered Rose, “I know who the attacker is.”

More gasps.

“You mean to say that this monster lives among us here in Powell River? How could we have not known about him? I thought we knew about all the non-humans that live here?” questioned Wyatt, as he took his wife's hand in his and squeezed it gently. “Who is he Rose?”

Sitting down, she turned to her family and quietly said, “It was Frank Jensen.”

“Good God... Rose. Frank? Are you sure? How is it possible? Frank is one of the gentlest people I know. I don't believe it. I can't believe it,” whispered Meredith.

“One thing's for sure. He can't have been a vampire long. He has lived here his entire life. We would have known about this. The Elders would have known about this,” said John.

“Which means only one thing...,” Sammy leapt in, “there is a vampire among us who is creating more of his kind.”

“Or her kind,” Lilly added.

Zoltan visibly growled at the conversation, his hands curled angrily,

“We must take him out.”

“Oh babe, don't be so dramatic. We don't know anything about the situation yet, we can't just go killing people. How do we know that the victim was a victim at all? He could have been the one that started the attack. Rose, did you recognise the body? You said he was a changeling. Had you seen him before? Perhaps he was the one we needed to fear. Frank may have done us a favour. We can't rule that out either,” replied Tabitha, level-headedly.

“She's right, of course. We don't know the full extent of the story. We need to know more before we accuse Frank of being a cold blooded killer. Don't jump to conclusions,” said Sammy thoughtfully, knowing only too well what happens when people do jump to conclusions.

For many years, people had done that very same thing and concluded that Sammy was a murderer. They had assumed he had murdered the love of his life, Neleh, when he was, in fact, nothing but an innocent victim too. He had witnessed Neleh's death at the hands of Vivian before the witch had put the cruel curse on him. 


For fourteen years he had hid from prying eyes and accusatory stares. Oh Sammy knew what it was like to be accused, all right. He had been presumed guilty right from the start and he wasn't prepared to let another man go through the same stigma until he knew for a fact that Frank was entirely guilty.

Everyone knew what Sammy was thinking. It was written across their faces, those looks of guilt.

“Yes, Sammy, you're absolutely right. We don't want to go through that again,” said Meredith with a sad smile. Although she had no physical transformation skills, Meredith had a remarkable ability to pick up on people's thoughts every now and again. 


The group decided on the best course of action: the Elders needed to be notified and soon. The victim could easily have been someone the Elders were familiar with. And they would know how to handle Frank.

The Elders lived high in the mountains, in a series of caves well hidden from the rest of the human world. They were led by the vampire Carmelo and consisted of a large group of wise beings who offered help and advice to any other creature who needed it... including vampires, changelings, werewolves, and so on. 


Living among the Elders was a vast number of such creatures. Creatures that couldn't fit into the world without creating fear among humans. The Elders' caves were a sort of safe haven for them.

Earlier that year Lilly had met many of these creatures during a journey with her grandfather Gabriel, to try and help find out what might have happened to her missing father. However, the journey had turned into a fight for survival, and Gabriel had become injured. 


So injured, that he was left weaker than ever before, leading him to make the decision to leave his home and reside with the Elders as one of them.

Lilly had been heartbroken. She had only lived in Powell River a few months and had come to rely on him. Yet she knew it was the right decision for him to make. He was a wise man, after all. It was a tough choice for Gabriel and it was one he made with a heavy heart. But he knew fourteen year old Lilly was mature and responsible enough to live in the house with Tabitha, Zoltan and Sammy alone. The rest of the family lived close enough to be on hand should they need any help. He had been confident that they could get by without him.

Fortunately, with Lilly's new found ability to morph into a mountain lion, she could always travel to the caves with a certain amount of speed and stealth. He knew he could always count on her.

Everyone else had left Rose's cottage that night, promising to be extra vigilant and careful. Lilly then remembered what had caused her to visit her aunt in the first place, December. Her bizarre dream had revealed some remnants of truth, and the weird thing with the water in the school gym.

“Go on dear... tell me. There is something else on your mind. What is it?” asked Rose as she opened the back door, letting in three of her beloved cats.

“It's December's birthday today and something weird happened to her,” said Lilly as she proceeded to tell her aunt about the odd situation.

Rose listened intently whilst stroking Scully, the Siamese cat that most resembled the old lady.

“What do you know about December, my dear?” she asked.

Again, Lilly explained what had happened with her parents. That her mother had dumped her with a a horrible aunt and returned to Seattle without her. 


“She was a loner until she met me,” Lilly added.

“So we don't know anything about the mother,” Rose pondered, almost to herself, as Lilly shook her head.

“It is possible that she could just be extra intuitive. But I think that unlikely combined with the strange occurrence in the school gymnasium. Did you say that she had wished the gym would flood so she could get out of the class? Hmm... strange. Honestly, I really don't know what to tell you, my dear. Perhaps you ought to ask one of the Elders. I am assuming that you are going to visit with some of the others?”

Lilly nodded. Whenever the opportunity arose to visit the mountains, to see Gabriel and Jo, Lilly jumped at it. This time was no different. More urgent than usual, but still no different.







CHAPTER SIX




DECEMBER MOON: U there, Lil?

No answer

DECEMBER MOON: Lilly, I really need to speak to you?

Again, nothing.

DECEMBER MOON: Buzz me when u get this!

After listening to Monty's bizarre explanations regarding the truth about her mother, Moira, December had stormed off into the house, slamming her bedroom door behind her.

Impossible. How could my mother be a witch? It's just, just, laughable, she thought, as she attempted a laugh.

The laughter was completely unnatural. Oh, like my mother. Where is Lilly? I need to speak to her. She'll laugh with me at the madness of it all.

Nothing could be further from the truth, of course, but there was no way that December could know that. There was no way that she could know that Lilly had kept her own supernatural abilities from her.

A witch. My mother. A witch.

No matter how hard she tried to rid the thought from running through her mind, she failed miserably. Deep down, she knew that Monty would never lie to her. Deep down, she knew that there was something wrong, perhaps not wrong, but something different, about her. Look at the gym. I flooded the gym. I did that, didn't I? Yet I was completely safe... and dry. Huh? What's going on with me?

There was a tap on the door, “December, are you all right, dear? I'm sorry if I upset you. Can we talk?”

Sighing heavily, December shut the lid of her orange laptop and jumped up from her oversized bed, complete with enormous fluffy red duvet cover, and plodded over to the door. She turned the brass key and opened the door to find Monty looking sad but determined.

“There is more to this, isn't there? There's something different about me, I can feel it?”

He pushed the door open a little more and put his hands on her shoulders. Looking deep into December's eyes, he nodded.

A couple of hours later, December could be found wandering around Battersea Park alone. She had listened to what Monty had to say and, in the end, believed every word. He had no reason to lie. And she had accepted her recent experience as proof that she too, had inherited her mother's abilities. It was a lot to take in.

“December, your mother was born a witch, just like her mother before her, just as you have been. You mustn't worry though, witches are not usually like they've been made out to be in the movies and fairy tales. Granted, there are many evil witches in this world too but your mother is certainly not one of those. She is an extraordinary woman, your mother, and she left you in your father's family's care to protect you,” Monty had gently told her earlier.

“But to protect me from what?”

“From evil, my dear, from evil.”

December had gasped. She had never known evil. Not really. Her aunt wasn't a very nice person, but she would never describe her as evil. Vivian could be described as evil, of course, for the awful things she did to Lilly and her father, but December had never actually known her, she'd never even met her. Vivian had forbidden Lilly from having any friends so they'd had to keep their friendship a secret.

Little did she know, Vivian had been the epitome of evil, one of the most evil witches alive at that time. But December knew nothing of this.

After her talk with Monty, she had tried, once again, to reach Lilly but she appeared to be incommunicado. She was desperate to speak to her best friend. She knew she could confide in her. Other than Monty, Lilly was the only one she could talk to.

As she wandered slowly through the tall trees, the sun barely visible through the treetops above, she thought about the last time she'd seen Lilly. Over a year ago. It had been the day she'd had to say goodbye. She'd been heartbroken, but she knew it was for the best. Lilly loved her new life in Canada, even though she was still mourning the loss of her father. Perhaps mourning and loss were the wrong words but he had disappeared. Never to be seen again. Lilly, hoped, of course, that one day he would be found, alive and well, somewhere in the world.

If I am a witch, perhaps I could help, December suddenly thought. If my mother is reaching out to me now, maybe I can go to America. Seattle, that's where December had been told that her mother was from. And she was sure that Seattle wasn't very far from Powell River.

The idea that she might be able to see her friend again made December literally jump for joy, before she looked around, embarrassed, in case anyone had seen. 


With a grin on her face, she continued walking slowly through the park, hands in the pockets of her skirt, kicking at the dirt on the ground. A couple of joggers ran by her as she emerged from the trees out into the sunshine and began walking along a well-worn pathway towards the edge of the Thames River.

Thinking about what had happened at the school previously, December wondered whether she really did have some kind of weird 'witchy' powers, and if so, whether she ought to try them out. But, how? The last time, all she had done was wish the gym would flood and it did. So now what am I? Some kind of genie, she thought. But she shook her head and shrugged her shoulders. I wish... I wish... for huge bubbles to erupt from the water. 


She stood waiting patiently and quietly for something to happen. Nothing. Looking around she noticed a sturdy wrought iron bench so she went over and sat down, willing the bubbles to begin churning up the calm murky water. I wish for the bubbles to appear, I wish for the bubbles to appear. But nothing happened. Not a thing.

Irritated that she could seemingly make a whole gymnasium flood but she couldn't make a few bubbles appear in the river, December gave up and jumped off the bench quickly. It's all just rubbish. I haven't got any special powers. What on earth was I thinking?

"You have to want it, December. You have to really want it," said a voice that came out of nowhere. 


"Wh..what the...?" she jumped, nearly tripping over the roots of an old tree that spread along the ground beneath her feet.

There was no-one anywhere near her, yet the voice had sounded like it had whispered right into her ear.

Totally freaked out, December zipped up her short brown corduroy jacket right up to her chin, she peered all around her. She was alone. She shivered and whispered back, "is somebody there?"

But before waiting for an answer, she made herself see sense. "This is ridiculous, December. There's nobody here and you don't have any stupid magical powers," she said aloud to herself.

Turning to head back in the direction she had come, December suddenly felt someone standing next to her. It was as if she could feel the breath on her hair.

Terrified as to who she would discover, December turned her head to see... nothing, nobody. Yet she could sense someone. Her breathing quickened and her entire body froze. She could feel the adrenaline begin to course through her veins. She was ready to run. The fight or flight response was ready to kick in and she was most definitely taking the flight route.

"Who's there?"

There was no answer, yet the feeling of having somebody standing very close to her remained. But before she could think any more of it, December forced her feet to move and she was soon running faster than she'd ever run before, through the trees, over large rocks sticking out of the ground and across grassy verges.

After about five minutes of running, the short sharp breaths had become too much to bear. Her lungs felt as if they would give up at any moment. She had to stop.

As she did so, December made sure no-one had followed her. Not that she could see them if they had.

But the feeling of someone's proximity had gone. She was definitely on her own. Leaning against a tree, she began to take long deep breaths in an effort to return her breathing to the way it should be. 


She had never been any good at running... and cross country had always been a nightmare for December. It always resulted in her face becoming red and blotchy, so not a nice look. And she knew that she probably had the same air about her now. She blew out a long deep breath and leaned forward, her hands on her knees.

"Are you all right, love?" said a voice that almost frightened the life out of December altogether, even though it was a friendly one and belonged to an elderly man walking his two little Pekinese dogs. 


Nodding, December had just about got her breath back. 


"Yes, I'm okay thank you. Just a little breathless. I'm not used to... erm jogging these days."

"Jogging? You're not really dressed for a jog in the park!" he laughed, "You should get yourself a pair of trainers, love. Jogging in those shoes won't do you much good. Go easy now," he added before he smiled kindly and went on his way, both dogs keeping their beady eyes on her until she was out of sight.

He was right. December didn't exactly look like she was well prepared for jogging. Her brown ballet flats and long yellow skirt wasn't the most appropriate attire for any form of exercise. 


Chuckling to herself, December had almost forgotten why she'd been running in the first place, but not completely. As she neared the edge of the main road to the side of Battersea Park, she pressed the button for the traffic lights, watching the cars zoom by her as she waited patiently for them to come to a standstill. 





CHAPTER SEVEN




In the time it had taken Lilly and the others to reach the Elders, rumours about what had happened were already circulating throughout the mass of caves hidden within the British Columbian Coastal Mountains.

But before she was ready to explain to anyone what she had witnessed, she first wanted to go and see her grandfather, Gabriel.

As usual, he was delighted to see her. It was clear from his face that he missed her, as he did the rest of the family. But he was content living with the Elders. He felt like he belonged there. 


The injuries he had sustained at the 'hands' of Vivian had simply made him reach his decision to go and live among the Elders a little sooner than he had originally planned. Although his new life was exactly what he relished, he was always keen to hear news of his family.

The news that was reaching his old ears now though, wasn't exactly the kind that he wanted to hear.

"Lilly my dear, you look remarkably well," he said as he embraced her in what can only be described as a bear hug. 


"You seem much stronger, Gabriel," said Lilly as she kissed him on his cheek. "It's so good to see you."

"And you, dear Lilly. You're growing up to become a mighty young woman and a mighty young cougar too," he winked.

"It wasn't that long since I saw you, Gabriel," she laughed, enjoying the attention from her grandfather, the man who had lovingly taken her in when her father had vanished.

They chatted for a while, discussing what they had both been up to, but conversation soon changed to the horrifying event that she and Rose witnessed in the forests by Powell River.

Gabriel was aghast to hear the truth, but more than anything he was concerned for the safety of his family.

"You mustn't worry, Gabriel. We're all safe and well. But we wanted the Elders to hear about what had happened as soon as possible. We think it's something that perhaps Carmelo may have to deal with," she said as the two of them began to exit Gabriel's quarters and walk back towards the main hall, where everybody was gathering to discuss the attack.

Gabriel placed a protective arm across Lilly's shoulders and smiled, "yes, I do believe you are right, my dear. Carmelo is perhaps the one best able to deal with the possibility of a rogue vampire."

Walking through the maze of caves that were now becoming more and more familiar to her, Lilly was still struck by the beauty that surrounded her. It was a safe haven for anyone of the supernatural variety that needed protection from the outside world. Not only were there vampires and werewolves, but there were halflings (half human, half animal). Changelings (like Lilly, humans that could morph into animals), enormous beings that resembled apes but walked, talked and lived like people (across the world they were known as all manner of things such as Yeti, Bigfoot, Sasquatch, etc). Lilly had even seen a beautiful woman covered in scales. Although she had never been introduced, she assumed she must be a mermaid. She had assumed correctly, of course.

The caves were decked with fine old furniture and massive intricate wall hangings and hundreds, if not thousands of candles lit the way along the corridors beneath the mountains. It smelled inviting too, in some rooms there was the distinct smell of gently burning incense. In others, flowers could be smelled, or nearer to the vast kitchen, the odours of slowly roasting meat. It took Lilly's breath away each and every time she visited, and, since her first introduction to the Elders' enormous home months before, she had visited a number of times already.

As she and Gabriel walked down long narrow corridors and then from one open cave to another, they soon approached the large group of people and creatures. The whispers grew louder and soon she was being greeted by many she knew and a few faces she had never seen before. A young woman with long blond hair sat quietly in a corner, seemingly afraid of all the commotion. She hid her face away shyly when anybody looked at her. As she turned her back, she revealed a set of stunning small wings, pale pink and glistening in the candle light. They fluttered gently, making the candles flicker and shadows shoot across the uneven walls.

Lilly was mesmerised. She was one of the most beautiful creatures she'd ever seen. Even from a distance, Lilly noticed her long blond eyelashes, which fluttered occasionally over her eyes which were the colour of sapphires. Her pale skin was almost translucent and it gleamed in the light.

"You've noticed our newest addition, then?" asked Gabriel as he watched the woman with her head down trying not to attract attention to herself, something that proved difficult considering her natural beauty.

"Who is she?"

"Let's see if I can pronounce it properly," he said, "Tiffanimelicomelea... she's a fairy."

Lilly's mouth dropped in amazement.

"Close your mouth, dear," he chuckled. "fairies often have long and unusual names. Here she is happy to be known as Tiffani. She's a little shy though, she hasn't been here very long. Perhaps you could go and say hello later. I'm sure she'd like that."

Lilly looked back at Gabriel, nodding, before spotting the family members who had travelled with her to the caves. Lilly gently led Gabriel to them. She had been so eager to see him that she had rushed away from them as soon as they'd arrived, not giving them the chance to even see Gabriel for themselves.

"It's great to see you, Gabriel," said Sammy, the handsome dark haired man in his early thirties with the two breath-taking black wings erupting gracefully from his upper back.

"Sammy, I hope all is well with you and that you have been taking good care of my grand-daughter?"

"Absolutely," he answered, "she's the sister I never had. It's good fun living down at the house...oh and I do keep her in check though, Sir."

"Hey!" Lilly promptly responded with a gentle push to his shoulder. The three of them laughed as Tabitha and Zoltan stood back waiting to say their hellos just as Sammy spotted the beautiful blond fairy in the corner.

"Hello Gabriel."

"Ah, my dear Tabitha," Gabriel said as he pulled her towards him and hugged her, "you look very well, very well, indeed. Family life is clearly doing you well," he winked as she grinned from ear to ear.

"And Zoltan, I do hope you and Tabitha have finally settled in to life in Powell River?"

"Yes, Sir. It's been a long time since we've felt that we've belonged. Thank you, Sir,"

Chuckling, Gabriel patted him on the back, "there's really no need to call me sir, Zoltan. Gabriel will do just fine."

After the discovery was made that Tabitha was Rose's long lost grand-daughter, she and Zoltan were invited to stay in the town. In fact Gabriel had offered for them to move in with Lilly and Sammy, which they had happily accepted.

"Rose came with us too but I'm not sure where she's got to," said Sammy looking around, although his eyes couldn't quite stop returning to look at Tiffani.

"She's speaking to Jo and Carmelo," Tabitha replied, "she wanted to tell them everything before all the others gathered together. It might get a bit loud," she continued, her voice increasing a few octaves in the process as more and more creatures joined them and began chatting amongst themselves.

"Gabriel, may I ask who the girl is over there?" Sammy asked shyly as Gabriel explained who she was.

"She's beautiful, isn't she Sammy?" Lilly said as she watched him become more and more bewitched.

"How come she's here? Doesn't she have family?" he enquired.

But before anyone could answer him, the voices within the hall began to quieten down as a beautiful young couple appeared through a large archway to the left. 


Dressed in a long flowing red gown, black ribbon criss-crossing across the front and back of the corset, Jo was resplendent. Her long black hair hung in natural ringlets which framed her pale yet angelic face, set off perfectly by the colour of her natural blood red lips and dark black eyes. She was more beautiful than any woman could ever be - apart from the perfectly formed fairy Tiffani, although their beauty was very different from each other. But that's probably because Jo was a vampire. 


Her hand was held lovingly by her partner, Carmelo. Although Carmelo appeared to be a man in his early twenties, he had, in fact, been in his early twenties for hundreds of years. 


He clearly couldn't decide whether to wear clothes from the current century, or from a previous one and so he fashioned old and new together. His top half resembled that of a Victorian nobleman and his bottom half that of a present day rock star, skinny black jeans and pointy black brogues. 


Combined with his unnaturally overly handsome dark features and long dark hair which he held in a low pony tail at the nape of his neck, the effect was nothing less than perfect. 


As the couple walked through the crowd towards Lilly and her family, they had a calming effect on everybody that surrounded them. Even Tiffani turned to watch, a dainty smile creeping across her lips. Their beauty truly took people's breath away. 


As soon as Jo spotted Lilly in the crowd, her pace quickened and a broad smile lit up her face. Carmelo smiled and released his loving grip so she could run to her cousin.

"Lilly!" she squealed as her graceful pace turned into a childlike run.

Lilly rushed to her and they shared a long hug. 


"You can stop eyeing up my neck, for starters," joked Lilly as they pulled apart. Lilly knew that Jo's transformation into a fully-fledged vampire had happened relatively quickly. For some, it can take years before they can safely re-join society. For Jo, it took merely a couple of months. The elders suspected that Jo's raven blood may have helped speed up the process. 


Grinning widely, Jo laughed and pretended to look hungrily at her. The two fell about laughing as Carmelo and Rose finally caught up with them.

It was the first time that Rose had visited since Gabriel had left Powell River and so they shared a long hug, both unable to stop a few happy tears from falling.

After they had finished saying their hellos and gossiping a little about life, Carmelo spoke a few words in an effort to quieten people down. He then asked them all to sit.

The candles flickered from the sudden movement, but as a seat was found for everyone, an eerie silence followed.

Carmelo stood, "As I am sure you have all heard the gossip by now, it is with a heavy heart that I must announce a murder in Powell River."

Gasps could be heard throughout the great hall, followed by whispers as people began to realise the rumours had been true.

Holding his arms out to silence the hall, he continued, "A man, we know not who, was killed before the very eyes of our beloved Lilly and Rose. But not just any man. He was a changeling, a bear."

More gasps.

"He was not someone who Rose recognised, but that does not mean he was not someone that any one of you may have known. We need to reach out to our loved ones, our friends. We need to ask some questions. We need to find out the identity of this man. But this is not the worst of it, my friends. 


"The murder was committed by one of us. It was committed by a... a vampire, a vampire that we had no knowledge of. He is a well-known and well-loved man in the Powell River community. We would have known if he had always been a vampire. 


"Of which can only signify one thing. There is an evil vampire among us who has begun to transform our local people into his own kind. He must be stopped before more murders are committed, before more vampires of his kind are created. Before the world comes to know of our existence."

Shock reverberated throughout the caves that evening as everyone gossiped about the gruesome attack in Powell River. Even Tiffani, who knew nobody from the town, was saddened by the events. And when Tiffani was sad, she couldn't help but cry. 


Noticing the sound of gentle sobbing coming just down from Gabriel's quarters, Lilly tiptoed out into the long thin corridor and followed the sounds. Every now and then the sob would be interrupted by a gentle hiccough.

As she neared the sobbing and hiccoughing, she saw Tiffani sitting on the floor facing the wall, all alone in a little room containing a bed and two small sofas. A heavy blue curtain, used instead of a door, was pulled to one side, allowing her to peer inside. On the walls of the little cave were a number of large paintings depicting fairies of all shapes and sizes. 


As Lilly squinted at the paintings, she noticed the wings of the fairies fluttering. She closed her eyes and opened them again but as she looked on, the same thing happened, the fairies within the painting moved.

"It's just a trick," said the softest voice Lilly had ever heard.

Startled, Lilly noticed Tiffani had turned and sat looking at her. Her big blue eyes were open wide and a gentle smile spread across her lips.

"Oh, sorry, I didn't mean to pry. I just heard you crying. Are you... all right?"

Her wings began to flutter and Tiffani lifted herself into the air onto her feet, before she moved over to the sofa and sat down. She patted the other sofa in front of her. Lilly walked in, sat down to face the young fairy and smiled questioningly.

"I'm just a little sad. Hearing of such horrible things saddens me sometimes. You know, the attack in your home town... terrible," she sobbed again, hiccoughing at the same time.

"I'm Lilly, by the way," she said, holding her hand to shake.

Tiffani leaned forward and looked at her hand quizzically.

"Erm... sorry. Humans often shake hands as a greeting. Like this," she said, taking the fairy's delicate hand in hers and shaking it up and down.

"Oh, I see," she answered with her brows ever so slightly furrowed.

"I'm Tiffanimelicomelea... but people around here just call me Tiffani. It seems Tiffanimelicomelea is a little long for most people to understand," she giggled. "You're Gabriel's grand-daughter aren't you?" she asked as Lilly nodded. "I know all about you. Gabriel is very proud of you and all of his family. I am very sorry about your father, Lilly," and with that, she began to gently cry again.

"Oh, please don't cry, Tiffani. I've shed tears for the disappearance of my father, you mustn't shed them as well."

"I'm sorry, but I can't help it. I cry when I hear of such sadness," she hiccoughed.

"And you hiccough too?" she smiled as Tiffani nodded.

"I can't help it," she said finally giggling softly.

"How did you come to be here, Tiffani?"

"With the Elders?" she asked and Lilly nodded.

"I simply got lost from my own kind," she whispered as her eyes welled up with tears again. 


"I was wandering through the white forests of my home when I saw a strange fuzzy light in the distance. My mother always told me I was too inquisitive when I was young and that I should be wary of danger. But I followed the light and when I turned around to return home, the white forests had disappeared and I couldn't find my way back. I cried until I had no more tears to shed and then I wandered around to see if I could figure out where I was but it was a place I'd never seen before, nor heard about. It was just mountains and far off in the distance green forests. In my home, we have only white forests laced with silver. Nothing like this."

"But how did you find the Elders?"

"I'm fortunate that they came upon me. I found myself beside a great lake, so I stopped and sat down for a rest. When I began crying again, a woman appeared out of the water and offered to help. She brought me here. These people have been kind, so kind."

Lilly felt as though her heart would break for her new friend, who was wiping the tears from her eyes once again.

"I'm so sorry, Tiffani. I hope the Elders can help you find your way home."

Tiffani nodded, "I... I hope so too."







CHAPTER EIGHT




When December arrived back home, she was greeted by an unfamiliar sight. A black BMW with tinted windows was parked in the gravel driveway and a tall thin man in a navy blue suit was leisurely pacing up and down, as if waiting for something, or someone.

The front door to the house was shut and there was nobody else in sight. As she approached, he turned, startled and smiled warmly at her. She immediately relaxed and returned the smile.

"Miss Moon?" he questioned, as he held out a hand to shake.

Taking it, she nodded.

"I'm James T Brook of Brook, Hippisley and Sons. May I come in?"

"What is Brook, Hippisley and Sons?" she asked curiously before agreeing to let the stranger in. Even though he appeared to be friendly, she wasn't stupid.

Taking out a small card from his front jacket pocket and handing it to her, he replied, "Forgive me. I'm an attorney and Brook, Hippisley and Sons is a law firm in the city. We are rather well known, in fact," he stated with a warm smile.

"And you're here to see me?" she asked, confused, as she noticed a thin streak of grey across his short dark hair.

As he nodded, she took her key from the small thin handbag that was flung across her body and opened the front door.

"Yes. I did speak to a very nice gentleman earlier who invited me to wait indoors but I was happy to wait here until you returned. It's such a nice day, a rarity for October," he smiled. 


"Come on in. Can I get you a drink? I hope you haven't been waiting too long," she asked politely as he followed her into the kitchen.

Forty minutes later, she was seeing the middle-aged man back to his car. She was in a complete and utter daze.

Mr James T Brook had informed her that she was the beneficiary of a trust fund. A trust fund. And she had never known about it.

But the beauty of this trust fund is that it became hers... in its entirety when she turned fifteen. 


Mr James T Brook informed her that her father had left strict instructions with his law firm to make sure that December received all that was in the trust fund the day of her fifteenth birthday. Why? She had no idea. Her father had also made it clear to Mr James T Brook that he was to speak to her about it, and not to his meddling sister Penelope. December smiled at the thought. After all these years, she now knew that her father hadn't entirely trusted Penelope and that in itself made her laugh.

After closing the door, December ran through the grand old Georgian house, and out of the back door looking for Monty.

She found him cleaning out the shed at the bottom of the field.

"Monty, Monty. I have some news!" she yelled.

He turned to her with a grin that suggested he knew all about the trust fund.

Wide-eyed, she blurted, "you knew, didn't you?"

Chuckling, he nodded as he stood up and walked out of the shed into the sun towards her.

"Your father told me not to tell you and I always keep my word."

Plonking herself down on the grass, December laid back so her face took full advantage of the bright sunlight. Basking in it, she took a deep breath and inhaled the lovely odour of freshly cut grass. Monty had been busy. 


December could hardly believe what had happened to her. She had turned fifteen, found out her mother was a witch, been told she was a witch and now had found out she was rich. She was a rich witch. Change the W to a B and that described her aunt, she thought, chuckling to herself. She couldn't help but let out a happy sigh.

Monty sat down beside her. He said nothing for a moment before asking if she was okay.

"I think so but I honestly don't know, Monty. All this weird stuff is happening to me and I don't really understand any of it."

Again, he said nothing. He just sat quietly waiting for her to speak before remembering that a letter had arrived for her earlier in the day. Because the letter had a Seattle postmark, he had removed it from the pile of mail off of the little unit beside the front door and pocketed it. He knew if Penelope had spotted it, she may well have opened it and read it herself.

"This came for you today, December," he said, carefully taking it from the pocket of his overalls and handing it to her. "Sorry, it got a little crumpled."

Once she had noticed the postmark, she ripped it open eagerly. Inside, was a letter from her mother...




Dear December

I know you must have a million questions for me and I will happily answer them once we are finally together again. By now, you will know the truth about you and me. I hope you have accepted it gracefully. At times it is such a curse, hence the two of us having to be apart for so many years, but at other times, it is a gift. And now we can rejoice in this gift together.

My gorgeous daughter, December, it is finally time for you to come home.

There is a bit more to that trust fund, December. It also states that once you turned fifteen, Monty no longer works for Penelope, he works for you! Now, I'm sure he is with you while you read this letter. He has something to tell you...

We will see each other VERY soon, my angel.

All my love,

Your Mom, Moira




"Apparently you have something to tell me, Monty," December said in such a confused tone that made Monty laugh as she handed him the letter.

He read it in a matter of seconds and gave it back to her.

"She's right about that. We're going home, December. Your bags are all packed and we're booked on a flight out to Seattle."

Her mouth wide open, December was totally speechless.

Monty stood and helped her up. Brushing off the grass from his overalls, he double checked that the shed door was locked before he took her hand and pulled her gently up the grassy field towards the house. 


Having known that Penelope is usually out the entire day on a Saturday, Monty had taken full advantage while December was out walking in the park. He had even managed to bribe the rest of the staff into helping him pack all of December's belongings. And they had done so with such gusto and joy... knowing that December was finally breaking free of her aunt was almost as good as themselves breaking free from the meddling so and so.

All she had to do was say goodbye to the staff... and they were off!

A note had been left for Penelope detailing everything. December had left her own little card thanking her for 'looking after her' all those years but neither particularly wanted to hang around and see the ghastly woman.

As they sat in the back of the taxi, stuck in a traffic jam, December's mind wandered to all that had been happening to her, starting with the strange occurrence at the gym... which suddenly made her think about school. "Monty!" she exclaimed, "we haven't told the school about me leaving."

"Don't worry December, they know. They've already been notified."

"Oh, okay."

Her mind couldn't calm down, there was so much going around in her head, her being a possible witch, for one. And the fact that she had yet to tell Lilly. And then the voice telling her she could only make things happen if she really wanted them to happen. Oh and add to that, that frightening moment in the park when she had felt somebody standing right beside her. And she was rich! And she was going to see her mum. She was moving to America! Oh... she'd finally be near to Lilly!







CHAPTER NINE




The following morning, as everybody prepared themselves for breakfast, Lilly remembered the other reason she had been so keen to speak to Gabriel. She had wanted some advice about December.

So she rushed to his room before they all headed to the grand dining hall.

"Gabriel, can I talk to you about something?" she asked after she'd rung the little bell that hung on the wall outside of his quarters and walked in.

"Of course, my dear. What is it?"

"Well, it's about December. She told me some pretty weird things the other day and it worried me a little. I'm not really sure what to make of it."

Gabriel sat down on his old green leather sofa and patted it so she would join him.

"First of all, she wished for something to happen and it did... apparently she was in the school gym and, I know how much she always hated gymnastics, she wished for it to flood and it did!" Lilly exclaimed.

"Well, the gym could have already been going to flood. Perhaps December has a sixth sense. Perhaps she has a knack at seeing things that will happen in the future. It's a common trait among women," he replied, smiling.

"It is?" she said, looking somewhat surprised, before remembering something else.

"No, that's not possible... there are no water pipes anywhere near the gym. It was a bright, sunny day. No rain. No water anywhere. And then when everybody else had escaped, she noticed that the water was everywhere except near her."

"Well, in that case, it is very strange. Very strange indeed."

"But that's not all, Gabriel. Then she had a dream," Lilly stopped momentarily to take a breath.

"She dreamed that the gym flooded, everybody died except her and she saw me. And she said... she said I had wings!" she gulped.

Gabriel's expression changed instantly. No longer was this a strange and humorous tale about a close friend, it was now something much more revealing, something odd was going on.

"Oh my," he said, stumped.

Together they sat in silence for a few minutes, deep in thought. 


"Honestly, Lilly, I have no idea what this means. But there seems to be much more to your little friend than meets the eye. I will speak with Carmelo about this before you return home. Now, let's go and get some breakfast. You must be famished."

On the way out of his room, Lilly told Gabriel she would catch him up. First, she wanted to see if Tiffani was around.

Approaching the little room, she noticed the curtain fully pulled back and Tiffani wasn't alone. Sammy was with her. They were both giggling and they looked so happy, so Lilly tiptoed back and ran to re-join Gabriel, with an extra spring in her step.

After everyone had eaten that morning, Carmelo called upon the Tulugaq family to meet in his chambers to discuss the horrific recent event that was on everybody's minds.

It was decided that Carmelo and Jo would join them on their return to Powell River, where he would pay a visit to Frank Jensen and bring him back to stay with the Elders until he could control his urge for human blood. If he had been transformed recently, everyone within easy reach of Powell River was in danger. 


"And it is of even more importance that we find out who this rogue vampire is. We must put a stop to this chilling spree he is carrying out."

"Or she..." whispered Lilly, knowing only too well that some of the most evil people in this world are of the female variety.

As Carmelo exited his chambers, Gabriel walked with him, explaining what Lilly had told him about December.

"It sounds like witchcraft to me, but I could be wrong. Perhaps we can look into it some more when we have sorted out this problem with the rogue vampire?"

"Yes, yes, that would be excellent. I know Lilly would like to know what's going on with her best friend but this is more important at the moment. Thank you, Carmelo."

Later that night, as the sun disappeared beneath the horizon and darkness made its approach, they prepared themselves for their journey home. A fine dusting of snow covered the mountain and the moon shone brightly from above, the effect was dazzling.

The family said their farewells to all of the Elders and to those that lived among them, and of course, to Gabriel. It was always heart-breaking to leave him but they all knew he wasn't really that far away. Considering all the special abilities they possessed, making a visit up the mountains was somewhat quicker than before.

Standing shyly behind Gabriel was Tiffani. She was keen to say farewell to her new friends, particularly Sammy. Lilly noticed with a grin as she waved to her while they began their descent down the mountain. Just before Lilly transformed herself into a mountain lion, she asked Carmelo about his thoughts on her best friend.

"The only thing I can think of at this time, Lilly, is that it is some kind of witchcraft. But fear not, I know you have experienced only the evil side of witchcraft, you should be aware that there is also a good side. There are many witches among us that do only good. It is possible that this friend of yours is one of the chosen ones. She could be a descendant of a witch, just as you are both a descendant of the raven and of feline blood. Good witches live with the Elders too. Do not worry. If December proves to be a witch, it is even better for you and for your friendship as you will be able to show your true self to her. I know you miss her. But do nothing, until you know for sure. You must not tell her the truth. Wait for her to reveal more about herself before you tell her about us."

Lilly smiled her thanks and promised to wait until she knew for sure that December was special before revealing anything.

Content with what she had learned, Lilly escaped from view and removed her clothes, her teeth chattered and her body shivered as she carefully folded them and placed them inside a specially made rucksack to fit on her back - not as a human, but as a cat. With a graceful leap, Lilly was no longer a teenage girl, but a beautiful black mountain lion, muscular, lean and strong.

