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      Zac was twenty-three when he died. Problem was, he didn’t stay that way.

      He was a captain in the Confederate army until a Union soldier shot him. Captain Zachary Degaud. That was one hundred and forty-seven years ago, in 1865, circa the American Civil War. It was cold comfort the fight had ended shortly thereafter.

      Actually, it was like a punch in the face.

      Today was his one-hundred and seventieth birthday and he sat at the bar, in a dive posing as a respectable restaurant, in the small southern town of Ashburton, Louisiana—the hole in the swamp where he was born a puny human being.

      But at least the sun wasn’t burning him alive, the liquor was flowing, and he was undead. Zac Degaud was just another binge drinking vampire with an unremarkable story, languishing in the midst of the murky swampland of the South. Edward, Louis, Armand, Lestat… if these vampires existed, he hadn’t met them.

      “Happy birthday, brother.” A man slapped him on the shoulder and sat on the neighbouring stool.

      Zac’s younger brother Sam was just as dead as he was. Stuck together for eternity.

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

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

      “I don’t feel a day over twenty-three.” He rolled his eyes. Like time mattered anymore.

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

      “I’ll never understand why you got a job. It’s not like we need the money.” Their family had been extremely well off, owning a large plantation before they’d died. One-hundred and forty-seven years of interest made them wealthy vampires.

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

      “Assimilation.” Zac rolled his eyes. Yeah, assimilating as a gardener.

      “You got it, brother.”

      The bothers had returned to the town they had grown up in just over a year ago. Their nomadic life had done nothing but serve as a constant reminder of what they’d become. It had done Sam good blending in with the humans and reconnecting with his old human life, but for Zac, it wasn’t quite the same. Something was still missing, though he could never work out what. He ended up spending more time in the local bar than anywhere else. The alcohol helped curb the cravings typical for a creature who fed on human blood.

      Sam lingered. “You’ll be okay?”

      “As long as I’ve got my dear old friend scotch whisky, I’ll be just fine.”

      “Okay, well, just make sure you pay your tab this time.”

      “I’ve got a down payment all ready,” he muttered, slapping a fifty-dollar bill down on the bar. “Don’t let the sun bite, Samuel.”

      The sun hadn’t been a problem ever since they’d found a bruja in the south of Mexico willing to help them with a little anti-uv spell…in exchange for a grisly favour, of course.

      Looking over his shoulder as Sam left, he caught sight of Liz embracing his brother outside.

      Liz was tall and lithe with long, golden blonde hair and blue eyes. All American. Twenty-one years old and almost a year since she had died. Sam had found her dead in the forest…until she’d woken up.

      She kissed Sam on the lips and lifted her pale hand, smoothing her fingers through his hair. They looked perfect together, which felt like pouring salt on the open wound that was Zac’s entire vampire life.

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

      Zac’s line of sight was broken as a dark figure passed in front of him. Shaking his head, he turned back to his drink, aware of an ominous shadow that loomed as if waiting for him to acknowledge its presence. Zac knew a man stood there, and he knew he was a vampire—they both did.

      The stranger sat beside him, his black leather jacket creaking as he leaned forward. He rested his elbows on the bar and waited.

      Zac didn’t look at him straight away; instead, he downed the last of his glass of scotch before sliding the empty glass toward the bartender, who caught it and began to refill the contents. He knew all too well that Zac wanted another. His reputation, and his down payment, proceeded him.

      Finally turning, he nonchalantly looked at the stranger and made his assessment.

      On first glance, the man was a typical vampire. He had a similar stature to Zac and a grace in his actions that betrayed what he was. There was a hardness in his eyes that suggested he’d seen more than his years, exaggerated by the sharpness of his close-cropped blond hair. With his black clothing and leather jacket, he looked out of place with the typical lunch crowd. That, and it was a humid cesspool outside.

      “What do you want?” Zac asked with a sigh. In his short stint as one of the undead, he knew vampires didn’t bother to speak to one another unless they wanted something, and that something was often bad news.

      “I’m looking for a woman vampire. Black of hair, blue of eye,” the stranger said like he was from another time.

