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      Paris, Place de la Concorde

      October 16, 1793

      

      It was a fine day for a mass execution.

      The square was heaving with human life, come to see justice done as much as to see the spectacle. The revolution was over, and the people were now in charge of France after prying it free from the hands of the greedy monarchy.

      The country was bankrupted, its people starving and poor, but they were free to rebuild a toutes les glories de la France.

      Anna was the name she went by in this life. There was this thing she had for the letter A. Aeriaya, Aericura, Anastasia, Anwyn. She’d had many names over the thousands of years she’d walked the Earth.

      It’d been an exciting time in Paris, along with the human revolution, there had been a lot of witchcraft that’d captured her attention. After all, it was why she continued living.

      Once she’d dealt with the abuse of power, she’d remained in the city to see what would become of the uprising… but it wasn’t long before she knew they were close again. Once more, her old enemy was at her heels.

      As Anna stood in the crowd waiting for the first scent of blood, a vampire came to stand with her, just as eager for the spectacle of the guillotine as she was.

      She didn’t have to look to know her silent companion was a female and one she had met before. Glancing out the corner of her eye, Anna saw the woman was wearing too much finery for a public execution post-revolution, but the poorly dressed common folk that surrounded them paid no attention. If they could truly see her, then she would be beaten, robbed, and stripped of her fine dress.

      “I know what you are,” the woman said, not tearing her eyes off the gruesome sight ahead.

      “I know,” Anna replied, her gaze falling on the basket at the foot of the guillotine where the first head of the day had fallen, much to the delight of the crowd. “I also know who you are, Victoria.”

      The woman tensed but corrected herself quickly… but not before Anna noticed.

      “Tell me,” she continued, “when you were turned, were you disappointed to find all your power was gone? That you were no longer a witch?”

      Victoria smiled but remained silent. Anna had hit a nerve but had to give the Englishwoman a little credence for not taking the bait.

      Just then, the crowd became excited, making Anna’s skin tingle. The main spectacle was about to begin—the reason so many people had turned out to the square. A cart was approaching from the street behind them, followed by a strong contingency of guards who pressed the crowd back to allow them passage to the guillotine.

      She watched without emotion as the cart came to a stop at the foot of the stairs that led up to the high platform. Despite her fate, the woman they’d brought to be executed stood proud. Her long tresses had been shorn off close to her scalp, her plain white dress meagre compared to the finery she’d once worn. Anna remembered her from the few balls she had attended at Versailles. It was hard to forget the once Queen of France, Marie Antoinette.

      As she rose to the platform, the crowd began calling for her blood and she stumbled slightly, treading on the foot of the executioner.

      “Monsieur, I ask your pardon. I did not do it on purpose,” came the delicate, yet proud voice of the fallen monarch.

      The executioner merely pushed her down and fastened the metal clasps of the stocks.

      As the blade of the guillotine fell, the crowd let out a bloodthirsty cheer, but Anna didn’t look away as the head of the Queen of France was severed, blood gushing from the open wound. It landed with a soft thud inside the wicker basket and the monarch was gone.

      The lady Victoria still stood at her side, her grin most obvious. But Anna knew she was smiling at the thick scent of blood that lingered in the square, not because a greedy, treasonous member of the royal family was dead. Such was the curse of a vampire.

      As the crowd jostled around them, she asked, “How is dear Regulus?”

      Victoria tensed momentarily. “He is as well as can be expected.”

      Anna grinned. “I would expect nothing less.”

      The surrounding mob was dispersing, the show over for the day. Madame Guillotine would resume her duties in the morning with fervour.

      Without looking, Anna knew the square was littered with vampires amongst the common folk—vampires in league with her old adversary Regulus. He was learning, at long last, how to corner and overpower her. In all the years they’d been hunting her, she hadn’t been captured and didn’t intend to break the cycle.

      For the first time, Anna turned to Victoria and smiled. “Please give my regards to your maker.” In one fluid motion, she was behind the young vampire, her head in her icy hands.

      There was a snap as Anna twisted her head around, breaking her neck. A woman beside them screamed, pointing at the now dead Victoria who’d, crumpled to the ground, but Anna had vanished into the crowd as if she’d never been there.

      Then all hell broke loose in the crowd of human commoners. They shouted and shrieked as human soldiers pushed their way through the throng towards the dead vampire.

      It was all the distraction Anna needed to slip unnoticed from the square, the hidden vampires never noticing her departure. They were too busy rushing to Victoria’s aid. Recovering her body was more important than following her. If they didn’t, then their kind would be exposed.

      Anna looked back over her shoulder as she slipped into the nearby Jardin des Tuileries. Catching sight of a familiar ominous form perched on the platform that held the guillotine, she cursed under her breath. Regulus’ eyes locked with hers briefly, his furious gaze chilling her to the bone.