She padded back to the others, with the bag in her teeth. Sammy bent over her and took the bag from her, carefully strapping it to her smooth furry back.

"Lilly, I keep telling you that I'll happily carry this for you!" he joked.

She shook her head and he smiled back, knowing very well that she would want to carry it herself. She was so stubborn sometimes.

She sat and waited for the others to get ready for the journey. Like her, Zoltan had disappeared somewhere for privacy so he could remove his own clothing and change into a wolf. Tabitha followed behind him so she could pick up the shorts and T-shirt that he'd flung so carelessly on the ground. She tutted, rolled her eyes and then smiled lovingly at her boyfriend. Tabitha had only recently discovered that she had the same power as Lilly. Being of the same family, the change had only happened for the first time just three weeks prior to the trip. She was still getting used to it and she still found the process of transformation somewhat painful. Rose and Lilly had tried to teach her the 'tricks' for it to happen painlessly but she was yet to master them. It was slowly becoming easier but she still dreaded each and every transformation.

"Come, my dear Tabitha, follow me and we can change together. Jo, would you mind helping us with our bags? Thank you," said Rose as she led her grand-daughter to behind the same vast tree that Lilly had used for privacy.

Just a few minutes later, following a deep howl of pain that had escaped Tabitha's lips, a grey and white mountain lion and a smaller lynx wandered out from behind the tree and walked towards the others. Both carried a bag in their teeth, which Jo removed and strapped to their backs. As Zoltan approached Tabitha, he let out a low growl just as she hissed back at him but then she arched her back and rubbed herself against him. He licked her face and the two began walking side by side downwards as they looked skywards to watch as Sammy gracefully flew above.

The group was an unusual sight to behold as it began its descent down the mountain: a large grey wolf, a winged man, a black mountain lion, a grey mountain lion, a lynx and two beautiful vampires all heading back in the direction of Powell River.







CHAPTER TEN




It had been a long night for December and Monty. The flight from Heathrow to Seattle had been around nine hours and with the time difference it was just one in the morning when they landed in America. 


When they'd finally gotten through customs and collected all of their luggage, it was nearly two-thirty in the morning local time.

As they headed out to the arrivals lounge, December spotted her mother immediately, even though she had not seen her since she was a toddler. December just knew. Moira's fiery red hair matched the colour of her daughter's locks and she also had the same eclectic colourful taste in clothes. She wore orange skinny jeans, brown boots and a purple blouse which poked out from underneath her warm brown coat. She removed a small purple hat from her head and shook her hair as she waited.

The second Moira set eyes upon her not-so-little, little girl, her face lit up like the Northern Lights. December's face mirrored hers and the two ran into each other's arms.

"Mum!"

"December, my little angel!"

Monty took his time to let the two hug and cry together for a few moments before walking up behind them with a big grin, his long grey hair loose around his shoulders.

"Monty... my, you look almost exactly the same!" said Moira as she pulled him in for an unexpected hug.

Laughing, he held her out at arms length and took her in. "And you haven't changed one bit. You look lovely, my dear. It's so good to see you. It really is."

"I'm so sorry you had to stay with Penelope all these years," Moira said to her daughter as she hugged her once again, "and you, Monty. I am forever grateful that you followed the wishes of December's father and I. You are a true, dear friend," she added. "Come on, let's get out of here," she said as they followed her down to the car park to her midnight blue Chevy Malibu before they headed out of the airport's grounds and towards their new home.

Having no clue as to what kind of home her mother had, December had no expectations. She didn't care. She'd be happy in a cardboard box, as long as she was finally with her mum... and Monty.

But their home was far from a box, it was a huge old wooden house full of character and charm miles from the city. In fact, much to December's delight as her mum explained, the house was actually much closer to the Canadian border than it was to Seattle itself.

"When I first came back to the States, I lived in the centre of Seattle but I couldn't cope with all that noisy city life. It's not for me. So I searched around to find something a little quieter. I decided to head north and that's when I found this. The nearest city is called Blaine and Canada is literally just north of it. It's beautiful, isn't it? Not that you can see terribly well at night. You wait until the morning... when you can see it in all its splendour," giggled Moira, clearly delighted at getting her daughter home, at last.

December had barely noticed what her mother had said, she was more interested in the fact that Canada was so close to her new home. She couldn't wait to contact Lilly to tell her the astonishing news.

As the three of them unpacked the back of the car, Moira unlocked the front door and switched on the light. "We're home my lovelies!" she yelled as three cats came running towards them at full pelt.

"Welcome home," said Moira quietly with another tear in her eye, as December stepped over the threshold to a whole new life, the cats purring loudly and brushing up against her jeans.

As December looked around, she noticed the bright white painted hallway was full of photos in all kinds of different frames, wooden, iron, even feathered ones. The majority of the images were of December as a baby with her father and Moira. They looked like such happy times. Times that she couldn't remember.

"I'll tell you about all these wonderful times we had together another day," her mom said as she noticed her looking sadly, "but now you must be beat. Let me show you to your rooms."

Climbing the long steep white staircase, Moira led Monty to his room first before showing December to hers. As she pushed open the white wooden door, she could have cried. Her mother had clearly spent hours and hours decorating the room to meet her tastes exactly.

"But, how? How did you know my tastes?" she said, after a few moments of just standing with her mouth open in surprise.

"We're witches, December. We just know," she laughed as she placed one of her daughter's suitcases on the floor.

"You have your own bathroom through here, and a small walk-in closet just here," she added as December followed her to see a pretty little bathroom complete with bath and shower all in white and blue mosaics. 


"It's beautiful," she whispered as she peered into the walk-in closet fit for a princess, "it's perfect. Just perfect. Thank you."

"I'm sure you just want to go try and get some sleep now, honey, so I'll leave you to it. I know I'm beat!" she said as she took her daughter in her arms and gave her long, loving hug.

Pulling away, she looked into December's eyes and smiled.

"I can't believe I've finally got my baby back home."

"I can't believe it either, Mum," she said after a rogue tear escaped from her eye and fell down her cheek. Moira brushed it away with her thumb and hugged her once more before she let go.

"It's going to be so much fun... together at last! Now get some sleep, you must be exhausted! Goodnight, honey." 


"Goodnight Mum."

And with that, she gave December one last long hug and a kiss and walked out of the room, closing the bedroom door behind her.

Sitting herself down on the bed, December looked around at her surroundings and smiled, forcing herself not to squeal with delight.

All of the wooden panels on the walls and ceiling had been painted white, as had the floorboards beneath her feet. The wall behind the dressing table had been papered with a shabby chic pink floral design to offset the pretty distressed white table and mirror in front of it. The bed and a small chair in the corner matched the table beautifully, and both were covered in cushions in a multitude of floral and striped patterns. The bedspread matched the pink floral wallpaper and the rugs on the floor matched some of the striped cushions. It was totally eclectic, totally fun and totally December. 


Before she got herself ready for bed, December switched on her laptop, saw that there was a Wi-Fi internet connection and sent a brief email to Lilly, just to let her know she was in Washington State, finally with her mother at last. But that was all she revealed.

As she fell asleep that night, all thoughts of the weird and frightening occurrence at her old school and in the park had completely drifted from her mind. She slept like a princess, probably because she felt like one for the first time in her life.







CHAPTER ELEVEN




A day after Lilly and the family had returned from the Elders, she got the surprise of her life. An email from December revealed that she was no longer living in London, but she was with her mother and Monty near Blaine, Washington, mere miles from Powell River!

"I've looked it up on the internet and it would probably take less than three hours to see you!! Woo Hoo!!" she wrote.

Lilly was absolutely speechless, she had no idea. It had all happened so fast. But it was also a little worrying... how could she keep her biggest secret from her best friend? She had never wanted to keep a secret from her, but her family had warned her that she must keep it from everybody. The only ones who could know were the supernatural ones and, currently, Lilly didn't know if December had a gift or not.

Running towards the kitchen to tell Tabitha her news, Lilly ran straight into Wyatt, her father's brother.

"Whoa easy there Lilly!" he laughed as she apologised, red-faced to her uncle, unaware that he was even at the house. 


"I just popped by to borrow a couple of Gabriel's books," he said as she noticed an old heavy hardback in one hand and a lighter paperback in the other. "You look excited about something," he said, picking up on her enthusiasm. Nodding, she told him about December's email as they walked into the kitchen together and took a seat at the table. Tabitha, who was making a pot of tea, couldn't help but listen to the conversation.

"Well, that's fantastic news!" she gushed, as she placed the pot on a tray with five cups and a jug of milk and carried it to where they sat.

"Zoltan, Sammy... cup of tea!" she yelled to those in the rest of the house, before adding, "that means you can go visit her and see if there is more to her than meets the eye. Some of us could go with you, to give you a second opinion, if you like."

Wyatt smiled and nodded, "that's not a bad idea, actually."

Lilly's excitement was not easily contained as a grin spread almost from ear to ear as she let out a squeal of delight.

Voices could be heard laughing and chatting as the two men of the house opened the kitchen door and walked in, at the same time as Jo came into the house via the back door, removing her coat. She didn't look happy.

"I'm afraid you're going to have to put that visit on hold," she said sadly, "there's been another attack."

This time the savage attack had not happened deep within the forest like before but in someone's home and it hadn't been at the hands of Frank Jensen, either. 


As soon as the group had returned from the mountains, Carmelo and Jo had immediately gone over to Frank Jensen's house to talk to him... and restrain him. Carmelo had no choice but to tie him up with heavy chains and lock him in the basement of his own home until they were ready to head back to the Elders. Frank had not attempted to flee. He just slumped in a seat and let them tie him up. He was disgusted with himself and he'd said to Carmelo, "I just want to die."

"You won't feel that way soon, Frank. This hunger will pass. You will still need to feed but we can provide you with what you need without resorting to such brutal attacks. I promise you, Frank. We will look after you."

In the meantime, Wyatt, John, Rose, Jo and Carmelo had taken shifts to watch him, just in case.

The man had begged for forgiveness, telling them it was like a hunger he had never experienced before. That hunger for blood had left him wanting his own death. 


"I didn't know he was a man... I thought I could just feed from the bear. Where's the harm in that?" he asked, "I didn't know, I didn't know..." he sobbed in between the sudden bursts of violence when his eyes shone a deep shade of red and his fangs visibly appeared as he fought the monster within.

Frank was fifty-six years old and had lived in Powell River his entire life. He had always been a sweet man, well liked, but since the death of his wife and their sixteen year old daughter in a car accident twenty years before, Frank had become something of a hermit. Hiding him from the public was therefore, not a difficult thing to do.

More Elders had arrived to help watch him for a while, just in case he broke free of the chains during a violent episode.

The news of the second attack had come as a shock. It was so soon after the first and because it had happened within the town, news of the gruesome event was spreading fast.

Lilly and Tabitha decided they needed to find out what people knew so they headed into town to find out what rumours were circulating. There, they met up with Rose and Meredith and walked in and out of shops, supermarkets and cafes to listen in on other people's conversations.

"They're saying it's a bear gone mad."

"I heard a mountain lion is on the loose."

"That poor woman never saw it coming... an attack so savage. It had to have been a hungry bear."

Relieved that everyone seemed to be blaming wild animals, they ended up at the local police department to see if they could find out more, but they were told much the same thing. It appeared that old Mrs Murray had been the victim of a starved wild animal. Her seventy year old body was currently undergoing an autopsy, but that's what they thought would be written in the report. 


Satisfied that no suspicions had been raised about any kind of supernatural activity, Rose decided to head to Frank's house to speak to Carmelo, while the two girls went for a much needed coffee in the local Starbucks.

Once they'd ordered their Pumpkin Spiced Lattes and found a free table to sit down, they tried to talk about anything other than the vicious murder of poor old Mrs Murray. It wasn't easy though as that seemed to be on the mind of everybody that walked in. It was the first thing customers mentioned, even before they'd ordered their coffee.

When their order was up, Lilly hopped off her chair to fetch the two large tasty hot coffees and was nearly knocked over by a young man wearing glasses carrying a laptop under his arm, a coffee in one hand and pen and paper in the other.

"Oh I'm sorry! I'm such a klutz. I didn't make you spill your coffee, did I?" he asked kindly in an unusual foreign accent.

Lilly smiled and shook her head, "no, it's okay. Don't worry about it," she said as she turned her back on him and went and sat back down with her second cousin.

"Well? What was THAT all about?" 


"Huh? Oh, he just bumped into me, that's all."

"That's all, huh? I don't think so. He can't take his eyes off you. He's still staring now," giggled Tabitha as she watched him. 


Suddenly aware that Tabitha had noticed, he opened his laptop and pretended to work. 


She laughed to herself and told Lilly, "he's kind of cute, actually. A bit old though, too old for you, anyway. I'd say he's about...erm, what, twenty-two?"

"Will you stop staring at him, Tab, it's embarrassing."

She shrugged her shoulders and continued to take note of the stranger, aware that he just didn't seem to belong in Powell River. From his shoulder length, curly, chestnut brown hair to the intensity of his green-eyed stare, something about him just seemed off somehow. 


"Maybe he's a student," she said to herself, "although he doesn't really look like he's studying. There's something about him though. Not quite sure what..."

"You have a funny way of not stare at somebody, Tab. Can you talk about something else?"

Tabitha rolled her eyes and took a long sip of her coffee. "mmm... good choice, Lilly," she said, finally changing the subject.

"Did you meet Tiffani up at the caves?" Lilly asked.

"The fairy? Yes, briefly. She's breathtaking, isn't she?"

Lilly nodded, "you heard what happened to her then?"

"Yeah, weird. She's from somewhere with white forests or something and she just sort of ended up here, lost. The Elders have no idea what happened either. They're not entirely sure where these white forests are."

"It's so sad, isn't it? And she gets so upset when she hears sad news. I feel so bad for her. I hope they figure it out so she can finally get home."

"Mind you, Lilly... I think Sammy might be a bit upset if she goes home! He seemed quite smitten!" giggled Tabitha.

Nodding her head in agreement, Lilly took another sip of her coffee and smiled. Sammy deserved a little happiness, a little love. It had been a long time since he lost Neleh and Lilly was sure Neleh would approve of the pretty little fairy.







CHAPTER TWELVE




December slept like a baby. Well, that had always been an expression she'd never quite understood. Since when do babies sleep through the night? she thought. But she had slept remarkably well. Better than she had for a long time.

As she opened her eyes and saw the beautiful room that surrounded her, she couldn't help but grin. She snuggled down into the cosy duvet, just for a few minutes, before she threw it back and jumped out of bed with a new found energy.

After she'd taken a long luxurious shower, she got dressed and ran downstairs as quickly as she could, following the voices of Monty and her mom as well as the bubbling sounds of the kettle boiling.

"Good morning, sweetheart!" exclaimed Moira happily as she turned away from Monty for a moment to give her daughter a hug.

"Morning... Mum. Morning, Monty!" 


Moira's face beamed at the sight of her daughter in her kitchen. They had been forced to be apart for too many years and she could barely believe that they were finally together.

Moira giggled as she pulled her daughter away from her and looked at her face, "It's so English of you to call me Mum. In America the kids call their mothers Mom!" she laughed.

"If you prefer it, I'll try and remember to call you Mom then... Mom," she laughed at how strange it sounded coming from her lips. How strange saying Mum, Mom or Mother, really.

"It's wonderful to see you too together again," Monty said with a smile as he took over making the tea, "and it's like you've never been apart. I'm so pleased you've accepted everything that has happened, December," he added as he dropped a spoonful of sugar into the pink mug and stirred it, carefully tapping the spoon on the edge of the cup with a little ding sound.

Unsure whether or not she had accepted everything, she still didn't really know whether it had all sunk in yet, but she didn't say that. Instead, she just smiled happily and accepted the cup of sweet English tea he held out to her.

"What would you like for breakfast sweetheart? We have cereal, pancakes, bacon and eggs..."

"Just a slice of toast would be good, for now thanks... Mom," answered December as Moira opened the bread bin and took out a fresh brown loaf and carefully cut a slice before popping it into the toaster.

"And there I was thinking you'd like some of my special pancakes with maple syrup!" she laughed, opening the cupboard to reveal several tins of the sweet sticky stuff.

"Maybe tomorrow," she smiled, wondering what the fascination with maple syrup was all about.

As if reading her mind, Moira handed a tin to December to look at. "Ah, I get it. It's a Canadian thing!" she giggled after reading the back, as her mother returned it to the cupboard before removing the slice of toast from the toaster and spreading it with butter.

"Would you like jelly on it?"

"Jelly? Who on earth eats jelly on toast?" she shrieked.

Moira looked blank for a second before she realised her mistake. Laughing, she said, "Oh duh... I will get used to this whole English thing, I guess. Sorry, honey. I meant jam. I completely forgot!"

As the three of them giggled together, December nodded. 


After she'd drank her tea and eaten her 'jelly' on toast, December finally took notice of her surroundings.

In daylight, December could see the true beauty of the house that was now her new home. And she was astounded. The kitchen had the same kind of shabby chic decor that her bedroom had and it suited her mother down to the ground.

"Come, let me show you both around," Moira said as she noticed them both clearly approving their new surroundings after Moira had placed the cups and plates into the dishwasher.

She led them into a grand living room, the focus of which was an enormous crystal chandelier that twinkled where the sunlight shone at it through the two huge bay windows that were decorated with cream and gold swags and tails. The same colours dressed the ornate looking three piece suite in the centre of the room, beneath the chandelier. There was no television, but a large oak bookcase covered the length of the far wall.

"I like to just sit and read in here, but don't worry sweetheart, there is a television in the snug!" 


December couldn't imagine wanting to watch the TV when she had so much to discover about her new home, so much to talk about and so much to learn about her true self, but she smiled cheekily just the same.

"Here is the downstairs toilet and across there is the entrance to the basement, but there's no need for us to bother going down there... not yet, anyway," she said with another of her cheeky grins. The two followed her down a couple of stairs into a smaller room that was clearly the snug. It was filled with comfy sofas and what appeared to be hundreds of soft cushions, all facing a large flat screen TV. Moira turned, with a smile and a wink, "I do like to watch a good movie in here whenever I can."

The dining room was just as grand and with the same gold and cream colour scheme as the living room, with a table that could easily seat twelve people with room to spare. There was a little pass-through in the wall that opened into the kitchen, making it convenient to hand out hot dishes and drinks during a dinner party.

"And if we come out here, you can see our garden and all of our land."

December smirked when she heard her mother describe it as our land.

The three of them walked out of the back door via the kitchen and out into an overgrown maze of wild flowers, lawns and rickety old walls and gates. Monty's smile outshone them all. Originally a gardener before he became someone who did just about everything for Penelope, Monty was at his happiest when he was busying himself among flowers, trees, weeds, grass and the fresh air.

"Wow," he said, "it's beautiful. But I'm thinking it needs a fair bit of work... I could plant some pretty tea roses in here, and perhaps a lavender bed over there and what about some...." the sound of his excited voice trailed off as he wandered away to investigate further.

Moira and December turned to look at each other and both laughed at the same time. "I was hoping that he would sort it out a bit."

"Well, he is in our employment. We can get him to do just about anything we want!" said December loudly.

"I heard that!" he yelled back and they all began laughing again.

"Come on upstairs, let me show you my room," Moira said as December followed her back indoors and up the stairs into the largest bedroom at the far side of the house.

She pushed open two large white doors into a near replica of December's own room. The only difference was that it was somewhat larger and the floral patterns were not identical. But it was equally as beautiful.

Moira patted the bed for December to sit down on and then went over to her closet to pull out a pretty faded blue jewellery box. When she lifted the lid, a little ballerina appeared while music began to play. It was Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star.

December was startled, not expecting it, but it soothed her. It was a beautiful sound, almost magical.

Moira smiled and lifted out a ring. It had a very familiar design on it. It matched the necklace that December wore around her pale neck, the one that she had received in England just a few days before.

"They were your grandmother's, this box was too. She wanted you to have the necklace and for me to have the ring. She was adamant about it!"

"What happened to my grandmother, Mom?"

Moira looked into her daughter's eyes and December saw the pain that lay deep within. The story of her grandmother was clearly a sad one. December said nothing, waiting for Moira to explain.

A smile turned the sides of her mouth upwards, even though it did not reach her eyes and she began to speak.

"Your grandmother was one of the greatest witches I ever knew. She was such a character, full of life. We had the kind of relationship a mother and daughter can only dream of. Exactly the kind of relationship I hoped for you and me, my angel, although we did bicker a lot but it was always fun. We never got angry with each other," she said as she took December's hand in her own and squeezed.

"She spent so much of her time fighting the forces of evil... and you must know that there is so much evil in this world. Not just evil witches, but...." her words came to a sudden halt.

"What Mom, go on..."

She shook her head, "Honestly December, I'm not sure if you're ready to hear this yet."

"I am. I know I am, Mom. I've... I've experienced some weird things lately and I need to know why I was frightened. I'm fifteen now. Don't you think I have a right to know about the things that might try to harm me?"

"Has someone tried to hurt you?" Moira asked, alarm filling her face.

December recalled the events at school, of the flooded gym, the strange dream she'd had and then the feeling of being so close to someone but there being nobody there. Moira sat, not saying a word, until her daughter had finished what she had to say.

She nodded, raised her eyebrows and rubbed her ear, "Oh my angel. And there I was thinking that you were completely oblivious to these things. How wrong I was! Yes, you're right. You need to know. Come, I need to show you something."

She stood up, followed by December, but before she headed out of the bedroom, she picked up the ring and put it on. "My mother told me that when we were together again, we should both wear these. She said it would make us stronger."

The moment the ring was on her finger, December felt her neck grow warmer. She fingered the necklace and her heartbeat increased momentarily. It wasn't an unpleasant feeling. She felt good. She looked across at her mother and noticed she had experienced the same thing. They both smiled as they walked out of the room and closed the doors behind them.







CHAPTER THIRTEEN




The police had found no evidence of any foul play and so Mrs Murray's death was reported merely as a vicious animal attack. The residents of Powell River were told to be especially cautious whenever they were outside and were told under no circumstances were they to go out at night alone. In the meantime, the police and some of the locals went out to hunt the mysterious beast.

It was during their search that they found the brutalised body of the murdered man / bear who Lilly and Rose had seen being attacked.

His rotting remains were carted off to the local pathologist for a post mortem to be carried out and the authorities released an announcement to say that the beast had killed yet another victim. This time they warned people to avoid leaving their homes at any time of day unless absolutely necessary, at least until the beast had been slaughtered.

The Tulugaq family knew, of course, that no such beast would be found. The first attack was at the hands of Frank Jensen, who was under house arrest, waiting for the arrival of some of the Elders to take him to the mountains where he would be safe, and the second was at the hands of another brutal vampire. One who so far had managed to elude those that were looking for him, or her.

However, people still had to make a living and so Lilly spent the day helping out the local vet, and close family friend, Ben. He had spent hours talking about what kind of animal could be capable of so much brutality. The sadness he was feeling was not lost on Lilly. She was well aware that Ben's thoughts were firmly fixed on the fact that his own parents had been killed by a wild mountain lion when he was just a boy, leaving him and his baby brother, Oliver, to be raised by close family friend, Gabriel.

But Lilly chose not to talk about it. Her family had to keep their secret from Ben and Oliver, especially knowing how devastating it would be for them to discover that she was part mountain lion herself.

She had been right about the devastation. Some months before, Lilly and Oliver's feelings for each other were becoming clear. Even though she was barely fourteen at the time, and he was seventeen, they had a connection. Well, they did until her very first transformation had happened right in front of him. It had been the shock of a lifetime for them both. The look on Oliver's face when she changed would haunt her forever. Unable to cope with the reality, Oliver had decided to leave Powell River without another word to Lilly. Although he told his brother he'd had a massive falling out with Lilly, he chose not to reveal the truth to him. His one, final promise to Gabriel. 


Although Oliver had kept in contact with his brother, he had asked him not to tell Lilly where he had gone. He had made it painfully clear that he wanted nothing more to do with her.

She was devastated, heartbroken. But she'd had no choice but to accept his decision and move on. 


While she worked at her part time job with Ben, she no longer asked questions about his younger brother. All she knew was that he was alive and well and that had to be good enough for her.

She would have loved to have been able to confide in Ben about all this supernatural stuff... it would've certainly helped his work, but she had to keep her mouth shut. It was her biggest secret and she hated not being able to share it with her friends.

Later that day as Ben closed up shop, his girlfriend Crystal arrived. She'd had to close up her hairdressing salon early.

"No-one is in the mood to get their hair done," she said, "everyone's scared to death of this wild animal. People are trying to stay indoors."

"Which is exactly what you should be doing," he scolded her as he planted a loving kiss on her lips, "I couldn't bear anything happening to you. Come on, get in the pick-up. We'll drop Lilly off before we head home," he said as he turned the key and locked the door to the practice.

"No, there's no need, Ben. Tabitha is coming to pick me up. She'll be here any minute," lied Lilly.

"We'll wait until she arrives then."

"No... there really is no need. I'll be fine. I can't imagine that beast will be hanging around here. She'll be here any second. You two go. I'll be fine"

Although Ben didn't want to leave her alone, he knew how stubborn she could be and so they said goodbye and he and Crystal drove off down the road towards his house at the other side of town.

Ten minutes later, after Lilly decided it was safe to start walking, she hoisted her bag onto her back and began a slow jaunt home. She preferred to walk whenever she could. She loved the fresh air and the smell of the autumn leaves.

Choosing a different route than usual, she headed towards the plot of land where she had broken her leg the year before. It belonged to her father. He had bought it intending to build a family home for his wife Serena and daughters Neleh and Lilly, before they had been murdered. But now the land had been left to become overgrown, the wood left to rot. To be forgotten until her father was hopefully found.

It had been over a year since his disappearance. And Lilly had still not given up hope. She vowed she would never give up. She would find him.

As she walked down that dirt track, she thought about the last time she had been there. She had inadvertently caused a large log to fall on top of her, trapping her beneath it while a storm brewed overheard. Falling unconscious, she had eventually woken up at the hospital. It was only later that she discovered she had been rescued by Sammy. He had risked his own skin to fly down and pick her up, carefully leaving her to be found by Ben outside his practice.

She shuddered at the thought. Without his help, Lilly could easily have died. She owed him her life, yet he looked upon her as though she'd saved his. If it wasn't for Lilly, he would still be trapped in the forest, thought of as a murderer. When that couldn't have been further from the truth. 


Life had certainly changed for them both since then.

Lilly eyed the rotting logs and stared up at the fluffy white clouds in the blue sky, oblivious to the fact that she wasn't alone. There were eyes upon her.

She turned away from the logs and walked across the concrete base that had been created in readiness for the building of the house. Kneeling down, she stroked the dirty floor and wished that things could have been different.

A chill ran across her back and so she fastened her jacket and stood up. She decided to walk home along the water's edge so she headed in the same direction she had come. Crossing the main road and down towards the shore of the Pacific Ocean. And still, she did not sense that she was being followed.

It was one of her favourite spots. A handful of little beaches, scattered with huge pieces of driftwood. She climbed over one on to another and continued climbing until she reached the far side, where the little well-worn pathway led towards her aunt's house. She turned at a noise from the water, a plop, as a fish hopped out and back again. Turning back inland, she decided she would pop in to see if Rose had arrived back home yet.

She was greeted by Rose's cat, Scully. Purring at first, the cat's back soon arched and a low snarl escaped its mouth. Sensing danger, Lilly turned to look. Although she could see nothing, that meant little. Her senses were suddenly on full alert and that's when she noticed a faint metallic odour, the smell of blood. She dodged out of sight as quickly as possible, before running as fast as she could into the relative safety of Rose's cottage.







CHAPTER FOURTEEN




December gripped her mother's hand tightly as the two carefully descended the steep steps that led into the basement. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she shivered as goosebumps suddenly appeared on her arms and the back of her neck. She sensed that they weren't alone. Moira tightened her grip on her daughter in a gentle squeeze of reassurance and December relaxed.

When they reached the bottom, Moira reached out and flicked a switch. The glow of an old fashioned lamp flickered on, revealing something rather unexpected.

The room was painted entirely in purple - floors, ceiling and walls. There was a small single bed, also painted purple with purple sheets and pillows. An ornate wooden wardrobe stood to the side of the bed and guess what? It had also been painted purple. But in the middle of the room stood a tall thin white table, and on top of it sat an old large book surrounded by white candles. Although the book was open, every few seconds the pages would turn as if someone was flipping them over. Just as December had felt when they first walked down those stairs, she sensed that they were not alone. It was a sensation that would ordinarily frighten the life out of her, but somehow, in the comfort of her mother's home, it felt all right, somehow.

Just as she was about to ask Moira about it, her mother turned to her and held a finger to her lips with a smile. December closed her mouth and waited. After a couple of seconds, she could hear whispers, they slowly became louder until she could understand the voices. The voices called out her name. 
"December... December

Welcome home 


Daughter of Moira

Grand-daughter of Ruby

Descendant of Constance, Fidelia, Genevieve, Theodosia, Millicent...."

And as quickly as the voices could be heard, they faded out to nothing.

Wide-eyed, December turned in wonder, speechless.

"They are the spirits of your ancestors. I can call upon them whenever I need them. But this time, they just wanted to welcome you home."

Still speechless, December was in shock. Since the weird events in the gym, she hadn't experienced anything quite like it. The mysterious voice in Battersea Park aside, that is.

Finally her vocal chords returned and December simply said, "thank you" to the empty room.

Moira smiled and encouraged December to sit down while she re-counted the tale of her mother, Ruby.

"Born to a great witch, my grandmother Constance, in 1949, Ruby was adored from day one. Her mother taught her everything she knew about the art from a very early age and then when she was older she was also encouraged to fit in with normal society. She went to college, studied to become a doctor and later got a job at a Massachusetts hospital, but she never stopped practising the art. Whenever she wasn't healing people, she was saving others from evil. In 1970, she met and married another doctor called Henry, a union that resulted in the birth of their beloved daughter - me! - five years later. My father sadly developed cancer and died in 1981, leaving Ruby a single working mother. Not that it was a problem, of course. She was fiercely independent and very, very smart. The problem arose when she was offered a better position the other side of America, in Seattle. She took it, more money and less hours was a no brainer at the time. But Seattle had something dark and foreboding lurking in its midst. Unbeknown to Ruby..."

"Oh get to the point, will you," said a woman's impatient voice from the shadows.

December jumped so far that she fell off the bed.

"Oh my dear, I'm so sorry, I certainly didn't mean to startle you, but your mother... honestly, she should have been an author the way she rattles off these long and rather boring stories. The whole point of the story was to tell young December here about who killed me. Are you going to get to the point or shall I?"

Moira stooped down and helped pull December up off the floor.

"Mother... must you scare your grand-daughter like that?"

"Well, I did apologise. I am sorry, my dear," said the voice out of nowhere.

"Mother... show yourself. December can hear you now, she may as well see you too."

The blurry image of a woman began to appear from behind the tall white table, slowly becoming a slender and glamorous looking figure with fiery red hair. A family trait.

Although the image remained somewhat translucent, December could easily make out the hazel green eyes and cheeky smile that was etched on her thin pale face.

"Here I am. Is that better, dear? Let me introduce myself. My name is Ruby and I'm your grandmother. I'd shake your hand and give you a hug but it's not really possible," and she demonstrated as her slender hand trailed through the air, straight through December's own.

Speechless yet again, she felt a cold chill and shivered.

"Mother please don't do that, it's actually really very cold when you try to touch us. December I'm sorry about my mother. I thought she was going to wait until you were more prepared until she revealed herself to you. Are you all right?"

December nodded mutely and tried to smile.

"Why don't I continue the story, dear?" said Ruby. 


Not waiting for an answer, she carried on where her daughter had so rudely been interrupted.

"Seattle had its own coven of witches at the time. Not just any old coven, mind you. This was a particularly bad one, but they weren't really my problem. My problem was the fact that these witches summoned the magic of all kinds to the city. The hospital began to overflow with victims of all manner of attacks. Some people were savaged so badly that they were impossible to identify... many were attacked by werewolves, others by vampires. Some had just got in the middle of the age old fight between the wolves and the vamps. It became more and more difficult for me to hide the truth from the world. You see, I don't know if Moira has told you but we do have to keep so many things a secret, you know. If it got out that the world is full of supernatural beings, goodness knows what it would cause. Mass hysteria, for starters. Now, where was I? Oh yes, all those victims." She shook her head sadly, before continuing, "Well, there was a particularly bad egg tied up in all of this. He was a vampire. Hundreds and hundreds of years old, naturally. What was his name? Hm, let me think."

Moira and December stole a glance at each other as the glamorous dead lady began to think out loud, "Joseph? no, it wasn't that. Harold? Nope. Frederick? Nah. Hm?? Oliver? No... Oh I remember... Duran. His first name was Olivier but everybody called him Duran, for some reason. He was French. Very handsome, of course. Quite the charmer, too. But my goodness, quite the murderer. Dreadful, dreadful. Where was I? Ah, yes. Duran had committed all these murders in the city and on the outskirts too. Soon the killings calmed down a little and I assumed he had been killed or had left our shores. I was wrong, of course. The reason why it had all quietened down? Because he'd been busy with one of the witches. What was her name..."

"Mother... the name isn't important!" said Moira in an attempt to get her to continue.

"Well, I suppose not. It'll come to me. Anyway, Duran and whatsherface were creating their own little 'family'. They'd snatched a couple of adorable fourteen year old innocent-looking twin girls and a few other boys who were around eighteen, I believe. All were made to drink his blood and made into vampires. Soon the children were on a rampage and the place they'd chosen to have their fun? My hospital. I was on duty that night when I walked into one of the rooms. It was like hell on earth. There was blood everywhere. It was the girls I'd bumped into and I still remember their faces as I walked right in on them. The bloodlust was so intense, I've never seen anything quite like it. They pounced and tried to feed off me, naturally, but my witch's blood repelled them. I had no choice but to stop them and the only way I could stop them was to... was to... kill them," a look of complete horror washed over her face as she recalled the single event that eventually led to her own demise.

"I knew how to kill the vamps. I'm a witch, of course I know how to kill them. So I first grabbed the silver knife that I always used to carry in my doctor's coat - you should always carry a silver knife with you, you know, just in case - and I stabbed them both with it, just to subdue them, you understand. A single stab wound from a silver knife won't necessarily kill them. Then I found something larger (I won't go into all the gory details) and stabbed them both through the heart. Completely and utterly dead. But I wasn't cautious enough and just as I'd killed the second one, their 'brother' walked in and witnessed it all. He tried to attack me but it didn't work of course, because of my blood, etc. He escaped and ran to daddy I suppose. Duran. I knew they'd be after us so I rushed home as quick as I could and I whisked Moira away from there and ran. We travelled all across the States before he eventually found me a few years later. I dropped my guard. I thought I was safe and then BAM... he and his missus... I still can't quite remember her name... they got me. See?" she said as she almost proudly turned to reveal a massive scar that ran the length of her spine.

December shivered at the thought of the pain it must have caused.

"It wasn't just any old stab wound, of course. They'd poisoned the tip of the dagger to make it hurt. And it certainly did hurt. When Moira returned from college, she found me lying there in a pool of my own blood. Slowly dying a long, painful, drawn out death."

"Less of the theatrics mother, we get the picture," said Moira who was visibly uncomfortable at the most horrendous memory of her life.

"Sorry, darling. I'm just glad we got to spend my last few moments together that's all," she smiled sadly.

"Last few moments? Mother you've barely left my side since you died. The only time I ever had any peace were those brief days I spent with December and her father in England."

Finally December opened her mouth to speak, "I... I don't understand," was all she could muster.

"Why I'm still here?"

December nodded.