      Zac snorted, stifling a laugh. “Are you serious? Are we at a renaissance fair? Shakespeare’s Globe?”

      The stranger didn’t blink. “I am deadly serious.”

      “Look buddy, if you want to blend in, maybe you should change up your language a little. Get with the times and all.”

      The vampire’s eyebrows rose. “And who are you to speak to your elders in this way?”

      He was old then. Ancient, maybe. Zac could never tell exactly how many years they had on him until they were trying to beat the crap out of him. The older vampire, the stronger they became, but that didn’t mean they got any smarter.

      “I’m the one who has claimed this town,” he said with a sneer.

      The vampire looked him up and down like he didn’t believe a word he was saying. “Then you will be able to answer my question. It would be better if you do, then we could avoid any trouble.”

      Zac knew a threat when he heard one—he’d given them out often enough. “Tell me who you are, and I’ll think about it.”

      The vampire laughed. “Either you’re idiotic or very brave. I am Alistair Payne, and who are you?”

      “Zachary Degaud, vampire extraordinaire.” He inclined his head.

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

      “I’m the only vampire in these parts, so your answer would be no,” he said with a shrug. “Did your girlfriend hurt your big bad vampire feelings?”

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

      He couldn’t help it. “What are you, the vampire police?”

      “Keep prodding, vampire, and we will see how stupid you truly are.”

      Zac had no idea who this woman was and didn’t really care. There were no other vampires in this town. “I have no idea who this woman is. She’s not here, unless she’s turned up in the past day and even then, I haven’t seen anyone.”

      Alistair stared at him as if he were trying to gauge the truth in his words.

      Zac didn’t dare look away from the vampire’s hard gaze. Even though he was telling the truth, it would be taken as an admission of guilt if he backed down. Except, he couldn’t help himself and turned back to his drink a little too soon. Rattling cages ought to be in his job description.

      Alistair’s lips curved into a malicious smile. “One thing I have plenty of, is time. I’ll be seeing you again, Zachary Degaud. And it will be sooner than you think.”

      Zac watched Alistair’s receding form and grimaced. He was in trouble…again.

      “Game on,” he muttered, turning back to his scotch. Better get out another fifty.
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        * * *

      

      Afternoon light filtered through the tops of the tall, moss-ensnarled trees as Liz made her way through the forest bordering Ashburton.

      She’d grown up here, spending her entire human life exploring the streets, woods, and bayou. Human life…it was still an alien description to her.

      Sam had found her not far from here the day she’d died. They’d been friends for months before, but it wasn’t until she’d woken up that she found out that Sam and his brother Zac were vampires and that she was becoming one, too.

      She never knew who’d turned her and left her for dead. It wasn’t like they hadn’t tried to find out, but they never had found any insight.

      Liz never doubted the brothers when they swore they had nothing to do with it. They had a friendly rivalry over her when they had first moved to town, but they’d never take it that far. Especially since they’d both been turned against their will, too.

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

      “Hello, beautiful.” He grinned, kissing her lightly on the mouth. “Are you ready?”

      She ran her tongue over her bottom lip, tasting him. “Uh-huh. Let’s go.”

      Despite her last human memories, the forest was their special place. They’d spent hours hunting together; Sam teaching her how to use her vampire strength to her advantage. They only fed on the blood of animals, both in agreement that they didn’t like being predators. There were other ways to survive.

      Besides, human blood messed with their attempts to remain a peaceful part of society.

      Zac didn’t agree with their choice and left them to wander the forest eating ‘baby bunnies and fluffy kittens’, but Zac was the one who’d taught her control when it came to being around humans—something that was much more difficult than she’d thought it would be.

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

      She crouched behind a tall cypress, watching the deer. She stilled herself completely, slowing her breathing and becoming frozen. The deer’s head lifted; its nose twitched as it caught a scent on the air. If it bolted, she’d be too quick for it to shake.

      Before she could pounce, she was pushed roughly against the tree, the bark grazing the skin of her cheek.

      The deer bounded away, startled by the sudden laughter behind her.