      Before he could move, she disappeared into the manicured gardens, bound for Calais.
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      A clash of steel rang out across the humid Louisiana swamplands as Aya came face to face with Zac, their blades locking together.

      “You’re such a showoff,” she exclaimed, shaking her black hair out of her eyes.

      “You’re beautiful when you’re annoyed,” he told her, pressing his blade harder against hers.

      He stood a head taller than her, his dark hair falling into his eyes as he grinned. He was young for a vampire—one hundred and seventy—but he was more than a match for Aya, at least where sparring with a katana was concerned. His green eyes pierced into hers and she couldn’t help it when a wicked smile played across her lips.

      Aya was a vampire, but there was nothing ordinary about that. Just shy of two thousand years old, she was the only one of her kind. A hybrid—half-Celestine, the race that’d founded the first witches, and half-vampire. She had much of the intuition and power that came with being a creature of magic, paired with the predatory instincts and immortality of a vampire who needed blood to survive.

      Her new family were the only people who knew the truth of who she was. The first she’d allowed to come close since the founding vampires—the Romans—had murdered her true family. Alex the kind-hearted human, Gabby the witch, Liz the newborn vampire, and the vampires known as the Degaud brothers, Sam and his older brother Zac composed her new family. And it was Zac who she’d fallen madly in love with despite all her efforts to the contrary.

      Aya twisted away and Zac’s blade came for her again in a long, swift arc. She arched backwards, barely avoiding her throat being slit. Grinning, she brought her katana around, parrying another blow, before kicking Zac in the stomach.

      As her foot connected, he grabbed her boot, pulling her forwards. Landing heavily on her back, she rolled to the side as his blade sunk into the earth where she’d been only a second ago.

      Sweeping her leg around, she kicked his feet from under him and he was on his back with a grunt. This time, her blade came down into the earth as he rolled to the side, cursing under his breath. He lunged upwards with an elbow out, but she was expecting his advance and came at him. Placing a hand on his shoulder, she used his momentum to vault over him. She landed lightly, one knee on the ground, long black hair wild and unruly. 

      Sword play was her favourite combat style. She’d learned many techniques in her long life, from the last days of the Roman Empire, to the Crusades of the Middle Ages, all the way to Japan’s Edo period in the 1600s, where she became a Samurai. When she’d mentioned her time in Japan and how much she enjoyed their style of fighting, Zac had somehow procured some well-made katanas. The curved, slender, single-edged blade always sat well in her long hands and wherever these had come from, they were sharp and well balanced.

      Aya was teaching Zac what she could. He already knew how to use a sabre from his human days in the American Civil War and was quite good at it. He’d drawn her blood several times already, making her wonder how much she could actually pass on. He downplayed his intelligence so much that it put his opponents at ease, opening them up to their arrogance. He learned fast. In a fight with a vampire, age wouldn’t matter where he was concerned.

      Zac picked up the new guards and attacks she’d shown with little effort, and soon they were fighting with their strength behind them. They parried each other’s blows, the clash of steel ringing out through the empty forest. When they both realised they could go for hours without a clear victor, the dirty techniques began. Tripping, biting, elbowing… all were met with laughter until Zac got the upper hand.

      Pinning her against a tree, sword pressed to her pale throat, Zac’s chest heaved as he stared into her strong, blue eyes. He dragged the blade gently across her skin, drawing a few beads of blood. She let out a low hiss as she watched his eyes change, her own responding in kind, blackness echoing the purity of her white. Running a thumb across the cut he’d inflicted, he put it into his mouth and let the coppery tang settle on his tongue. They dropped their swords at the same moment, their lips meeting in a hungry kiss, hands all over each other. It was like that with them—their attraction was so complete it took much will power to keep themselves under control. Fighting only made it unbearable.

      Aya pushed Zac to the ground, straddling him, ripping his shirt open, running kisses up his hard chest. Grasping her waist, he flipped her over, allowing his weight to press her into the ground, the leaf litter clinging into her long black hair. He dragged his fangs along the soft skin of her throat, kissing a trail over the most sensitive veins, the echo of her hybrid blood shuddering through him and into her.

      She arched her back, leaning her head away, silently giving permission for him to feed and he took it, but she knew he’d be unable to stop himself anyway. His fangs pierced the ivory skin in the crook of her neck, and he groaned as her blood flooded his mouth.

      It’d stopped giving him dreams weeks ago, all Aya’s potent blood memories having played out. What he hadn’t seen, she told him about as she remembered things from her two thousand years as a vampire.