"Remember I told you the tip of the dagger was poisonous? Genius, really. It was poisoned and cursed so that I would be doomed to walk the walk in the afterlife, no heaven for me... doomed to be stuck right here, like this, blah, blah, blah. You get the picture?"

Surprised, December nodded once more.

"I suppose now you must completely understand why your mother had to leave you in the safety of London with that awful aunt of yours. What was her name...erm?"

"Penelope," answered mother and daughter in unison.

December understood perfectly. She had been protected from the evils of the Seattle witches, vampires, werewolves and most of all from having to live with the ghost of her dead grandmother.







CHAPTER FIFTEEN




Panting, Lilly made it to the back door and pounded as hard as she could. Come on Rose, answer the door, she thought. But there was no answer. Rose wasn't home.

Turning, she tried to catch sight of what or who was following her but she could see nothing. Her eyes scanned towards the pathway that she had walked along, there was a tree to its side. A tree so large that it could easily hide anyone not wanting to be seen.

Scully, who was still by her side, continued to hiss and growl loudly. Whatever or whoever it was, it was still there and Scully was not happy about it.

Lilly thought about transforming, but figured the safest thing to do was to get in the house and call for help. She knew where Rose kept a spare front door key so she took a second to catch her breath and dashed around the side of the house until she reached the large pot containing a single sad looking hydrangea. Lifting it, she spotted the key and lifted it with shaky fingers. Whatever or whoever it was, was in no rush to get to her, as she finally unlocked the door and rushed inside, making sure Scully was safely indoors before she slammed the door and locked it behind her. With her back to the door, she slid down it and quickly took the cell phone from her pocket. Dialling the number for Carmelo, she waited for a reply.

"Lilly?" he said.

Panting, she whispered, "I'm at Rose's. Come quickly. Someone followed me. I can't see who or what it is but I'm pretty scared. The cats are pretty spooked too."

Just a few minutes later, she could hear the voices of Carmelo and her cousin. Peering out of the window next to the front door, she spotted him and Jo moving like the wind to get to her as fast as physically possible.

"You check on Lilly. I'll have a look around," said his deep voice.

Lilly carefully opened the door, relief clouding her face.

"My God, I'm so glad you're okay," said Jo as she ushered her back inside and shut the door.

"Now tell me... what happened?" 


A few minutes later, Carmelo gently tapped on the door. They opened it and he walked in and looked down at her. "You okay?" he asked.

Nodding, he helped her off the floor before they walked towards the kitchen. Jo called Rose on the phone and explained what was happening.

As they sat with a hot cup of tea in their cold hands, Carmelo told Lilly that she was right, there had been somebody there. A vampire. But he had made a very hasty escape before they'd arrived. Carmelo was sure the vampire was just trying to scare her.

"But why?" she asked.

"I'm afraid I can't answer that. Why the other attacks? At the moment, I don't have the answers. I wish I did. We need to find out who is responsible."

Lilly's phone rang. Looking down she saw it was Meredith.

"Lilly? Are you all right? I sensed fear, so much fear from you. I tried calling straight away but there was no signal on that damn cell."

Lilly smiled and reassured her aunt that she was fine. After Lilly had explained what had happened, Meredith told them to stay at Rose's and that the rest of the family would join them as soon as possible.

Sure enough, a short while later, the whole family arrived, Rose included. They brought with them plenty of provisions so they could all eat well that night. Once darkness had fallen, Sammy joined the gang too.

A few of the Elders had finally arrived that afternoon and had taken Frank into 'custody' back up the mountain. At least the family was safe in the knowledge that one of the new-born vampires was out of harm's way and out of reach of the innocent people of Powell River.

They all kept an eye and an ear out for any signs of the rogue vampires that evening, all concerned why he (or she) had decided to target Lilly. It was a question on all of their minds and none knew the answer.

"If whatever it was had planned to attack, then why didn't it? I walked all the way back from Ben's alone. They could've easily followed me all the way from there. Why didn't they just do it?" asked Lilly as she tucked into a slice of hot and spicy pepperoni pizza later that evening.

"If Gabriel knew you were out wandering alone when there is a predator on the loose, Lilly, he'd have your guts for garters," scolded Meredith.

Duly told off, Lilly looked around at the faces of her family members. They all held the same expression. They all knew that she could have been killed.

She felt stupid, incredibly stupid. Ben had insisted on giving her a ride home and she had turned him down. She wouldn't do it again. That much she knew for sure.

"I don't want any of you alone at any time, do you all understand?" said Carmelo, as the younger ones nodded back to him.

"And I mean you too Sammy, and you Wyatt, John? This monster could attack any one of you. If he has his sights set on this family, he might wait for anyone to be alone. Just because he didn't attack Lilly today, doesn't mean he won't do it next time. Don't give him the opportunity. In the meantime, I've called for some back up. I've got some of the region's finest witches on their way. They should be here tomorrow. They might be able to identify the perpetrator. I've also got a number of vampires coming down the mountain. With their eyes and ears, they might be able to recognise someone from the old days. I'm pretty certain this is someone that goes way back."

She hadn't a clue why she and her family were being targeted and it pained her to know that they were all in danger.

But Lilly was relieved to hear of Carmelo's plans. The more help the citizens of Powell River had, the better. 








CHAPTER SIXTEEN




A few days had passed since December found out the truth about her Grandmother and she had still not heard back from Lilly. But, truth be told, she wasn't too concerned. She had a lot on her mind herself.

Monty revealed that he had known all along... about everything. But he had been sworn to secrecy. She forgave him though. She now knew how important keeping these secrets really was.

As she padded down the soft carpeted stairs, she heard her mother's voice. She was talking on the phone with one of her clients. Moira was an interior decorator, and a good one at that.

"Yes, Lisa, I can come round later today. I'll be there at four this afternoon if that's okay with you? Hmm? Excellent. I'll see you then. Bye." She replaced the cordless phone back on its stand in the hallway and looked up, her curls dropping in front of her eyes. Blowing them away, she smiled at her daughter.

"As much as I love being here at home with you, I guess I need to get some work done. We also need to get everything you need for school on Monday."

December rolled her eyes. It was something she had been dreading, school. The only time school had ever been enjoyable was when she was with Lilly. After she had left, it had become almost painful. The lack of friends, the occasional taunt from fellow students and the general feeling she'd got when she walked through those school gates every morning left her feeling physically sick.

The emotions clouded her face and weren't missed by her mother.

"December?" she asked, "Come and sit down and tell me all about it. Why are you dreading it so much?"

Together they walked through to the large living room and sat next to each other on the smallest of the sofas.

With December's hand in her own, Moira looked into her eyes and listened carefully as she poured her heart out. She told her mother all about her one and only true friend Lilly, and of the awful experience she'd lived through. Her parents vanishing, then her move to Canada and the truth about Vivian not being Lilly's mother at all, but a cruel kidnapper. She didn't tell her that Vivian was actually an evil witch because December had no idea herself. She explained that after she'd left, she had often been the gentle target of some of the class bullies and was so nervous about going to another school in case it all started again, like a vicious circle.

"Now, now, my angel. You forget who and what you are. If you really want people to like you for you, they will. It's as easy as that. Don't give them the opportunity to be nasty to you. If they do happen to be horrible to you, then you can simply, with the flick of your hand, make something happen - nothing bad, mind you - just a little something to make them look silly. I did it myself when I was your age."

"You were bullied?" she asked, surprised.

Her mother nodded with a cheeky smile as she fingered her hair, "with this red hair. You betcha! But it lasted mere days. After a couple of little embarrassing accidents whenever they were near me, it soon stopped," she giggled.

Returning her smile, the tension in December's shoulders visibly melted away. "You'll have to teach me, Mom. I don't know how to use this magic of ours."

Moira patted her hand, "It's already in here," she said as she placed her hand over her heart, "You just have to bring it out. It's easy. Come, while the sun's shining, let's go outside and I'll show you."

Monty was busying himself in the garden, humming away happily when they appeared with a glass of home-made lemonade for him.

He thanked them, drank it down in one long gulp and turned to admire his handiwork. 


"You're doing a fine job, Monty. I'm so pleased to have you here," said Moira.

"I'm pleased as pie to be here, my dear. I haven't had this much fun in years."

"That's only because you've got me for company," said a voice out of nowhere.

Chuckling, Monty turned to watch as Ruby's familiar translucent slender frame slowly came into view. "Aye, you're probably right, love," he winked.

Moira shook her head with a laugh and left her dead mother and Monty to continue flirting as he tended to the garden.

Once out of earshot, December whispered, "I'm not sure but I do believe Ruby has a bit of a soft spot for Monty."

"You're absolutely right and by the looks of things, the feeling is mutual. It's such a shame that she's dead. They'd make a lovely couple." They both turned and watched as they continued to flirt, a fit man in his sixties and the translucent figure of a dead woman. As if it were the most natural thing in the world.

At the very bottom of the garden, before it opened up into a wild open field surrounded by thick heavy trees covered in golden brown and red leaves, there was a pretty little white pergola covered in climbing ivy. December followed her mother inside and took a seat.

"I know that you've experienced magic at least once, because you mentioned it the other day. That day in the gym. You must have really wanted it to happen. That really is all you need to know in order for the magic to occur, you know."

December thought back to that day and recalled how much she hated gym class. Detested was a better word. She must have subconsciously wished, deeply, for the water to appear everywhere and that's exactly what happened. 


She also recalled the day in Battersea Park when she had tried to make bubbles appear in the Thames, but she had failed miserably. Initially there had been a voice inside her head, telling her that she needed to really want for it to happen. The voice had quietened down when she had felt the presence of a person so close to her. Thinking back she realised it must've been the fear that prevented it. And perhaps the fact that she wasn't really that interested in seeing bubbles in the water!

Moira was watching her as she sat there deep in thought and as December realised that fear can upset the balance, Moira smiled. 


"See, you're starting to understand how it works. Like I said, it's all in there to begin with."

"But I didn't say a word, how did you know what I was thinking?" as she asked, she realised the obvious answer. Her mother was a witch after all.

"Okay, I get it. Does that mean that we can read minds?" she asked.

Shaking her head, Moira replied, "It's not something we can do in our everyday lives. And we can't always do it. I could understand your thoughts just then because you were focussing so hard on the magic and the fear. We certainly can't read random everyday thoughts. I wouldn't want to. Did you ever see that Mel Gibson movie, What Women Want? Can you imagine living with that? No thank you!" she laughed.

"So, we can only read the minds of those that are thinking about magic?"

"Pretty much, although sometimes we can pick up on the thoughts of supernatural beings, which can prove helpful, especially in dangerous situations."

Hoping that she would never have to deal with any kind of dangerous situation, December shivered a little. 


"Let's try your magic. See this cushion? I want you to make it lift into the air."

December sat upright and took a long deep breath. She looked long and hard at the soft yellow cushion, concentrating so hard that her eyes began to ache.

"No... you're trying too hard, December. You want it to move, simply make it move. Like this," she said as she demonstrated, the cushion hopping up and down as if dancing to music.

Laughing, December tried once again. She managed to move it very slightly to the left, and then to the right. As the gentle sounds of her giggling increased, so did the height of the dancing cushion. She spun it around and let it dance in the air gracefully before she let it slide back down to the seat.

"See? It's easy. Now, see the climbing ivy on the pergola? I want you to make it dance around."

Sure enough, moments later, December controlled the movements of the plant as it twisted and turned around the little pergola where they sat. When she calmed her thoughts down, the dancing ivy returned to its rightful place.

"Can I show Ruby and Monty?"

Moira nodded and the two walked out onto the grass. December shouted, "I'll race you!" and with a chuckle, the two of them ran up the garden towards the house. 


"Monty, Ruby... look what I can do?"

They turned to watch in delighted fascination as she and her mother made the garden furniture dance around the deck. Chairs swirled around each other as if dancing a waltz, a wooden table hopped from one leg to another and a parasol swung around and around in circles.

Turning to her mother, December's face was alight with utter delight. She felt her body fill with happiness as she finally felt like she had come home.







CHAPTER SEVENTEEN





Lilly had been so focussed and concerned with what had been going on in Powell River that she had completely forgotten about getting back in touch with December. 


In her last email, her best friend had told her how close they now lived to each other but Lilly knew that if she contacted her, December would want to visit. Powell River was just far too dangerous for her at the moment. It would have to wait. 


For the time being, at least until they were certain the area was safe again, Carmelo and Jo would remain at Lilly's house. Rose, in the meantime, had moved in with Meredith, John and their son, Cormac. It was fortunate that their other two boys, Shayne and Bailey, were away studying, safe. Nobody was to be left alone.

One of Carmelo's close allies was a German vampire called Ursula, who had lived with the Elders for many years. Not only was she an ally, but a good and faithful friend. That day she had arrived with a small group from the mountains, followed closely behind by a group of male and female witches from all over Canada and the US.

Lilly had briefly met two other witches in the mountains when Vivian had been caught, but neither were among those that were introduced to her now. All had been briefed about recent events and they had been told to report to Carmelo at Lilly's home, which would be used as their temporary base.

The witches had arrived in several large and, surprisingly luxurious, RVs so Lilly didn't have to worry about preparing any sleeping facilities for them - not that anyone was thinking about sleep. They had a much more important issue to attend to, finding the rogue vampire.

There were seven women and two men and none, thought Lilly, looked like witches. Although she was now well aware that witches could come in any guise.

Emilie, Victoria, Sally, Hyacinth, Hope, Margot, Agnes, Philippe and Felix. The names were reeled off to her but Lilly was barely able to recall which name belonged to which witch as they all smiled kindly and then quickly shuffled back off to their vehicles to continue doing whatever it was they did in there. Lilly decided to leave them to it and not to ask any questions. Not yet, anyway.

Feeling almost lost in her own home, Lilly went and sat down in a corner of the living room, trying to hear what was going on without getting in the way. Sammy joined her, handing her a hot cup of sweet tea before he sat down alongside her.

"It's a little weird, isn't it? Having all these people in the house?" he said as she sipped carefully as to not burn her lips.

Nodding, she watched as Ursula and Carmelo looked over a map of the local area, adding little points to where each attack had occurred to see if there was any pattern. There wasn't, of course. It wasn't easy when there were just two separate incidents. The attack in the forest was miles from Mrs Murray's house and Mrs Murray's house was miles from Frank Jensen's house - which, it had been discovered, was where he had become a vampire in the first place.

They had no clues to go on. Usually new-born vamps left a scent or a trail but there was nothing. They were beginning to think that Mrs Murray's attacker was the rogue vamp himself. But why had he transformed Frank? Was he planning to make even more vampires?

"I vill head into town and see if zere is anyone I recognise," suggested Ursula. Carmelo nodded in agreement, "Yes, but take Lilly and Tabitha with you. They know the town, and the locals, better than you do," he smiled.

She nodded one short nod and turned abruptly to the two cousins. Tabitha had since joined her and Sammy in the corner.

"Shall ve?"

Noticing her impatience, the two girls jumped up and went and grabbed their coats and bags. They knew not to keep a woman like Ursula waiting.

Tabitha drove them into town in her battered old Mustang and they parked right outside Starbucks before beginning a slow walk, keeping a close eye on anybody they didn't recognise or anyone acting suspiciously.

"I can't believe that so many people are out and about. It's almost as if there hasn't been an alert. These people should be in hiding, not out doing their shopping or drinking coffee," said Tabitha as she shook her head.

"People never do vat zey are told to do. Zey zink zings vill happen to ozer people," answered Ursula in her strong German accent as the two girls struggled to understand but nodded anyway.

After an hour, all seemed like it usually did in the town. There didn't appear to be anybody unusual around and certainly nobody doing anything out of the ordinary.

"Shall we grab a coffee before we head back home? Is that okay with you, Ursula?" asked Tabitha, unsure whether the vampire ever drank anything.

The tall German woman nodded, "I vill vait here by ze car. Take your time. Enjoy your... your... coffee."

The girls gave her the car key so she could sit down if she so wished and headed into Starbucks. After they'd ordered a Peppermint Latte and a Caramel Machiato, they took their hot drinks and sat down in one of the booths by the window, maintaining a look out for unusual behaviour.

"Hey... it's that cute guy again," said Tabitha, nudging Lilly's leg with her foot. "Look, he's over there."

Lilly turned and sure enough, hiding behind his laptop and glasses, sat the young man who had bumped into her the last time she'd been there for coffee. As she looked, she soon noticed that he was looking straight at her. She turned abruptly, embarrassed at being caught.

She could feel his eyes boring into the back of her head and her cheeks blushed to a crimson red. The feeling was unsettling and so she suggested they finished their coffees outside with Ursula.

Tabitha agreed. The problem was that to get outside, they had to walk right past him. Still blushing, Lilly stood tall and followed behind Tabitha who walked quickly through the queue that had developed since they'd sat down. Lilly wasn't as quick and managed to get held up behind a couple of people blocking the way.

As she slowed down, she looked across the room and saw the young man had disappeared. Relief flooded through her and she let out a slow breath. But as she turned back, she noticed someone standing a little too close for comfort. It was him.

With her sensitive sense of smell, she could smell something strange on him. It was unpleasant. It turned her stomach. It was that same metallic odour she'd picked up outside of Rose's cottage. He smelled of blood. As soon as she realised what it was, she couldn't help but look at his face, for a second his eyes turned black and he smiled at her, revealing a set of fangs. A split second later, he looked completely normal again. He was toying with her.

Lilly shifted as quickly as she could and the people in front of her moved, allowing her finally, to exit the cafe.

"It's him... Tabitha... Ursula. It's the guy," she yelled the moment she reached the car. "He's the vampire!" she mouthed. 


"Vhere?" yelled Ursula as she turned and ran towards the entrance. 


"He was right behind me!"

Ursula opened the door and quickly walked inside, but it was too late. He'd gone. The scent lost yet again.

"Damn it!" she yelled as a passer-by looked her up and down and quickly rushed by in fear. Ursula certainly didn't look like someone you'd mess with.

"Ve must head straight back home and you vill describe him to us. Get in... drive, Tabiza. And fast."


#

"He was tall, about six-foot-two, shoulder length brown curly hair. His eyes were hazel green until he flashed that scary vamp face at me and then they were black. He was wearing glasses but I guess that was just him trying to blend in. That, and the laptop. We saw him the last time we went into Starbucks," described Lilly as best she could.

"And both times he kept staring at Lilly," added Tabitha.

"Oh and the other thing, up close to him I could... I could... well, he smelled of blood."

"No!" said Ursula, banging her fists on the dining table as the map hopped up into the air with the force.

Everybody in the room jumped as Carmelo and Jo both shook their heads at the same time.

"That can mean only one thing. If you can smell blood on him, it means he has recently fed. He must have attacked again."

The room went quiet as everyone thought about who the poor victim could be this time.

"I'll go and hang around outside the police station, maybe I can pick up on something over there," said Wyatt, who had come over to the house to see his daughter, Jo.

"Not alone, Wyatt. You mustn't go alone."

"I shall go viz you," said Ursula as she headed for the door without a backwards glance.

"I'll call if I hear anything."

"Be careful, Dad," said Jo, as she rushed over to him and gave him a gentle hug. As gentle a hug a vampire can give. Jo's strength had multiplied a hundred-fold since she had been turned and she often forgot how strong she really was.

"Lilly, Tabitha, I want you to go to Emilie and Margot. They're in the silver RV. Give them a description of this vampire. They can create an artist's sketch. It might help us."

Stepping outside to the silver RV, Lilly gingerly knocked on the door.

"Come on in, Lilly, Tabitha," said a soft voice from within.

She pushed open the door and stepped up and inside the vehicle, surprised to find a room full of computers and other technological gadgetry.

"Wow," muttered Tabitha with a low whistle, "this is sooo not what I was expecting."

Margot greeted them with a deep dry laugh. Lilly thought she sounded like a 1940s film star. "What exactly were you expecting, cauldrons, toil and trouble and all that kind of thing?"

Tabitha shook her head and smiled, "Honestly? I've no idea, just not... this."

"You could say that Margot and I are a new breed of witch. We like to keep up with all the latest technological advances. It's all very useful. Combine that with our other skills, and we rarely go wrong," said Emilie sweetly from behind a desk in the corner.

"Come on in, make yourselves at home. Just give us a moment."

Lilly and Tabitha walked further in and took a seat quietly as the two women continued to work on the computers for a couple of minutes.

All that could be heard was the tapping of fingernails on the keyboards and the occasional beeping of what looked like some kind of satellite receiving device. Before they'd entered the RV, Lilly had spotted a couple of satellite dishes on top of it.

"Right," said Emilie as she pushed the keyboard drawer beneath the monitor with her long spindly fingers and turned to face the two girls.

Grabbing a handful of her long blond hair, she twisted it up into a loose chignon and fastened it with an elastic band that had been around her wrist and a clip that had been attached to her blouse, before picking up a pad of paper.

Margot turned away from her own computer and opened a drawer beneath her desk, taking out a pencil and an electric sharpener. The whizzing of the device broke the silence, before she handed the pencil to Emilie and stood up.

"So, please begin..." continued Emilie.

Tabitha and Lilly looked at each other with uncertainty.

"She means begin describing this man," said Margot with a warm smile, as she brushed her forehead with the back of her hand. "It's a bit warm in here. Let me open a window," and she turned and began opening the four windows around the cabin of the vehicle. As the breeze blew in, her thin brown silk blouse began to flap a little, cooling her down immediately.

"He was about six-foot-two, he had brown curly shoulder length hair, hazel green eyes - black at times - erm..." said Tabitha, repeating what Lilly had already described in the house.

"Okay, we're going to need a bit more than this. Perhaps we can help a little... did he have small beady eyes, thin eyes, almond shaped eyes? You just need to be a little more specific," added Margot.

"Definitely large almond shaped eyes, quite far apart too," replied Lilly.

Emilie smiled, "That's more like it, now continue," she said as brought the pencil down on the paper and began to draw.

"He had a nice nose," added Tabitha who then blushed a little, "sorry, so not helpful. It was kind of like those Greek noses. You know the ones on the statues? Sort of straight from base to tip, if you know what I mean?"

Emilie nodded as Margot stood behind her, arms crossed as she nodded absent mindedly.

"Yes we understand the kind you mean. Yes that's good. What about his mouth? Any facial hair? And his brow, low, long, wide? You get the picture... just tell us everything," she said as she puckered her ruby red lips.

"His lips were kind of lush. A bit pouty, very pink. A little girly if that makes sense. A bit like that Spanish model and actress...." said Lilly shyly.

"Esther Canadas... yes, you're right actually," replied Tabitha as she turned to nod.

"Sorry, never heard of her. Margot can you google her? It might help," Emilie said as Margot turned and walked back to the computer and typed in the name.

As the results appeared, she turned the screen to face the girls and they nodded, "yup, his lips were exactly like that."

"He was very fresh faced, no facial hair. His hairline had a bit of a point in the middle... but not a harsh point, slightly rounded. His forehead was a little high and wide. High cheekbones. Couldn't see his ears as those curls were covering them. He was very attractive, actually," said Tabitha almost dreamily.

"We're talking about a cold blooded killer here, Tabitha!" scolded her second cousin, who blushed a little in response.

"Right I'm done... tell me, is this him? Is this the vampire you saw in town?" said Emilie as she turned the pad of paper around to show them, revealing the sketched image of a very handsome young man.

Both girls gasped as he stared back at them. She had captured him exactly. It was as if they were looking at a photograph. Both nodded quietly, shocked at how Emilie had managed to re-create such an incredible likeness from their relatively brief description of him. 


She placed the image onto a scanner and proceeded to make a computer copy of it before removing the piece of paper and handing it over to Lilly. 


"I'm going to run this through our facial recognition system to see if anything comes up. In the meantime, take this to Carmelo. Thank you girls. You have been incredibly helpful," she said with a broad smile.

"No, thank you," said Lilly, "I still can't quite believe you created such a perfect image of him."

"We're witches, my dear. We can do almost anything!" replied Margot with a glint in her eye and a cheeky smile as she returned to sit behind her computer.

Just as they stepped out of the vehicle, they noticed Ursula and Wyatt returning from the police department.

They followed them inside, listening to what they told everyone who had gathered in the kitchen.

"You were right, Carmelo. There was another attack. It was just outside the school... one of the teachers."

Lilly's eyes widened in shock, "Which one?" she asked, afraid of what she would hear.

"It was Mrs Ormond, the biology professor."

Lilly had never liked Mrs Ormond, she had always seemed a little too inquisitive for her liking, but she couldn't believe she was dead. Ripped apart, by a vampire. She hadn't known Frank Jensen or Mrs Murray but she had known Mrs Ormond and the thought made her feel sick to the stomach. 


Tabitha gently took the sketch out of her hand before Lilly managed to screw it up in her fingers. 


"Here's the sketch. This is pretty much an exact image of the vampire we saw in town," she said, handing it to Carmelo, but before he could get hold of it, Ursula snatched it from his fingers with a loud gasp.

"My God," she said. "It's Olivier Duran."







CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




Just as Moira had predicted, December's first day at high school had gone much more smoothly than she could have ever hoped for. Her fellow students were more excited about her British accent than anything else. They welcomed her with open arms and not a single person made fun of her, her name or her red hair. She was delighted.

But on the other hand, although she befriended many girls and boys on that first day, she missed Lilly more than she had ever missed her before. She even felt a little guilty, like she shouldn't be having fun without her own best friend. But, after a couple of days, the feeling of guilt gradually dwindled and she began to feel like she belonged there. She still longed to talk to Lilly but she knew they would... soon.

They had both been too busy to chat online so they had made do with a couple of brief emails just to let the other know each one was okay, making vague promises of visiting each other soon although both knew that under current circumstances, a visit would be virtually impossible. They both had far too much to hide from each other.

Moira had got stuck into a few interior decorating jobs, Monty had been busy dropping December to and from school as well as gardening and Moira's dead mother Ruby had been busy, just... well, being Ruby. Just over two weeks had passed since they'd arrived and all was working out better than any could have imagined, until Moira received an urgent letter from a friend in the north.

December returned from school to find her grandmother looking awfully sombre.

"December... oh, darling girl. We've received some chilling news. Your mother is beside herself with worry..." she said as she paced up and down the hallway.

Dropping her school bag at the foot of the stairs, she rushed into the kitchen to find her mother frantically cleaning the already spotless work surfaces.

"Mom... what's happened? Ruby said you've had some bad news. What is it?"

Finally turning to face her daughter, she hugged her before finally sitting herself down on a stool at the breakfast bar. 


"I vowed to myself the other night that I would not keep any more secrets from you. But please don't be frightened, my angel. I've just received word that a particularly dangerous vampire is terrorising a local town..." she said.

"It's Duran, isn't it?" asked December, but she already knew the answer.

Her mother nodded and they hugged again. Ruby tried to hug them too but just went straight through them, creating a chill.

"It's times like these when I need a hug, myself," she cried, "Oh, what are we to do?"

"My friend has asked if we will join them. She said the more of our kind there are there, the better. She also mentioned that they've already gathered a little group together but could do with both of us. That means you, Mother. I know you're dead but your input might finally help us to put a stop to this monster."

"Both of you... but what about me? If you go, I'm going too. You're not leaving me here. I have a right to go as well," said December as she crossed her arms.

"She is so your daughter, isn't she?" sighed Ruby.

"I don't like it. I don't like it one bit but I do understand and I guess I can't leave you here, December. Monty can stay and look after the house and the cats and we'll drive up in the other car."

"But where is Duran, Mom? Where are we going?"

"Oh, didn't I say? We're going to Powell River."







CHAPTER NINETEEN




"Duran's savage attacks have been going on throughout the centuries. Ursula helped put a stop to one of his carnages in World War One, but there had been plenty of others before that and probably plenty more since. We know that he first started in France, but his attacks have taken him across the globe," said Carmelo angrily to everybody gathered in the living room. "He must be stopped... and for good this time."

Ursula sat stone faced in the corner of the room. She hadn't said a word since seeing the sketch of her arch enemy.

"Ursula?" asked Lilly, "Are you all right?"

The vampire stood abruptly and nodded much slower than she usually did. A sad smile briefly crossed her lips as she looked back at the young girl. Lilly thought she looked tired and even a little scared.

"I vill be all right. I had zought. No, I had hoped zat zis monster vas dead, but no. Now ze killing starts again. It all brings back bad memories, zat is all. I really zought he vas finished, dead, in Europe. But no, I vas wrong," she said, shaking her head, adding, "I am fine, Lilly... zank you."

It was the first time Ursula had shown any kind of emotion and it frightened Lilly somewhat. Ursula was one of the strongest vampires she knew, and for her to appear a little fearful concerned Lilly no end. Duran was clearly a force to be reckoned with. He was pure evil and thought nothing of killing innocent victims and creating havoc in a small community where people talked. He was putting the entire supernatural society under threat.

A slight commotion outside caused everyone to turn towards the door as it was pushed opened.

"Gabriel!" shouted Lilly as she jumped up from the armchair and rushed to her grandfather, hugging him tightly and nearly knocking him to the ground in the process.

Chuckling, he gently patted her on the back as she released her grip and looked up at him, "What are you doing here?"

"This is my community, my dear. You don't think I could just sit up there in those caves and do nothing, do you? I am here to offer any help that I can. Now, do let me sit down for a moment to get my strength back," he said as he used an old fashioned walking stick to help him walk over to his old trusty brown armchair, where he sat with a long sigh.

After everybody had made a fuss of him, bringing tea and biscuits and a blanket, Gabriel turned to Carmelo, "Now, tell me. What's the latest news?"

Gabriel, who had joined the Elders several months earlier, had taken a few days to travel down the mountains with the help of a small group of friends. They had travelled at night and hidden themselves in a number of secret caves during the day. Once Gabriel had reached the water, he had insisted on travelling by boat alone in order to reach his family as quickly as possible. It was the middle of the day and so the others had no choice but to stay put, at least until darkness fell.

With all that had been going on, Lilly felt that she needed some time to herself so she headed back into the privacy and the quiet of her bedroom. She gently closed the door behind her and sat on the bed. Leaning back, she watched the rainbow effect flash across the walls from the crystals that hung at either side of her window. She thought back to her fourteenth birthday when Oliver had given them to her. Sighing, she turned and opened her laptop where Oliver's face smiled back at her. She reached out and stroked the picture on the computer screen. She missed him.

I wish all of this wasn't happening, and I wish you had never found out the truth, Oliver. I just wish you were here, where you're meant to be.

Seconds later, the computer let out a buzz and up popped a messenger window.

DECEMBER MOON: You there Lill?

Smiling, Lilly leaned over and picked up the laptop and placed it on her knees.

LILLY TULUGAQ: I'm here! How's things?

DECEMBER MOON: Good, I guess! How about you? Is everything ok with you up there in Powell River?

LILLY TULUGAQ: Yeah, everything's fine here.

Lilly knew she couldn't say anything more to her best friend, even though she was dying to tell her the truth, to finally tell her everything. She ached knowing she wasn't able to. She was even tempted to tell her that she was coming to Powell River... but her reasons for going prevented her. She had to keep the secret.

DECEMBER MOON: That's good. So, you're all safe and well then?

LILLY TULUGAQ: Of course! Why? What gives you the idea that it's not?

DECEMBER MOON: Nothing... just checking, making sure. 


There was a knock on Lilly's door and a second later, Jo walked in.

"Hey Lilly. Can we talk?"

"Sure."

LILLY TULUGAQ: Sorry December but I have to go. Catch up with you soon ok? XX

DECEMBER MOON: OK hun. You keep SAFE. XX

"What's up?" she asked her beautiful cousin as she closed the laptop and returned it to her bedside table.

"Huh? You mean what's not up... it's crazy, all this killing and this mad vamp doing the rounds. I mean, I'm a vamp myself, I know it's hard work keeping the bloodlust in check and everything but you don't see me running around killing innocent people... poor Mrs Ormond!"

"You never really liked Mrs Ormond, Jo. Hardly anyone did!"

"But that's not the point is it? I never wanted her dead... well, occasionally maybe it crossed my mind... but no, seriously. This is getting crazy."

Shaking her head with a sad smile, Lilly rolled on to her stomach and looked up at Jo, "What's up Jo? It's not just Duran the crazed vamp bothering you is it? Is there something else on your mind?"

"I'm just worried about you guys. I can defend myself. I'm a vampire, for goodness sake, I'm pretty strong. I can fend for myself, but you guys..." she choked.

Lilly rolled over and almost fell off the bed in a rush to stand up. She turned to Jo and hugged her.

"Don't worry about us, Jo. Didn't you notice the multitude of witches, vampires, werewolves and other weird folk out there? They're all here to help us catch this guy. Duran has got no chance! And besides, aren't you forgetting that I'm actually a bit of a beast myself?!" she said with a smile and a wink.

Nodding, Jo pulled away and smiled back, revealing a set of perfectly white teeth, "yeah, you're right. I know you're right. We'll get him."

Later that night while Lilly was drifting off to sleep, she thought about December. The fact that she had seemed intent on knowing if all was well in Powell River. Did she know something? Was there something she wasn't letting on? Lilly remembered the strange occurrence that had happened to December before she had moved to Seattle and it worried her a little. She hoped her best friend was all right.




CHAPTER TWENTY




Sighing as she closed the lid on her laptop, December wasn't convinced that everything was okay in Lilly's world. That sixth sense was kicking in as a horrible feeling began to course through her veins. Lilly was in danger. She just knew it.

The following morning, December and Moira were busy packing for their short journey to the north-west. Ruby was watching from the side lines, wishing she too, could have a change of clothes for once. Instead of having to wear that same outfit, the long cream dress she'd been wearing the day she'd been murdered. Luckily, Ruby thought, it had been one of her favourite dresses. But still, to wear the same dress day in, day out, year after year after year, was totally boring.

Their faces were all sombre as they each thought about the trip they dreaded but knew that had to be made nonetheless. Duran was at large, killing once again, and he had to be stopped and the more witches there were to help, the better. The only positive about the trip was that December was finally going to see her friend, although how that would work out, she had no idea. Hiding her witchy family history might prove difficult with a ghostly apparition following along behind her.

"I wouldn't take that, if I were you, my darling. That colour really does nothing for your skin tone," said Ruby as she attempted to remove the deep orange T-shirt from her daughter's grip but when her fingers went right through the fabric, she gave up.

"Mother, this isn't a fashion show. We're going to stop a vampire... I'm not very well going to take my best clothes, am I?"

"Suit yourself... but you never know. There might be a dashing young man that catches your eye up there. Don't you want to look your best?"

With a shake of her head and a smirk, Moira put the T-shirt back in the drawer. "Satisfied?"

Grinning, Ruby pointed to another in a shade of deep emerald green. 


"Take that one instead. It makes your eyes pop. Oh, and take those jeans to wear with it. Perfect!"

December sat on the edge of the bed watching with amusement as mother and daughter bickered. She'd quickly thrown a few clothes into her suitcase, added the odd bottle of body lotion and perfume and was eager to get going. 


"There, that'll do. Are you ready, December?" asked her mother as she closed the case and lugged it from the bedroom and out into the hallway.

Nodding, Lilly picked up her own bag and followed behind.

"Here, let me get those bags for you," offered Monty as he hopped quickly up the stairs two at a time with his long legs, so he could be of assistance.

"You know, I'm really not comfortable with the three of you all going off up north to get this guy. He's so dangerous... what if something happens?" he said with a sigh.

"Nonsense, Monty dear. We are witches and very good ones at that. Duran has had his day. It's time for his eternal sleep," said Ruby with a wicked smile. "Besides, we've had years to perfect and strengthen our own powers. I won't sleep until he's dead and gone."

"Mother, you can't sleep anyway."

"Hmph... that's not the point and you know it."

"We'll be all right, Monty. From what I understand, there's plenty of people on our side up there. Don't worry about us," said December confidently.

Moira opened the interior door that led to the garage and flipped on the light to reveal a beautiful classic blue car.