      Liz was pulled to her feet and shoved back against the trunk of the cypress, and she cursed. She’d been too fixated on the deer to notice anyone approach.

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

      Liz had only encountered the local pack once, not long after she’d turned. They’d harassed her at work, calling her names that any woman would find offensive. She wasn’t a piece of meat and told them as much, but now she was afraid. There were five of them and she knew she couldn’t hold her own against that many. She prayed that Sam hadn’t gone too far and had heard them yelling.

      “Well, looky here, boys. A little vampire chasing deer in our forest,” the largest man drawled. “It’s a true shame that she be one of them blood-sucking leeches. She’s a looker.” He raked his gaze over her and sucked his teeth. “Yeah, a real looker.”

      He walked toward Liz, gracing her with a waft of alcohol and sweat, but stopped in his tracks as Sam appeared. His approach had been so silent, not even the wolves noticed until he was there.

      Liz sank back against the tree, not knowing how to defuse the situation. She might be a vampire, but she was still only twenty-one…and with the life experience to prove it.

      Sam stood eye to eye with the hulking man, who seemed to be the alpha, his expression cold. Neither moved nor backed down.

      Finally, the alpha laughed. “You’re bold for a vamper. Be warned. If you come back onto our land, you and your little girlfriend will pay.” He spat on the ground by Sam’s feet and backed away, his wolves following. “This is your final warning, leech.”

      Their hooting and hollering grew fainter as they worked their way back through the forest.

      It wasn’t until they were far enough away that Sam turned and took her in his arms. “Are you okay? Did they hurt you?”

      “No,” she said, grasping him tight. “They just scared me, is all.” The slight scratch from the tree had already healed itself.

      He ran a hand through her hair. “Good.”

      Drawing back, Liz rested her forehead against Sam’s. “I have to warn Gabby. Did you smell them? They were on a tear. If they’re going to town, they might try something.”

      “Moonshine,” Sam grimaced. “The wolf kind.” It was so potent, not even Zac dared drink the stuff.

      Liz took out her cell and dialled. Gabby was one of her oldest and best friends, and one of the three people who knew she was more than human. If she didn’t warn her before she crossed paths with the wolves, she’d never forgive herself.

      But if Liz knew Gabby, if it came to it, she’d more than give those dogs what they deserved.
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        * * *

      

      Gabby sat at her desk at the Ashburton Real Estate office, tapping her pen against the tabletop, eyes focused on a faraway point across the room.

      The buzz of her cell phone snapped her out of her daydream, and she glanced around. When she was sure no one had noticed her slacking off, she sighed in relief. Luckily, her boss’s office door was closed.

      Picking up her cell, she saw it was her best friend Liz and picked up on the third ring, ducking behind the partition around her desk for good measure. 

      “Gabby, I need to warn you,” Liz’s panicked voice rushed out without greeting. “The werewolf pack is causing trouble again. I think they’re headed for town.”

      “Are you okay?” she asked quietly, trying not to draw attention to herself.

      “They just harassed us a little. Sam scared them off, but just be careful, okay?”

      “Sure, Liz. I’ll be on the lookout.”

      “Okay. I’m going home, but the boys will be at the bar later.”

      “Sure. Do you want me to come over?”

      “No, it’s fine. I just don’t want to run into them, not today.”

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

      Gabby put her cell back in her pocket and tucked her unruly brown hair behind her ear.

      As if werewolves and vampires weren’t enough, Gabby Cohen was a witch.

      Liz and the brothers were the only ones who knew her secret, and she liked it that way. If anyone ever found out, she’d probably become a science experiment in a military installation in Nevada. At least, that’s how it went in the movies, anyway.

      As far as she knew, out of all her family, only her grandmother seemed to have had magic. Too bad she’d disappeared years ago after her husband tried to have her committed—all the more reason for Gabby to keep her uniqueness under wraps.

      Soon after she’d stumbled upon her witch heritage, Gabby had found her grimoire, a book of spells and incantations, amongst some of Grams’ things in the attic. It was only then that she began to understand her affinity with magic.