      She moaned with pleasure as he drank from her, the feeling of blood leaving the wound in her neck painfully sweet. When he pulled away, Aya drew his face near and kissed him deeply while his hands roamed her body underneath her shirt. Then, she drew him up, kneeling in front of him, and let her fangs sink into his exposed jugular, her hand cupping his face.

      This. This took her so completely, she was afraid she’d never come back.
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        * * *

      

      Zac knew without a doubt that he would do anything for Aya. Anything.

      She didn’t have to let him feed from her to know that. If she refused him, he would still do whatever she asked. Fact was, she’d already done just that.

      He wanted her completely, but as intimate as their blood sharing was, it was as far as she would let him go. It frustrated the hell out of him, but he let her. Of course, he did. He was madly in love with her.

      Crushing her body into his, he closed his eyes as he felt the blood leave him. He let his hands find their way underneath her shirt, caressing the soft skin of her back, trailing their way up her spine to her bra, where he deftly unhooked the clasp. He wanted to be closer, skin on skin, as she took his blood.

      Aya pulled away abruptly as his thumbs brushed underneath the curve of her breasts, gasping as a trickle of his blood ran down her chin. Frowning at her sudden coldness, Zac caught the trailing blood in a kiss.

      “It’s okay,” he whispered as he pulled himself away, buttoning his black shirt back up. It wasn’t really, but he couldn’t broach the subject with her… she wouldn’t let him. “It’s getting late anyway. Alex and Sam are going to meet us at Max’s soon.”

      She was on her feet, hands behind her back, clasping her bra. “Zac.” Her voice was a whisper, full of uncertainty.

      He stood and pulled her to him with his free hand, breathing in her scent. “I know,” he said. “You’re sorry.”

      After everything they’d been through in the short time they’d known each other, he’d never heard her say the word sorry so much. Until the day after their showdown with Arturius—the day after she’d used her power to kill her maker—he’d never thought it was a word that existed in her vocabulary. Now she never seemed to say anything else.

      What had she to be sorry for? She’d saved them all from certain death many times over. She’d saved them from the founding witch Katrin, and she had rescued their human friend Alex from a deranged vampire. She’d saved Gabby from a fate worse than death, and had even gone after him when he’d flipped out after fighting with his brother, Sam. Then, when Katrin had cursed him that night in the cemetery, she’d given all her secrets and her life to save him… yet she still held herself back. Wasn’t this all enough?

      They knew every part of one another. He’d told her everything, every painful memory, every struggle he’d endured. He’d even told her the story of his first few horrible months as a vampire—something he’d never been able to share with anyone, not even Sam.

      After all this, a wedge had still come between them.

      Aya wasn’t telling him the entire truth. Part of her still didn’t trust him, and that hurt more than anything. Zac had no idea what to do, other than to wait and hope.

      Letting her go, he let out a shaky breath. She threaded an arm through his and they walked back to the manor in silence, the rift that had unknowingly risen between them splitting even more.
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        * * *

      

      Life was quiet and that made Aya restless. Life was never this easy for long, at least not in her experience.

      Everyone was off living their lives as normal. Well, as normal as they’d been until she’d come along. Sam and Alex were still at the gardens working, Liz was at the coffee house until five p.m., and Gabby was off doing who knew what.

      Ever since Arturius was killed, the witch spent less and less time with the vampires, and Aya had hardly laid eyes on her. She couldn’t blame her with the lingering possibility that the last Roman, Regulus, would come looking for them one day. Gabby’s power had increased significantly and that made her a target.

      Since Aya’d expelled the darkness from her, the young witch had what she’d been craving—control. And now Gabby had to learn how to use her power again. After a lot of back and forth, Aya had finally convinced her to come to the manor in the morning to talk it through.

      Aya almost jumped when Zac slid his hand onto her thigh under the table and she scolded herself for being so distracted. They were at Max’s, the local bar and the brothers’ favourite haunt. It was still early, and only a few tables were occupied, so they had a nice space to themselves. Sam and Alex weren’t due for another hour.

      “What are you thinking about?” Zac asked, a frown creasing his forehead.

      “Nothing.” She shrugged but tensed slightly as she felt something change in the air. 

      “No, really, what?”

      “Someone’s coming.”

      “Seriously? You’re always avoiding my questions, Aya.”

      Ignoring the look Zac was giving her, she turned and watched the door. It was… No, it couldn’t be. She hadn’t felt that presence in a long time. And a long time to her was in the hundreds of years. In this case, six of them. Or was it seven?

      The door opened, letting in the cool evening breeze and someone else. Aya locked eyes with a man who was undoubtedly a vampire. Mid-height, well-built, and with a head of unruly brown curls. He had muscled arms she knew were gained from years of wielding heavy weapons and hard fighting, and an impish grin that she remembered all too well.

      He halted as recognition flashed across his face.