"Wow," said December as she wandered in and stroked her fingers along the gleaming bonnet, "how come you never mentioned you had one of these?"

Moira shrugged her shoulders, "I don't know. I guess I just didn't think you'd be interested in cars."

"I'm not normally, but this is...well, it's beautiful," she giggled in awe.

"It is, isn't it my dear? It's actually my car. It's a 1959 Ford T-Bird, in Diamond Blue. I bought it many years ago." Sighing, Ruby added, "I'd love to get behind the wheel and floor it all the way up to Powell River, but I suppose we'd all get killed in the process."

"Mother, if you sat in the car and tried to drive, we wouldn't even get out of the garage. Your foot would go right through the accelerator pedal and you wouldn't be able to feel the wheel, let alone turn it."

"Oh, go ahead, jest. Laugh at me. Rub it in. I don't care... just drive my lovely car very carefully, my dear."

"As if I would do anything else," she said with a sad smile, "I know you love this car and I would never do anything silly with it. So stop your worrying and get in. Come on, December, you can sit up front with me. Mother can sit in the back. Instead of climbing in through the door, Ruby simply floated through it until she was sitting in the back.

Moira shook her head and opened the car door as Monty opened the passenger door for December.

After they were all comfortably seated, Monty opened the garage door before he leaned in through the window of the T-Bird, "You girls be careful. I couldn't bear it if anything happened to any of you. Keep me updated on progress okay? And if you need me, just call and I'll be there as fast as I can. Be careful."

"Of course, dear. Please take good care of my babies," said Moira as they all waved goodbye as they drove the T-Bird out of the garage and away from the house.

Turning, December waved at Monty where he stood waving back until the car turned the corner and drove out of sight.

"It's a shame he couldn't come along with us," said Ruby as she leaned forward in between the two front seats.

Smiling, Moira gave her mother a sly smile through the rear view mirror, "I think you've got a little bit of a weak spot for our Monty, don't you Mother dear?"

Even though she was a ghost, December could have sworn she saw her grandmother blush and she smiled to herself.

"Well, he is rather nice, isn't he? It is a shame he's not dead, really. Oh... I didn't mean that the way it came out. Oh, I cannot believe I just said that, oh dear."

"We know what you meant, Mother. It's more of a shame that you are... dead, that is."

Ruby leaned forward a little further and attempted to pat her daughter on the shoulder. They both smiled as she sat back and they were all quiet for a while as they drove through the countryside. There was little traffic on the road. Moira turned on the radio and they sat listening to the latest country tunes in silence.

"Oh. It's Lady Antebellum. I love this song," squealed December as she turned the volume up and began to sing along.

"It was the perfect day
What I'd give if I could find a way to stay
Lost in this moment now
Ain't worried about tomorrow
When you're busy livin in a perfect day."

Smiling, Moira watched her daughter sing while keeping an eye on the road. The meaning of the words weren't lost on her. It was a perfect day, but tomorrow certainly wouldn't be. Not until they found Duran, until they put a stop to his murderous rampage.

After the song had finished, December turned the volume back down and sat back in her seat. Soon, the gentle lolling of the moving car and the warmth of the sun shining through the window made her drowsy and she began to drop off to sleep.

She was sitting on a vast beach, she could hear the roar of the waves but couldn't see the ocean because of a thick mist that arose from the water. The gentle breeze blew her hair across her face, so she pushed it to one side and looked around her. A tsunami warning sign stood transfixed into the ground behind her, while a few pieces of driftwood were scattered all along the sand.

In the distance was a young man of around seventeen or eighteen. He was quite tall, had short blond hair and wore rolled up jeans and a white T-shirt. As he walked towards her, she stood up, preparing to say hello but he hadn't seen her. She watched as he walked slowly, hands in his pockets. She couldn't help but notice the sadness in his eyes.

'Hello,' she said but he didn't hear her even though he stood mere metres from her.

'Hi!' she said, louder, but he continued to walk along the sand as if he was completely alone.

He stopped right by her side and sat down on the large piece of wood by her feet and removed something from his pocket.

'Hello... I'm right here...' she said, waving her hands in front of his face.

She held her hand out to touch his arm but her fingers went right through him.

Gasping, December stumbled and fell to his feet. Am I dead? She thought. No, I'm just dreaming. I'm fine. It's just a dream.

Picking herself up, she dusted her clothes off and sat down by his side. She watched as he opened his palm to reveal a tiny crystal angel. He turned it around and around in his fingers, watching the little shards of light bounce off of the glass like a rainbow.

'Who are you?' she asked, knowing very well he wouldn't reply. He clearly couldn't hear nor see her.

Suddenly, December felt as if someone else was watching her. It was that same feeling she'd experienced in Battersea Park. She felt as if someone was standing right by her side, almost touching her, yet there was nobody there. 


It's all right, December thought, I'm dreaming. I'm not afraid.

The invisible force remained by her side and the feeling of fear subsided. It was replaced by a feeling of calm, of safety. She felt as if someone was looking out for her and she was comforted.

The blond haired boy on her other side placed the crystal back in his pocket and took out his cell phone. He was clearly undecided whether to call someone or not. Like he had done with the crystal, he turned the phone around and around in his hands, deep in thought. Stopping, he switched it on and scrolled through the numbers. December couldn't see the names on the screen, even though she stretched over him to have a look. But he thought better of it and switched it back off again, returning it to his other pocket.

Lifting his head, he sighed and pushed his hand through his hair before placing his elbows on his knees and dropping his head down on top of them.

This boy is so incredibly sad, thought December. She wanted to help him. To reassure him that everything would be all right but she couldn't. Even if she was really there with him, he probably wouldn't accept her help. He didn't even know her. And she didn't even know who he was.

Looking around them, December spotted another figure emerging from the mist. He was tall and wore only black. His shoulder length curly hair blew in the wind as he confidently strolled towards them.

The hairs on Decembers arms stood on end as a shiver went right through her. Goosebumps covered her body.

"My, my, what do we have here?" said the attractive man as he looked down at the younger boy who was startled by his sudden appearance.

"Can I help you?" he asked, standing up to reveal a similar height.

"Why I think you most definitely can. I do believe you'd make a wonderful new-born. Someone so sad deserves a better life, don't you think? I can give you a better life, a longer life," he said, his eyes suddenly turning a dark shade of red.

"What the...?" screeched the boy as the man in black grabbed him and opened his mouth to reveal a set of fangs before ripping through the skin on his neck. Blood began to drip, spots of it hitting the sand by December's feet...

"Aaaaaargh!" screamed December.

Moira slammed on the brakes and stopped the car in the middle of the road. The driver of the car behind swerved to miss them and blared his horn before driving off, his arms waving through the car window.

"December! My goodness, what is it?" she said as she turned to her daughter who was sobbing, tears flowing from her eyes and falling down her cheeks in streaks.

"Moira, dear, perhaps you ought to pull the car over for a moment before we all get killed stopping in the middle of the highway. Well, before you get killed, that is."

Moira did as her mother suggested and deftly turned the steering wheel to drive the car to the side of the road where she turned off the engine, put on the hazard lights and turned to her daughter who was being comforted by Ruby.

"She had a bad dream," said Ruby with her eyes wide open.

Still sobbing, December could barely get a word out.

"It's okay, honey. Get it all out. It was just a bad dream, that's all. There, there. Here, wipe your eyes," said Moira as she grappled with her handbag and pulled out a tissue and handed it to her before she gently stroked her daughter's head.

"It was h..h..h..horrible. Th..th..there was a boy on a beach. He was so sad. So sad and then, then this vampire came and bit him. He just bit him. He said something about giving him a longer life. He didn't deserve that. That poor boy," she finally managed to say as the tears continued to flow.

"What do you think, Moira?" asked her mother.

Shaking her head, Moira said nothing for a moment.

"What do you mean, what do you think? Wasn't it just a dream? It wasn't real, was it?" shrieked December as her large eyes opened even wider in fear.

Ruby gave her daughter a shake of the head but Moira ignored her.

"I said once before that I would never keep anything from her, Mother. She needs to know the truth, all of it. December, my darling, these dreams might well be premonitions, something that is going to happen, or it might have happened... or it might be happening right now. In real time. I'm sorry, honey. It's something some witches have to deal with sometimes."

Shaking her head in dismay, December began to cry again.

"No, that boy... we need to help him. We need to save him. What if it hasn't happened yet? We can help. Mom, we need to help him."

"All right, all right... but we can't do it ourselves, we don't know this area well enough. We'll have to get to Powell River and figure it out from there. The people there will help us."

"But what if it's happening now?" sobbed December.

"Moira, dear. I have two words for you... floor it! You have my permission to get to Powell River as fast as you can."

"Okay, hold on girls," said Moira as she pulled back on to the highway and put her foot down.







CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




"We've got people all over the town and there's been no sign of Duran since Lilly and Tabitha caught sight of him the day before yesterday," said Wyatt as the group gathered again in Gabriel's house.

"There's also been no other attacks. At least none that have been reported, anyway," he added.

"There seems to be no sense to these random killings and as far as we know, he hasn't made any more new-borns either. What do you think he's playing at? Rose asked Carmelo.

"I wish I knew, Rose. But the thing that concerns me the most is the fact that he followed Lilly and then watched her in the cafe in town the other day. Why target her?"

"If he was targeting me, as such, surely he would have attacked me when he had the chance? He could have easily killed me then. Why didn't he?" she asked aloud to no-one in particular.

"I'm just thankful that he didn't attempt it, my dear Lilly. But you're right, Carmelo. What is it about Lilly that has him so intrigued? Perhaps he is using Lilly to get to the rest of us?" Gabriel asked. 


"Zere is anozer possibility, I am afraid" answered Ursula who had been fairly quiet up until then. "Zere vas a girl in France many years ago who he vas fascinated wiz. I believe zat he turned her and zey vere togezer until she vas killed, in Seattle, I zink. She too had ze same look as Lilly, pretty, young, dark hair, green eyes. I am sorry to say it, but it looks like he may have chosen his next mate."

Lilly gasped and dropped the bottle of water she was drinking. Luckily the lid had just been carefully screwed back on.

"Why me?" she sighed, "of all the girls in all the world and he chooses me? What is it with this place?"

"It's not this place, Lilly. It's you. There is something about you that attracts attention. Sometimes the attention is unwanted and negative, I admit, but whatever it is, whether it's the blood that pumps through your veins, or the prettiness of your face, Duran seems to want you and he probably won't stop until he gets what he wants. So we have to stop him first," said Carmelo.

The sound of a car driving exceedingly fast down the driveway suddenly caught everybody's attention.

"Who is that?" said Gabriel.

"Ah, Moira has finally arrived," said Margot with a smile, "Moira is a very good old friend with a kind of connection to Duran. She is a fellow witch and I believe she has brought her daughter and her dead mother with her," she added with a grin.

"Her dead mother? Well, that's pretty gross," replied Tabitha who imagined a corpse being transported in the back of the car, as everybody stood up and rushed out to greet the newcomers.

"Hello everybody, please forgive me for being rude but we've no time for introductions, I'm afraid. My daughter has had a terrible vision and we might be too late. There's a young man in danger from a vampire and we need to figure out where he is so we can try and save him," said a pretty red-haired woman in her mid-thirties. She hurried into the house followed by a ghostly apparition and a pretty girl with red hair and huge eyes.

"December!" yelled Lilly before she slipped to the ground in a rather dramatic faint.







CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




"Lilly, Lilly, wake up, wake up!" said a familiar voice as Lilly began to come to.

"I can't believe it, December. It is you? What on earth are you doing here?" she asked in shock.

"Girls, there's no time for this now... you can catch up later. We need to find this boy before it's too late," said Rose.

December pulled Lilly up from the floor and the girls hugged each other and turned to the group as December proceeded to explain the vision she had in her dream, just as Rose appeared with a glass of cold water for her niece. 


As December described the vampire, Tabitha jumped up and went and picked up a sheet of paper from the dining table.

"Is this the vampire from your vision, December?" she asked as she presented her with the witches' drawing of Duran.

Gasping, she nodded, "That's him!" she said, tears welling up in her eyes once more.

Moira stepped forward and took the piece of paper from her fingers. Looking down at it, she began to shake her head in despair before showing it to her mother who closed her eyes and looked away. If she could cry, she would have done.

"And what about the boy, can you explain what he looks like?" Tabitha asked.

Nodding again, she described him as best as she could, "but the thing that got me was the fact that he was so sad. So incredibly sad. He carried something in his pocket. It clearly meant something to him. It was a little crystal. An angel, I think,"

"No!" yelled Lilly. "No... not Oliver. Not Oliver!" screamed Lilly, "Oh my God, we've got to find him," she screamed hysterically.

"Jo, go to Lilly's bedroom and find a photo of Oliver. We need to be absolutely sure it is him," he ordered as Jo ran as fast as she could there and back. Being a vampire did have its perks.

December's eyes grew larger as she looked across at Lilly. She remembered being told about Oliver in emails when she was still in England, but Lilly had never sent a picture, otherwise she would have recognised him.

Carrying Lilly's laptop, she opened it and clicked on the desktop. The photo she had seen before stared back at them.

With a deep creased brow, December looked back at her best friend and nodded, "I'm sorry, Lilly, but it's him. Oliver is in serious danger."

Gabriel immediately grabbed the nearest telephone and dialled.

"Come on, come on... pick up... Ben... it's Gabriel. Yes, yes. Sorry I can't explain... no, I can't talk right now. I need to know where Oliver is living now. It's urgent. No I can't say. Look, Ben, I'm sorry but Oliver is in serious danger and we need to help him before it's too late. Whistler? Yes, no and you don't know? I'll ring you back in a moment. Just stay there, don't go anywhere." Gabriel snapped the phone shut and looked up, "He's been living in Whistler but he's gone away for a few days. He didn't tell Ben where he was going. He sent him an email telling him he was going away for a little while."

Standing abruptly, Rose walked over to her old friend Gabriel and put her hands on his shoulders. Looking deep into his eyes, she said, "Gabriel, calm down my dear. First things first, we must get Ben over here at once. He will just have to deal with it. Tell him to bring Crystal with him. She'll be able to offer some support when he learns the truth."

Nodding, Gabriel phoned Ben straight back and told him to shut down the practice. "It's an emergency, Ben. Bring Crystal too. Just get here... fast."

Rose smiled sadly and nodded. "Secondly, December, we need to know everything... every tiny detail about your vision. Okay, dear?"

December sat down and closed her eyes. As if in a trance, she described everything exactly as it had happened, as the group listened on quietly.

"Right, that's what we need to focus on. Where are the nearest beaches with tsunami warning signs?" asked Carmelo.

"That'll probably be the west parts of Vancouver Island" suggested Hope, one of the other witches.

"We need to narrow it down," said someone else.

December was holding Lilly's hand and trying to reassure her while all of this was going on, but nothing she could do would make her feel better. There was only one way to help and that would be to get Oliver back safe and sound.

Meredith, who had been sitting calmly on the sofa with her eyes closed suddenly jumped up. "Tofino... he's in Tofino!" she yelled.

"But how do you know?" asked December who wondered who this strange little rotund woman was.

Smiling, Meredith tapped the side of her head, "I've known Oliver since he was a little 'un and I can sometimes sense what's going on in the minds of people I know. It took me a little while to get through to him but he's surfing in Tofino."

"How fast can we get there?" asked Lilly.

"I'm afraid it's a lengthy journey. We need to get across the water and then travel all the way across the island," said Tabitha, "Zoltan and I have been before and it takes ages."

"We could fly," said Sammy.

Shaking her head, Moira added, "getting a flight would take even longer, I'm afraid."

"That's not what I meant," he said, turning and letting his wings fan out to his side. "I mean, I could fly..."

December's large eyes flew open even more than ever before and she was unable to contain herself. She stood up and walked over to Sammy, admiring his big black wings.

"Wow," she said, "they're amazing, can I touch them?" After he nodded, December gently placed her hand on his shoulder blades and then followed the wings down, feeling the silkiness of the feathers beneath her fingers.

"Amazing!"

"Yes, Sammy has flown with me before, he can carry me over there and we can save Oliver!" Lilly yelled, jumping up and grabbing her bag.

"Not so fast, Lilly" said Gabriel. "You can't very well go flying across the water and over the island in broad daylight. You will be seen by just about everybody."

Sobbing, Lilly's hunched shoulders fell to her sides and she leaned against the wall and let her knees buckle beneath the weight until she sat crying in a heap on the floor.

The sound of Ben's pick-up could be heard arriving on the gravel outside the house but nobody moved. All eyes were on the young girl as she sobbed her heart out for the boy she had never given up on.







CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




Ben rushed into the house, taking absolutely no notice of the weird and wonderful characters scattered all around the room.

"What's going on, Gabriel? Where's Oliver?" he said as his eyes fell on the old man who had become like a father to him, "and what are you doing back? I thought you'd moved away from Powell River for good?"

"That's not important right now, Ben. What is important is that we find your brother. We've managed to figure out that he's surfing in Tofino. We just need to get there... and fast. We've tried calling his cell but he's not answering."

Nodding, Ben turned to look at the faces around the room and his face turned very pale. "Who are these...?"

"Ben?" asked a gentle voice.

"I'm in the living room, Crystal."

A beautiful young African woman with short cropped golden hair walked into the room and smiled widely at everybody.

"Crystal... how lovely to see you. It's been a long time" said one voice.

"My dear Crystal... you're looking beautiful as always," said another.

"Hello Felix, Victoria, Hope... oh Margot. How lovely to see you. Philippe! It's been ages!" she said as she hugged some of the people around her. People Ben had never seen before.

"You know these... people?" he asked her as she finally reached her boyfriend. She held out her hand and he took it, gripping tightly.

"Yes, they are like family to me," she said with a smile. She nodded to everybody else and flashed a lovely set of white teeth in a big grin.

"Sammy... it's so great to see you back home and settled."

Ben's pale face turned even paler as his eyes settled on the tall, dark haired man.

"Sammy... Sammy Morton?" he whispered.

"Ben, I think you'd better sit down," said Crystal, "can somebody get Ben a glass of water. Actually, can you make that something a little stronger. I think he's going to need it."

She led Ben over to the settee as a couple of people kindly stood up and let them sit down, all the while Ben never took his eyes from Sammy and when Sammy turned his back, Ben gasped, nearly dropping the crystal tumbler in his shaking fingers.

As Gabriel, Meredith and Crystal proceeded to explain the truth about themselves and about many of the people in the room, the rest of the group gave them some privacy and gathered outside to discuss how they would reach Tofino quickly.

"Do we have any friends in Tofino that we can contact for help?" asked Moira to the group of witches.

"I'm afraid not, we are all either here with you or even further north," replied Margot. "And we don't actually know of any witches in Tofino."

"What about vampires?" Lilly asked Carmelo.

"Not any that I know of, I'm afraid."

"And werewolves?" Tabitha asked her boyfriend, Zoltan, who shook his head.

"Changelings?"

Again, everybody shook their heads.

"The fact is, we don't know anybody in Tofino... nobody we can trust with our secrets anyway. We have no choice but to get there ourselves," said Carmelo.

"Guys... can you all come inside. Ben is a little shaken up but he's all right. He thinks he can help," said Wyatt who had poked his head out of the kitchen door.

Everybody turned to follow him back inside. December and Lilly were the first ones to reach Ben who looked deathly pale, and he visibly shook a little when he spoke.

"I think my flying lessons might finally pay off," he said in an attempt to make a joke, "I've got a client with a sea plane who will happily take me anywhere I want to go. I'm sure he'll take me to Tofino but I can only take a few others with me."

"I'm coming. There's no way I'm staying here," said Lilly firmly.

"I don't like it. It's too dangerous, Lilly. You're the one that Duran wants," said Gabriel.

"I don't care. I have to do something to help Oliver."

"Gabriel, she's right. She needs to be there. It might help us to trap Duran. Don't worry, though, I will take care of her. Ursula, I think you should come too, Zoltan, you as well. I'm sorry but that's all the room there is, five of us and the pilot. Right, let's go."

December looked crushed as she looked at Lilly. 


"We'll figure out another way to get there. You, be careful," she said as she hugged her best friend as the small group squeezed into Ben's pick-up truck after saying goodbye to everyone and they drove off as fast as they could to try and get there in time to save Oliver.







CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




Still looking somewhat pale and freaked out, Ben sat quietly right at the back of the six-seater seaplane with Lilly to his side. Carmelo sat upfront with the pilot, trying to make polite conversation while the others sat in between, all deep in thought. 


"I'm sorry you had to find out about us this way, Ben," whispered Lilly as she leaned over to speak softly into his ear.

Startled, he turned and looked at her, confusion clouding his face. As he searched her eyes, his expression softened and he smiled.

"I guess I always knew there was something a little different about your family but I'd never have imagined this was it. Changelings? I didn't even know what that meant until Gabriel told me."

He looked out of the window for a moment, watching the blue ocean spread out beneath them before turning back to look at her, "at least now I know why Oliver ran away. He found out the truth didn't he?"

Nodding sadly, tears filled Lilly's eyes and she tried to brush them away with her fingers.

"He... he saw me change."

"Into a mountain lion?"

Lilly nodded, unable to speak.

"I guess that's enough to frighten the living daylights out of anyone," he said with a slow grin as he took her hand and squeezed it.

"Why aren't you afraid of us, Ben?"

"Why would I be afraid of you? You guys are like family to me. Plus, I'm a vet... I know how to handle animals!" 


Lilly let her head fall to one side and she let out a relieved sigh with a smile, "I was so afraid that we would lose you too."

"Never. Lilly, don't ever think that. It's a huge shock to the system, but I can cope. I'm sure Oliver will get over it too, eventually... if we get to him in time," he added with a touch of fear in his voice.

"We will, Ben. We will. I can't lose him. I won't lose him." 


"How come Carmelo and Ursula and some of those other v...v...vampires were out in the sunlight? I thought sunlight was one of the things that kills their... their kind?" asked Ben as he peered towards the front of the aircraft and saw the light catching Carmelo's face.

"They're pretty old. They can handle the light. Most new-borns can't handle it the same way and they often get burnt, but it rarely kills them. That stuff is just made up in the movies for effect," she answered with a smile.

"When you say pretty old... what exactly do you mean?"

"Hundreds and hundreds of years old," she whispered back.

"And werewolves don't just change when there's a full moon then?" he asked with a smirk as Zoltan turned and grinned at him.

"No, they are at their strongest during a full moon, but they can pretty much change whenever they want to," Lilly said as she watched Zoltan smile again and turn back to face the front of the plane.


#

"...and that's how Oliver found out about Lilly's ability," said Meredith as she explained to December, Moira and Ruby what had really happened to Lilly since she'd arrived in Powell River.

"I can't believe it, I wish she'd have told me," said December who was clearly in shock.

Shaking her head, her mother turned to her and replied, "No, she couldn't have told you, honey. It was a family secret. Just like we can't tell anyone about us being witches. The only people we can tell are those that we trust who also have supernatural abilities... and Lilly didn't know you were special and you didn't know she was special. We have to be so careful with our secrets."

"But now we all know the truth so you don't have to keep anything from each other any more," added Meredith with a smile, "I'm so glad this has all worked out the way it has and I am so grateful that Lilly had you in England, December. We've obviously heard all about you. She was so sad to have left you behind and now look... you only live a few hours away. It's wonderful!" she added with a chuckle.

"Okay folks... we're ready for you now," said a voice from the living room.

"Come on," said Meredith as the women quickly finished drinking their cups of coffee and followed her out of the kitchen to the group of witches who were forming a circle in the living room, where the heavy green velvet curtains had been closed to make the room as dark as possible.

In the centre stood Margot with some strange piece of electrical equipment, clearly taken from her RV. "Okay, we haven't tried this before but it's something I've been working on. It should help us to pinpoint the exact location where Duran finds Oliver. I just need all the witches to link arms in a circle. December, I need you to link arms with me towards the centre. Ruby, I think it would help if you also stand with us in the centre seen as you have history with Duran too. Yes, that's it. December, we need you to focus all of your energy to your vision and everybody else focus your energy on December. Ruby, think about Duran. If my machine works, it should give us the coordinates to where it's going to happen... if it hasn't already," she added quietly.

The room descended into silence and all of the witches closed their eyes and focussed as hard as possible. Several minutes went by. Nothing.

"December, try talking aloud, describe exactly what you see. Leave nothing out. Everybody else, listen and focus."

As if back in a trance, December began to speak, once again relaying the events that happened in her vision. Soon the other witches' voices matched hers as they spoke in perfect unison, describing the event exactly as if they had tapped into the vision themselves.

A faint buzzing could be heard from the centre of the machine, growing louder and louder until it was so high pitched that the voices began to fade away.

"We've got it!" yelled Margot. "It worked!" she added, laughing, "excellent work ladies and gents. Gabriel, would you like to phone the coordinates through to Carmelo?" she said, as she wrote them down and handed him a piece of paper.

Everybody unlinked arms and smiled. December fell to the floor.

"December!" shrieked Ruby as Moira and the other witches rushed to her side.

"It's all right, don't panic, she's just fainted. She'll be fine," said Emilie as she inspected the young girl.

"Was this her first circle?" asked Agnes.

Moira smiled and nodded.

"It's to be expected, then, nothing to worry about."

"Goodness me, I'd forgotten all about that. I do believe I fainted at the end of my first circle and if I recall correctly, you did too, dear," said Ruby to her daughter.

"Pretty much every witch does. It's just part of the process. Don't worry. She'll come to any moment now," said Agnes as December opened her eyes and looked up at all the faces staring down at her.

"Wh...what happened?" she asked as she was helped up from the floor and over to the sofa where she sank down and rested her head on the back.

"It's all right, my dear. You just fainted, that's all. It's all part and parcel of becoming a witch. You'll be fine," said Ruby who floated to her side.

"Excuse me... here's a cup of sweet tea. It usually helps you feel better after a faint," said Meredith as she approached with a steaming cup in her hands.

As everybody began to disperse, Tabitha sat down on the sofa beside December, "that was pretty cool. I've never seen a witches circle before. Are you okay?" she asked the pretty young girl with the huge blue eyes.

December nodded and smiled, "I'm guessing you're Tabitha?" she asked.

"How did you know?"

Pointing to Tabitha's spiky hair, "the hair... Lilly told me about it!" she chuckled.

"I guess there aren't many teenagers around with short spiky grey hair are there?" she laughed, "It's from my mother's side of the family. Rose is my grandmother and she went grey very young too," she said as they looked across the room to the elegant feline-like lady chatting to Gabriel. December took notice of the similarities between the two.

"So, are you a changeling as well?"

Nodding her head, Tabitha explained that, although she'd been having the strange dreams for quite a while, she'd only recently made the transformation.

"It was pretty painful, though, but apparently the pain will completely disappear... eventually. Until that happens though, I've been dreading it. Once I get over that hurdle, it'll be pretty exciting, I guess!"

"Exciting? The idea of changing into a wild beast would scare the heebie jeebies out of me!"

Tabitha laughed, "The heebie jeebies?... where on earth are you from?!" she joked, "I've always been a bit of a daredevil... so it's only natural for me to be excited about it. Plus, Zoltan, he's my boyfriend, is a werewolf and it'll be fun to go out running together."

"Won't you want to attack one other?"

"No more than we do already," Tabitha chuckled.

"Aren't you scared, Tabitha?"

"Of what?"

"Of everybody getting hurt in Tofino?" she asked as she looked down to the floor and fiddled with the cup in her hands.

"Honestly? I'm terrified. But if I think about it too much, I'll be in a corner somewhere crying my eyes out."

"Me too," said December as she noticed Sammy walk into the living room looking for someone. When he saw the two girls sitting down on the sofa, he walked towards them and asked if they wanted to get some fresh air.

Needing to get outside after her fainting episode, December nodded as the two girls stood and followed him through the kitchen and out through the back door. Still feeling a little wobbly, December sat on the wall, her legs dangling beneath her. Looking around, she noticed the house was almost surrounded by dark forest. 


It was late afternoon and the sun was still shining in between a few fluffy clouds that hung high in the blue sky.

"It's so beautiful here. I can see why Lilly is so fond of it," December sighed, "it's certainly different from where she grew up... I hope she's okay," she added as she looked back at her new friends.

"I'm not waiting around to find out. I'm going to fly to Tofino," Sammy said quietly when he was sure they were out of earshot of everybody in the house, and the witches in their RVs.

"What?" Shrieked Tabitha.

"Sshhh... I don't want anyone to know otherwise they'll try and stop me. I can't just sit back and do nothing."

"But, you'll be seen," whispered December.

"I'll wait until it starts getting dark and then I'm going."

They were all silent for a few moments as they thought about what might happen before Tabitha said, "I would do the same if I were you, Sammy. If only I could fly... will you take me with you? Please, Sammy? I can't just sit here and do nothing either. Not with Lilly and Zoltan out there. Please, Sammy, take me too."

With a sigh, Sammy nodded, "okay, but it's going to be dangerous. It's a long way to go."

"Danger's practically my middle name, Sammy!" she exclaimed as she jumped up and down and tried hard not to sound too excited while December looked on sadly.

"I wish I could come too."

"I'm sorry, December, but I can only take one. Plus, your mother and that grandmother of yours would probably kill me if I took you," he said with a smile.

December knew he was right and nodded, "just be careful, okay?" 








CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




A few hours had passed since Sammy had dropped his bombshell that he was going to try and help Lilly. December had watched him and Tabitha sneak off into the forest behind the house, fully aware that they were going to wait for the onset of darkness, which was almost upon them, before flying off towards Tofino.

December's heart ached for her best friend and she desperately wished she could do something to help. Above all though, she wanted to be there with her but there just hadn't been any room on the plane. Not that her mother would have been too keen on that idea.

Wanting to be on her own, December had asked Gabriel if she could lie down. He had shown her into Lilly's bedroom where she sat on the bed for a while, taking in all that had happened to her that day.

Just as she sat on the soft comfy bed, there was a tap on the door and Moira pushed it open and leaned in.

"You okay, honey?" she asked.

"Yeah, I'm fine Mom. Just a lot to take in, that's all, and I'm worried about Lilly."

Moira pushed the door open further and walked in. Sitting on the edge of the bed, she pulled her daughter into her arms and stroked the back of her head.

"I know, sweetie, I know. All these witches here and we can't get even get there unless we drive, which will take ages. But we're all discussing it now, okay? We'll come up with something to help. We won't let anything happen to her. She seems like a really sweet girl. I can understand why the two of you clicked back in London."

"It's kind of weird though, isn't it?" asked December.

"What's weird, sweetie?"

"I'm a witch and Lilly is a changeling and yet we met in the middle of London and became friends. I mean, what are the odds?" she smiled as she lifted her head up from her mother's embrace and looked into her eyes.

Smiling, Moira squeezed her hand, "It's not really weird, no, honey. Have you never heard the expression 'like attracts like'? Magic often attracts the magical, evil attracts evil and so on. You two were drawn together for a reason," she winked as she patted her hand and stood up.

"I'd better get back to the others. Don't worry. You just get some rest, okay?"

December nodded as Moira walked out and gently closed the door behind her.

As she laid back and put her head on the pillow, December got that same sensation again. It was the very same feeling she'd first had in Battersea Park and again in her vision. But the difference this time was that she wasn't afraid.

"Hello?" she whispered. "Is there somebody there?"

She sensed the person move to her side.

"Who are you? What do you want?"
But there was nothing. Just silence.

Sighing, December shifted on the bed so that she was sitting upright again.

'Help her.'

The two words just popped into her head, as if someone had physically placed them there.

December shook her head, unsure what had just happened.

'Help her.'

There they were again. Someone was putting words into her head.

"But how? How can I help her?" she whispered.

'You have to want it, December. You have to really want it.'

December gasped when those last few words popped into her head. She'd heard them before. They were the exact words she'd heard in Battersea Park. Whoever was communicating with her had been with her in England.

Standing up abruptly, December knew whoever it was, was right. Perhaps if she wished it enough, and wanted it enough, she could somehow get to Tofino. But how?

You have to want it, you have to really want it. Those were the words she needed to remember.

Think, December, think about what you really want, she thought.

"I wish I was in Tofino," she said out loud. When nothing happened, she closed her eyes and thought long and hard about her vision. "I need to be in Tofino. I want to be in Tofino. I wish I was in Tofino," she whispered to herself over and over until she felt a massive wave of nausea overcome her and she sank slowly to the soft carpeted floor by the side of the bed. 



#

When she came to, there was a distinctive scent in the air and a gentle breeze caressed her face. December could smell the ocean. It wasn't a smell she'd recognised from Powell River so before she opened her eyes she knew she was no longer with her family in Lilly's house.

"It worked," she said to herself in a daze as she lifted herself up from the ground and looked around. Gasping, December knew exactly where she was. She had managed to propel herself all the way to Tofino, to the exact beach where Oliver would be (or was) attacked. She recognised it from her vision.

Looking down at the sand, she searched for signs that the attack had already taken place. She looked for those little droplets of blood that had spattered when Duran had plunged his fangs into the blond haired boy's neck. But there was nothing. December was hopeful that she had made it in time to warn him.


Wandering along the beach looking for any sign of him, December could see nobody around. Nothing but the long stretch of smooth sand, piles of driftwood and the odd pile of dark green seaweed covered in golden sand. December took a deep breath, breathing in those fresh ocean scents and listened as the waves pounded the shore in the distance. She shivered.


There were a few houses scattered around the edge of the beach, but all appeared to be empty. There were no lights switched on, no sounds coming from any of them. It was eerily silent except for the crashing of the waves. As she neared the water, it was then that she noticed a lone person in the water. A surfer.

She recalled that Meredith had said he was surfing in Tofino. It must be him, she thought. That must be Oliver. Searching the beach for his belongings, December wandered back and forth until she came upon a small backpack. She sat down next to it and waited a moment, thinking what she could do.

In the vision, Oliver was dressed in jeans and a T-shirt. His hair was dry and he wasn't carrying a surfboard. She realised she had time. He must have gone somewhere to change before he came back to the beach.

As she watched the boy catching the waves as he successfully glided along them in peace, she realised she had no idea what she was going to say to him. How on earth was she going to explain that a vampire was going to attack him? She would surely sound insane?

Think, December, think.

Before she knew it, the boy had ridden his final wave for the day, had surfed all the way to the shore and was walking towards her, shaking his wet hair. She stood up and smiled as he neared.

"Hello," she said.

"Hi," he replied looking a little quizzical at her as he took a towel out of his bag and began drying his hair with it.

"Erm..." December felt stupid. She had absolutely no idea how to approach the matter, and she had no idea how long it would take Lilly and co to arrive.

Oliver looked at her expectantly, waiting for her to say something. When she didn't, he picked up his bag, his surfboard and said, "see ya" before turning and walking away.

"Wait!" she yelled, as she jumped up. "Don't go!"

His expression was one of confusion.

"I'm sorry, but do I know you?" he asked with a lop sided smile.

Shaking her head, December tried to smile, "No, but you know my best friend... Lilly."

Immediately his expression softened and then he looked angry.

"I'm sorry, you must have me confused with someone else. I don't know anybody called Lilly."

"Please, Oliver, don't go. Hear me out. You're in danger. Lilly is on her way to help."

"What are you talking about?" he said angrily, "please just leave me alone."

"No, I can't. Oliver, please just look at me. It's important." 


When he continued to walk away from her, she called out, "Your brother, Ben, he's on his way too."

"Ben?" he asked, turning and dropping his bag.

"Is Ben okay?"

December nodded, catching her breath as the wind blew her hair across her face. "Ben's fine, Oliver, but they're on their way here because you're not. Well, you won't be if you don't hear me out."

"Okay, I'm listening," he said as he pushed his surfboard into the sand and leaned on it.

December shivered, "Look, I know you know the truth about Lilly but there's so much more that you don't know about us."