      She started visiting the cemetery near the old Degaud Manor, conducting her ’experiments’, trying different spells and rituals that were written in the grimoire. Silly things like lighting candles, making things levitate, and communing with the earth. The last was her favourite.

      Every witch had an earth sense of varying strengths. She didn’t quite understand what it meant, but when she concentrated, she could feel living things around her—plants, trees, insects…even the stars if she focused hard enough.

      That’s why she was surprised when she’d first met the brothers.

      She was sitting cross-legged in the old cemetery early last winter, feeling the shift of the seasons in the surrounding plants, when she began to feel uneasy. She understood later that it was her latent power warning her that she was being watched. When she opened her eyes, a man was standing in front of her.

      For a moment, she almost believed he was a statue until he grinned at her.

      “Well, well, well…” he said. “What do we have here?”

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

      “Leave her alone, Zac.” Another man appeared out of thin air to stand beside the first.

      The first man, Zac, rolled his eyes. “I wasn’t going to eat her, brother, if that’s what you’re thinking. I don’t want her to point her witchy juju at me.”

      “Y-you’re both d-dead,” she stammered.

      “As a doornail,” Zac said with a lopsided grin.

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

      “Vampires,” Gabby said, finally realising. The only undead creature that she was aware existed.

      Zac started clapping. “Ten points to Glinda.”

      “Glinda?”

      “From The Wizard of OZ,” he replied. “I’m trying to be nice, but it gives me heartburn.”

      “Ignore him,” the other man said. “I’m Sam. The moron is my brother, Zac.”

      Zac smirked. “Stupid is as stupid does.”

      It took her a while to trust the vampire brothers—being their mortal enemy and all—but she quickly came to realise that they were different despite all their faults. Zac was always an asshole and Sam was always kindhearted, but they never hurt anyone.

      They’d ingrained themselves into the town as normal young men. Sam had even gotten a job as a gardener with help from her childhood friend, Alex. Zac…well, he became a professional boozehound.

      So when Gabby walked into Max’s, the bar they frequented after work, she smiled when she saw them sitting in a booth along the far wall.

      She elbowed Zac as she sat down. “Happy birthday, you musty old man.”

      “Please, don’t remind me.” His eyes rolled in exasperation.

      “Can I get you a drink?”

      “Go for it, Glinda.” They watched her retreating form. “I’ve been looking for you all afternoon,” Zac hissed once Gabby was out of earshot.

      Sam fidgeted. “I was out with Liz.”

      Zac didn’t notice the gesture, he was too busy eyeballing Alistair, who’d just walked in. “Uh oh.” He gritted his teeth.

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

      “I didn’t start it, just so you know.”

      Like they needed more trouble. “Start what?”

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

      “Obviously, we don’t.”

      “I told him as much, but I don’t think it matters anymore.”

      “You couldn’t help but talk back, could you?”

      Zac raised his hands in defence. “Hey, he came in talking like he was out of Lord of the Rings, even you couldn’t pass on the opportunity. And it’s my birthday. I deserve a potshot.” Looking over at Alistair, he noticed Gabby standing beside him. They were talking and he was buying her a drink. Damnit, did she know he was a vampire? What kind of witch was she?

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

      “We have another issue to deal with.”

      Zac raised his eyebrows. “Oh, this ought to be good.”

      “Liz and I had a run in with the werewolves,” Sam said, not looking at his brother.

      He grunted and thumped his fist on the table. “Oh, so you want to have a go at me when you’ve been out riling up the puppy dogs? Did you cross into their imaginary territory?”

      Sam nodded. “Seems like they want to claim the land bordering the manor.”

      “Sounds like they already have.”

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

      Zac felt anger rising inside him. He knew the only thing that had stopped the wolves from attacking was the fact that the moon wasn’t even half full yet. Even juiced up on that rank moonshine they liked to drown themselves in, they couldn’t take on vampires as old as he and Sam were.

      He was thinking about the many ways he’d like to eviscerate the werewolf pack when Gabby sat back down at the table.

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

      “Wait until you hear who Zac pissed off today,” Sam said, changing the subject.

      “Who?”