      Standing, Aya walked towards the vampire with a smile on her lips. “Ser Tristan na Tri Tor. Here is a face I never thought I would see again.”

      “It’s been six hundred and sixty years, Lady Arrow.” He embraced her tightly, his thick Irish accent washing over her. “You’re a hard woman to track down.”

      Drawing back, she placed a hand on her friend’s face, smiling. Feeling Zac’s hard glare on her back, she pulled Tristan towards the table where he was seated. “I want you to meet someone.”

      “Arrow,” he whispered, glancing over her shoulder towards Zac. “I bring news.”

      She sighed. “I suspected as much, otherwise you wouldn’t have sought me out.”

      Tristan tried to pull her away. “Arrow, I must insist.”

      “Tristan,” she said firmly and gestured towards Zac. “He knows everything, and I trust him with my life. Whatever news you have, you can share with the both of us. Now, don’t be rude and come and say hello.”

      Zac looked none too pleased to see her so familiar with another male vampire, but her friendship with Tristan was just that. Friendship. He stood when they approached and extended his hand, ever the nineteenth-century gentleman.

      “Zachary Degaud,” he said stiffly.

      “Ser Tristan na Tri Tor.” He grasped the younger vampire’s hand a little too firmly and shook.

      Aya sensed the animosity between them over her and rolled her eyes. “Get over it.”

      Tristan sighed. “Always so astute, Arrow.”

      She glanced at Zac, then sat beside him. No doubt she’d have much to explain later. Grasping his hand under the table, she frowned at her old friend. “How did you find me?”

      “You killed two Romans and ended the witch Katrin in a matter of weeks. News like that travels quickly,” he said. “You made it easy.”

      Aya smiled wickedly. “I’m not worried about that.”

      “There is only one vampire you have cause to worry about.”

      “I know.”

      “He knows, Arrow. Arturius sent him word that you were dead. That your heart was torn from you.” He shook his head in disbelief. “Yet, here you are.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Well, what a conundrum.”

      “If he has to imprison you for an eternity, he will, now that he knows how hard it is to end you.”

      Aya’s eyes darkened and she hissed, “Not if I end him first. Regulus will die, whether it be today, tomorrow, or next century. He. Will. Die.” She felt Zac’s hand tighten around hers and she sat back, letting the tension ease from her body.

      “I don’t doubt it.” Tristan shook his head at her sudden outburst. “But he is comin’ regardless. And he will start here.”

      “Let him look. The moment I lay eyes on him, he is dead.”

      “I think he’ll get more than he bargained for,” Zac said, eyeballing Tristan with unmasked dislike.

      “Likewise,” the knight said, leaning forwards, elbows resting on the table.

      Aya sensed the hostility coming from both the men and she stifled a groan of annoyance. Tristan’s appearance was enough to rattle her, let alone Zac. He seemed to know a lot about Regulus and the thought crossed her mind that he might be in the Roman’s back pocket. She would have to be careful with him, even though they’d shared a lifetime of sorts together… but that’d been centuries ago.

      She glanced at Zac, who was watching Tristan with a hard jaw. He would have a lot to say about this later—another problem to add to the ever-increasing pile. There was enough going on with them without the appearance of a mysterious man from her past.

      “And how do you know all this?” Zac asked, his lip curled into a sneer.

      “I have my sources,” Tristan replied, leaning back in his chair, his emotions carefully guarded.

      “If you find it so necessary to warn us, then why not reveal how?”

      “Arrow might know you, but I don’t.”

      Aya slammed a fist onto the tabletop, the few empty glasses rattling against each other. Both men looked at her and she swore both of them were equally disappointed she’d interrupted their slanging match.

      “Enough,” she hissed. “Stop acting like children.” She pressed her leg against Zac’s and she felt the tension bleed from him. Eyeballing Tristan across the table, he shook his head and let out an exasperated sigh.

      “I had thought more of you, Arrow,” he said, keeping his voice low.

      She clamped a hand on Zac’s thigh before he could move and pressed her fingers hard into his flesh. “Be careful what you say to me, Tristan na Tri Tor. We may have been friends once, but that was a long time ago. I have torn greater men’s heads from their shoulders for far less.”

      The knight laughed, the tension suddenly lifting from the table. “You haven’t changed one bit.”

      “Arrogant bastard,” she said, rolling her eyes.

      “That’s what got me the title of Ser in the first place.”

      “Ass,” Zac hissed under his breath so quietly she almost missed it and apparently, Tristan didn’t, either.

      “Well,” he said. “I see you have a penchant for arrogant men, Arrow. What were you, Zac? Military, am I correct? Were you a captain, major, or sergeant? A man as volatile as you would have some ambition, right?”

      Zac let out a snort, his gaze measuring the knight. “Captain.”