"Us? So you're one of them too?" he asked, disgusted.

"Yes. No. I mean... kind of. I'm not a changeling, if that's what you mean. I'm a...a... witch. I only just found out about it myself so I know it sounds crazy."

"Jeeze... you people are crazy," he responded as he pulled his board out of the sand and picked up his bag and started walking away again.


Getting a little aggravated with him, December focussed on the surfboard and flicked her wrist. The board flew out of his grasp and upwards, hovering for a moment before zooming off into the ocean.

"Hey!" he yelled, "What the...? My board!"

"Did you... do that?" he yelled at her.

"It's the only way I could get your attention! Oliver, you are in major danger here. So stop and listen or I won't get your board back, okay?"

Rooted to the spot, Oliver nodded.

"There's this guy, a really, really bad guy. Well, he's coming here to get... you."

"What do you mean by bad guy? And why would he be coming here to get me?" he asked.

"He's a vampire. A really bad one and he's probably got it in for you because of Lilly. He seems to want Lilly for his mate or something weird and somehow, he seems to know that Lilly already has a mate and so he needs to get rid of that mate in order to have Lilly for himself. Capiche? You get it now?" she said with barely a breath.

He nodded and swallowed.

"Right, now that we understand each other, we need to get off this beach. I'm freezing here!"

With a flick of her wrist, the surfboard flew back in Oliver's direction.

"Look out!" yelled December, as Oliver turned and ducked out of the way just in time.

"Sorry, I'm kind of new to all this magic stuff," she said, reddening.

Picking up the board and dusting off the sand, he said, "I'm staying in an apartment just up the beach there. Come on."

December followed him as she told him about her vision as they quickly hiked all the way up the sand, climbing over some large pieces of wood and up some steps into a small cluster of apartments. After she'd explained, neither of them said another word until they were safely indoors.

"Do you mind if I have a quick shower?" Oliver asked December who shook her head and flopped down into the nearest chair.

"There's soda in the fridge, or coffee there if you need something hot. Help yourself. I won't be long. I just need to get out of this wetsuit and get rid of all the sand and salt." 


"Do you have a sweater I can borrow, Oliver? I'm really cold," she shivered as he walked into another room and came out carrying a large grey pullover.

"Thanks," she smiled, quickly putting it on and rubbing her arms to warm herself up. It dwarfed her and Oliver shook his head with a barely heard chuckle.

December made them both a cup of coffee and waited for him to finish in the shower. When he came out, he was wearing the white T-shirt and jeans she'd seen him wear in the vision.

Handing him the drink, she said, "I'm December, by the way."

"Thanks, December. I'm sorry I was such a moron back there. I guess I'm still pretty confused with all this business with Lilly. Is she okay?" he asked.

"She's just seriously worried about you. She'll be fine once she sees you're all right."

"December? I just remembered. You're her friend from London?"

December smiled and nodded.

"How did you get here, December? And how on earth did you know where to find me?"

"That's a long story..."







CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




"There's still no answer on his cell," shouted Ben over the noise of the plane as it came in to land on the water.

Unfastening their seatbelts, the small group began to descend the side of the aircraft once they had come to a standstill.

The pilot smiled and wished everyone a good stay in Tofino, completely oblivious to the real reason they were there.

"Tom, I can't thank you enough for this," said Ben shaking his hand.

"I've told you before, Ben, you're always welcome. Any time you need to fly anywhere, you just let me know. Duke and Duchy wouldn't be alive if it wasn't for you and for that I owe you... big time. You take care now, okay?"

Waving goodbye to Tom the pilot, Lilly asked, "Duke and Duchy?"

"His Golden Retrievers. I guess you've not been at the practice whenever I've treated them."

Ben's cell rang just as the plane took off without them.

"Oliver?!" he yelled into the mouthpiece, "Oh hi Jo. Yes he's right here. Hang on a sec. It's for you," he said, handing the phone to Carmelo.

"Hi babe, what's up? Gone? What do you mean, gone? Yes, okay. Yes, we will do. Keep us updated. Yeh, you too."

"It's December. She's vanished."

Lilly felt like she'd been punched in the stomach. "Oh God, no, not December. What if it's Duran? What if somehow he tricked us into coming here, when he could still be in Powell River. He could have been planning to take December all along," she groaned.

The same cell phone rang again and Ben answered abruptly, "Yeah? Oliver... Oh thank god you're okay. We've been worried sick. We're here. We just landed in Tofino. We're on our way. You're with who? How? How is that possible? Okay, put her on and I'll pass the phone to Lilly..."

"Hello? December. What the...? How did you...? Yeah, they know you're gone. You'd better phone them and explain. Okay, we're on our way now. The apartments behind that beach, the Dune Apartments, number eighty-two? Okay, stay put. We'll be as fast as we can."

Shaking her head in disbelief, Lilly looked shocked. 


"I have absolutely no idea how that happened but somehow December has managed to get to Oliver. She's with him now. Come on, let's go."

Twenty minutes later, their two cabs pulled up outside the Dune Apartments. Lilly was the first to jump out and run up the steps to Number eighty-two. Just as she went to knock, the door was opened and December stood there smiling at her.

"Oh, thank god, December. I was so worried. Jo called just before you did to tell us you'd vanished. I thought Duran had got you. I thought he'd tricked us. I'm so glad you're okay. But how did you get here?"

Laughing at her best friend's lack of breathing, she pulled her into a hug, "some kind of witchy magic... I can't even explain it. Mom never told me about it so I have no idea. But we'll talk about all of that later."

Pulling apart, Lilly saw Oliver standing behind waiting.

"Hello Oliver."

"Hey Lilly," he said shyly, just as Ben pushed the door open again and rushed in. "Bro! I can't tell you how happy I am to see you. Are you all right?" he asked as the two hugged each other only as brothers do.

"Yeah, yeah, I'm fine, I'm fine."

The others followed indoors and closed the door behind them.

"Erm, Oliver, this is Carmelo, Ursula and Zoltan," Ben introduced them to his brother.

Shaking Carmelo's hand, Oliver pulled away quickly, "Jeeze, man you're freezing!" he said.

Laughing, Carmelo replied, "I'm afraid that comes with the territory."

Unsure what to make of him, he turned to Ursula who nodded curtly and then to Zoltan who took his hand and shook it... hard.

"Erm, that's one helluva grip, Zoltan," he said with a forced smile.

"Well, I guess we can't keep the truth from you any more, so you should know that Carmelo and Ursula are both vampires and Zoltan is a werewolf. I assume you already know by now that December is a witch? And you obviously know that Lilly is what is known as a changeling. I know, I know... it's kind of a lot to take in. I've only just learned the truth myself!" said Ben, smiling what was probably the most fake smile in the world.

Just looking at the two brothers, who both appeared to be scared out of their wits made December laugh out loud. The sound of her giggles was contagious and soon everybody in the room was laughing alongside her, oblivious to the fact that Duran wasn't too far away.







CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




After Oliver had been completely filled in on what had been going on back home, the group sat in the apartment questioning December further about her vision, trying to work out exactly when the vampire Duran would appear at the Tofino beach.

"I'm sorry but I just couldn't tell when it was. The light looked exactly the same as it has done for the past hour. It's that mist out there, it makes it difficult to pinpoint. He could be anywhere for all I know. I'm sorry, I just don't know," she said in despair.

"December, have you spoken to Moira since you arrived?" asked Lilly, changing the subject for a moment.

Nodding, December looked upset. "She wasn't very happy, as you can imagine. She was astounded at what happened. She was already in the car driving down... but she has no idea how long it'll take. She didn't even know if the ferry would be running. Oh..." December suddenly remembered that Sammy and Tabitha were also on their way.

"What is it?" asked Carmelo, concerned.

"It's Sammy... I forgot to mention that he decided to fly down after all. Don't worry, though, he said he would try and wait for it to get dark. Tabitha is with him too."

Lilly shook her head in disbelief. "It's because of me isn't it?" she asked.

December looked at her and nodded back, "he said there was no way he was just going to sit at home and do nothing. Tabitha felt the same way."

"That's so typical of her," piped up Zoltan who was shaking his head but smiling. "She hates to miss any excitement."

"Excitement? You call this exciting? There's a mad vampire killer on the loose trying to get my brother. That's hardly exciting," said Ben, raising his voice.

"It's okay Ben, they're here to help... I'd probably be dead by now if it wasn't for them."

"Well, you wouldn't exactly be dead. Well, kind of. You'd be one of them," said December, rolling her eyes towards Carmelo and Ursula.

"That makes me feel so much better," he replied with a sad smile as the two vampires discussed what to do next.

Lilly's cell phone rang, making her jump. It was just Jo keeping them abreast of what was going on back home. The witches were in a circle once again, trying to locate Duran but it wasn't easy without December and Ruby who had joined her daughter on the journey to Tofino.

"Yes, we know about Sammy and Tabitha. They'd told December. Yes, we'll keep you posted. Oliver is okay. We're just figuring out what to do next. Yes, I'll tell him, don't worry. Okay, you too. Bye," she answered with a smile as she blushed.

"Carmelo, Jo says to be careful and... that she loves you."

Carmelo smiled and nodded as Lilly told them about the witches circle.

"... but it's unlikely they'll be able to find him. Their only connection to Duran is gone... December is here and Ruby is in the car with Moira."

"Well, then it's up to us. We must find him and stop him ourselves before he creates any more new-borns or kills again," said Zoltan with clenched fists as he prepared himself for a fight.

"Oh God, I feel like I'm stuck in the middle of The X-Men movie," said Oliver sighing as he slumped back in the only armchair in the room.

Ben laughed, "I know what you mean."

"You ain't seen nothing y..." laughed Lilly, suddenly realising her mistake and blushing. Of course he had. He had seen her morph into a mountain lion, and he'd witnessed Sammy fly off into the night.

Oliver smiled back and turned from her to look at Carmelo as he stood up and went to look out the only window overlooking the huge strip of sand. The sun was setting and the mist still hovered along the shoreline and up towards the driftwood at the top of the beach.

Opening the window, Carmelo took a long hard breath, sniffing at the scents that surrounded them. He turned and looked at Ursula. No words were needed as she rushed over and did the same.

"He's here," she whispered while Carmelo nodded and slowly lowered the glass and turned the lock.

The room went deathly quiet and the humans turned pale.

Picking up the large, heavy suitcase he had carried with ease from home, Carmelo opened it to reveal a host of weapons.

He handed long wooden stakes to Ben and Oliver, "to kill him you must aim perfectly well through the heart. Or you must cut off his head, but I doubt you will be capable of that. If you miss his heart, you will probably only make him angry and that might make him stronger. Duran has been a vampire for hundreds of years... for longer than I have been one. He is probably stronger than I. The only way we can get rid of him is by weakening him first."

"But, how, Carmelo, how do we weaken him?" asked Lilly as she took a small leather pouch he handed to her.

"There are a number of ways but first, Lilly, you must put this around your neck. I cannot touch it, of course," he said as she peered into the pouch and found a silver chain with a locket dangling from it.

"Oh... so the whole silver thing is true then. Does it burn you?" she asked innocently.

Carmelo nodded, "it is one of the few things that will slow us down. He will be unable to get too close to you if you wear it. Here, wear this as well," he said handing her a smaller pouch which revealed a heavy silver ring.

"Wow, that looks ancient," said December as she watched her best friend slide it on to her finger.

Smiling, Carmelo added, "It's as ancient as I am."

Disappearing momentarily into another room, Oliver returned carrying a small book and a necklace, "will these help me?" he asked, blushing, revealing the book to be a bible and the necklace a small crucifix.

"Ah, a holy bible and a cross. Honestly, not really, I'm afraid. This is one myth that is just that. A myth. But if you prefer to use them to pray that we'll get through this, then by all means do," replied Carmelo with a genuine smile of understanding.

Visibly shocked, Lilly had never known Oliver to be particularly religious. Seeing her reaction, he shrugged his shoulders and put the items on the coffee table. Had she made him turn to God? She thought.

"The four of you, we need you to stay here," Carmelo said to Lilly, December, Ben and Oliver. "Lock yourselves inside and keep out of sight. Make no noise. Just wait for us to return."

"But he wants me... surely I should come with you."

"No," said Carmelo, "No, not yet. I need to see what we're up against before we have to resort to putting you in even more danger. Hopefully, we will kill him before it comes to that. Now stay safe," he said as he, Zoltan and Ursula tentatively opened the front door, exited silently and closed it behind them.

"Lock it," whispered Carmelo from the other side.

Lilly did exactly as she was told.

"So now, what do we do?" asked Ben.

"We do exactly what he told us to do. We sit tight and wait for them to come back," answered Lilly as she took a sneaky look out of the window, careful to keep out of sight.

The beach was deserted, yet the mist remained.

"Do you see anything?" asked December quietly, who was sitting on the floor in the corner of the room, turning a small wooden stake round and round her fingers.

Shaking her head, Lilly tiptoed to December's side and sat down with her. The two brothers sat at the other side of the room, either side of the front door, gripping the stakes tightly.

"So... a witch, huh?" said Lilly, grinning.

"So... a changeling, huh?" replied December with a smile.

"If only we'd known before, there's so much I wanted to tell you but couldn't."

"Yeah, I know. But I only found out about myself, and my mother... and Ruby, recently. Actually it was on my birthday. Monty told me. He'd known all along. He was there to keep me safe."

"Monty? Your driver?" asked Lilly.

"Yeah. It was a massive shock but I guess you know about shocks and all that. That must have been scary, finding out you can change into a lion. I mean, a mountain lion, for goodness sake. That's insane," she said as Lilly noticed Oliver listening in on their conversation.

She looked sad and nodded. "Insane. You're right there," she replied as she watched his expression change from grief to sadness, before he looked at her and finally smiled. The kind of smile he used to give her when they were together. She wanted nothing more than to go to him and wrap her arms around him and say that everything was going to be okay. 


But a noise outside stopped her thoughts in their tracks.

Ben jumped up and held the stake even tighter in his hands. Oliver followed suit and the girls watched in horror as someone tried to turn the door handle to get in. 


Suddenly there was a knock on the door and then a loud bang as if someone had been shoved against it.

Lilly gasped and stood up, holding onto December. She went to walk over to the door but Ben shook his head. "Stay there," he mouthed at them.

All went quiet. Eerily quiet.

Lilly visibly jumped when there was another knock at the door, "It's okay, it's me," said Zoltan as Ben unlocked the door and let him in. Zoltan locked it behind him.

"I'm afraid it's worse than we thought. There's more than one. Duran's brought some friends with him. I've just killed one of them but Carmelo's run off after Duran and Ursula is outside guarding the apartment.

"We're going to need some help."
"What can we do?" asked Ben.

Zoltan shook his head, "no, we can't have you involved. They'll rip you apart. We need more... supernatural help," he replied with raised eyebrows.

"Well, that leaves me," offered Lilly.

"And me!" December piped up.

"No, December. I'd rather you stayed here. Maybe you can use your magic from here? Please... Moira would kill me if something happened to you," said Lilly seriously.

"Okay, I guess Sammy and Tabitha are on their way too," said December.

As if on cue, Ursula could be heard talking to someone. Sammy and Tabitha had landed.

Ben unlocked the door and Tabitha rushed in, straight into the arms of her boyfriend.

"Thank God you're okay," she said as the two shared a kiss that was a little too intimate for their friend's comfort.

Ben cleared his throat and the two pulled apart and smiled.

"Ursula has briefed us on what's going on. Lilly, I need you to help me. I need to change and I still haven't mastered it properly yet," she said as she took Lilly's hand.

"Erm, perhaps it would be best if we did this is another room?" she suggested, looking at Oliver.

Oliver looked a little worried but nodded, "I think that's probably a good idea."

Lilly and Tabitha went into the bedroom, followed by December. "I'd like to watch the transformation, if that's okay?" she asked and they nodded, closing the door behind them.

December sat on the bed as the two girls undressed, "we'll ruin our clothes if we keep them on," said Lilly, handing Tabitha a towel before carefully removing the silver necklace and ring.

Each wrapped in towels, Lilly instructed her second cousin to lie on the floor and completely relax, breathing deeply. "Concentrate on your inner feline, think about nothing but the animal that is desperate to get out. Breathe deeply in... and out. Relax."

Soon December began taking over, speaking to the two girls, relaxing them to a point that Tabitha was comfortable enough, subconsciously, to morph into her inner beast. The first few transformations had been quite long and painful and so she was keen to learn how to overcome those horrible sensations as the body morphed from one kind into another.

Soon, Lilly lay on the floor not as a teenage girl but as a mountain lion. Her transformation had taken place calmly and quietly as it usually did. She was used to it. Pain was no longer an issue. 


She stayed put, waiting for Tabitha to transform too. She continued to listen to December's natural calming tones.

When nothing happened, December got off of the bed and walked to Tabitha. Crouching down, she lifted her hand and spoke softly to her, "You are ready to make the change easily and painlessly. Transform, Tabitha and become your inner feline. Change painlessly, Tabitha, change."

The short spiky hair on Tabitha's head began to change from grey to bright white and her finger nails began to lengthen. An involuntary howl burst forth from her lips and her back arched as her entire body transformed into a beautiful beast.

December stood and clapped her hands together as two majestic mountain lions stood by her side, one black, one white.

Pushing open the door to the bedroom, she saw Zoltan pacing like an expectant father.

When he saw Tabitha in all her glory, a grin appeared from ear to ear. As she approached him, she let out a low hiss but brushed herself against him as he tenderly stroked her back.

"Wow... that was THE most amazing thing I've ever seen," said December in a daze. "I mean, just look at them. They're beautiful," she added.

Lilly turned to look at Oliver who stood deadly still with a strange expression on his face.

'December, can you hear me?'

"You can communicate with me?" asked December, looking down at her best friend. Lilly nodded and December smiled, "cool!"

'Please tell Oliver and Ben they have nothing to fear.'

Laughing, December repeated the words Lilly had communicated but Oliver remained standing still.

'Perhaps it might help if they touch me?'

"Lilly has asked if you'd like to touch her?"

Ben slowly walked towards her and placed his hand on her head. She purred and he smiled.

"It's okay, Oliver, it's only Lilly. Come over," he said as his brother finally relaxed a little and tiptoed over to her. Gingerly, he stroked the back of her neck and she purred loudly.

"I'm sorry to have to break up this little ménage-à-trois but Carmelo, Ursula and Sammy are out there waiting for us," said Zoltan with a wink.







CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




As everybody walked out of the apartment, leaving Oliver, Ben and December behind, Lilly was the last to leave. Turning, she said to December, 'please tell Oliver I'm sorry. I'm truly sorry and I hope that he'll forgive me.'

December nodded, "I will. Please be careful, Lilly... oh wait," she suddenly said rushing back into the bedroom and returning carrying something.

She held out her hand and said, "I think this will still fit you. It's quite a long chain," she said as she carefully placed the silver necklace around her neck.

'Thanks, December. You keep the ring on, okay?' she communicated, watching December place the overly large ring on her small finger before she leaned forward and hugged her friend before closing and locking the door behind her.

Outside, darkness had finally descended. Lilly's eyes easily adjusted to the light as she looked around to see Carmelo had returned.

"There's Duran and at least three more. There was another but Zoltan managed to destroy her up on the roof. They're new-borns so they're pretty strong, but they haven't had time to adjust to the change yet so they're unsure of what they're capable of, which gives us the advantage. Duran is keeping his distance for now. He is most likely aware of Lilly's ability because he would have taken note of her scent when he saw her at the coffee shop. So Lilly, you need to be fully aware of what's going on around you. Although vampires tend not to like the flavour of changelings, it will not stop him from trying to transform you in whatever shape or form you are in? Don't let him bite you... but above all, do not swallow any of his blood, okay?"

Lilly nodded in response and sniffed the air, aware of something strange nearby.

Ursula nodded. "Zey're close. Ve need to lure zem away from ze apartment. Come on, let's run up away from ze shore," she said as they all took off in the direction away from the beach.

Although Lilly was terrified, the feeling of running, leading the vampires away from her loved ones was both liberating and thrilling.

There was a distinct metallic aroma in the air. It was a scent Lilly had now come to easily recognise. Blood. It was the same smell she'd picked up from Duran in the coffee shop and it wasn't good. It meant there had been yet another kill.

Hearing the gentle whoosh of wings flapping from above, Lilly noticed Sammy was careful to remain as hidden as possible, sometimes flying high up in the clouds and other times, flying as close to them as he could. Sammy gave them another advantage of being able to see exactly what was going on around them. The problem was that the vampires moved with incredible speed.

The group slowed down as Ursula came to a momentary standstill and quickly turned her head from one side to the other.

"Zey're ahead of us... and zey've split up. Zoltan, Tabiza, you come viz me. Carmelo, you take ze ozers viz you."

Nodding, Carmelo began to follow the scent of one of the vampires. Lilly and Sammy followed suit, while the other group continued heading in a westerly direction towards the town.

When they came across a sign for Tofino Botanical Gardens, Lilly looked over at Carmelo who had slowed considerably. 


"They're in there... Lilly be careful. If you get any of them, you must try and break their necks and call for me. I will do the rest."

Lilly nodded.

She was frightened, but it was impossible to tell. Her mountain lion facade managed to hide her feelings particularly well. Only Rose would have been able to see what was really going on inside her.

She felt a little sick as she gingerly stepped among the plants that surrounded her. Sammy flew above everything, trying to locate the vampire but the giant leaves and trees concealed his bird's eye view.

The sound of twigs breaking beneath someone, or something's, feet stopped her in her tracks and she sniffed the air around her. The scent of blood filled the air once again. Whoever he was, he was close.

Lilly stealthily climbed up the trunk of a tree that was tilting to one side. Turning her head, she spotted something red glowing behind a massive leaf. Seeing the eyes of her prey, Lilly pounced, but he was watching her and he escaped her clutches, jumping from one tree to another.

She watched as he circled her, preparing herself for when he attacked. The vampire was young, only about eighteen years old and by the look on his face, Lilly assumed he was a new-born with a thirst for her blood that was so intense he was bound to do something stupid.

He would be an easy prey, she thought, as he came to a standstill, watching her with those piercing glowing red eyes and fangs at the ready. When he jumped towards her, he was easy to dodge and before he knew it, Lilly had him on the ground. He tried to lift her off, but his hands made contact with the silver locket and he howled in pain.

This was it, this was the moment when she would break his neck and call for Carmelo.

Taking a deep breath, Lilly leaned in but the boy's face changed suddenly. His fangs withdrew back into his gums and his red eyes returned to their natural shade of brown. Flummoxed, Lilly knew she wouldn't be able to do it. She couldn't hurt him. His hands and his head flopped to his side, as if the contact with the silver had made him pass out. She pushed his head with her nose but he was still.

Climbing off of him, Lilly didn't know what to do and she turned when she heard someone approaching. 


"Lilly... look out!" yelled Carmelo as the young vamp suddenly regained consciousness and grabbed her from behind. Seconds before he would have sunk his fangs into her back, Carmelo was on top of him. There was a loud crack and Lilly was released, dropping to the ground. She quickly regained her footing and turned to see just as the vamp's neck was broken in a loud crack, before his head was ripped from his body and thrown aside. Had she been in human form, Lilly felt she would surely have thrown up.

Looking up at Carmelo's face, she saw him like she had never seen him before. His eyes glowed red and his pale skin seemed to gleam in the dark. The expression was one she couldn't quite pinpoint but his hands were covered in blood. He breathed deeply and turned to her, shaking his head.

"Lilly, don't ever take your eyes of off a vampire like that. The silver slowed him only temporarily. He could have killed you... or he could have changed you. Did he draw blood?"

Lilly shook her head as Carmelo walked over to her to see if any damage had been done but he was satisfied the vampire had been killed before his fangs had reached Lilly's skin.

Sammy flew down and gracefully landed to their side.

"There's more... at least one over by the water and two more searching for you through the trees."

"Thank you, Sammy. Lilly remember what I said. Do not take your eyes off of them."

She nodded as he headed in another direction to find himself some more vampires to kill.

"Lilly, are you all right?" asked Sammy with deep concern.

She nodded at him before quickly running back into the trees. She heard Sammy sigh behind her as he lifted off the ground and back up to try and keep an eye on them from above.

Within seconds, she found another vampire. Another new-born. Lilly knew because the woman wasn't being cautious. It gave Lilly the confidence she needed and she jumped on her back. The vamp thrashed from one side to the other but to no avail. Lilly's claws were well and truly stuck in.

Now knowing she had no choice, she had to kill or be killed, she opened her jaws and bit down on the neck of this vampire, who was once just an innocent middle aged woman. There was another loud crack and the woman suddenly stopped moving. Lilly had done it. She'd broken her neck. All she needed now was Carmelo to finish her off.

She howled, knowing she was attracting attention to herself, but there was no other way of getting him to come back to her. The vampire wasn't dead yet and there was no way she was going to leave her body alone.

Sammy flew down from above. "You okay?" he asked again and she nodded.

They were joined by Carmelo who rushed straight to the blond-haired woman. He knelt, grabbed her head and twisted it from her body before she could even come to.

"There's two more in here somewhere," whispered Sammy as he once again lifted himself up into the air. "Look out!" he yelled as he spotted them both coming at them from opposite directions.

"Sammy, go! Fly upwards. You're safer up there," yelled Carmelo as Lilly watched her close friend do as he said.

These two were clearly not new-borns. They were working together, a planned attack.

Carmelo and Lilly stood back to back, facing away from each other, ready to pounce but the vampires were keeping themselves well hidden. 


"Well, well, well... if it isn't Carmelo. The now mighty vampire from the Mountains," said a husky female voice, "here in Tofino with his little pet cat, Lilly. Isn't that nice? You taking your cat for a walk, Carmelo?" she laughed, the sound echoing through the wooded gardens.

Recognising the voice, Carmelo answered, "Dharma?"

Laughing, she began to sing, 


"A ring, a ring o' roses,
A pocket full o’ posies,
Atishoo atishoo YOU all fall down"

"I thought you were dead?"

"No, Carmelo... you simply left me for dead. Lying there, in a pool of my own blood and vomit, my body slowly decaying while I was still alive."

"Dharma, they told me you were dead... I had no idea."

Suddenly, a beautiful young woman appeared from beneath a huge leaf that hung from a wide wonky tree. Her pale skin gleamed in the moonlight, just as Carmelo's had previously. Her eyes were pale blue and her shoulder length curly hair was silky and blond. She was wearing low slung brown suede jeans with a tight cropped cream T-shirt. Lilly thought she looked like a modern day Marilyn Monroe, all sweet and innocent, but with extreme danger lurking beneath.

"Well, they were wrong. I was dying. I was in agony. And YOU left me there. If it wasn't for Duran, I'd be dead right now," she spat, "Duran saved me and so I will do anything for him. Including taking your little kitty cat to him," she pouted.

"No, Dharma, I don't think so," was all he said before he lunged for her, but she too was quick. Within seconds, she was sitting high in the tree above them.

"Tut, tut, tut, Carmelo. After all this time, I thought you'd be much faster. You clearly haven't been working out."

As Carmelo tried to catch Dharma, the other vamp had been stalking Lilly. They circled each other, neither of them quite ready to pounce. Lilly watched his every move carefully, fully aware that he wouldn't be anywhere near as easy as the others.

Although he looked in his mid-twenties, Lilly knew he'd been a vampire for many years. He knew what he was doing, and it worried her.

He too had curly blond hair, but he was scruffier than Dharma, wearing ripped jeans and an old greying T-shirt. Unlike Dharma, he didn't speak a word. He just watched her with his piercing dark eyes. She knew when he was ready to attack, they would change colour and become red and glowing.

So she would bide her time and not attempt an attack of her own until Carmelo was able to help. 


But Sammy was watching from above and he had other ideas. There was no way he was going to sit back and watch Lilly get attacked so he swooped down and grabbed him from behind, pushing him to the ground. But before Sammy knew it, the vampire had turned round and was back on his feet. His fangs were on full display and his gleaming red eyes glowing in the dark.

He grabbed Sammy and flung him into the nearest tree trunk with a thud. Lilly listened as Sammy's heart rate slowed dramatically. She had to do something and so she reacted.

Running as fast as she could, she threw herself onto the blond-haired vampire and bit him hard on the back of his neck, he yelped but he was strong. Stronger than she could have anticipated and he grabbed her and flung her around to face him. He smiled before throwing her full force away from the others. As she flew through the air, she braced herself for impact. She was a cat, after all, and cats always landed on their feet.


But she was unaware of the force in which he had thrown her and she splashed hard into the nearby water of Clayoquot Sound.







CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




Lilly held her breath, but she needn't have. The strangest thing was happening. Even though she was in the water, she hadn't gotten wet and she hadn't hit the bottom. In fact, she appeared to be inside some sort of bubble. 


Confused, Lilly suddenly heard a soft, familiar gentle voice.

'Lilly, if you can hear me, it's December. I could sense there was something wrong so I tried a spell... I hope it worked. I hope you're safe.'

Smiling inwardly, Lilly remembered the dream December had described to her before and she knew she had used that idea to help protect her best friend. As the bubble rose to the surface of the water, Lilly stepped out onto the dirt and ran quickly back towards Carmelo and Sammy.

But before she reached them, the same blond-haired vampire stood in her way. Again she tried to pounce on him but he easily shoved her to one side, plunging her into the rugged side of an ancient tree. It knocked the wind out of her, but she was still determined so she turned to face him once more. She tried to think of ways to weaken him and the only thing she could think of was the silver necklace. 


Lilly knew she'd have to change back to human form to be able to place the silver on his skin. She looked over to where Sammy lay still. He was breathing but his heart rate was still very slow. He was bleeding. She could smell his blood... and so could the vampire.

In a flash she decided she had to try. He certainly wouldn't be expecting it. She began to run towards him and as she lunged forward, she willed herself to change. At the same time, she pulled the necklace from her neck and just as she was about to crash into him, she saw his expression change to one of complete surprise. Holding her hand out, she slammed the silver locket into his chest and he cried out in pain, falling to the floor.

As she landed on top of him, she immediately changed back to feline form and bit as hard as she could into his neck, until she heard that familiar snap. He was temporarily out of action but not dead. She needed Carmelo to finish him off but he was busy fighting Dharma.

She listened for them but couldn't quite figure out where they were, the sounds echoing through the trees. Carmelo was alive, and that was all that mattered.

Lilly rushed over to Sammy who was lying face down. She gently pushed him over and nudged him with her nose and licked his face. Slowly he began to come to. As he tried to sit up, he let out a low cry of pain. Looking down, he saw a piece of wood sticking out of his side and he gulped. He was weak and sweating profusely. The large, sharp piece of wood needed to be removed. Lilly knew he needed help and she had to get help quickly.

She needed to at least get him back to the apartment, but how?

Suddenly, there was a flash of movement behind her and she smelt the vampire. He was right behind her, closing in on her. Closing her eyes, she turned back to human form in a flash. It was her only way out. With her eyes now open wide, she placed her hands around the piece of wood stuck in Sammy's flesh and yanked it out of his side. Turning, she plunged it deep into the heart of the vampire whose look of shock turned to one of peace as he fell to the ground.

He was dead. 


Blood poured out of Sammy's wound as she ripped the T-shirt off of the vampire's torso and carefully wrapped it around Sammy's blood-soaked body.

"Don't worry, Sammy. You're going to be okay," she said unconvincingly.

With a half-smile, Sammy managed to lift a hand to her face.

"You did it, Lilly. You killed him... in... human... form..." he said before passing out completely.

Lilly needed the help of the others to be able to get Sammy back to the safety of the apartment but she had no way of contacting them. She would have to leave him and go and find them.

Realising she was still in human form, and very naked, she began to run, changing as she went.

Following the dulcet tones of Dharma, Lilly soon came upon the blond bombshell who had continued to evade Carmelo's capture. Perhaps he didn't want to be the one who killed her, Lilly thought. After all, there appeared to be some kind of history there.

As she was so busy taunting Carmelo, Dharma hadn't noticed Lilly's sudden appearance. With stealth and silence, the mountain lion crawled along the ground, watching her prey's every move, waiting for the perfect time to attack.

When the moment came, Lilly watched as Dharma's eyes turned from baby blue to deep red as she managed to push her to the ground, but the female vampire was even stronger than the last one and she lifted Lilly off of her with ease.

"Hey kitty, kitty," she said. "Are you trying to play with me? Because to me you're nothing but a weak little kitten," she laughed, "you can't hurt me, kitty, kitty."

"No, but I can," said a voice from above them as Carmelo appeared from nowhere and grabbed the beauty's head.

"Carmelo? No... please!" she suddenly yelled.

Carmelo stopped just for a second and then shook his head. 


"Dharma, you're already dead to me. You died in 1575," he said as he closed his eyes and twisted and turned her head as quickly as possible until there was that familiar crack.

"Lilly, please disappear for a moment. I really don't wish you to see this again."

She nodded and ran away, hiding behind a tree as Carmelo put the final nail in her coffin.

Seconds later, Carmelo was by her side.

"Where is the other one?" he questioned, but realised she couldn't answer him.

"Is he still alive?"

She shook her head.

"Dead?"

She nodded.

"You killed him?" he said in shock.

She nodded again and he grinned with pride.

"And Sammy?"

She turned, clearly suggesting he follow her.

They were soon by Sammy's side. Carmelo's preoccupied face worried Lilly as he picked him up and began to run as fast as he could back towards the beach.

Lilly followed behind, as they both tried to keep as much out of sight as possible.

Ben, Oliver and December were waiting patiently for their return. They all looked pale, frightened and tired but completely relieved to see Lilly safe.

After she had changed back to her human form and put on her clothes, she walked back into the lounge to see Ben and December treating Sammy's wounds.

"He's going to be fine. I called my mother and she told me what to do. Don't worry... I promise you that he's going to be okay," she reiterated.

Relief flooded through her as she then turned her attention to Carmelo. "What about the others? We need to get back out there and help them," she said.

He nodded, "but you need a rest, Lilly, you're injured yourself," he said.

"I'm fine," she replied but winced suddenly as she went to sit down.

"Lilly, what's wrong?" asked Oliver worriedly.

Ben rushed to her side and lifted the T-shirt she was wearing to reveal a huge black and red bruise appearing on her side.

"It's nothing," she said.

"Oh My God Lilly, that's not nothing. Look at the state of you," said Oliver who now sat by her side, holding her hand.

She smiled at him, before her eyes closed and she lost consciousness.

A few minutes later after Ben had investigated Lilly's wound, he said, "It's okay, I think she passed out in shock more than anything else. It is a pretty nasty bruise but she's going to be all right. But she can't go out again tonight. She really does need some rest."

Carmelo nodded, "I'll go and see if I can find the others. I'll go while she's still out."

"Carmelo, be careful," said December just before he closed the door behind him.


#

When Lilly awoke a couple of hours later, she found herself tucked into bed with December sleeping soundly beside her.

Although she tried not to wake her best friend, December's eyes flew open and she turned to look at her.

"Hey," she said.

"Hey yourself," replied Lilly, "what's going on?" she yawned and winced at the same time.

"Easy, Lilly... that's quite a nasty bruise you've got there, so be careful. We've treated it as best we could under the circumstances."

"Oh... how about Sammy?"

"Sammy is going to be fine. He's lucky we just happened to have a great vet on hand," she laughed, "and a good witch," she added with a wink.

"What about the others, are they back yet?"

"I don't think so."

Lilly pulled back the covers and carefully climbed out of bed. 


"I can't just stay here... I need to get out and help them."

"Oh no you don't," replied December. "You're in no fit state to go fighting again."

"You sound like my mother. I mean you sound like a mother should sound. You know what I mean!"

Smiling, December nodded and sighed.

"My Mom is trying to get down here but the ferry isn't operating until the morning, I've told her we're fine but she's seriously worrying... so yes, I do know what you mean!"