      “Your boyfriend over at the bar.” Zac nodded toward Alistair.

      “H-he’s a...” Gabby stammered.

      “You stammer a lot. It’s unbecoming.” Zac rolled his eyes.

      “I didn’t know,” she hissed.

      “What kind of witch are you that your witchy compass doesn’t work?”

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

      “What, do you think he put a vampire roofie in there?” Zac snorted and took the glass from her. Waste not, want not.

      “Shut up,” she snapped.

      Zac stood, promptly ignoring her. “I’m going to have a word. You better leave, Sam. I don’t want you more involved than you already are. You better split too, Tabitha.”

      “I like it better when you call me Glinda,” Gabby muttered.

      “Just don’t go doing anything stupid,” Sam warned, more out of habit than anything. Sam never expected him to act anything other than reckless…especially when he called Gabby Tabitha from Bewitched.

      “Too late for that.”
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        * * *

      

      Zac sat next to Alistair at the bar. Gesturing at the bartender for a drink, he caught the glass that slid down to meet him.

      “You don’t know what’s good for you, friend,” Alistair said, lifting his glass to meet Zac’s.

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

      “Are you ready to tell me what I want to know?”

      “Well, gosh darn it, Alistair, I can’t tell you what you want to know because I know nothing about it.” Zac downed a mouthful of scotch.

      Alistair sipped his drink. “I see the werewolves aren’t too pleased about your little brother and his mate running about their forest.”

      “It’s not their forest or their town,” Zac snarled, not wanting to play games anymore.

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

      “Be careful what you say.” He stood abruptly, the stool scraping against the floor.

      Alistair rose gracefully and stared at his adversary with disdain. “Do you know how old I am, vampire? I am over five-hundred years. I could squash you like the pathetic ant you are.”

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

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

      Zac groaned, rolling onto his front. “I see you pre-compelled the staff so they wouldn’t piss in your soup.” Compulsion, otherwise known as the vampire party trick of mind-control, was nearly the only fun thing about being able to live forever. Until moments like these.

      Ignoring him, Alistair walked over to the fence and pulled free the iron cross bar. Weighing it in his hands, he nodded in appreciation before approaching Zac, who was trying to drag himself to his feet. The vampire swung once, an audible crack as the pole broke both of Zac’s legs, and swung again, this time breaking his spine.

      “Consider this a warning,” Alistair said as Zac groaned in pain. “Piss me off again and I will put this through your heart.”

      The iron bar clattered to the ground and Alistair disappeared, leaving Zac on the ground with nothing to do but wait until his bones healed.

      The back door of the bar opened, and a grease-stained cook walked out, his eyes glazing over the vampire on the ground, and lit a cigarette.

      Great, Zac thought, staring up at the starry sky. Best birthday ever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      The half-moon had risen high in the sky by the time Zac reached the gates of the Degaud Manor.

      It had taken a full hour before he could drag himself to his feet, his spine healing enough to restore feeling to his broken legs. Limping all the way from town to the house on the outskirts was a seven-mile journey, and he fumed all the way, anger filling each step. He could’ve run, but he wanted time to think about the revenge he would have on Alistair before Sam could talk him out of it.

      His thoughts traveled to memories of the many fights he’d gotten into when he was in the army. He’d given his fair share of black eyes and bloody noses and received just as many, but fighting as a vampire was a unique experience. His ability for healing made for more painful injuries—gashes, broken bones, pulverised flesh, internal bleeding—painful, but irrelevant. His body would heal all but a severed head and a torn-out heart…pretty much.

      He trudged up the driveway to the manor, feet dragging in the dirt. The same house they’d once lived in as children and as young men and had been the location of so much death. They’d reclaimed it from disrepair and despair alike, spending a great deal of time and money renovating and restoring the interior.

      Sam held the deed, as he was more responsible with those things, and with little effort, they reclaimed the legal title. Despite all of this, the grounds and house were of historical significance, so as they wanted to do things by the book, they couldn’t do much to the exterior. Two vampires who never locked their door couldn’t argue with the fact that the house didn’t look lived in because of the heritage overlay. It kept visitors away, along with the giant padlock on the gate.