      Tristan let out a slow whistle. “Good for you.”

      “I think you better leave, Tristan,” Aya cut off their little bragging match. “We will continue this another time.”

      He chuckled, leaning towards her. “Oh, I am sure you have a barrage of questions, Arrow. Come and find me tomorrow… and leave your plaything at home.” He took one last jab at Zac before standing, his chair scraping back against the floorboards. Glaring at the younger vampire, he said, “It was a pleasure meetin’ you.”

      “I wish I could say the same,” Zac replied, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

      Aya watched the two vampires regard each other and didn’t like what she saw. Tristan and Zac? That was a fight waiting to happen. And knowing both of their track records, she had no idea who would come out the victor.
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      Zac let out a relieved breath when he finally walked through the front door of the manor, Aya’s hand firmly clasped in his own. They made a beeline straight for the parlour. Today had completely screwed with his mind and despite her presence, he felt edgy. She had the uncanny ability to calm him down with a simple touch, but he was too tightly wound for that to work now.

      Kneeling in front of the fireplace, he threw a few logs into the hearth and struck a match, lighting the kindling. Overly conscious of Aya’s gaze on his back, he watched as the flames took, the flickering light beginning to fill the parlour with a dull orange glow.

      This Tristan. He’d appeared out of nowhere, and Zac couldn’t help his jealousy. He’d loved no one in the one hundred and seventy years he’d been on this Earth, and even though she’d told him the same, Aya had been around for two thousand years. Who knew half the things she’d done, and especially what’d gone on with this vampire?

      Zac had sensed his feelings without having to witness them. The knight obviously felt he had some kind of claim over her, and it irritated the hell out of him.

      Then there was the parts where Tristan seemed to know a lot about Regulus’ comings and goings. It stunk of deceit. Whose side was he really on?

      Zac knew Aya could read his emotions and when he felt her beside him, he shook his head, setting the poker to the side.

      “What do you want to know?” When he didn’t answer right away, she continued, “I know you have a million questions that you’re burning to ask me.”

      “A million? Try a billion,” he huffed, not bothering to mask his irritation.

      She tugged on his arm, coaxing him to sit beside her on the sofa. “Start with the first one that comes to mind.”

      “What’s with his name? It sounds like a circus act.”

      “It’s Irish,” she replied. “In English, it means Tristan of the Three Towers. His family were lower nobility and owned a castle that had three towers. They named things rather obviously back then.”

      “Back when?”

      “1100.”

      He let his gaze linger on her as she watched the fire burn in the hearth, its glow flickering on the surrounding walls. They didn’t need the heat on such a warm night, but the flames calmed her down—which was the only reason he lit it.

      Sometimes Zac wished he could read her emotions as easily as she could his. She always carefully guarded her expression and it made him wonder what she thought about the possibility of Regulus coming to Ashburton. That’s what Tristan had implied. They would have to do something about it sooner rather than later, and this vampire appearing only made him feel more on edge about it.

      “So, he’s about a thousand years old?” Zac asked.

      “More like nine hundred.”

      “Why does he call you Arrow?”

      “It was the name I took at the time. Ser Arrow. I was in England around 1180, give or take a few years. I pretended to be a man so I could pose as a knight, joined the Templars in England, and took part in the Third Crusade. Richard the Lionheart and the Church were trying to win back the Holy Land, though you would know it now as Jerusalem. I marched with them, as much to see a new part of the world as an excuse to fight,” she said. “I didn’t particularly believe in their cause. Christianity at that time didn’t seem that holy. I mainly went because I was at a low point.”

      “A low point?” he asked, knowing full well what point she was talking about.

      She sighed, rubbing her eyes. “A particularly messy low point.”

      Sensing her discomfort, he asked another question, “And where does he come into it?”

      “Tristan was the only one who I never had to compel to forget I was a woman. He was a son of an Irish lord who sent him to England to squire for a man who later became one of the first Templars. He was made a knight just before we marched on the Crusade. I left right after the campaign failed, three years later, and he was still human. The last I saw him, he was marching back to England and I was off to what is now Turkey and beyond. It wasn’t until fifteen years later that we met again. This time he was a vampire and in a right mess.”

      “How did he change?”

      Aya sighed. “I think that’s a story he should tell you… if he so chooses. He had a family in England. A wife and child, but he’d devoted himself to the cause of the Church and Crown all the same. He was a hero, in all senses of the word, until he was turned. He saw the atrocities his own people inflicted on the cities they claimed, and he tried to stop much of it. I saved him from a flogging more than once. He died during the Fourth Crusade, somewhere underneath the city of Constantinople. I found him years later in Europe and by that time, he was a true monster, but I owed him and helped him come to terms with his new life.”