Opening the bedroom door, Lilly walked out into the living room and saw Sammy lying on the sofa bed. Ben and Oliver sat drinking coffee at the dining table.

"Hey," said Oliver, standing. "How are you feeling?"

Lilly smiled up at him, recalling how he had held her hand earlier. "I'm okay, I guess. At least I think so."

He took her hand once again and let her lean her head on his shoulder. Instinctively, he let go of her hand and put his arm around her shoulders and held her tight.

"I just made a pot of coffee. Would you girls like some?" asked Ben.

They both nodded as December sat down.

"How's Sammy doing?" Lilly asked Ben but Sammy answered her himself.

"I'm fine..." he said as he tried to lift himself up on the bed but the pain in his side prevented him.

She walked over to him and gave him an extra pillow and sat by his side. "Sammy, I'm so sorry I had to pull it out like that. It must have hurt like hell."

"Lilly, don't be sorry. You saved both our lives by doing what you did. I would never have thought of it myself. It was ingenious actually," he smiled.

The others looked over quizzically and Sammy explained what Lilly had done.

"Wow... my girl kicks ass like some kind of computer game hero!" laughed Oliver as he handed her a cup of coffee.

Lilly couldn't help but feel warm all over. Oliver had forgiven her. She was 'his girl' once again.

December looked over at her and gave her a secret smile between friends. Life would be good if it wasn't for the fact that Duran was still out there killing. Lilly hoped that her friends were okay.

Over an hour later, there was a knock on the door that startled everyone.

"It's okay guys, it's us. We're back," said Zoltan.

Lilly was the first to the door, which she opened so fast that she nearly knocked herself out with it.

"Oops."

"Hey easy there, Tiger!" said Zoltan, "or should I say lion?" he smiled as he walked in with a slight limp, followed by the beautiful white mountain lion Tabitha, Ursula and Carmelo.

"Thank goodness you're all okay," said Lilly. "We've been worried sick."

Ursula patted her on the shoulder, "Carmelo told me vhat you did. Vell done, Lilly. Zat is quite somezing."

Not knowing what to say to the strict German vampire, Lilly just smiled as they sat down. Tabitha was quick to change back to human form in the bedroom. She came back into the living room wearing her Rolling Stones T-shirt and jeans and fell into the last remaining dining chair.

"So... what happened?" asked Lilly anxiously.

"He got away," said Zoltan angrily. "We were so close but we all completely lost his scent."

"But, what about the other vampires?"

"Zere vere seven or eight but ve managed to kill them all. It's just Duran ve couldn't track," added Ursula.

"So now what?" Asked Oliver.

"Now we go home... and we take you with us," said Carmelo, "Chances are that Duran will go back to Powell River and try again there. After all, he came here for you, Oliver, and he failed."

Oliver nodded and squeezed Lilly's hand.

"Oh God, my Mom's going to kill us. She's spent hours and hours trying to get here and then we just leave?" said December, rolling her eyes.

Tabitha couldn't help but laugh and soon everybody in the room was laughing too. The tension that had filled the room just hours before had passed... at least momentarily.







CHAPTER THIRTY




The next morning, there was another knock on the door and when Carmelo went to open it, he was greeted by a very worried looking Moira, followed by Ruby.

"Come on in ladies. We've been waiting for you."

December ran into her mother's arms and Ruby attempted to hug them too, making them both shiver.

"I can't even describe how worried I've been about you, December. This is exactly why I had to leave you in England all those years ago, to keep you out of harm's way. And what do you do when you move here? You manage to orb yourself right into the middle of the most dangerous place around!"

"Speaking of orbing my dear. I must say I am absolutely delighted that you are able to do it. Only the most powerful witches can orb and we haven't had an orber in our family since Millicent Roberts who died back in 1241. It's so exciting. Just wait until our ancestors hear about this... we'll be the talk of the afterlife..."

"Mother..."

"What darling?"

"Zip it!"

Ruby pretended to look offended before she casually looked around, smiled and drifted over to the kitchen where she sat down next to a very pale looking Oliver.

"Hello dear... you must be Oliver. It's so nice to meet you. I'm Ruby. December's grandmother. December's dead grandmother," she said offering her hand to shake

"Erm, hello R.R.Ruby... nice to meet you," he said attempting to shake her hand only to find that his went right through her own and he jumped as she laughed.

"Are you all right, December?" asked her mother as she looked her up and down to make sure she hadn't acquired any injuries.

"Mom, I'm fine. I've been in this apartment the whole time. I was never in any danger, not really. Look, I'm sorry about the orbing. I didn't know I could do it."

"I'm so relieved you're okay. And don't worry about it. Just please don't orb yourself into danger like that again, okay?"

December nodded and hugged her mother again before the two newcomers were filled in on what had been happening in Tofino.

"Actually, we already know about some of it... we had the radio on in the car. They've been finding dead mutilated cadavers all over the place. They're attributing it to even more wild animals on the loose. Haven't you got a TV in here?" said Moira.

Oliver jumped up and put the TV on. Every channel was broadcasting from the small Vancouver Island town where eleven bodies had been found.

"We really should get out of here," said Ben, "We don't want the police sniffing around. They'll see Sammy for one."

"Oh you don't need to worry about things like that. You forget we're witches. We can put spells on people to make them forget what they've seen... only if absolutely necessary though, of course," added Ruby.

"But you are right, Ben isn't it? We ought to head back to Powell River. If Duran has gone back there he might start killing again and we don't want reporters crawling all over there too," replied Moira.

"How are we all going to get back?" asked Lilly.

"I think the best thing would be to rent a car and then we can all travel together," suggested Zoltan.

"Good idea. I'll go and sort it out. Perhaps you could come with me, Moira, just in case anyone asks any... questions?"

Later that morning, Ruby, Moira, December and Lilly set off back to Powell River in Ruby's T-Bird and the rest of the group followed behind in a hired mini van. 


The area was teeming with news crews from all over the country and from the US.

Both Moira and Carmelo, who were driving, had on the radio to keep up to date with what the news crews were divulging. On the whole, they were safe as nobody had yet to come forward claiming to have witnessed anything out of the ordinary. As far as Tofino was concerned, the previous night had seen a gruesome attack by wild animals. Residents of the town were being told to stay indoors at least until the animals were located and slaughtered.

Lilly shivered, knowing that they'd be waiting a long time. 


As they drove away from Tofino, she thought about her first kill. It saddened her to know that once upon a time, that man had been just that. A man. Probably an innocent man but he had been transformed into a vampire and turned into evil. Pure evil. Still, she felt sad that she had put an end to his life, a gruesome end.

She sighed and turned to look out the window and was struck by the beauty that surrounded them. Just like Powell River, it was stunning, like looking at an oil painting, and they had tainted this small town. It would probably be forever remembered as that place where eleven people were slaughtered. Mind you, it could have been worse... one or more of her friends could have been killed.

The thought made Lilly shudder again and December reached over and squeezed her hand. "You okay?" she asked.

"I guess so. It's such a beautiful place, isn't it? I just wish we could have been here under different circumstances."

December nodded in agreement and looked out the window too.

"Thank you, by the way."

"For what?"

Lilly chuckled, "For protecting me"

"It worked? The bubble?"

Lilly nodded, "I could have drowned and I didn't even get wet."

Moira turned off the radio and looked at the girls in the rear view mirror, "What did you just say?" she asked.

"December did some kind of protection spell on me while I was fighting the vamps. She may well have saved my life," Lilly answered with a grin.

"Oh My!" said Ruby, "Are you thinking what I'm thinking, Moira?" she asked.

Moira nodded without saying a word.

"What? What is it?" asked December.

"You remember I mentioned an ancestor of ours called Millicent Roberts?" said Ruby as the girls nodded.

"Well, she was the most powerful witch ever to have existed in our family. There have been very few witches in the world capable of orbing and casting protection spells from afar. Your mother and I are thinking that she may have been reincarnated... as you."

"But why would you think that?" asked Lilly as December sat with her mouth wide open.

"Because on Millicent's deathbed she made a prophecy, 


'unto death I fall

only to rise once more

whence cometh a girl

a protector of souls

and transporter of self

she be the one, the body of whom

I shall return' 


Now I don't know about you, but that certainly sounds like you to me, dear," said Ruby to her grand-daughter with a grin.

"But what's so good about being the reincarnation of Millicent?" asked December.

"It's not just the fact that you appear to be the reincarnation of Millicent... it's what you can do!" laughed Ruby.

"What else could this Millicent do?" asked Lilly, intrigued.

"Well, it is believed that she could communicate with lost souls," answered Moira.

"Lost souls? What does that mean?"

"Unfortunately, it was never quite established who these lost souls were. Back in her day, many people thought she was mad because she claimed to hear voices. She was locked away on numerous occasions but because of her ability to orb, she always got out, so in the end she..." Moira looked sideways at her mother before continuing, "she was drowned."

"Oh... but that's awful!" said December.

"How did she drown?" asked Lilly.

"Many local people believed she was consorting with the devil and so she was thrown into the river with a millstone tied to her neck... but not before she said her last prophecy, mind you."

December gasped, "Do you think that has something to do with the fact that when the gymnasium flooded, I didn't get a drop of water on me?"

Ruby turned to look at her grand-daughter in the back seat and grinned, "Absolutely, my dear. Millicent's handiwork is still clearly at work with you!" she exclaimed.

As the four girls pondered the idea that December was in fact the reincarnation of Millicent Roberts, December suddenly had another thought.

"There is something else that I've been experiencing that could connect me with Millicent," she whispered, before she told them about the voice she'd heard on several occasions over the past month.

"It's the voice of a lost soul!" exclaimed Lilly, "I wonder who he is. I wonder how we can find him." 


As the girls talked about December's ability to hear voices, it wasn't lost on Lilly that there was still a lost soul within her own family, her father.

He had been missing for well over a year and still there was no clue as to his whereabouts. There had been no sightings of him and the Elders had still come up empty handed. But Lilly hadn't given up. She never would. Until she knew what had happened to him, she would never give up on him.







CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE




The unusual group had arrived at the ferry in time to get home to Powell River by the end of the day. As the two cars drove down the driveway to Lilly's home, everybody rushed out of the house, and out of the various RVs parked outside, to greet them. 


The family was particularly eager to see them and all were relieved that the group had survived the ordeal. Not so relieved to hear that Duran was still at large though.

"Oliver... I am so relieved to see you!" gasped Gabriel as he hugged the young man who had become like a son to him.

"Gabriel, I'm so sorry I took off and left you all. I understand now, I understand about your family and I'm so very sorry," he uttered as he hugged the old man.

"I wish I'd have told you when you were younger, perhaps it would have been easier, I don't know. Maybe I made a mistake by keeping it from you. But at least you're home now, back in Powell River where you belong. With Lilly," he added with a cheeky smile.

Oliver was greeted by Rose, Meredith, Jo and everybody else in the Tulugaq family like a long lost friend. He had been gone for several months, several months too long.

Later that afternoon, while Lilly, Jo and December were in Lilly's room chatting, the main house phone rang, all went quiet as Gabriel answered it.

His face dropped as he listened intently. A couple of minutes later he carefully put the phone down and sat down shaking his head.

"We've got to put a stop to this... it's Jemima Dickson, she was taken from her car en-route to cheerleading practice this afternoon. It's got to be Duran. He's probably already changed her," he said, taking a handkerchief from his pocket and mopping his brow.

"I'll go and tell Lilly and Jo," said Oliver solemnly as he knocked on Lilly's bedroom door and walked in. She was sitting on the bed laughing with December and Jo. Their smiles soon faded when he broke the news about their school friend.

Tears welled in Lilly's eyes, as Jo turned to her and hugged her.

Jemima was a beautiful, popular girl, very well liked by everybody at school. They couldn't believe that she was probably now either a vampire or dead.

Lilly jumped up from her bed and rushed out into the living room.

"That's it. I can't take any more of this. We've got to stop him. I'm not going to sit around while he takes his pick of the people in this town. There must be something we can do?" she shrieked as the tears fell down her face.

Oliver strolled up behind her and put his arms around her. She turned to face him and rested her head on his shoulder while she sobbed.

"Lilly's right," said Jo, "We can't let him win. We need to set some kind of trap. Lure him in and kill him, for good."

Each and every person in the room nodded and looked around at each other.

"There are many of us with special capabilities here... if he wants war. He's got war," growled Zoltan who stood up like the warrior he clearly was. "He is just one man... one vampire against an army. Us."

Carmelo smiled before he replied, "but don't forget it wouldn't take him long to create his own army."

"Which is precisely why we need to act... now," replied Ruby, "he killed me and if we leave it too long he WILL kill one or all of you, given the chance."

"And we need to track him down and find Jemima before she becomes another Dharma," said Lilly.

"Who's Dharma?" asked Jo.

Sighing, Carmelo began to tell the tale of Dharma and him.

"It was Venice in 1575... a horrendous disease was killing people all over the place. It was an agonising death, people vomited blood and their bodies decayed while they were still alive. Dharma was my betrothed at that time but she contracted the disease before we could get married. My mother wanted us all to leave Venice, to flee the disease and so she told me Dharma had died. I believed her, she was my mother, why wouldn't I believe her?" he said uncomfortably, before going on, "Well, my family and I fled a day later, but it was too late, we all contracted it. I was only saved by a kind man who transformed me. I had no idea he was a vampire. I had no clue I would spend centuries as the walking dead," he finished, sadly.

Jo rushed to him and held him tight.

"Carmelo, it was such a long, long time ago. You must put this all behind you."

"I thought I had... until Dharma appeared yesterday in Tofino. She hadn't died. My mother had lied to me in order to get me to leave Venice. Duran had turned her all those years ago and I'd had no idea. I killed Dharma, the vampire, yesterday. I had no choice."

"1575 Venice? That must have been the Bubonic Plague. It wiped out much of the population," said December, who had always taken a keen interest in European history.

Carmelo nodded.

"Carmelo, Dharma died hundreds of years ago. The vampire you killed yesterday was not her. The vampire you killed was pure evil. Remember that... besides I am led to believe that you have a new betrothed?" said Gabriel with a sneaky smile.

Jo's face lit up the room as she turned and flashed her hand around, revealing a stunning diamond solitaire. She'd been wearing the engagement ring a few days but hadn't wanted to mention it in light of recent tragic events. No-one had noticed.

"Carmelo proposed about a week ago and I accepted," she gushed. "Mom and Dad knew but I asked them not to say anything."

"Congratulations Jo... fantastic news!" 


"Congratulations!"

"Awesome!"

"You guys are perfect for one another... can't wait for the wedding!" yelled Lilly above all the other cries. She hugged both Jo and Carmelo and looked around at everybody's smiling faces. When her eyes descended on Oliver's face, he grinned and pulled her over to him, holding her close.

She was reminded of all the women in her family. They had all met their soulmates at a young age, all had married young and all had had children young. Of course Lilly wasn't ready for all that yet but she was beginning to think that Oliver was the boy for her. He had forgiven her for not telling him the truth and he had finally accepted her for what she was. Were it not for Duran's rampage, Lilly would be blissfully happy.

She looked up into his eyes as he looked down into hers and he leaned over and gently kissed her just very briefly on the lips. Lilly's heart skipped a beat and she was lost in the moment until a massive crash outside brought her back to reality with a bang.

"What the...?"

December was the first to open the front door and run out. What she saw made her scream at the top of her lungs.

The others followed outside and were greeted by the sight of a mutilated body. The corpse had been thrown to land on top of Ruby's precious T-Bird.







CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO




As Ruby dramatically attempted to sob for the damage done to her precious car, Lilly sobbed for other reasons.

"Oh My God... it's Jemima isn't it?!" yelled Lilly as Oliver tried to shield her eyes from seeing the remains.

"Girls, stay here... we'll go and see," said Zoltan as he pushed Lilly and Jo back into the house and shut the door behind him. They'd seen dead bodies before, but not anyone they knew well.

He, Carmelo, Ursula and a small group of others immediately went out to investigate, first and foremost, to see if Duran was still close by.

But his scent had disappeared. He had tossed the corpse and vanished.

Gabriel had known Jemima and so he approached the body to identify it. Although he was greeted by a bloody mess, the person's face was blood-free, pale and peaceful. Although she was pretty, she had dark shadows beneath her eyes and her cheeks were drawn in. It wasn't Jemima. Plus he noticed the girl's arms were covered in tattoos and Gabriel knew Jemima wasn't the type to have tattoos.

"Jemima is still out there somewhere and we've got to find her," said Lilly after she was told it wasn't her. 


"But who was this girl?" asked December.

"Nobody recognises her... she's not from around here. Perhaps he took her from Tofino. Did you see on the news if there was anybody else missing after the attacks?" asked Rose.

After a moment's thought, Ruby piped up, "yes, there was actually. What was her name? Hmm. Samantha something or other, I think. A bit of a rebel, apparently, a drug addict."

"This must be her. I'll deal with the police. Moira, Emilie... I might need a bit of assistance?" the witches nodded and got up to follow Gabriel outside as the first local police car drove up the driveway, followed by the coroner.

"He's taunting us, you know. We have no choice now. We'll have to set up a trap... and the bait...? That'll be me then," said Lilly as she gripped Oliver's hand tightly.

"No," he said, "you can't."

"I have to, Oliver. It's the only way we can stop him."

"She's right, you know. As much as the idea makes me feel so physically sick, it is the only way," replied Rose sadly.

"And with all our help to protect you, I have to agree," said December nervously.

A couple of hours later a rough plan was finally in place.

But it involved the entire group travelling north up the mountains towards the Elders' caves. They agreed that the fight could not take place anywhere near the town. There had been so many deaths and too many questions had arisen around Tofino. They didn't want to bring the same problem to their own home town.

The journey would begin by boat. It was the same journey Lilly had taken months before when she had ended up in the hands of Vivian and Gabriel had sustained his injuries. The memories were unpleasant but the journey itself was breathtaking. 


They knew that Duran's ultimate prize was Lilly and that he would also happily try and take out many of the group, some of whom he had fought before.

They knew he would follow them wherever they went. So at first light, they set off on a trip that they hoped would culminate with the capture, and ultimate death, of their enemy.

They were quite a big group of odd looking characters, vampires, a werewolf, witches, changelings, a halfling and a few ordinary people of the Tulugaq family. They would attract attention and so the witches cast a spell to allow them to travel without causing any undue attention to themselves.

As they all climbed into a multitude of boats on the water's edge, everyone was on full alert, keeping a look out for Duran or any of his vampire friends.

As they started the engines and began on their way, Lilly recalled the last time she had taken the same journey. It had been just her and her grandfather and she had enjoyed the start immensely. It had been a chance for them to bond, just the two of them.

As they passed island after island, she remembered what he had said about them being places to hide out. She eyed the greenery cautiously, telling December, who sat beside her, what might be hidden within.

Oliver looked more worried than she did, but he said nothing. He just continued to hold her hand tightly, as he had been doing since they had got back together in Tofino.

The group was eerily silent. All that could be heard was the gentle chug of the boats engines as they glided through the crystal clear water towards their destination.

Lilly's boat was up front where she sat with Oliver, December, Ben, Carmelo and Jo. There was a space for Sammy, who flew high overhead to keep an eye on things below.

A number of boats followed behind, carrying all of Lilly's family and friends, the visiting witches and members of the Elders and the final boat carried Ursula, Zoltan, Tabitha and a few of the stronger vampires that lived in the mountainous caverns with the Elders.

After a couple of hours, Sammy swooped down and very carefully landed in the boat, careful not to rock it too much in the water.

"We are being followed but they're keeping their distance," he said, breathlessly.

"How many?" asked Carmelo.

"Thirteen."

December gasped and turned to look behind.

"They're a long way off and it appears they want to keep it that way... at least for now," added Sammy.

"Would you mind going and telling Ursula?" he asked Sammy as he nodded and was careful to jump out of the boat into the air, flying gracefully towards the back of the group.

"There's more than I thought there would be," Jo said cautiously.

"Do you think they're new-borns?" asked Lilly as Carmelo shook his head. "No, Duran will have called upon his close allies."

"So vampires who are more like Dharma then?" she said, cringing at the thought.

He nodded, "but don't worry. This is our territory now. We've sent word to the other elders. Some of them are heading down the mountain, just in case. But you can do this, Lilly. Especially now we've got December's help, we'll get him," he smiled.

Later, when they reached the shore, all the boats were tied up and left behind while the group headed off on foot. The hike began. They walked through lush green forests of tall trees before the terrain began to change and the trees became scarce.

The group walked for hours before Gabriel pointed to a cave where they could all eat and rest for a while.

The cave was one Lilly knew only too well. It was the very same cave that Charlie (a man under a spell) had taken her to when he had kidnapped her and presented her to Vivian.

There was plenty of room for the entire group to fit into, yet the entrance was small enough to offer ample protection should the vampires decide to strike. The older and weaker of the group quickly had something to eat, before laying on the ground and taking a much needed sleep.

Zoltan, forever the warrior, wouldn't leave the entrance. He was ready and waiting for a battle.

"Zoltan, come and sit down for a while. You need to eat something," said Tabitha who was making herself comfortable on a bed of hay.

But he shook his head and said, "I'll sleep when I'm dead."

Tabitha rolled her eyes, "You're so overly dramatic."

Moira and Ruby fussed over her daughter and Lilly as they prepared themselves for the trap that would soon be set.

After everybody had rested, they would leave the cave, leaving the two girls, and Tabitha, behind to attract Duran and his gang of killer vampires.

A protection spell similar to the one she had placed on Lilly in Tofino (minus the bubble) was being cast to try and keep the girls from harm. Whether December was Millicent reincarnated or not, she was still a novice witch - a fact that worried her mother incessantly.

All of the other witches sat with her to try and drum into her what she must and mustn't do, yet they were all in awe of the little red haired girl with the big blue eyes. They believed she had come back. They believed December Moon was the most powerful witch they'd known for a long, long time. The trouble was, December didn't believe it and until she did, her spells wouldn't last long enough to do much good.







CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE




They'd eaten, they'd rested and they'd waited for the attack but it hadn't come. Their own plan was now coming into action. Slowly, the large group began to disperse out of the cave, leaving three or four at a time. They wandered out chatting like any other day, drifting up the mountain and off into the distance.

The last to leave were Carmelo, Oliver, Ursula, Zoltan and Sammy. Before they walked away, Lilly rushed over to Oliver and wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him.

"I can't believe we're just going to leave you like this. It's crazy," he said.

"Shhh" whispered Lilly, "vampires have incredible hearing. Please don't worry, Oliver, we'll be fine," she said unconvincingly, "Besides, this is the only way."

He didn't want to let her go and sure as hell didn't want to let her out of his sight, but he knew she was right. It was the only way. The only way to catch Duran was to lure the evil to them.

Letting her go, he walked backwards watching her, until he had no choice but to turn around and walk away with the others feeling totally helpless.

December, Tabitha and Lilly stood at the entrance to the cave watching their loved ones leave before heading back inside.

All the girls had to do was wait.

After a couple of hours of sitting inside, listening for the slightest noise outside, the girls began to think their plan wasn't going to work. There were no sounds coming from beyond the cave other than the soft cooing of an owl, the occasional squawk of a raven and the sounds of the wind softly blowing.

December shook her head and whispered, "I don't think they're coming for us."

Lilly nodded back, "they are, believe me, they're coming."

As if on cue, the raven squawked once again and they heard the flapping of wings as the bird took to flight.

"My, my, what have we here?" said a deep voice suddenly.

Before Lilly even had the chance to move her head to see who it belonged to, the person was inside the cave. He moved with lightning speed, his black leather trench coat flapping behind him.

"Three little girls in a cave. Whatever next?" 


"Who are you?" said Tabitha as she stood quickly and defensively.

"Me? My name is Johann, little one. Who are you?" he laughed, appearing at her side in a flash, bearing bright white teeth in a cruel smile.

His long blond hair was tied at the nape of his neck and his blue eyes shone as he played, hopping from one location to the next. His laugh echoed throughout the cave.

Lilly and December barely moved.

"Now, now, Johann. Haven't I told you before about playing with your food," said a female voice as a stunning brunette waltzed in, followed by a third younger male.

"Don't be such a spoil sport Ellen. I'm just having a bit of fun."

Ellen walked over to Tabitha, who stood still, and sniffed her hair. Tabitha stepped back and tried to push the vampire aside. Ellen grabbed her by the arm and tightened her hold, almost breaking her skin. December winced on her behalf. The protection spell had been ineffective. It should have prevented the vampires from touching any of them, but there was Ellen holding Tabitha's arm tightly.

December suddenly remembered something her mother had told her once before, 'fear can upset the balance of magic'. She was terrified, so she silently tried to conquer the fear. It wasn't easy.

"Don't even try it. I could crush you like an egg," said Ellen as she squeezed her arm a little further.

Tabitha reacted with a hiss.

"Now, now pussy cat," said Johann as he stroked the back of her head. Tabitha closed her eyes in disgust.

"Leave her alone," said Lilly quietly, standing.

The younger male did nothing but watch as Ellen suddenly appeared at her side. She bent down and sniffed her face, closing her eyes with pleasure.

She opened her mouth and revealed a set of perfect fangs.

"Stop!" said a man's voice from the cave's entrance.

Ellen's eyes flew open and she instantly closed her mouth and stepped away from Lilly, bowing her head.

"That one... is mine," said Duran as he slowly walked inside, "what a lovely place you have here girls," with his eyebrows raised.

"A place you aren't welcome," said Tabitha with another hiss.

"I'm not welcome in a lot of places. It doesn't stop me from entering. Contrary to popular belief, I don't need an invitation. Now, tell me... where have all your friends gone?" he said with what appeared to be a kind smile.

"Away from you, you murdering pig!" yelled Tabitha as Duran merely shook his head and smiled at her. The smile, however, did not reach his eyes.

"Well, that's a little rude isn't it?" said Ellen as she sidled up to her once again and began to stroke her head.
"Get away from me, you tramp."

Duran raised his eyebrows once again and his head fell back as he laughed. 


"That's one you haven't been called before, Ellen."

Ellen scowled and revealed her fangs yet again. 


Duran ignored her and approached Lilly. She could smell blood and knew he'd recently fed. Was it Jemima? She shuddered as he stepped close enough to smell her hair.

She closed her eyes momentarily in disgust thinking about her poor school mate. December continued to watch the scene unfold in silence, trying to re-do the spell that had previously failed.

"Your friends may have gone to get away from us but I'm pretty sure that they've walked straight into our dear friends. There were, let's see," he said as he counted on his hands, "nine of them. Nine vampires. Nine strong vampires," he laughed.

Lilly and Tabitha shared an alarmed look. 


"Yes, yes, there is every reason to look alarmed my dears, because it seems that nobody will be coming to your rescue now."

"What have you done with Jemima?" asked Lilly, as she stood up straight.

"Jemima? Now who might that be?"

"The girl you took from her car."
"Oh, the lovely high school student. A popular girl, I might add. Ooh and so tasty," he replied, licking his lips.

Lilly's heart beat increased, "Is she dead? Did you... kill her?" she asked.

A smile crossed his lips as he turned to look down into her eyes. He pushed her hair off her face as she cringed. Then he shook his head and laughed.

"That depends on what you mean by 'dead' my dear."

The others sniggered behind him and Lilly realised Jemima was no longer human. He'd turned her.

"Where is she?"

Again, the evil smile flashed across his lips. "She is in a secure location, if that's what you mean. Such a pretty girl, not one to waste. She will join us... when her thirst has decreased... a little."

The younger vampire, who had yet to move or speak, shuffled his feet. December thought he looked different from the others. His pale face, which looked innocent somehow, showed an expression of fear.

December continued to watch him as he stood quietly.

"Christoff, why the long face? You shall be dining well this evening," laughed Johann as he rushed to his side and ruffled his hair. For a split second, December noticed the sudden appearance of his fangs and his eyes turned from green to red. He clearly disliked Johann, which, December thought, could be to their advantage.

Johann merely gave the boy a slight push as he laughed at him.

His shoulder length brown hair fell forward across his face and he lifted his hand to push it back. As he did so, he looked directly at December and she could have sworn he had pleaded with her. He hadn't spoken or whispered a word, but it was all in his eyes.

Christoff may have been part of Duran's little gang, but it was not where he wanted to be. That was clear.

Lilly was worrying about her friends and family. Had they been set upon by the nine remaining vampires? Were they hurt? Were they even alive? And Jemima? She was clearly now a vampire but where was she being hidden?

Suddenly, she heard the words, 'we must change our plan. We must attack.' It was December's voice but the words were placed in Lilly's head. December had not uttered a word. 


'It's too dangerous,' came Tabitha's response.

Although December's protection spell had somehow gone amiss, she was able to cast a spell to enable them to communicate without the vampires knowing.

'I believe the boy, Christoff, is with us. He is pleading with me for help. I can see it in his eyes. So that leaves us to combat Ellen, Johann and... Duran,' replied December.

Lilly glanced across at the boy and noticed, just for a split second, the same look. December was right. Christoff was only with Duran to survive, but he would change sides instantly.

'But how? How do we take them down?' asked Tabitha.

'I'm afraid my protection spell isn't working, Ellen was able to touch Tabitha. That wasn't supposed to happen.'

'Don't worry, December. Just keep trying. I know you can do it,' Lilly communicated, 'we trust you. What's the plan?'

The vampires continued to toy with the three girls, unaware of their ability to communicate and of their impending attack.

'You two can fight them, but you must change. You are at your strongest in feline form and I'll use my magic to do anything I can to help. It's our only hope if... if the others aren't coming back,' instructed December.

'She's right, Tabitha. We need to change when they get close. You need to do it fast this time though. If you take too long, they will kill you.'

Tabitha turned to look at Lilly. Her eyes glazed over just for a second and she did one little nod.

"Come on Duran, must we wait much longer? We are feeling somewhat peckish," said Johann as he stood behind December and gently touched her hair.

"Yes, I'm famished," said Ellen who had positioned herself in front of Tabitha with a wide smile, fangs at the ready.

Duran looked at the group and let out a hearty laugh. He waved his hands at them, to suggest they could do whatever they wanted to do, before he turned to find himself a seat from which to enjoy the 'show'.

The second his back was turned, Lilly jumped up and transformed from the slight pale girl with the bobbed black hair into the black mountain lion.

At the exact same time, Tabitha crouched down and began her own change. Relaxing her muscles as best she could, she was, within seconds, a vision in white. 


A gasp came from Christoff's lips as the vampires suddenly began to move as fast as light around the cave, but Ellen wasn't quite quick enough and Tabitha was on her back, tearing at her skin, ripping the flesh from her bones. Seconds later, there was a cracking sound as Tabitha's teeth broke the neck of the female vampire, who fell with a thud to the ground.

December rushed over, taking the wooden stake that had been hidden under her long sleeve and plunged it deep into Ellen's heart.

Tabitha turned to find Lilly wrestling with Johann. Duran did nothing but avidly watch from his seat. He was smiling, he was enjoying it.

Tabitha jumped on Johann's back and tried to get her teeth into his flesh, as Lilly swiped at his face, leaving deep gashes. But he was strong, he threw Tabitha and she hit the ground hard. December's protection spell must have been doing something for without it, she would have been seriously winded. But she was able to jump right back up and throw herself onto him.

As the fight continued, December turned her attention to Christoff for a moment. She tried to speak to him telepathically.

'Christoff, can you hear me?'

The boy looked startled and he looked around, expecting to see someone else in the cave. When he saw there was nobody else, he turned to look at her.

'Yes, it's me. I know you are not one of Duran's crones. But will you join us? Will you help us to destroy him?'

He looked from December to Duran, who was taking no notice of him, and back again.

He looked to the floor, as if he was unsure.

'Please Christoff. Duran is a ruthless killer who has murdered so many innocent people. Even if he saved you once before, look at him now, he cares nothing of those who travel with him. He sits happily letting them die. He will do the same to you... unless you help us kill him.'

Christoff looked back at her and briefly nodded, but he was afraid.

Duran clapped his hands together and laughed as he watched Tabitha and Lilly tear Johann to pieces, bit by bit. Soon, he lay on the floor, dead, his corpse wasting away into dust.

The two girls turned to Duran who was still laughing and clapping.

"This is quite a show! Why, don't stop now... Christoff... go on. Continue..." he said to the young vampire.

Christoff stepped forward towards the lions, but instead of pouncing on them, he quickly turned to face his true enemy and threw himself onto Duran.

December gasped. She had not expected the boy to react quite that way. She knew he would be killed without protection so she began to attempt another spell just as the girls jumped into the fight.

As she uttered the words of protection on her new young vampire friend, she felt as if someone was standing by her side.

Startled, she turned to find no-one there. The spell would not work until she had completed it and so she returned her attention to help save Christoff.

But again, the moment she began her magic, she felt the same thing. She had to protect Christoff though, so she ignored it and continued to cast the spell.

As she uttered the words over and over, she watched as Duran easily threw them all off, one by one. They kept coming back for more, hoping to weaken him and eventually destroy him, but he was strong and he had barely a scratch.

The two lions were becoming breathless from the fight and Christoff was showing signs of weakening.

December felt totally helpless. She had to do something, but she didn't know what she could do. How could she help? What kind of spells would work on the vampire? She rushed over to the rucksack Carmelo had left with her and opened it, finding more wooden stakes.

Pulling two out of the bag, she held her arms up high and then brought her arms down to her sides, leaving the stakes floating in front of her.

And then she waited, waited for the perfect opportunity to send the stakes soaring through the air and into the vampire that had brutally murdered her own grandmother.

As her magic held the sharp pieces of wood in the air, she felt that same feeling again. That someone was close. She was no longer startled.

Then a voice spoke to her, only to her, in her head.

It's too dangerous. You might harm the girls.

"I can do it," she said back subconsciously.

You must warn them. Tell them to move when the time is right.

Nodding, December began speaking to Tabitha, Lilly and Christoff. She told them at the count of five, to jump out of Duran's way.

When she reached the number five in her head, all three of them suddenly pulled away from Duran.

Now!, shouted the voice in her head.

December used all her strength to send the stakes as fast and as hard as she could through the thick stale air and into the vampire's body.

Duran's face changed. No longer did he appear amused, but a little shocked. His body crumpled beneath him and he fell backwards to the floor.

Lilly hovered above him for a moment before turning back into human form. She rushed over to her bag and pulled on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. She noticed she was no longer wearing the silver chain and so she scoured the floor to find it. Spotting it squinting close to Tabitha, she picked it up. It was broken. She shoved it into her pocket.

Tabitha took a little longer to transform, and when she did, Lilly noticed she was injured. She stumbled and fell to the floor, holding her hands to a gash in her shoulder.

"Tabitha!" she yelled, rushing to her side with some clothes.

Christoff and December ran over to her and gently helped Lilly to clothe her.

"I'm okay, I'm okay," she said repeatedly, but the gash said otherwise.

"December, can you help her... with magic?" asked Lilly.

"Yes, I think so."

Lilly turned to Christoff and smiled, "thank you. You helped to save us. I can't tell you how grateful I am."

Christoff, who appeared to be a little shaken by the ordeal, turned to look down at the body which lay at a funny angle with two stakes sticking out of his chest, "Thank you. I believe that you saved me, actually," he replied as he brushed his hair out of his eyes.

"Is he dead?" asked the boy.

"I believe so," replied Lilly, "but to be sure, are there any more stakes?" she asked December who nodded back and pointed to the bag.

Removing one from the rucksack, she walked slowly over to Duran's still body and crouched above him. She lifted the stake high above his head and, stopping for a second to take a breath, she began to plunge it downwards. It sliced through the air but before it entered his body, Duran lifted his arm and grabbed her arm.

She screamed. Pulling her up, he began to laugh.

