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Bound By Blood - the story continues…

Love is not counted in years

Love is counted in heartbeats

 


Love is not bound by distance

Love is bound by blood

 


In the Ancient World

In the New World

Love will prevail

 


Some will kill for love — Some will die for
love.

Some will love until it hurts.

And some will make the greatest sacrifice of
all.

 



***

But I'm the only
one

Who'll walk across the
fire for you

And I'm the only
one

Who'll drown in my
desire for you

It's only fear that
makes you run

The demons that you're
hiding from

When all your promises
are gone

I'm the only one.

Melissa Etheridge.

***


 


The Ancient World

 


Over the Millennia, the Grigori have been
called many things. In Greece, they called them Vrykolakas. In
Romania, Strigoi. In earlier times, there were others, other
blood-sucking demons, which preyed on the innocent. In ancient
Babylonia, it was Lilitu and her sistren, who instilled fear among
the Babylonians.

In the new world, however, the Grigori would
go by another name, Vampire. Two all-powerful Angel houses continue
to fight a bloodthirsty war for supremacy – in the ancient world,
and in the new.

 


The New World

 


Grace's life becomes entwined with
Juliette's, the mysterious girl in her dreams. Pulled back into a
past Grace does not understand, she relives a world wrought with
haunting memories of love, loss, betrayal and death.

Walking a path towards an unknown future,
Juliette fears that Grace's next step could be her last. Hanging
precariously between two worlds, the old and the new, Grace, and
those she loves, struggle to recognize friend from foe. The enemy,
hiding in plain sight, is stronger, faster… deadlier.

 


"I have loved and lost in so many different
ways. I have died endless deaths… So when I ask myself the question
today, who am I? My answer is… I do not know."

Juliette.


Chapter 1 – I Will Remember

The New World

2009

 


 


"Run!" a girl's
voice screamed into the night, breaking the spell of Damon's kiss,
tearing me away from the warmth of his embrace.

It
wasn't the warning from the blond-haired girl, standing rigid with bow in hand and
preparing to shoot, that alerted Damon to the pending danger, but
the guttural sound resonating from the throat of the advancing
black beast from the shadows.

Damon swung
around, pushing me behind him, and then crouched, preparing for the
attacking animal. The menacing growl from Damon's lips made me
shudder. In the eyes of any mortal, boy and beast were both adept
instruments of death in their own lethal way.

"Run!"
the girl shouted again over the crashing waves far below as she
swiftly pulled an arrow taut in her bow until her fingers rested
gently against her cheek. Then she took aim, released her fingers,
and let the arrow fly toward the predator leaping high into the
air.  The arrow, true to its target, pierced the skull
of the animal dead center
between its yellow eyes, felling the rancid-smelling beast with a
heavy thud at Damon's feet.  Immediately, as if on cue, with
lips pulled back over a row of razor-sharp fangs, another beastly
hound leapt forward to take the downed beast's place.

The
blond girl released
another arrow, sending it soaring through the air, and impaling the
beast solidly in its hindquarters. The beast howled in agony,
whipped its massive head around, seized the projectile between its
fangs, and yanked the arrow, coated with its own blood and sinew,
from its flesh with one quick flick of its head.

The animal,
although wounded, stayed true to its task.

Its enormous
paws drummed the earth as the beast powered forward at an alarming
pace. Then, suddenly, it leapt into the air, long claws protruding
from its paws, ready for its lethal impact.

The girl
shot another arrow, bringing the beast down at our feet. "Get her
out of here, now!" she yelled at Damon as a bolt of lightning
crackled through the black sky, charging it with an electric
humming sound inaudible to the human ear. "I can take care of this.
Go!" she yelled, as she aimed and released another arrow. She shot
another, then another as further beasts, fangs drooling with
threads of saliva, leapt out of the long shadows cast by the walls
of the two-story school building.

Damon nodded
and called back, "Holly, are you sure you can do this?"

"Yes, go!" she
shouted again as she worked another arrow taut in her bow. "I've
got this. Go!"