      Zac snorted. It was an all too familiar story, so much so, it was becoming cliché.

      “He had nothing, Zac,” Aya told him. “That’s why he travelled with me for so long. When we finally parted, it was as friends. It was never anything more than that.”

      “He hunted witches with you,” Zac whispered.

      “Yes. And in turn, the Romans hunted him as much as they did me.” She sighed, rubbing her eyes again.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s been over six hundred years since I’ve seen him,” Aya replied with a frown. “Just because we were companions once, doesn’t mean I entirely trust him.”

      “Good,” Zac said. He didn’t, either.

      “Tristan knows nothing about the Celestines,” she said, caressing his face, making him shiver. “You’re the first vampire, other than the Romans, who knows the entire truth. You, Sam, Alex, Gabby, and Liz. And you know I can compel a vampire if necessary.”

      “I know.” He wasn’t really convinced.

      “Zac, what’s wrong?”

      “You were with him for one hundred and forty years,” he murmured, a hint of anger in his voice. “That’s my entire life. Forgive me if I don’t understand, but I cannot fathom it.”

      Aya sighed and pulled his face her hers, kissing him with a need that unsettled him. When he moaned, crushing her to him, she whispered, “I never did that with him.”

      Zac stiffened and pulled away. “You’re going to kill me, Aya.”

      “Of course, I am, because I won’t let anyone else touch you.”

      She ran her hand up his chest and he pulled her close, kissing the delicate skin below her ear, her arms wrapping around his neck. When he eased her back onto the couch, his weight pressing into her, she turned her head away, obviously uncomfortable. Masking his frustration, Zac closed his eyes and tore himself from her. What wasn’t she telling him?

      Getting up from the sofa, he walked across the room, conscious of her gaze following every gesture he made. He wrenched open the liquor cabinet and poured himself a glass of the first thing his hand came in contact with.

      The slow burn of whisky trailed down his throat, soothing his hunger

      Leaving the glass on the sideboard, he went upstairs without looking at her again.

      Perhaps it was childish, but he was at his wits’ end. Aya was pulling away from him and nothing he said helped. It took him so much to get to this point, and he still didn’t know what to do. It was glaringly obvious that she didn’t trust him, and that hurt more than anything.

      After everything they’d been through. After everything he’d shared with her.

      Now this Tristan had waltzed into town and made things even more complicated. There was more to him than met the eye, that was for sure. The way he had looked at Aya hadn’t escaped him, either.

      Was this how she’d felt when Morgan had been at his side? Hell, was this how Morgan had felt seeing him with Aya? If it had been, then now he understood.

      Thinking about Morgan brought back another ebb of emotion he’d been trying to forget. Morgan had helped him come back from one of his psychopathic rages and had fallen for him in the process. It was almost seventy years ago, but he remembered it like it was yesterday. When they’d finally met again a few months ago, she’d betrayed Aya to Arturius, hoping to get her out of the picture. Instead, Morgan was betrayed and ended up dead… all in the name of love.

      Would this story play out the same way?

      Zac had no idea where he stood anymore. He couldn’t help but think maybe Aya was too much for him to handle.

      Sometime later, after he’d finally fallen asleep, she’d found her way into his bed and he woke with her head resting on his bare chest. Her familiar scent washed over him as he dragged a hand through her hair.

      If they didn’t work this out… She was going to kill him, not Regulus. And it would be a slow, painful death.
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        * * *

      

      Aya’s mind was preoccupied a lot lately. She could use it as a reason for her coldness, but that was only an excuse and she knew it.

      It’d been three months since she’d confronted and killed the founding vampire Arturius. And during the fight, he’d broken her body brutally, but she feared that he’d broken something in her mind as well.

      He’d been the one to turn her all those years ago, and it was his vampire blood that ran with her Celestine. How was she to know what would happen if she killed him? When she had let her power flow into him, the blue fire had folded back on itself and shocked right into her mind.

      It’d never happened before. Ever.

      She was afraid it’d changed something inside her… something she didn’t know yet.

      Whatever it might be, she felt she had to keep Zac at arm’s length. If she became unstable, she could tear him apart and not know what she was doing until it was too late.

      There was no way of knowing if any of it was true. It was purely speculation.

      Zac knew she was keeping something from him. He always knew. It was strange that he hadn’t asked yet. He was less arrogant than when she’d first met him. Sam had told her that he was becoming more human, more like he was before.

      She wasn’t sure what to make of that.

      Shoving those thoughts aside, Aya turned to other pressing matters. The mystery that was Zac’s blood. She could hear when he was near and if she listened hard enough, could even track him over miles. In her entire life, she’d never encountered blood that sang to her. There were no other words to describe it. Drinking his blood had awakened abilities that she’d thought were lost to her forever. It was an enigma.