      Zac slammed the front door closed and barged into the parlour, throwing down his jacket, glaring at his brother who gave him a familiar look of disapproval.

      The parlour was where the action was. It was also where Zac kept the booze, so they gravitated here because of it. Right now, he needed alcohol…lots of alcohol. His clothing was covered in dirt and mud was caked into the knees of his jeans, all glaring signs pointing to what he’d been up to all night.

      Sam eyed him up and down. “What happened to you?”

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

      Sam sighed and placed his head in his hands, his resignation crystal clear.

      “I’m not going to let that bastard get away with it,” Zac raged, waving a finger wildly at Sam. Getting into trouble was part of being a vampire; it was a rite of passage they went through at least once a decade.

      “We can’t afford any trouble, Zac. If anyone found out who we really are…”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Zac waved him off. “He broke both my legs and my spine. I’m trying not to give into my urges, but you know how it is. All I want to do right now is beat the crap out of the bastard and stake him to a tree.”

      “Did you even try to talk reasonably with him?”

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

      “What do you suggest?” Sam asked.

      “The only option there is,” Zac replied, deadly serious. “We kill him.”

      He scoffed, “What’s this we business?”

      “Family sticks together, Samuel.”

      “So, we kill him and then what happens when his friends come looking?”

      Zac stared his brother down. “Next time I won’t look away.”
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        * * *

      

      Liz wiped her brow, grimacing. That was the billionth time she’d dropped coffee grounds all over the floor. Distracted wasn’t the right word for it. Off the planet was closer to the truth.

      She’d been skittish ever since the encounter with the werewolves.

      Sam had dropped her off at work that morning before going to work at the gardens across the street with Alex. Gabby was coming to get her soon, so she wouldn’t be alone if there was trouble.

      It was so silly. As a vampire, she should be able to take care of herself, but it was something she’d struggled with since day one. She was too kind-hearted, which contradicted everything she’d become.

      Sighing, she knelt behind the counter and swept up the coffee grounds, dumping them into the trash.

      Working at the coffeehouse wasn’t the most glamorous job in the world, but it was something to take her mind off the fact that she was A: a vampire and B: a vampire who was undecided if she was going to college or not in the spring. At twenty-one, it was later than most, but she’d had to defer last year because she was busy learning how to control her bloodlust. The year before was spent working full-time at the same job making coffee, earning money for tuition.

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

      “Are you ready yet?” she asked, grinning. “I’m starving.”

      “It’s only five o’clock!”

      “Yeah, but I had to skip lunch today. I’m so hungry my stomach is eating itself.”

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

      It was great to catch up with her friend. It’d been weeks since they’d had the time for a girls’ night.

      They’d just sat down in a booth when Gabby said, “Aw, crap.”

      “What’s wrong?” Liz asked, turning toward the door. Catching sight of a rather refined and handsome blond man, she frowned. Was he…?

      “That’s Alistair,” Gabby told her. “He’s the one who threatened Zac.”

      “Oh.” Liz bit her lip, frowning. Sam had warned her about him that morning when he’d picked her up. The fact that he was lurking about must have been the reason the werewolves were absent. The thought made her blood run cold. The wolves were trouble enough on their own.

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

      “Ladies,” he said. “I believe you know who I am.”

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

      “You’re the witch.” He pointed at her before turning to Liz. “And you must be the newborn.”

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

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

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

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

      “I can show you things you’ve never dreamed of.”

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

      “Oh, my dear,” he said silkily, leaning closer to Liz, “I will have you at least once before I’m through.” He slid his hand up her leg, his palm lingering on her upper thigh. Her body stiffened at his touch, making her shudder in revulsion.

      She glared at the vampire and snarled, “Get your hand off me, or I’ll—”

      “Or you’ll what?” Alistair’s grip hardened on her thigh, his fingers beginning to bruise the thin skin.

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

      “Argh,” he growled, his voice betraying the pain that was exploding in his head. “All right, all right. You’ve got this round, witch.”