Damon
grabbed my hand and swiftly spun me around - and we ran... The
storm escalated with each footfall, whipping the beautiful long
gown around my legs – Grace's legs. I started to fall, but Damon
gripped my hand tighter and pulled me back onto my feet. Muddy
puddles of water, from the earlier storm, splashed up my legs as I
ran, soiling the skirt of the long gown. I reached down with my
free hand and gathered up the layers of fabric in my arm. My head
swam with tangled thoughts, mine, Grace's. For fleeting moments our
thoughts combined in a haze of confusion. I knew this was how Grace
lived most of her life, confused, hovering on the edge of reality
and imagination, floating on a wave teetering on insanity. How much
more, I wondered, could she take before she lost her grip
entirely?

I could
smell the foul breath of the beast as it thundered behind us along
the dark cliff face, each second bringing it even closer. I could
feel Grace's heart pumping in my chest as she struggled against me
to take back her body. Another wave crashed, spraying us with a
mist of salty seawater. I hung on with all of my strength to
Grace's body. I was stronger, faster. I could do this. I could save
her.

"Are you
okay, Juliette?" Damon's shout is almost inaudible through the
howling wind as it whips around us. I nod in response. Inside, I
sense Grace shaking her head. Her eyes are wide and frantic,
brimming with tears. I try to subdue her, telling her that
everything will be okay if she would just let go, close her eyes,
and pretend to sleep. Even if she didn't know it, didn't trust me,
she needed me to take care of her…

"Just a bit
further," Damon shouted, indicating a spot just up ahead. "The
rocks begin to fall away just beyond that tree. If we jump out far
enough, we will miss the rocks and land on the beach. Can you do
it?"

'Nooo!' I
hear Grace's panicked voice scream in my head, deafening me until
all I could hear was her voice. 'I can't do it. The cliff's too high. Please
don't do this… The fall will kill me!' I can feel Grace's fist beating against me
from the inside in a vain attempt to escape this insanity.
'It's just a
dream,' I whisper to her
silently. 'Go back to sleep, Grace.' For a moment, I feel her let go, giving me control
of her body.

Damon
squeezed my hand. "Juliette, are you ready?" he shouted as we
neared the edge of the cliff face.

I spun my head
around. The beast was only seconds behind us, leaving us no choice
now but to jump.

"Yes!" I
replied as I felt Grace
gasp, hold her breath, and grip Damon's hand even tighter. I heard
her utter a prayer, 'God help me,' and then, 'I don't want to die. Don't let me die!' Grace did something then that I was not
expecting. She squeezed her eyes shut, leaving me blind…

I felt
nothing but air beneath my feet as we jumped, hand in hand, out
into the dark void. Had we jumped out far enough to miss the rocks?
I couldn't tell. I felt Grace's human body prepare for the fatal
impact as every muscle tensed, leaving me with one thought – that I
had failed this girl, too. I willed Grace to open her eyes.
'Please,
Grace,' I said, pleading
with her. 'I
can't see. You have to let me see. Please, open your eyes…'
I felt the quickening pulse of
electricity crackle through her veins, and then her eyelids shot
open, giving me sight once again. Thank you, I said, silently praising her.

For a
few precious moments, as though frozen in time, we stopped falling
and we appeared to float, suspended by an invisible thread from the
heavens. All at once, my hearing became amplified, allowing me to
hear the most minuscule of sounds all around me – a
twang, the flutter of a bird's wing in flight, a sizzling
disturbance in the air currents. Grace's fretful breathing, the
unmistakable sound of death. A morbid pop followed by a sharp crack
- the sound of tearing flesh and bones being broken. A garbled
hissing sound when air escaped from a punctured lung, as one of
Holly's arrows tore into the ribcage of a ravenous
beast.

A gush
of putrid-smelling blood and saliva spewed from between the
animal's fangs as it opened its mouth and exhaled one last breath.
Then, its lifeless body, contorted by death, crashed on the rocky
outcrop far below.

A bolt
of lightning streaks across the sky, severing the invisible thread
that kept us suspended, and we begin to fall. I am alarmed at how
fast the earth below is rushing up to greet us… I turn to look at
Damon, searching for answers, but he just smiles, unaffected by the
foreseeable death on the rocks below.

For I
see now, with absolute certainty, that we have not jumped far
enough out from the cliff face. The white sandy beach, which would
have cushioned our fall, is still too far away to offer us any
refuge from our pending fate.