      In the weeks following the fight with Arturius, she’d tasted Sam’s too, finding it had the same effect. Now she could hear Sam as well, but curiously, it was a slightly different song than Zac’s. To her disgust and Sam’s request, she’d even tried Liz’s blood, but it was silent, her maker unknown.

      They’d spent the last few months tracing Zac and Sam’s family line, but so far had found nothing that would indicate a reason for their unusual blood. There was no witchcraft to be found in their ancestry or any hint of other supernatural intermingling that sometimes happened with humans. Not in the records that were available, anyway.

      Aya’s thoughts kept going back to her theory that it had to do with their sunlight spells. The same Mexican witch had cast the incantation that allowed them to walk in the day, and she knew that bruja practiced differently than others and didn’t always use conventional means. Gabby made enquiries of her own and was told that a spell like that, even done by dark means, wouldn’t affect blood.

      The only avenue left to investigate was their vampire heritage. Regulus turned Victoria and the brothers knew this. Arturius had implied it when Zac had confronted the Roman a few months prior. He was now dead, but that wasn’t the Roman who would know.

      Why had Regulus turned Victoria in the first place? Aya had neglected to mention to the brothers that she had been a witch—a particularly weak one, but a witch regardless. Aya knew that her power had disappeared once she was turned—she’d seen proof of that.

      There was something else in play here.

      Regulus didn’t have a heart. He must have wanted something from her.

      The more Aya dwelt on it, the more she knew it was Victoria’s blood that had something to do with the brothers’ strange vampirism. Their memories were sharper, and their blood was potent to her hybrid senses. If there were other benefits or disadvantages, she didn’t know.

      Eventually, she would have to track down Victoria’s lineage, but for now, Aya was content with staying at the manor in relative peace and quiet. Their respite would be broken soon enough when Regulus deigned to retaliate for Arturius and Caius’ deaths.

      “Aya?” Gabby’s voice broke through her silent reverie and she blinked hard.

      “Yes?”

      The witch frowned and said, “I asked you what I should do.”

      That’s right, Aya had promised to help the witch with her power. She reached for the glass of scotch resting on the coffee table and sipped.

      Since Aya had dispelled the darkness from Gabby, the young witch had hardly practiced at all. The fear that followed her hadn’t escaped Aya’s notice… she was overly sensitive to these things.

      “You need to let your power back in, Gabby. That’s the only way forwards.”

      “I know.” She sounded reluctant, like she didn’t believe her own words.

      “I know it’s difficult. I know all about power and control.” Aya frowned as Gabby shook her head. “The darkness is gone. It’s not coming back.”

      “I know that.” Gabby shrugged. “It’s just… It’s too much responsibility. Being this.” She gestured to herself with shaking hands.

      “I never asked to be a Celestine, but I was born into it. And I never asked to become a vampire. You play the hand you’re dealt, Gabby. It’s all we’ve got.”

      The young witch was wringing her hands, her apprehension reverberating through her. “Yeah.”

      “You mightn’t have asked for it, but you have it anyway. It’s too great a gift not to be used for its true purpose.”

      “It’s a lot, Aya. I can’t just dive in headfirst.” Gabby seemed to know what she was talking about. All she had to do now was take her own advice.

      “It’s a start,” she agreed.

      Aya was quiet for several minutes. She’d seen this struggle Gabby was going through too many times to count. With great power came great responsibility, and not all who had it thrust upon them wanted it.

      “You have a kind heart, Gabby,” she said finally. “Whatever happens, I know you’ll do what needs to be done.”

      “Whatever?” She sighed. “Even if I have to resort to doing something bad?”

      “Sometimes you have to choose the lesser of two evils.”

      “But you’ll be here to help me… right?” The struggle she was having with herself was clear from the look on her face.

      Aya shook her head. “I won’t always be here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “At some point, I will have to leave. You know that, right?”

      “Yes, but…”

      “There are no buts. Things might be…” She struggled to find the right words, “different right now, but I still have a duty.”

      Gabby nodded, seeming to understand.

      There were other witches who needed to taste Aya’s revenge and those who needed her help. Where that left this thing with her and Zac, she didn’t know. Perhaps it was foolish to hold on to this feeling of love, even though the witches had told her the opposite.

      When she’d gone to see Sophia after Arturius had taken Gabby, the old witch had shown Aya a vision of her past. A moment in time she’d forgotten—when she’d first met Zac. He’d been entirely human, and she felt it then as she felt it now. She loved him. She loved him so much it hurt.

      Aya couldn’t help thinking that it was stopping her from fulfilling her twisted promise. She couldn’t ask him to leave his brother and his home, not after everything he’d been through. Her life was all wrong for him. One day she would have to leave, and he would follow unquestioned.