      Gabby relaxed and Alistair gripped the table, his knuckles white, glaring at her. “Leave,” she said. “You have no claim here, vampire. Leave before it’s too late for you.”

      Alistair laughed then, as if he knew Gabby was bluffing. Her expression was darkness, but Liz knew that her power was limited and no match for an ancient vampire. What she’d just done? That was the extent of what she’d learned to protect herself.

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

      They didn’t tear their eyes from him until he’d exited the bar.

      Shit, shit, shit, thought Liz. Old ass vampires who wanted in her pants and werewolves hell bent on harassing her out of town? How much more complicated could life get?

      Reluctantly, she said, “Maybe you should call Zac and let him know…”

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

      Liz smiled, understanding her friend’s sentiment. “Let’s do it.”
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        * * *

      

      Zac thought about the many ways he could kill Alistair throughout the next day.

      He was thankful Sam had gone to work. The constant badgering about his intentions would’ve pushed him over the edge. This was one thing he wouldn’t be talked out of.

      His train of thought was broken as his cell vibrated across the coffee table.

      “Gabby,” he said sharply as he answered it.

      “Zac? Liz and I were just confronted by Alistair.”

      He sat up. “Where are you?”

      “We’re outside Max’s.”

      “Go home,” he snapped. “I will deal with Alistair.”

      “Zac.” Gabby sounded worried.

      “Just go home, Gabby.” He hung up on her. Alistair had gone too far.

      Soon enough, he found the offending vampire leaning up against the façade of Max’s, arms crossed, waiting for him.

      Zac strode up to Alistair and grabbed the front of his shirt. “That was a low blow, Al.”

      Pushing Zac off him, he sneered, “I can go lower, if that’s what you really want.”

      “I don’t know why you insist on all this when none of us know anything about your girlfriend.”

      “Oh, I’m well aware you know nothing. Making your life difficult is much more entertaining.” The older vampire smirked, satisfied with the over the top reaction he’d received in greeting. “I could go for full exposure. Not everyone in this town has forgotten the true reason behind the massacre at the Degaud Manor. How would you like that?”

      Zac grabbed the front of Alistair’s shirt again, wrenching him close. “This ends here.”

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

      Zac stifled his mocking laughter. “It’s the twenty-first century, Al, you old bastard. I had more of a ‘fight to the death’ in mind, not pistols at twenty paces.”

      As he saw it, the only option he had was to kill the vampire, and that was going to be problematic. Alistair wouldn’t let his guard down for an instant or stray from populated areas. He knew Zac would attempt bodily harm given the slightest opportunity. A fight to the death was the only option he would consider and was banking that the other vampire’s arrogance would be his downfall. There was no way he would win on strength alone—there was close to four hundred years between them. If he were to actually kill him, a challenge of this magnitude outside of town was the only way.

      Alistair’s eyes brightened. “A fight to the death. No rules, only death for the loser.”

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

      “In the woods by the manor,” Zac said. “Two hours. Come alone.”

      He knew he couldn’t rely on Sam. His brother didn’t agree with his tactics almost one hundred percent of the time. And a death match? Well, that one took the cake. This he had to do on his own.
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        * * *

      

      The two hours had passed, and he hoped he was going to his victory, not his death.

      Tucking a wooden stake in the back of his jeans, Zac made his way through the dark forest. Moonlight filtered through the trees, casting long, eerie shadows that distorted the ground ahead.

      When he reached the clearing, he found the older vampire standing so still, he almost mistook him for another shadow.

      Alistair’s soft chuckle cut through the silence. “Are you ready to die, Zachary?”

      “Quit the small talk, Al. Let’s get on with it,” he said, eager to draw first blood.

      Alistair pulled a gun from behind his back, which had been hidden under his jacket. Pointing at Zac’s thigh, he squeezed the trigger, the bullet tearing through flesh and splattering blood as it made contact.

      The force of the close-range impact knocked Zac from his feet and he landed heavily on his back. He grimaced in pain, clutching his leg.

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

      Alistair laughed, not put off by his sarcastic observations. “I’m not one for these devices.” He tucked the gun into the back of his pants
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