Lilly's eyes opened wide in terror as she saw December stand up in shock, her best friend began to utter words, words she did not understand. Items all around the cave began to fly upwards and around and around, faster. 


Christoff ducked to the floor and helped Tabitha move to a corner, out of harm's way.

The pupil's in December's huge eyes appeared even larger and blacker as the words tumbled from her lips. She lifted her hands high above her head, like a true sorceress casting a powerful spell, but Duran was so fast. Before her spell took any effect, he had ploughed into her and knocked her to the ground. All the protection spells were now broken as December lay, unconscious, on the dirt floor.

Tabitha jumped up but cried out in pain. Christoff held her back. He knew it was hopeless now. They had lost. Duran had won.

Tears fell from Lilly's eyes as she realised what had happened. She was to be his. She was to become a vampire, belonging to him. There was nothing more she could do.

Her sad, vacant expression said it all.

Turning her around to face him, Duran looked deep into her eyes.

"All I wanted was you, Lillian. All of this bloodshed could have been prevented if you'd only given me what I wanted. And now you will be mine anyway. Mine forever."

Gasping, Lilly asked, "how do you know my name is Lillian?"

As he spoke, his fangs became more and more pronounced and his eyes changed deep red once again, "My good friend Vivian told me before you killed her."

She tried to fight against him, pulling away from him. She even tried to change back into feline form but she couldn't. 


"No!" she yelled, thrashing her arms against him.

"Why? Why me?"

Again, he stopped and smiled, "why ever not?"

His head tilted to one side as his fingers pushed her head aside and he leaned in to take a bite. The bite that would start the process of making her his.







CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR




Lilly closed her eyes, almost accepting this terrible fate. Images of her life flashed in her mind. Her missing father, her dearest grandfather Gabriel and Rose, her aunt, who was the closest person she'd ever had to a mother. Jo, Carmelo, Meredith, Wyatt, Sonya, John, Zoltan, Ursula, Ben and Oliver, the boy who had stolen her heart. Were they all dead? Images of their faces flashed over and over again. Her eyes opened and yet the flashes continued. Rose, her lost baby and lost husband Walter. Walter? Why had she thought of Walter.

Suddenly, Lilly was pushed to the floor and Duran's body was flung far across the cave.

Confusion filled Lilly's head as she rushed to December's side. She was alive but unconscious. Looking up, she saw Christoff carefully holding Tabitha. Both were staring at the man that stood in the cave's entrance.

Clearly a vampire, the fair-haired man was startlingly familiar. 


Duran rose from the floor and brushed himself down.

"You'll wish you never laid a finger on me... Walter."

Walter? The man that stood before them was Rose's husband, the man who had disappeared from her life, along with their baby daughter, all those years before. Yet there he was, looking not a day over thirty. 


"Grandfather!" yelled Tabitha.

It all suddenly came back to Lilly. Tabitha's grandfather and his baby daughter had been kidnapped by a witch. But he had escaped and had been turned into a vampire. It had been his only chance of surviving the extensive blood loss he had endured over a number of years.

"Tabitha, stay where you are, I can handle this," he said as Duran threw himself towards his opponent.

The two wrestled, slamming each other hard into the cave's walls, loosening bits of dirt and stones.

Lilly looked up and around them and realised they were no longer safe within those walls.

"Christoff, help me!" she yelled to her new vampire friend who ran over and picked December up.

"Take her outside. I'll help Tabitha," she instructed as she ran over to her and helped half carry her towards the exit.

"But, my g...grandfather. We m...must help him," Tabitha stuttered.

Nodding, Lilly replied, "but first we need to get to safety. The cave will collapse if they keep slamming into it like that."

Emerging from the dark depths of the mountain, Lilly noticed that the sun had set and was replaced by an enormous beautiful full moon which gave them the light they needed.

"Wh..what's going on?" said December as Christoff gently laid her on a patch of dry leaves.

"He wasn't dead, December. We didn't kill him," said Lilly, "Walter appeared out of nowhere and now they're fighting inside. I think the cave is about to collapse."

"Who's Walter?" she asked, confused.

"He's my grandfather."

"Your grandfather is fighting Duran?! Your grandfather?"

Lilly nodded, "he's a vampire too," she said as she wondered whether this same fate had befallen her own father.

December shook her head and winced, "So many vampires in Canada."

Christoff smiled and gently stroked December's head.

"We're not all bad, though," he said and she smiled back at him with a slight blush to her cheeks.

The continuous booming sound could be heard as the two vampires fought inside. Lilly wished she could do something but she knew it was too dangerous to enter the cave.

But suddenly, she had an idea.

"December, remember your dream of you in a bubble?" 


Her friend nodded.

"And then that protection spell you did in Tofino? I was in a bubble in the water. Can you cast a bubble spell to protect from falling debris?"

"I... I don't know, Lilly. Look, my protection spell didn't exactly work very well in there, did it? What if my magic is no good?"

Lilly crouched down and looked at her friend with a smile, "Of course you can do it. You are the reincarnation of Millicent Roberts, remember? And she was one of the most powerful witches... well... ever!"

December smiled as Lilly continued, "You orbed yourself from one town across an island to another, December. You saved my life by casting a bubble protection spell once before. I believe in you. I believe you can do it. Please December. Help me. Help Tabitha get her grandfather back."

With her eyes open wide and a grin developing across her pretty face, December nodded, "I can do it," she said.

"Okay then. I could enter the cave in a bubble and stab him with silver fixed to the end of the stake!" she said excitedly jumping up.

"It's dangerous, I know, but it's worth the risk. Duran is never going to stop. As long as he is alive, he'll never stop killing and he'll never stop trying to get to me and everyone that I love."

Christoff stood up, "I'll do it. I'll go in."

Lilly smiled, "That's very kind and very brave of you, Christoff, but you can't. It needs to be one us because of the silver. If the silver touches you, you'll be hurt. December and Tabitha are already injured so that just leaves me. I want to do this."

Lilly took another stake from the bag and wrapped the silver chain around the end, tying it in a knot to keep it firmly in place. She stood close to the cave's entrance and waited for December to finish casting her spell.

Lilly soon began hovering an inch or so in the air, a translucent bubble surrounded her body. She pushed her fingers through it to make sure she could pass the stake through without it bursting. It worked.

Turning, Lilly smiled first at December and then the others before turning back towards the cave. She took a small tentative step, almost swallowed by the cave, before she heard her name being called.

"Lilly!"

She stopped, turned and saw Oliver running as fast as he could towards her in the distance.

She smiled sadly at him and turned back towards the cave. Oliver was alive. Now she had even more of a reason to go in and destroy the vampire that was threatening her entire existence.

"No!" she heard him yell but she continued to move into the darkness.

Seconds later, rocks began to fall, showering the entrance completely with large boulders and stones. It was blocked.

Lilly followed the sounds of the continuous rumbling as the two vampires fought in the darkness.

As if December could sense the darkness, the bubble suddenly lit up. Lilly smiled. Her magic is getting stronger, she thought before she continued to search for signs of the two enemies.

They had managed to break through from the original cave into a series of others, small and large and with small jagged pathways scattered off in many different directions. Small rocks continued to fall from all around as she scoured for signs of the two vampires.

Hearing the echoing sounds of voices bouncing off of the walls around her, Lilly stopped and waited for a moment as she tried to work out which direction it was coming from.

"You're not going to get out of this alive, Walter. You should have minded your own business."

"It is my business when you're playing with my own family, Duran."

A loud crash ensued as the two threw themselves against one another.

Soon, Lilly could see them both. The sudden influx of light caused them to stop momentarily and take note of who had entered.

Duran laughed and shook his head.

"You witches think you can kill me with magic? I think not!" he said as he rushed towards her. Walter jumped on him from behind and plunged his teeth into the other vampire.

"You'll have to do better than that!" he yelled, pulling Walter from behind him and throwing him against the side of the cave, causing a thunderous roar.

Walter barely flinched and was back within a second, but not before he spotted Lilly's silver embellished wooden stake.

"I'll make you sorry for turning me into one of you, Duran."

"Ha... you might be a vampire, Walter, but you'll never be like me."

"I never wanted to be like you. You should have left me with Vivian."

"I saved you from Vivian."

"You made my life even more of a living hell."

"I should have known better than to choose you. There were others far more grateful to be changed than you, Walter. You make me sick."

Those words turned Lilly's stomach, could he have been referring to her father?

The smell of blood filled her nostrils as she prepared for the moment when she could impel the beast.

But they moved as fast as light, making it almost impossible to choose the right second to act.

She watched and listened to the sounds of the mountain slowly caving in all around her, thunderous roar after thunderous roar.

"Now Lilly, now!" yelled Walter as he threw Duran into her path. She had a split second to do the deed and so she launched herself forward with all her might and plunged the stake deep into Duran's heart before stopping completely still and waiting to see if her plan had worked.

But he shook his head and tutted.

"Lilly, are you still not aware that a wooden stake will not kill me?" he asked with a smile that suddenly became twisted as he realised that it was no ordinary wooden stake.

She had to know, she had to know about her father, before he died.

"Did you transform my father?" she asked.

His eyes bulged from their sockets and his veins began to throb. 


"Duran.... Olivier... did you transform my father. Jackson Tulugaq? Jackson Taylor? Did you? Is he a vampire?"

Smiling a horrible, twisted grin, "Silver-tipped stake?" he asked and she nodded.

"Clever... girl..." he muttered, adding, "Jackson was... Vivian's... toy... not mine," he said finally as he fell backwards to the floor.

"I planned to...ch... change him... but he disappeared before..."

Suddenly his face was no longer that of a handsome young man, but that of an exceedingly old one. Lilly watched as his looks quickly faded, his skin disappeared from his bones and soon all that was left of him was a pile of dust on the ground.

Walter stumbled towards Lilly. He was hurt.

"I don't know if the bubble will hold us both, Walter, but we must try."

But he shook his head, "No Lilly. Go. Get out as fast as you can. The cave will completely collapse any moment. You must get out alive. For December, for Rose, for your father..." Walter said before he collapsed on the floor on top of Duran's dust.

"No, I won't leave you here," she said to his unconscious body as she grabbed him, using all the strength she had left to lift him into the bubble.

They hovered, dropping down to the ground, but the bubble remained intact. They turned and Lilly tried to envisage the way out, but it all looked the same. Not knowing if she was taking the right route, they half floated, half bobbed against the ground along a makeshift pathway she hoped would lead them to safety, all the while thinking about her father.
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Oliver sweated profusely as he carried rock after rock away from the cave's entrance, aided by Christoff.

December watched him. She wanted to help but she had to concentrate hard on the bubble inside the cave. If her concentration waned for just a second, it could mean instant death for Lilly, although she didn't even know if it was working. 


She couldn't even break her concentration to try to communicate with her best friend. 


Oliver hadn't said a word. Tabitha had tried to find out about the others, but he was far too focused on trying to get into the cave.

Soon though, voices could be heard and Tabitha tried to stand up to see what was going on, but she was weak.

Around the corner came Carmelo leading a small group. Zoltan rushed forward to Tabitha when he saw what had happened.

"Zoltan!" she yelled with relief, hugging him tight and kissing him hard on the lips.

"Lilly is inside, December's concentrating on a protection spell so whatever you do don't interrupt her. She went in to kill Duran with a stake and the silver. My grandfather came and rescued us but he and Duran were fighting. It caused everything to collapse. You've got to do something. We don't even know if anyone is still alive!" she said to them without taking a breath, and then continued, "oh and this is Christoff... he was being kept by Duran but he is one of us now."

Suddenly there was an almighty crash as more of the mountain came crashing down on top of the cave.

Everybody went silent.

"Lilly," sobbed Oliver as Carmelo approached him and placed a hand on his back. Everybody was silent as it dawned on them that they might have lost her. Then suddenly, a voice could be heard.

"She's still alive!" yelled a voice from the distance. "She's alive... and so is Walter... albeit barely. Keep digging."

It was Ruby, drifting down the mountain, followed by Moira who was limping slightly, looking a little bedraggled.

The group descended on the fallen rocks and formed a line, Oliver at the front with Carmelo, lifting the rocks and handing them along. 


Moira rushed to her daughter's side but December didn't even look at her. Her eyes were so full of concentration that Moira sat beside her and joined her. Together, the protection bubble would be stronger.

Moira swore she saw December's lips lift a little at the sides as she began to utter the same words over and over.

A couple of hours later and the entrance to the cave was almost clear. With the last boulder larger than the rest, they all grouped together to push it aside.

A gap just big enough for one person to squeeze through presented itself.

Without saying a word, Oliver pushed himself through.

"Oliver... here," said Zoltan, who handed him a lighter before he disappeared.

Flicking the lighter on, Oliver searched what was once a wide open cave. Huge boulders and rocks scattered the ground. He had to duck, to avoid hitting his head on the lowered ceiling.

"Lilly?" he whispered, careful not to cause too much noise.

He listened intently but there was nothing but silence.

He followed the only path free of rocks and continued to whisper her name.

Listening carefully, he thought he heard a gentle cough.

"Lilly?" he said, increasing his pace.

"Oliver?" said the quiet voice of his girlfriend.

"Yes!" he smiled, "Where are you?"

"Over here, but be careful. We're trapped."

Oliver followed the sounds of her voice until he found her. She was encased in a large bubble with an unconscious man to her side. A huge boulder rested precariously on top of them. December's spell was keeping them from being crushed. If she moved forward, the boulder would undoubtedly fall and she was unsure if the protection spell was strong enough to protect them from something so huge and heavy.

"Lilly... I'm so relieved to have found you. I thought you were dead," he said, trying to keep the tears from his eyes.

"And I thought you were dead too. Those other vampires..."

"Shhh, it's okay. I'm all right. But we need to get you out of here. Will the bubble stay if you move?" he asked, desperately just wanting to hold her in his arms.

She shook her head, "you need to go back out and tell December what's happening. We need this bubble to stay put so we can move. It's the only way."

"No, I don't want to leave you."

She nodded at him and smiled, "Oliver, you must. We'll be okay. Just go. Come back only when she's ready, and be careful."

She managed to push her own hand out of the bubble. He squeezed it and held it to his lips.

"Okay. I'll be right back."

He turned and stumbled out as fast as he could, smaller rocks and dust, falling behind him.

As he found his way back to the only visible exit, he fell out into the moonlit night and dusted himself down as he explained the situation.

December and Moira were sitting in the exact same position as when he'd left, in a trance, keeping the protective bubble active.

"We're going to need the help of some of the other witches," said Ruby, "there's no way we can interrupt my two girls now. If they become distracted, the bubble might burst."

Carmelo took charge immediately, "Zoltan, we need you to run back to the others and bring the witches to us. Bring Kyran. As fast as you can."

Zoltan immediately leapt to his feet and changed into a huge wolf before their very eyes, his clothes ripping off his body and falling to the ground as if in slow motion. He bounded off into the distance without a single word.

As they waited, Tabitha gingerly asked Carmelo what had happened with the nine other vampires.

He looked down towards the ground before looking back up at her with glazed eyes. "Dead, they're all dead," he nodded.

"But there's something else, isn't there? What aren't you telling me?"

"It was a trap. All that time we thought we were setting our own trap, when in fact it was the other way round. They were waiting for us. Sadly the battle culminated in some casualties, some of our own were killed and many were injured. They've all been taken back to our caves to be healed."

Tabitha struggled to climb to her feet as she hobbled towards him, "And Rose? Is Rose all right?"

Carmelo took her hand in his, "She was injured... but she's a fighter that woman, I think she'll be all right."

Tabitha let out a deep sob as Carmelo held her tight.

"Now, now, child, she will be fine."

"C..C..Carmelo... who was killed?" she asked tentatively.

"I'm afraid we lost two of our witches: Agnes and Filipe. One of the vampires that lived with us in the mountains also perished. His name was Edmond, but you did not know him. He was a fine man. He will be missed. And... we lost John, Meredith's husband," he said sadly.

Tabitha gasped and a tear slid down her cheek. She brushed it away with the back of her hand, "poor Meredith and the boys must be devastated."

He nodded slowly, "they are all with the other Elders, being comforted."

"And Jo and Gabriel?" she gasped.

With a smile, Carmelo nodded, "my wife-to-be was truly phenomenal and she survived without a scratch. She was able to protect Gabriel from harm. She is caring for the wounded now."

"Ben? Is Ben okay?"

"Ben is fine, he suffered some cuts and bruises, just as his brother did, but he fought like a true warrior. If I didn't know him, I'd say he was trained in the art of combat. He was incredible. Now, stop worrying about everyone else and focus on yourself. You are injured, Tabitha. You must rest."

Turning back to where she had been sitting with Christoff, Tabitha carefully lowered herself, back to the ground. Christoff's gentle hands helped her when she groaned in pain.

"I am truly sorry to hear of your friends deaths. I wish I could have warned you all about their intentions."

"If you had tried, Christoff, then you would have been killed and we wouldn't be alive right now. I am so grateful to you for that," she smiled.

A couple of hours passed before the smooth whooshing sound of gracefully flapping wings could be heard in the distance, just as Oliver climbed out of the cave's rough jagged entrance.

Looking skyward, he noticed Sammy approaching. In his arms was Emilie, the witch.

Running steadfastly behind and beneath them was Zoltan carrying something strange on his back.

As they drew closer, Oliver saw that the strange thing on his back was not a thing at all, but a miniature person.

Sammy arrived first, coming to a standstill just in front of the group. As he released his grip on Emilie who was smiling, she exclaimed "exhilarating, absolutely exhilarating!" 


She awaited the arrival of Zoltan, who strode up just a minute later and stood in front of her while she released the harness which kept the little person from falling.

"Are you all right, Kyran?" she asked as she gently lifted the strange looking little man from his seat and placed him on the floor.

Rubbing his bottom, he responded in a high pitched yet warm voice, "Me backside is a leetle sore but de journey vas good. Now let me say hullo t'all these folks."

With a wiggle of his bottom, Kyran placed his long thin fingers on his long thin beard and pulled it gently, making sure he looked respectable.

"Ah am Kyran. Ah am half fairy, half wizard. Eet's good t'meet y'all." he nodded, while he walked around and shook the hands of those he had not met before.

Carmelo made the few introductions before the little man, dressed in dark brown corduroy trousers and a white T-shirt with a skull and cross bones flashed across the chest, eventually stood before December and Moira.

"Ah can feel it. Ah can feel the magic. Eet ess strong stuff thees magic. Aye, eet ees true. Millicent Roberts all right," he giggled to himself.

"Emilie, praps u shood stay ere for a moment? Ahm gonna go meet Lilly, check up on her y'know."

Emilie nodded and watched Kyran wiggle across to the cave towards Oliver, "Dont u worry, young man. Lilly ees gonna be fine. Now let me see her." Coming up to the top of Oliver's knees, Kyran gently pushed his legs aside and rushed inside the cave.

"Wait!" said Oliver, "Here, you'll need this," offering him the lighter.

Kyran merely smiled and shook his head. "No need," he whispered and turned back. Oliver watched as the little man suddenly began to glow as he walked easily through the makeshift pathways beneath the falling cave.
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As Kyran followed his nose, he soon fell upon the girl and the vampire in the bubble. Their eyes were closed.

"Lilly, m'dear?" he said. 


Nothing.

A little louder, "Lilly, m'dear.?" 


Nothing.

"LILLY!" he yelled at the top of his lungs, which wasn't actually that loud considering his stature.

Lilly's eyes shot open and she looked upwards to find nothing in front of her.

"Ahm doon ere," Kyran said as her eyes turned downwards.

"Oh, sorry," she said sleepily.

"Yer avent got a lota oxygen in ere. Were gonna get yer oot. Ahm Kyran. Ahm alf fairy, alf wizard. Ahm gonna work with ur friends t'get yer oot, all right m'dear?"

Lilly smiled, even though she'd struggled with some of his words, she'd got the gist of it. He was here to help.

"Noow, ahm gonna go oot and you'll be oot in no time too. Worry not ma little un," he said as he turned away from her and rushed back the way he'd come and eventually, out into the fresh air.

Even though breathing was becoming a little difficult, Lilly couldn't help but smile at Kyran's words, calling her a little 'un when he was much, much smaller than her.

As she stood, leaning against the bubble, which itself leaned against the crumbling cave wall, Lilly felt her eyes grow heavy once again and so she let them close. Just for a moment, she thought.

The next thing she knew, she could hear a voice, a gentle soothing voice. A man's voice. It told her not to worry, that she was going to be okay. 


Wake up though, Lilly. Don't let the weariness overcome you. You must stay awake.



"I am awake," she responded slowly.

No, Lilly, wake up. Please wake up. If you sleep now, you might not be able to wake up and we can't have that. You need to stay strong for the family. Wake up, Lilly, wake up.

The voice slowly faded as she opened her eyes, expecting to see the source of the soothing voice but there was nobody there.

Weariness was creeping in and all she wanted to do was sleep but she knew he was right. She needed to remain alert.

Forcing her eyes open, she looked down at Walter who was still unconscious, and wished for it all to be over soon. All she wanted was to be out in the fresh air in the arms of her loved ones.

Outside, Kyran and Amelie had sat down on the dirt with December and Moira. They had positioned themselves in a circle with Tabitha in the centre. She was the only link they had to Walter, should they need it.

Amelie began to recite the same words that December had begun hours earlier and was soon joined by Kyran who began to mumble words of a different nature.

After half an hour, Kyran opened his eyes and nodded to Oliver and Carmelo, their cue to venture back into the cave and to help Lilly try and make her way out of the bubble, out of that dark and dismal place.

Carmelo followed behind Oliver, who knew the way perfectly after tiptoeing in and out several times since his arrival.

As they approached, they heard Lilly's voice. It sounded as if she was talking to somebody.

Oliver quickened his pace.

"Lilly? Are you all right?" he asked as he pushed his hand carefully through the bubble to take hers in his.

"Hmmm?" she replied, "I was talking to him..."

Oliver and Carmelo looked down at Walter and saw that he continued to be unconscious.

"Not to him, to the other man. His voice was so soothing... he was helping me..."

"But there's no-o...." 


Carmelo stopped Oliver from saying any more by touching his arm and shaking his head.

Oliver nodded, understanding he shouldn't mention that she was hallucinating. Instead, he smiled and told her it was time.

She looked up into his eyes and then across at Carmelo and she smiled back, a long sad smile.

"Kyran? He's a funny little man, isn't he?" she slurred.

"The lack of oxygen is getting to her. We need to get her out, fast."

"I'm feeling very, very sleepy."

"No, Lilly, you can't sleep now. Wait until we're out and then you can sleep as long as you want to," said Oliver, unsure what to do.

"Kyran said you should be able to step out of the bubble. With the four of them reciting the spell, it should hold, but we need to be as quick as possible," said Carmelo as he held out his hand to her.

"No, take Walter first," she said, trying to pull the heavy body of the vampire to her side. "He's so heavy."

Carmelo carefully pushed both of his arms into the bubble and grabbed Walter under his arms. Pulling, he managed to pull him out of the sphere.

"Oliver, can you drag him out to safety? I will help Lilly."

Oliver took hold of Walter's body and began dragging him backwards towards the exit, carefully dodging the bits of rock that jutted out at all angles.

"Be careful," he said to Carmelo before he could no longer see them.

"Okay, Lilly, I want you to step out slowly. I understand that you're feeling weak. Just fall into my arms and I'll catch you, okay?"

She nodded and moved as slowly as possible. She very gingerly put one foot out of the bubble onto the stone-covered ground of the cave. She lost her balance and nearly toppled over. Carmelo lunged forward and took her in his arms. They were both half in, half out of the bubble.

Her eyes wide in terror, Lilly looked up at Carmelo, "I'm scared, Carmelo," she whispered.

"Do you trust December's magic, Lilly? And that of Kyran, Emilie and Moira?"

Without giving it a seconds thought, Lilly nodded. Carmelo nodded back and said, "On three then, okay.... one, two, three."

Carmelo pulled Lilly sideways out of the bubble. She gasped as he lifted her like a ragdoll and then ran as fast as he could. He could hear the sounds of falling debris behind them. The bubble had held but would probably implode any moment. Moving with lightning speed, Carmelo and Lilly just about made it to the cave's exit when a deafening sound like giant waves crashing on the shore followed behind them. 


All too soon, the mountain side collapsed entirely on top of the caves, leaving nothing but boulders and rocks in its wake.

Oliver looked on in terror but just as he thought they hadn't made it, he heard coughing and spluttering as Carmelo appeared out of the clouds of dust carrying the young girl in his strong arms. The girl who had done everything possible to save them all from the clutches of Duran. 


As Oliver ran towards them, Carmelo gently handing her over to him with a smile.

Lilly looked up into his eyes and smiled too as he gently wiped away the dust from her face, before leaning forward and planting a soft kiss on her lips.

"We made it," she croaked and he laughed, nodding as he turned towards the group who were all waiting to congratulate her on her heroic efforts.







CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN




After a little rest, the group prepared to head back on up the mountain to the Elders' home where their family and friends eagerly awaited news of their fate.

They took the walk very slowly, having to carry Walter on a makeshift stretcher. Although many hours had passed since their rescue, Walter had remained unconscious. Carmelo and the witches were baffled. It was virtually unknown for a vampire to go into a coma. 


Many hours of walking went by before Lilly recognised the familiar weather-beaten old elm tree that stood guard outside the well-hidden main entrance to the Elders' cave. To some, the tree may have appeared somewhat out of place, but to Lilly it was perfect. It signalled the end of a long and arduous journey. It signalled the arrival to her temporary home... to her family.

Ben was the first to rush out as the grand old door creaked opened to reveal a host of people awaiting their arrival.

He ran to his brother with open arms and they hugged each other tightly, before Ben turned his attention to Lilly, the girl that had become like a sister to him in the year they had known each other. Relief covered his face as he saw that everyone else was alive and largely, well. Behind them all stood Crystal, who had tears in her eyes.

"We are so glad to have you back safely, Lilly, Oliver. We've been worried sick. Poor Gabriel has been beside himself with worry," she said as she hugged them both gently.

Lilly pulled away from Ben's girlfriend and ran inside, but Gabriel wasn't with the welcoming party. Neither were the rest of her family.

"Where are they?" she yelled to no-one in particular.
"In Gabriel's quarters. They are recovering, go gently, my dear Lilly," said Finlay, the Elder with the huge eyes and caricature-like features.

Lilly immediately rushed towards the rooms which now belonged to Gabriel. As she approached, she slowed herself down and stood in the doorway, looking in on the family she had thought she'd lost.

Gabriel stood over Rose, who was laying in his bed recovering from the battle. Meredith sat with her sons, all were clearly in shock. Wyatt, Sonya and Jo hovered over them, offering words of comfort.

Suddenly Jo turned to face her.

"Lilly! You're all right!" she yelled and propelled herself over to her cousin and hugged her with all her strength, nearly knocking her to the ground.

"I'm fine, I'm fine," she responded over and over again, "We're all alive... a little beaten up, but okay."

"Oh Meredith... I'm so very sorry..." she whispered as she let go of Jo and walked into her aunt's arms.

Meredith was unable to speak for a moment as the tears began to flow once again, but she held Lilly tight, not wanting to let her go.

"I feel like it's my fault, Meredith. I'm sorry," she whispered.

"My dear, it's not your fault at all. John was... killed by those evil vampires. They would have killed more of us if they'd had the chance. It's not your fault. Please don't think that."

Meredith pulled away from Lilly and held her at arms-length, looking into her eyes as she spoke. "Did you get him? Did you kill... Duran?"

The room was silent as they waited to hear the news.

Lilly nodded, "He's dead."

They all sighed at the same time, relieved that the horrendous ordeal was finally over. Knowing that now they could return to their homes in safety.

"But... someone has been seriously injured" she whispered, dropping her arms from Meredith and slowly moving her feet until she was beside Rose.

As Gabriel took her in his arms and held her for a moment, she turned to Rose and said, "It's Walter."

Rose gasped, "Walter? How is that possible?"

"I don't know how he knew but he came to save us. He fought with Duran for so long and after Duran was killed, he collapsed. He's been unconscious ever since."

"I must see him..." said Rose as she tried to lift her weak body out of the bed.

"No, Rose, you are too weak. You must rest," said Gabriel, gently pushing her back down while he simultaneously fluffed her pillow behind her head.

"Gabriel, that is my husband. I have not seen nor heard from him in over forty years. I have to see him."

"Rose..." began Lilly but Rose interrupted her, "Lilly, dear. I know what you're going to say. I know that Walter is now a vampire and I know that he looks exactly as he did when he was taken from me. I must see him... even if it's just to say goodbye."

Jo appeared at her side, "It's okay, guys, I'll carry her," and she pulled back the blankets to reveal Rose's bruise-covered legs, and gently picked her up as if she was as light as a feather.

"Thank you, Jo. Thank you," said Rose as Jo walked out of the room with the others in tow.

Walter had been carefully laid on a large bed in a hospital-like room in the lower levels of the caves. Lit by a multitude of candles, the room's walls were covered in soft wall hangings to create a warm and comforting ambience. Unlike normal hospitals which tend to have clinical odours to them, Walter's room smelt of burning candles and incense.


There were several people already fussing around him, opening his eyes and making notes. Lilly half expected them to be monitoring his blood pressure, heartbeat and checking his pulse but then realised there's not much point on a vampire. One of them did take a sample of his blood though.

Wyatt located a comfortable chair and put it close to the bed as Jo carefully placed Rose in it. As she sank down into the soft fabric, she took Walter's hand in hers and let out a low sob.

Everybody looked at each other and decided Rose and Walter needed to be left alone so they quickly exited after Lilly gently placed a light blanket across her legs before giving her a kiss on her forehead.

There was no door on the room, but a heavy curtain hung across the opening, tied to one side with a piece of soft rope. As Lilly walked out, she unravelled the rope and let the deep red fabric fall to the ground, to give Rose some much needed privacy.

The group walked away, back up the steps towards the main hall where people were gathering for their evening meal.

Meredith walked slowly back towards Gabriel's room, declaring herself not able to eat, "Boys, please go and eat something. You need some food. I'll be okay. I just need some time alone," she said as she hugged her three sons tightly and walked away in a daze.

Doing as they were told, they turned sadly, and walked along with Lilly, Tabitha, Jo, Sonya and Wyatt until they reached the humongous wooden table that was filled with plates of food and large jugs of liquid refreshments.

As everyone found a seat, at the head of the table stood Carmelo. He waited patiently for the whispers to quieten down before he began to speak to the crowd of people, Elders, other residents of the vast underground caves, visitors and friends.

"This evening should be one of celebration and happiness, with the destruction of one of the world's more prolific and evil vampires, Olivier Duran, but the night is sadly tainted by the death of our dear friends and family members: John Black - devoted husband to Meredith, father to Cormac, Shayne and Bailey, uncle to Lilly and Jo, son to long deceased parents and great friend to us all. He goes now to the afterlife to be joined once again to his loving mother and father. We will miss him; Edmond Chevalier who fought like the true knight of his namesake. Edmond became a vampire in his native France during World War I, he was a close friend of Ursula and of us all here. He too goes to the afterlife to join the family that passed away many years ago. We will miss him; Agnes Herringthorpe, a witch we became very fond of over the past few years since she moved from her native England. Her close friends in the north have been notified of her passing and they tell us she was orphaned as a baby. So she too, goes forth to the afterlife to the parents she was never able to meet. We will miss her. And finally, Filipe Branco, white by name, white witch by nature. His elderly Portuguese parents still live across the Atlantic Ocean in the small town of Sintra, and have been notified of his passing. His ashes will be sent to them following his cremation. Filipe was a humorous fellow and he too will be sadly missed. John, Edmond, Agnes and Filipe, we toast you this evening, for you gave your lives for us and we are eternally grateful. You will always be in our hearts and in our memories. John, Edmond, Agnes and Filipe," he repeated along with everybody else in the great hall as chairs shuffled backwards as they all stood and raised their glasses to their lost friends and comrades, while also shedding a few tears.

As Carmelo sat down, so too did everybody else and soon the hall was filled with the sounds of voices, clinking glasses and knives and forks scraping against plates.

To December's side sat Lilly, while the other side sat Kyran - who had made a beeline for her. He sat atop a specially made dining chair, not unlike a toddler's seat, to enable him to sit at the same height as everyone else.

December immediately decided that she liked this little man. He had helped save Lilly's life, after all.

"Sooo, Millicent Roberts, eh?" he asked as he stabbed a piece of beef with his fork and quickly popped it into his small mouth, a small piece breaking off and embedding itself in his beard.

December giggled and nodded, "I guess so," she replied as she sipped a glass of cool ginger beer.

"A mighty fine witch, Millicent Roberts. Ah've read aboot her in mah special history boooks," he said as he lifted one eyebrow and twinkled his eyes.

"All I know about her is the fact that she could perform the same protection spell as me, was able to orb like me and she could speak to so-called lost souls."

Kyran nodded enthusiastically as the red wine he supped out of his chalice spilled over and trickled down his chin, dripping on to the piece of beef in his beard.

December refrained from taking her napkin and wiping his chin like she would have done a small child, as she listened to him speak, in his strange accent, about Millicent.

"Millicent came to be boorn in Arundel, England, in de year 1211. Her moother was well aware of de special abilities she ad and she tried to hide em from the peeple of Arundel but it wasn' easy. Witches were bein burned or drowned or worse. Millicent was pud away in de loonie bin several times but she ahlways orbed out!" he laughed as he finally put his knife and fork down and wiped his face with a napkin.

December noticed the piece of beef that had been stuck to his beard finally dropped to the ground. A tiny miniature Irish Wolfhound which sat at the base of his chair was quick to lap it up.

"It was said dat whenever she orbed out, she was found in a nearby field, under a big oak tree chadding to someone invisible," he shook his head and continued, "Her moder would ask, who arh ye talking to, Milly? And Millicent would say, 'it's a lost soul, mama.'" he laughed again, rubbing his full round belly.

"Do you know who these lost souls were?"

Kyran shrugged his shoulders, "Some say it were de dead risen from de graves, some say it were jus ghosts, others say it were de souls of folk alf alive, alf dead, trapped," he shrugged his shoulders again, "why do ye ask, December?"

"Well," she replied, unsure whether she should share it with him or not, "Erm..."

"Out wiv it," he said waiting.

"Lately, whenever I've practised magic, I've heard a voice."

He looked intrigued and so she continued, "A man's voice. He talks to me. He knows who I am because he's used my name before."

"Ave yer ever tried talking to im when yer not doin magic?" he asked, his eyes opening wide.

Shaking her head, December hadn't even thought to try it.

"Well y'ought t' try it. Find oot who this fella is? Mebbe e needs yer elp?"

Nodding, December said she would.

Lilly, who had been leaning slightly in their direction and listening to the conversation, waited for Kyran to lower his seat to the ground using a specially made crank handle and walk away from the table, before turning to speak to December.

"That is one weird little guy," she whispered as they giggled. 


"Look, I was listening to your conversation and it took me back to something that happened in the cave. When I was stuck in there with Walter, I could have sworn I heard someone speak to me. It was a man's voice, just as you've described."

December was intrigued, "What did he say to you?"

"He told me to stay awake, not to fall asleep. He said I needed to be strong for the family. I wonder if it was the same man? Actually, thinking about it, he knew my name too!" she gasped.

"Who is he?" said December as the two girls sat looking at nothing in particular, deep in thought, wondering about the identity of their own 'lost soul'.







CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT




The following morning, Lilly and Tabitha went down to check on Rose and Walter to see if there had been any change in his condition.

As they tiptoed down the stone steps and arrived at the closed curtain, they whispered Rose's name.

"Come in girls," she answered sadly, knowing that both of them stood behind the heavy curtain.

"Hey Rose," they both said as they gently kissed her on her cheek. "How is he?" asked Tabitha.

Rose sighed, "the same, just the same."