      She tried to ignore the thought that had been eating at the corners of her mind for the past few weeks.

      Did she really want him to?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 3

        

      

    

    
      Aya hadn’t seen Zac all day.

      When she’d woken that morning, he was long gone, and she felt strangely bereft.

      She fought the impulse to seek him out, instead occupied herself with assisting Gabby and wandering through the forest, trying to sort out her own confused mind. Needless to say, she hadn’t gotten anywhere.

      She’d also avoided looking for Tristan, knowing anything he had to say wasn’t going to be good and right now, she didn’t want to hear it.

      The only thing that was obvious was that she had a difficult decision to make.

      When Aya could bear it no more, and when the sun had dipped below the horizon, she went to Max’s, where she knew Zac would be.

      Pushing through the door, she felt his presence immediately. It was more familiar to her than even her own family had been. He consumed her, and maybe that was part of the problem.

      Looking away from where she knew he would be, she caught Tristan’s eye. She hadn’t noticed he was here, what with her silent pining over Zac. Walking towards him, he raised an eyebrow.

      “I thought I would have seen you before now,” he said, his hand clutched around a beer.

      “I haven’t come to see you,” she sneered, not sitting down.

      Finally, she looked up and saw Zac sitting at the bar with his back to them. Even if she couldn’t feel his emotions, she would know exactly what they were.

      His head hung low over his glass and his shoulders were hunched. Zac was a hard man and rarely showed anything other than annoyance or anger. Right now, it was the second of the two, and his posture meant he was trying to keep it to himself.

      Aya knew that he’d registered her presence, but he acted as if she didn’t exist. And he would know that she understood exactly what he was doing. He didn’t know how to articulate what was on his mind, so this was how he acted.

      “He’s angry with you, Arrow,” Tristan stated the obvious, taking a draught of his beer.

      Aya knew she’d done something wrong, but something for the life of her she didn’t understand. She could think of a few things and it could be any of them, but her gut was churning over one particular misdemeanour.

      “You never were good at relatin’ to people,” the knight continued. “If you intend to keep him, you should do somethin’ about it.”

      Shooting one last glare at Tristan, Aya walked over to where Zac sat and laid her hand lightly on his shoulder.

      For a moment it looked as if he wasn’t going to move, but he got up from the stool without a word, her hand falling away. He led her to a booth at the back of the bar, conscious that Tristan watched them out of the corner of his eye.

      Sliding in next to him, she shot a warning glare at the knight, who shrugged and turned away, letting her know he wasn’t eavesdropping. If Aya found out that he had, he’d regret it.

      Zac stared at her with those unusual green eyes of his, like he was trying to think of the right words. After a moment, he said, “What do I have to do?”

      She knew what he meant, but she asked anyway, “Do about what?”

      He snorted and looked away with a shake of his head, knowing she was stalling. She could never get anything past him.

      Aya frowned, not knowing what to say. Even she didn’t understand why she couldn’t just let go and give herself to him. All of herself. It wasn’t like she hadn’t done it before, but Zac was different. He knew things about her that no one else did, and he’d seen things that she would usually compel away. Then there was that moment with Arturius when her power had turned on her.

      Zac turned back towards her, his jaw set. She felt the tension build as his leg pressed against hers. He grasped her hand with his right hand under the table, letting his left trace the inside of her thigh.

      “Aya, I want all of you.” He leaned closer, his lips brushing against the corner of her jaw. “Why won’t you let me? What aren’t you saying?”

      “Zac,” she said uncomfortably, “we’re in public.”

      He pulled back sharply, breaking all contact between them, and she suddenly felt cold.

      “We’ve been together for months. There hasn’t been a moment we’ve been apart,” he murmured. “I need some time to think about this.”

      “Come back to the manor with me,” she whispered.

      The faint trace of a sneer pulled at his lips. “And what?”

      “We can talk without so many ears listening.” She glanced across the bar where Tristan was talking to a pretty girl, but still had one eye on them.

      Zac saw who she’d glanced at and rolled his eyes. “You know, I think Ser Lancelot is an idiot.” Tristan’s shoulders lifted as he let out a laugh at this, giving away that he was eavesdropping.

      “Zac,” Aya scolded. “Please. This isn’t the place to be talking about these things. Let’s go and we can talk about it.”

      “That’s the problem,” he said. “Talking isn’t working. I can’t think straight around you.”

      She stood and held out her hand.

      He sighed and took it, allowing her to pull him up. “You can talk your way out of anything.”

      “Not with you.”

      “Especially with me.”

      She led him by the hand from the bar, blindingly aware that Tristan’s gaze followed their departure. She would have to question him later.

      They lingered on the dark street around the corner from the bar, memories of her first night in Ashburton
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