Lilly noticed that another bed had been placed in the room, presumably for Rose to sleep in but the cotton sheets remained untouched. She had spent the night in the chair, holding his hand.

A tray with a plate of untouched toast and jelly sat at the bottom of it.

"Rose, you must eat something. You've not had a bite to eat since before the attack," Lilly admonished.

But Rose simply shook her head, the ends of her mouth turned downwards as she roughly brushed her eye with her hand.

"Will you at least have a cup of tea? Please Rose?" asked Tabitha.

Closing her eyes, she turned from Walter for a moment and smiled, the saddest smile the girls had ever seen on her pale face. 


"All right, I'll drink a cup of tea. Sweet tea... thank you."

Tabitha turned and walked out of the room, Lilly could hear her hopping up the steps as she sat on the other bed.

"I've been talking to him, you know?" whispered Rose, "I hoped maybe the sound of my voice would bring him back."

"I'm sure he can hear you," said Lilly, thinking that's what people often say when their loved ones are in a coma.

Rose nodded absent-mindedly.

A few minutes passed before Tabitha returned with the hot tea. She wasn't alone. One of the women who had taken Walter's blood the previous night, along with Carmelo, Jo and Gabriel walked in. All looked at Rose solemnly.

Gabriel spoke first, "My dear Rose. I'm afraid the news is not good," he said as he perched on Walter's bed facing her. 


As Rose looked up, Lilly thought she looked old. It was the first time she had ever looked old.

Carmelo took over, "there used to be a disease in the vampire world called Sangue Debolezza. It was an ancient disease I thought had been wiped out many years ago but the witches have discovered that Walter's blood contains this very disease. In years gone by, Sangue Debolezza was only passed on through a bite from a carrier; and seen as Walter seemed in good health prior to his fight with Duran, we can only assume that Duran was carrying the disease. I'm so very sorry, Rose."


"And there's no cure?" she whispered.


Carmelo shook his head.


Rose dropped her head into her hands and began to sob.


"What if we were able to obtain a sample of blood from a carrier? Could the witches produce an antidote?" Lilly asked.


Rose looked up and waited with baited breath.


"Honestly? I'm not sure that it would help."


"But it's worth a shot, right?"


"Possibly, but where would we obtain a sample?" he asked.


"What about Frank? He was Duran's first victim. I presume that he is still alive... and here in the caves."


Rose took Carmelo's hand in hers, "Please try, Carmelo. Try anything."


He nodded and quickly exited the room, rushing up the steps to call to the witches and nurses for help.


"I wonder why Frank is still alive and not in a similar coma," said Jo as she stood up and prepared to follow Carmelo out of the room, before squeezing Rose's hand.


"It must be because he was human when he was bitten," replied Gabriel as he placed a comforting hand on Rose's shoulder.


"How is dear Meredith?" Rose asked, suddenly remembering that somebody else was suffering far more than she was.


"Not very good, I'm afraid. She, too, won't eat a thing. But it's to be expected. Losing a spouse is truly heartbreaking. Nothing helps, but time," he sighed, speaking from experience.


Trying to stand, Rose struggled to lift her weary, bruised and aching limbs from the chair.


"I must go to her. Lilly, Tabitha, please help me. Gabriel, will you please stay with Walter until I return?"


Gabriel smiled and nodded as he watched Rose hobble out of the room, using the two girls to lean on.

Meredith had slept for a few hours and when she had woken, just for a split second all was well until she remembered the horrors of the day before. She had witnessed her husband thrown against a huge boulder with such force that it had literally taken the life out of him. He had lived for perhaps three minutes, just long enough to tell her and the boys that he loved them dearly, that she shouldn't be sad for too long. He wanted her to move on with her life. "Do it for me, my love," he had said, "do it for me." Those were the last words he had spoken.


She couldn't even lie down in bed any longer for the grief overtook her and she had to rush to the nearest bathroom where she sat on the floor retching. Her stomach was so empty though, that she was unable to vomit.


She had never known pain like it. The deepest, dullest ache rose from the pit of her stomach and settled in her heart, making her want to scream and shout and hurl things against the wall.


But Meredith would never do such things, perhaps at home alone, but not there surrounded by family and friends. Some were also in mourning. She couldn't forget that.


As she sat curled on the floor in the old fashioned bathroom, so out of place in the middle of a mountain range, Meredith heard Rose's voice.


"Meredith, dear, may I come in?"


But she was unable to speak. The grief prevented words from coming out of her dry mouth. She lifted herself off the floor and crawled over to the wooden door and unlocked it.


Rose gently pushed it open to find Meredith looking so unlike herself. And Meredith looked up to find Rose looking so unlike herself. She stood up and they fell into each other's arms, sobbing. There they stood for half an hour, letting their grief out.


Lilly and Tabitha tiptoed away once they'd delivered Rose to her destination, leaving the two women to grieve together.








CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE






An attempted antidote had been concocted using a sample of Frank's blood. The new-born vampire had been eager to please, eager to help once he'd heard about what had happened. Frank was slowly getting used to the Elders and he was beginning to feel like he belonged, although his thirst for blood was incapacitating, leaving him unable to spend much time out of the confines of his temporary cell. 



He knew once he had conquered the thirst, he would continue to live with this bizarre group of people and creatures, but he was pleased about that. Frank had been a loner for so long that he no longer felt like he belonged in Powell River. He carried such guilt for the death he had caused, the death of the bear that had, in fact, been an innocent man.


Rose sat beside her long lost husband while the concoction was injected directly into his neck. Although she was warned that it may have an adverse effect and cause Walter to wake with such a thirst that he may reach for the nearest source of blood, she had been adamant. She would not leave his side. 



And so, the strongest vampires were standing by should he need restraining.


After ten minutes, there was no change. Twenty minutes, nothing. An hour went by and Walter lay there unmoving.


Rose had just about begun to lose all hope of speaking to him again when suddenly, Walter bolted upright, taking a deep breath and then falling on his back, his eyes closed. It was as if he'd been given an electric shock and then fallen unconscious again.


Rose took his hand in hers again and began to talk to him. She told him all about her life and the life of their family, how much she loved him. 



"I never stopped loving you, even though I'm an old lady now and you're still a young man," she chuckled. "You look exactly the same as when we were married all those years ago..." and she continued talking to him for hours.


Carmelo decided there was no longer any threat. He was certain the antidote was ineffective and so he dismissed the vampires and the rest of the family returned upstairs to leave Rose alone with her husband.


It was only once everybody had gone that something happened.


Rose felt Walter's hand twitch in hers, before he gripped it tightly. 



"Walter?" she whispered as another tear fell out of the corner of her eye.


"Walter?" she asked again.


"Rose?" responded the voice.


"Walter!" she gasped and leaned forward to watch as he slowly opened his eyes and turned to face her.


"Why Rose... you look even more beautiful now than..."


She shook her head, laughing, "You always were a pretty poor liar, Walter."


He slowly sat himself up and stroked her face gently, "I'm not lying, Rose. Oh, how I've missed you. I'm so sorry."


"I'm sorry too... we've lost so many years..." she said, sobbing.


"But we're together now, that's all that matters."


"But you're still a young man, Walter. Look at me... I'm an old lady."


"I might look like a young man, my love, but I'm older than you," he laughed, wincing and holding his stomach.


"Walter! Are you all right?" she asked anxiously.


"I... I think so, just some strange sensations I've not felt before. I'm rather hungry though."


"If you can walk, we can help each other upstairs where we can get you some... food," she said as she stood up and offered her shoulder.


"Oh, my love, I can see that you are injured. I'll be fine. Let me carry you," and before she could say anything, Walter had hopped off the bed and whisked her up in his arms as he walked out of the room, following her directions to join the rest of the family.


As the two emerged from the steps and entered the main hall, a roar suddenly erupted from the room where everyone had been sitting quietly waiting for Walter to pass into the next world. Nobody expected to be seeing him alive and well and when they did, they cheered loudly.


"This man is feeling a little peckish, can we organise some... food for him please?" said Rose, above the sounds of the voices as they fussed over them. He gently put Rose down on the wheelchair that had been found for her, and placed the blanket over her weakened legs.


As Walter was taken away to feed, Meredith approached Rose. She was looking better than she had that morning, their shared moment of grief had helped enormously. She hugged Rose, "I'm so happy for you, my dear Rose."


Looking deep into her eyes, Rose said, "I wish I could say the same for you, Meredith."


"I've had many, many happy years, and wonderful memories with John, Rose. You've had nothing like that with Walter. You deserve some happiness now."


Rose looked unsure all of a sudden, looking down at her feet and squeezing her hands together nervously, "I don't think so, Meredith. Look at him. He's young. I am old. We can't possibly be together now."


"Why ever not? Technically, you are a similar age. Besides, what's wrong with a boy toy?" she replied, smiling. "Rose, you deserve to be together," she said as she gently pushed her towards Walter who had finished feeding and was heading back in her direction looking fit and healthy. Well, as healthy as a vampire can look.


That evening, surrounded by candles, Walter and Rose sat cuddled in a cosy little room in a far corner of the caves. They had needed some privacy. They had a lot to catch up on.


Sunk deep into an old soft sofa, they were wrapped in a warm blanket as Rose told her new found husband of her life in Powell River. How she had come to accept that she would probably never see him again and had just about managed to move on.


Walter placed his hand gently on her cheek and turned her face so he could look into her pale blue eyes.


"When I managed to break free from Vivian's hold, I wanted so much to return to you but I just couldn't," he said slowly. "You see, my only escape came in the form of a vampire. I didn't know he was a vampire, of course. I thought he was just there to set me free. I had no idea that he had other plans for me."


"I'm assuming it was Duran that did this to you?" she asked, still looking into his eyes.


Walter nodded and sighed. "If I had known my fate, I would have stayed with Vivian, I would have continued to give her my blood if it meant I would have stayed a man. At least then there was always that chance that I could have escaped and returned to you, my love. You were all that I thought of these passed years."


"But you could have returned to me a vampire, my dear. I wouldn't have cared. I loved you, it didn't matter what you were. Look at me, I am a changeling and it never stopped you from loving me, did it?" she cried.


"Oh, Rose. It's not the same. I would have put you in danger. I couldn't do that. That's why I fled from our daughter too. I could not endanger her. It took me a few years to control my thirst. I needed to get far away from you both in order to keep you safe."


Rose turned her face from him, and took his hand in hers, gently stroking it, "where did you go?"


"The one place that reminded me of you, Portugal. I fled to a little town called Sintra in the hills near Lisbon. It was there that I eventually managed to control that awful thirst, it had such a hold over me for so long. There were a few other good vampires in hiding over there. I was lucky that they took me in and they helped me. It was a good place for me to be. I often sat in the little bars in Sintra, and later, in the city, and listened to that fado music that you used to be so fond of. It made me feel like I was close to you, my darling."


Smiling, Rose rested her head against his shoulder as he told her all about that beautiful place he called home for a while. He told her tales about the nights he spent looking out at the stars outside the pretty old Seteais Palace, nights he would count every star in the night sky and wonder if Rose would do the same. He had broken into the Lisbon zoo during the hours of darkness, to sit beside the lions and tigers, just to feel close to her. And he had even travelled to the south of the country when he had heard about the opening of a centre for the breeding of Iberian Lynx. Again, he had waited until nightfall and had broken in, doing nothing but sitting beside the animals and watching them.


"Oh my Walter, my dear, dear, Walter, if I had known you felt this way, I would have flown to Portugal to be with you. You would never have harmed me. I know that."


Walter smiled sadly, "I'm sorry, Rose, I'm so sorry. We've lost so many years because of my stupidity."


But Rose merely shook her head, "No, not stupidity, darling. I understand why. You did it because you thought you were protecting me," she smiled.


The couple continued talking long into the night until Rose began to feel far too drowsy to continue and she slowly fell asleep as she leaned against the young man, her husband.


Rose dreamed of the life they could finally have, living together in their little cottage in Powell River. She knew there would be gossip about this attractive young man who had moved in. Some would comment on the similarity to her long lost husband and so she would have to make up some story about him being a nephew or some such nonsense. But it didn't matter, he had finally found her and they could spend the rest of their days together.


But the next morning when she awoke, she was shocked at what she found.


Overnight, Walter had aged about ten years. 



#


"It appears to be the reaction between the disease and the anti-bodies. It seems that there is little we can do, other than wait, and hope, that the ageing process will stop once he reaches his actual age."


"You mean, he is dying," Rose said to Carmelo as they sat quietly in a small room just around the corner from the so-called hospital wing where Walter was having some more tests done.


"It's difficult for us to say, Rose. We've not seen this disease for many, many years. We thought it had been totally wiped out. All we can do now is hope that Walter will pull through this."


"But tomorrow, he will probably have aged another ten years, and the next day, yet more years. If it continues, he will be dead within the week," she sobbed, "I've only just got him back."


Carmelo stood and walked over to her chair where he knelt down, placing his hand gently on hers, "I know, Rose. I'm so sorry. We just don't know what will happen. You must enjoy the next few days with Walter. You must live them, they could be his last. And you don't want them to be spent grieving. Go to him now, Rose."


Standing with the help of a temporary walking stick, and with wobbly knees, Rose nodded and hugged her old friend before she stood tall and walked out into the dimly lit hall before turning towards Walter's new quarters.


As she entered, Walter was sitting alone on the edge of the bed, deep in thought. The faint new lines on his face crinkled when he smiled as he stood and took her in his arms.


"It's been a long time since I was faced with my own mortality like this," he said, stroking her head gently.


"Let's leave here, Walter. Let's go and spend the next few days back in Powell River where I can cook for you and we can live as husband and wife. The way it should have been all those years ago. Are you strong enough to travel?" she asked, looking up into his dark eyes.


"Rose, I feel fine, and yes, let's. I would love nothing more than to spend my final days with you at home."


"Oh please don't say that. We don't know if you're... if you're...."


"Dying, Rose?"


She swallowed and nodded, before resting her head against his chest, half expecting the sound of his heartbeat, before remembering there wasn't one.


#


It had been a tearful goodbye for all of the family who were remaining with the Elders at least for a little while longer.


Walter held his only grandchild close to his chest and told her how proud he was of her, how much he loved her mother and her, even though he had never really got the chance to know them both.


Tabitha sobbed into his shoulder as he said his goodbyes, hoping that it was just temporary. Hoping that the disease would stop once he reached his actual age and that she would see him again, but she knew Rose needed to be alone with him. She had lost so many years and a few days was so little, yet so precious for her.


Meredith was almost all out of tears since the death of her husband, but she still shed a few more as she hugged Rose. She had no words. Words were unnecessary.


December and Lilly were the last to say goodbye to the couple.


"I can't tell you how grateful I am, Walter. You saved my life. You saved all our lives. I'll never forget you," Lilly whispered sadly but Walter shook his head.


"No, Lilly. I believe that you saved mine. And I'm happy knowing that I am ageing like a man now, regardless of how long I have left. I can die a happy man, finally with the woman I love. And I have you to thank for that. You saved me, Lilly. And I will never forget you."


Lilly stepped back and smiled, turning to her aunt, falling into her arms and hugging her tightly.


"Get a message to me if anything happens and I'll be there as fast as my hind legs can take me, okay?"


Rose nodded, a single tear dropped down her cheek and onto her lips, leaving a faint taste of salt.


"Thank you, Walter. Stay safe and well. I'm sure we will see you again," said December cheerily, as she gave Rose a quick peck on the cheek.


"Enjoy your time together and we'll see you both when we come home," she added optimistically.


A huge group of people assembled at the large hidden entrance to the caves to wave goodbye to the couple as they began their descent back home.


When they were out of sight, the bunch of strange looking characters disbanded, everyone going this way and that within the caves, back to their everyday lives.








CHAPTER FORTY






Lilly knew that her life would never be the same again. Not only did she have Oliver back, she no longer had to keep secrets from him or from Ben. Not only that, but December was to be a strong fixture in her life as well.


Had it not been for the sorrow of losing John, the sadness that surrounded Walter's condition and her missing father, Lilly would have been a very happy girl.


That evening, the two girls sat chatting in Gabriel's quarters as her grandfather sat in another room with Meredith sharing stories about the wonderful man they had lost.


A thick heavy brown blanket hung in the air, its corners jumping up and down as if dancing to music. Suddenly it flew across the room and landed on top of the two girls as they giggled uncontrollably.


"Am I interrupting something?" asked a male voice from the doorway.


Lilly pulled down the blanket and Oliver noticed how pretty she looked when she laughed, her eyes glistened in a way he hadn't seen before. What he saw now was the true Lilly Tulugaq, not the girl who had so much to hide from him just a year before.


"No! Come on in," she giggled as the blanket was lifted above them and then flopped down on their laps. "December was just showing me some of her recently discovered skills. It's amazing."


"What's amazing is what she did in that cave."


"Hello?" said another male voice as the three of them turned towards the doorway once again.


"Christoff!" squealed December before she had time to control herself. When she realised, her cheeks flushed pink.


"Come on in, Chris, the girls are just messing about and being silly," said Oliver as Christoff sheepishly walked in and sat down in a chair opposite them.


"Chris? You call him Chris now?" teased Lilly.


"Actually, I prefer it," he smiled.


"Chris it is, then," added December who was still blushing.


"Chris and I have been shooting some pool down in the games room."


"There's a games room here?" Lilly asked confused and Oliver nodded, "Oh yeah, this place has got everything. It's amazing. There's even a load of skiing equipment for when it snows."


"How come I had no idea about any of this?" she answered, shaking her head as she stood up from the sofa next to December and practically threw herself on top of Oliver, making him squeeze over on the smaller seat, and throwing her arm over his shoulder with a giggle.


He responded by tickling her sides before leaning over and gently placing a soft kiss on her lips.


December and Chris shared an embarrassed look.


"Erm, guys, get a room!" she yelled, sending a cushion over to land on top of their heads.


"December! Are you going to always use your magic to wind us up?!" Lilly exclaimed, laughing.


"Yes, as long as you continue to get all gooey, lovey dovey in front of us, I will!"


"Okay, okay, we get the picture," Lilly replied as the cushion continuously hit them on the tops of their heads.


Chris couldn't stop himself and he giggled at the scene before December finally gave up and let the cushion fly back to her side.


When they'd finally stopped laughing, Lilly turned her attention to the boy with the sad face. She noticed, even when he laughed, the laughter didn't quite reach his green eyes.


"So what happened to you, Chris? How did you end up a... a vampire?" she asked boldly.


His breath caught in his mouth. He hadn't been expecting the question so soon and his eyes looked down towards the floor as he nervously pushed his hair behind his ears wondering what to say.


"Oh, it's okay. If you don't want to talk about it, it's okay," said Lilly feeling a little ashamed for assuming it was a subject she could broach with him.


"No... it's fine. It's just a little... raw, if you know what I mean," he whispered sadly.


"You know, Chris, it's always good to talk. Getting things off your chest helps the healing process," December said quietly as he lifted his head and smiled right at her, nodding.


"Yes, you're right, of course. I guess I need to talk about it, don't I?" and she nodded back, the colour returning to her cheeks, yet again.


"But if you're not ready, that's okay too."


"It was actually quite a while ago but because I was stuck with... with... Duran, I never had the chance to get over it, you know?"


Nodding, December asked, "Was it Duran? Who changed you?"


Shaking his head, "No, it was a woman. I think she was killed in Tofino. I don't know if you saw her. Her name was Dharma."


Lilly nodded, "Yes, she was killed over there."


"She was evil, so evil. I thought Duran was bad, but, my God. The things she did to people..." he scrunched his eyes up tightly and rubbed his forehead with the palms of his hands.


Oliver, Lilly and December looked at each other, not knowing what to do before he released his hands to his side and opened his eyes again.


"What did she do to you?" whispered December.


"She murdered my family ten years ago. I was only eighteen. She tied me up and made me watch as she fed on... my father, his wife Sheri, and my two half-brothers. They were only kids. Just five years old..." he sobbed as December jumped from her seat, rushed to his side and leaned down to hug him.


His sobbing soon subsided and he looked up into December's large eyes, "Thank you," he whispered. "It's been a long time since anyone hugged me like that."


Her cheeks burning, December took his hand and squeezed. "Any time you need a hug, you know where to come, okay?" He nodded thankfully. 



December stood back up before sitting on the armrest of his chair, his hand still in hers.


Lilly smiled up at Oliver who squeezed her shoulder as Chris continued to tell them about how the brutal attack on his family led to his own transformation.


"What about your mother, Chris? Where is she?" asked Lilly.


"She died when I was two. I was too young to remember her though, but I have a photo," he said, reaching into his pocket, taking out a wallet and opening it to reveal the picture of a very pretty young woman with curly brown hair, a round face with a cute little button nose and green eyes.


"She was beautiful. You have the same eyes," said December as she held it out for Lilly and Oliver to see, who both nodded sadly.


"And here, this is my dad, Sheri and half-brothers, Daniel and Davey," he said, turning a flap in his wallet to reveal a stunning family portrait.


"Oh and there's you. You look exactly the same," December said sadly.


"This was taken just a few days before the attack. We were on vacation in Mont Tremblant. We were having such a great time," he smiled, a smile that soon turned to a look of pure terror as he recalled what happened later.


"After she'd fed on their blood, Dharma told me she needed a new toy. I tried to escape but the rope was so tight on my wrists, I just couldn't get it off. The next thing I knew, she had bitten me and then she'd taken a blade to her wrist and sliced through. She put her arm to...to... my lips. I tried not to swallow but I couldn't help it. I don't remember what happened next. All I know is that I woke up with such an incredible thirst, a hunger. I needed to feed. I was like some kind of wild animal. I was stronger than I'd ever been before, it was hell. Pure hell."


"My God, that must have been horrendous," said Oliver.


Chris nodded and continued, "Dharma came back to me with a leather pouch filled with blood, which I drank from. She kept me with her all the time, always feeding me, never letting me leave her side. She toyed with me. Treated me like a pet. I hated her. Duran was the same, and the others. I wanted to get away, but I knew they would kill me. I couldn't do anything but stay with them like some sort of faithful servant," he spat.


"And then when they planned that attack on you... and you saw me, Lilly, you really saw me, I was so relieved. I knew you would try to help me. I am so grateful to you, to all of you. You saved me," he said with a huge smile, a smile that finally touched the pupils of his eyes which expanded slightly. Talking about what had happened made him feel somewhat human again.


Feeling the need to do something far less emotional, Lilly hopped up from the seat and pulled Oliver to his feet, before pulling up Chris and then December, "Come on, show December and me where this games room is. I think we need to chill out, don't you?" she said, specifically looking towards Chris who grinned back at her and nodded.


On their way through the caves, the four of them chatted about menial things to try and help Christoff take his mind off of those horrendous events ten years before.


As they wandered through, they came across Jo who was smiling to herself, in a complete daze.


"Jo?" asked Lilly. "You okay?" she asked, chuckling at the expression on her face.


"Huh? Oh hi! Yeah, I'm fine. Carmelo just suggested a date for the wedding. I was just thinking about that."


"That's wonderful. So when is it going to be?" 



"February fourteenth!"


"Oh, can you guys get any more cheesy," she teased, "you're so loved up that you have to get married on Valentine's Day!"


"I know, I know. But it's so... right," she exclaimed.


"Valentine's Day is perfect," added December, who was beginning to feel like a hopeless romantic herself.


"Thank you, December! Oh, actually, there was something I wanted to ask you both. Lilly, will you be my Maid of Honour? And December, will you be a bridesmaid?"


The two girls squealed in excitement, both jumping up and down and hugging Jo, "Of course, of course. Yes, yes!" they yelled in unison.


Oliver and Chris both rolled their eyes and grinned.


"Fantastic... I'm asking Tabitha as well but we'll talk about it later. After... things... have settled down. I've told Meredith and she thinks it's a wonderful idea. She said it'll help take her mind off of John," she said sadly, "But also, we need to see what happens with, you know, with Walter, before we can really start making plans."


Jo smiled at the group before her face turned a little sad, "did you find out anything about Jemima, Lilly?"


Lilly's smile faded as she told Jo what Duran had told her, that Jemima was now a vampire and was being kept somewhere secret.


Shaking her head sadly, Jo put her hand on her cousin's shoulder. "Oh God, she needs to be found and brought here before it's too late. I'll tell Carmelo. Poor Jemima," she said as she turned and went on her way back to Carmelo as Oliver led them down to the games room where they would spend the rest of the evening playing silly games and forgetting about the horrors that had happened to them all.








CHAPTER FORTY-ONE






Just as predicted, Walter took a turn for the worse on the fourth day. He had aged so much that he now resembled that of a man in his early eighties. The age he would have been had he not been transformed into a vampire.


Rose had prepared herself for it to happen, but the shock of seeing him collapse was almost too much to bear alone. Unable to get a quick enough, direct message to her family in the mountains, Rose locked herself in the bathroom, just for a moment, and sobbed quietly to herself.


I can't lose him now, she thought to herself before she splashed her face with cold water, patted it dry with a soft fluffy towel, composed herself and then walked back into the bedroom where Walter lay sleeping on the bed.


She approached him and gently took his hand in hers.


He stirred and opened his eyes.


"How are you feeling, darling?" she asked.


"Tired, very tired."


"Then sleep, my love, just sleep," she answered as she lay down on top of the covers on the bed beside him, one arm draped across his body.


Minutes later, he was sleeping once more.


A couple of hours later, there was a commotion outside the house. Rose got down from the bed and tiptoed to the window to look outdoors.


There stood her family, as Lilly grappled with the pot by the front door, looking for the key.


Rose rushed to the door and opened it just as Lilly turned the key.


She almost fell on her niece and hugged her tightly.


"How is he?" she whispered as everybody quietly entered the house and closed the door behind them.


Shaking her head, Rose's sad eyes said it all. "He collapsed this morning. He is now about his real age. I don't know what to do," she said, as tears began to fall from her eyes down her cheeks. All her efforts at composing herself disappeared in a second.


"When was the last time he fed, Rose?" asked Carmelo gently.


"Yesterday, I gave him one of the containers of blood you gave me from the Elders."


Carmelo nodded, "The Elders and I have an idea, Rose. Please don't get your hopes up... we have no clue what it will do, or even if it will work, but it might keep him from ageing further."


Rose's eyes were huge with expectation, "Tell me, what must I do?"


"You must do nothing Rose. We have brought some blood for him to drink. The blood comes from various sources who kindly donated it to try and help. Jo is the first," he said.


"Jo?"


Carmelo smiled and nodded, "Come, we can talk while he feeds. Where is he?"


Rose quickly led them to Walter's bedside.


"We must wake him."


"Walter, darling, Walter, can you hear me? You have visitors," said Rose, gently squeezing his hand.


"Carmelo..." he muttered as he opened his eyes, "I didn't... think... I'd be seeing... you... again."


"Walter, we need you to drink this," said Carmelo as he offered the soft leather pouch to his lips.


Walter leaned forward, Rose placed a couple of pillows behind his back and he began to drink, a drop of blood spilled down his chin. Rose immediately wiped it away with a handkerchief.


When the pouch was empty, he leaned back down and closed his eyes.


Carmelo looked across at Rose, "Now we wait. Come, let him sleep, we can talk in the kitchen."


Carefully closing the door to the old sleeping vampire, Rose and Carmelo joined the rest of the family who stood around stroking the many cats and chatting quietly. As usual the cats kept a safe distance from Zoltan though. When he'd entered, they had hissed and growled at him and he had toyed with them in return.


"Jo's blood is unique, Rose, she is that of a raven vampire. A very rare breed and we believe that her blood may strengthen Walter's system. We realise we cannot return his youth, but it might put a stop to his ageing, or at least slow it down," said Carmelo as Rose listened intently.


"And if that doesn't work, you said you had the blood from various sources?"


Nodding, Carmelo continued, "Yes, we have asked all the vampires from the caves to give a sample, so if Jo's doesn't have the desired effect, we will move on to the next sample."


#


Over the course of the next twenty-four hours, Walter was fed every last sample, yet he was still frail and his condition had not yet improved.


"That's it, we have used up all of the blood. Rose, I'm so sorry it didn't work," Carmelo said sadly as Rose lowered herself down into her favourite comfy chair and Scully hopped up on her lap to comfort her. The feeling of sadness pervaded the room, it was heavy and uncomfortable.


Sensing her daughter's need for some fresh air, Moira suggested the girls go for a walk with Oliver and Chris, to stretch their legs.


Nodding, the four of them put on their coats, and headed out into the brisk cold winter evening. The sky was thick with clouds that threatened to open and drop their heavy load, but they didn't care, they needed to get out.


As they shut the door behind them, Lilly pulled her woolly hat down over her ears and linked arms with December. The two boys followed behind.


"I wish there was something we could do," sighed December. "I can't bear the thought of Rose losing Walter all over again."


"I know, but what? Carmelo and the elders have tried everything."


Walking down the well-worn pathway towards the ocean, the four of them settled themselves down on a massive piece of driftwood and looked out at the deep dark waters. Lilly and December sat in the middle with the boys on either side.


Lilly dropped her head on Oliver's shoulder just as Chris took December's hand in his. She turned to look at him and grinned as she too dropped her head onto his shoulder.


Suddenly, large droplets of water began to splash in the ocean in front of them. Seconds later, they too were feeling the rain on their faces.


"We didn't bring umbrellas. Maybe we should go back," said Oliver.


"No... there's no need," said December with a grin as she said a few strange words and moved her hands gracefully to produce a huge transparent bubble all around them. As the rain poured harder and harder, the group remained dry.


Oliver, Chris and Lilly giggled as December kept the bubble around them by silently chanting the same words. Soon, she was able to keep the spell going without even thinking about it.


As they sat, enjoying the bizarre moment, December felt a familiar sensation. There was someone close, but she knew if she turned behind her there would be nobody there.


December... he can be saved. Walter can be saved. His bloodline... you can use.... but as the words startled her, the spell was broken and the bubble popped, leaving all of them drenched in a matter of seconds.


As the others giggled and began running through the trees back to the dry safety of Rose's cottage, December took her time, trying to figure out what the lost soul had been trying to tell her.


Reaching the house, the three stood under the porch still chuckling.


"What happened?" laughed Lilly. "I thought you had it covered!"


"You mean, we thought you had US covered," joked Chris.


But when they noticed the look of confusion on December's face, their expression changed and the giggling came to a sudden stop.


"What? December what is it?"


"Huh?" she said, "I need to get inside. I need to speak to everyone."


They opened the door and piled in as quickly as they could.


"My, oh dear... you four are wet to the bone! I bet that was wonderful. It's been years since I felt the sensation of rain on my skin. Oh what I wouldn't give to feel that sensation once more," sighed Ruby more to herself than to everyone else, "Whatever is the matter, dear? You look like you've seen a ghost".


"I heard him, I heard the lost soul again!" she exclaimed as she took off her sopping wet jacket and hat.


"Well, what did he say?" asked Ruby.


"He said we can save Walter."


Rose gasped and jumped up, "How, my dear, how?"


"He got cut off but he said something about his bloodline."


"Goodness... that's it!" said Moira as she hopped up from her seat and looked around all the faces until she found the one person she was searching for. Tabitha.


"Me"?


Moira nodded, "He needs the blood of one of his offspring... his bloodline, that's you. Tabitha, you need to give him some of your blood."


Meredith rushed from the bedroom where she had been checking on Walter, "He's taken a turn for the worse. He... he hasn't got long, Rose. You should go to him now."


Rose rushed passed her and to Walter's side, sobbing.


Carmelo produced a needle and a tourniquet, ready to take blood from Tabitha, but she rushed passed him to the kitchen, where she grabbed a sharp knife and ran into the bedroom, yelling, "There's no time for that!"


Before anyone could stop her, she had sliced into her skin and wincing, held her arm to Walter's lips.


"Walter, Grandfather, drink... please drink..."


Walter was so still that she thought she was too late but soon as the aroma of blood filled the air, his eyes very slowly opened and he put his mouth over the open wound, drinking in the warm soft liquid.


Rose sat by his side, still sobbing quietly.


"Rose, Rose... it's working, look," whispered Tabitha as the family crowded round the bed to watch the miraculous recovery.


Rose stopped her sobbing and looked up to see Walter slowly returning to his old self. Although he continued to look like an old mad, he was beginning to look more like a healthy old man, his strength returning to him second by second.


"Okay, okay, Tabitha that's enough," said Carmelo. 



Tabitha tried to pull away but Walter gripped her arm tightly.


"Walter, that's all you need, you can stop now," insisted Carmelo.


But it was only when Rose said, "Walter, stop!" that he let go of Tabitha's arm and fell back to the bed.


"Tabitha, forgive me," he said in disgust with himself.


"Walter, you took it because you needed it. There's nothing to forgive," she smiled as she wrapped a cloth around her wound, a cloth that Meredith had handed her.


"Rose, that is precisely why I fled to Portugal... for fear of harming one of my loved ones," Walter said quietly.


Rose looked at him with nothing but love in her eyes.


"My darling... look, you're alive, you're my age, Tabitha is fine. Like she said, you took what you needed and you stopped when I asked you to. You wouldn't have harmed Tabitha. I just know it."


Rose literally fell forward into his arms then and they kissed each other softly on the lips as everyone, a little embarrassed, quickly left them alone in the room.








CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


"Happy Birthday to you


Happy Birthday to you


Happy Birthday dear Lilly


Happy Birthday to you!"


Sang the huge crowd of people in the grand dining hall in the mountains.


Lilly leaned forward and blew hard at the fifteen candles on the beautifully designed black cake that was the image of her namesake, a raven.


It was by far her best birthday ever. Surrounded by friends and family, there were no secrets to keep from any of them. Lilly was deliriously happy and it was easily noticeable by the constant grin that spread across her glowing face. 



The only downside was the lack of one particular person, the person who continued to be missing after sixteen months. Her father, Jackson Tulugaq. But Lilly was determined not to let that spoil her day. Although she still thought of her father often and there were days when her heart felt like it had been ripped out of her chest, she was still confident that he would eventually be found, alive, human (not vampire) and well. 



But on that day, her fifteenth birthday, Lilly did not want to dwell on the sadness in her life, she wanted to concentrate on all the great things and that included all her family and friends who were with her.


Even Meredith hadn't picked up on her sadness at losing her father for a while, but that was perhaps because Meredith was grieving for her own loss.


After Lilly cut a multitude of slices of birthday cake and they were handed around the cave, Oliver pulled her to one side and embraced her before looking into her eyes and kissing her deeply.


It was at that moment that she knew she had fallen completely and hopelessly in love.


At the same moment, she shivered all over and the hairs on the back of her neck prickled.


Oliver pulled away and looked at her quizzically, "Are you cold?" he asked, knowing the room was actually very warm.


But Lilly shook her head, "No, that was weird. You know that old saying that someone just walked over my grave? It was kind of like that," but she shrugged it off and fell back into his arms for another long kiss.


She shivered again. Suddenly, she felt as if someone else was standing right behind her, but when she turned, she found no-one.


"Strange," she said, telling Oliver what had happened.


"Isn't that the same thing that happens to December before that so-called lost soul communicates with her?" he asked and she nodded in reply.


"Do you still feel a presence?" he asked and she nodded.


Looking around the room, Oliver scanned the crowd for December. He saw her standing in a corner with Chris, Sammy and Tiffani. She was practising her magic, showing them some of her tricks as she juggled three lit candles without the use of her hands.


"Look, she's over there. Let's go ask her."


Suddenly, a strange expression appeared on December's face and the candles dropped to the floor.


Chris smothered them quickly to prevent a fire.


As Lilly and Oliver approached her, she turned to the three of them and said, "I just heard him again."


"I got that weird feeling too. I felt like someone was standing right behind me yet there was nobody there. What did he say, December?"


"It wasn't something he said, it was something he shouted."


"What, December? What did he shout?"


"HELP!"
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