So this
is how this life - Grace's life - is going to end. I will remember
her, of course, just like I remember all the others. This beautiful
girl, Grace, who misses her dead father every day, I will remember.
The girl who fears the loss of her mother, and being left alone in
this world, I will remember. A girl who dreams about a boy, and
falling in love, I will remember. The same boy who is going to let
her die, so that I may live again, I will remember.

How could I
have been so wrong to put my trust in Damon? Had I learned nothing?
Was this his plan all along, to sacrifice Grace's life in a bid to
take me from this place?

Grace,
sensing her looming predicament, inhaled a sharp breath and
screamed, blocking out the sounds from the thunderous claps of
thunder and the smashing waves that are crashing violently all
around us - just Grace's scream, exploding in my mind, and the
sensation of the salty damp air on my skin as we plummet earthward…
toward Grace's death. I see faces flash before my eyes. Kate,
Brian, Wade, Patrick, Angela, Joshua, Abe, Zach and Riley. Grace is
saying goodbye to all those she loves.

"I'm so sorry,
Grace," I whisper. "I'm so sorry." Then I close my eyes, too, and
wait for the end. I will remember.

 



Chapter 2 – I Dream Awake

 


Suddenly there was a great burst of light
through the Darkness. The light spread out and where it touched the
Darkness the Darkness disappeared. The light spread until the patch
of Dark Thing had vanished, and there was only a gentle shining,
and through the shining came the stars, clear and pure.

Madeleine L'Engle, A Wrinkle in Time

 


"Mom, Dad," Grace shouted, sitting bolt
upright in her bed. Her eyes, damp with tears, darted around the
bedroom.

Daylight! I'm alive! Grace
thought, quickly pulling back the bed linen to examine her legs,
making sure they weren’t smashed and broken from the fall. I
didn't fall, I didn't die. Just a dream, she told herself. She
wiggled her toes, sighing with relief.

"Thank God," she murmured, wiping the tears
from her cheeks with a clammy hand. "Just a stupid, stupid dream."
Nevertheless, the dream had felt so horrifyingly real that Grace’s
heart was still pounding like a drum in her chest. She realized she
was still holding her breath, and slowly exhaled. Stupid dream,
stupid dream, stupid dream, she told herself repeatedly,
solidifying this fact in her brain.

She thought about the stories she had heard
about dreams. The one that says if you were falling in a dream and
didn't wake up in time, then you died in real life. She was
especially grateful this morning that it was just a story, an old
wives' tale, nothing more. She had not always been so fortunate in
her dreams, she knew. Nightmares, actually - when she had felt
every horrifying detail of the death she was experiencing, before
the welcoming hand of death snatched her away and released her into
the bright light. Her body would drift away then, like a giant soap
bubble coerced by a gentle summer breeze. Up and up she would float
until her visions and thoughts were nothing more than fading
memories.

A pile of light blue silk on her bedroom
floor caught her attention. The beautiful gown she had worn for the
Masquerade Ball the night before. She climbed out of bed and picked
it up to examine it, sighing. "Not so pretty now, Guinevere," she
muttered, studying the muddy stains along the hem of the silky
gown. She shook her head in dismay. "There goes my rental deposit.
I won't be getting any of that back." She gave the gown a shake,
hoping to dislodge some of the caked-on mud. Then she frowned and
leant down to untangle something caught in the fraying hemline of
the skirt. A twig maybe, she mused. She tugged at it until
it came free in her hand. She laid the gown gently over the end of
her bed, sitting down beside it to study the black feather in her
hand. She traced the feather down her cheek, across her lips, and
let her thoughts drift.

She thought about the Masquerade Ball,
Riley, and how handsome he had looked dressed up as a dashing King
Arthur. The harpsichord music, the colorful lanterns, and the rows
upon rows of fairy lights sparkling like a million stars in the
black velvet sky. She remembered laughing, the band playing,
dancing with Riley, and running away with… Damon. She rubbed
her face in her hands. What is it with this guy that drives me
crazy? she wondered.

She thought about Clair's brutal attack
during the ferocious storm and shuddered. The wailing ambulance
sirens drowning out the music and flashing lights as everyone
pushed and crowded around in morbid curiosity. How she'd snuck away
from the others to find Damon, knowing exactly where to find him,
like he had been waiting for her. It was as though some invisible
cord was pulling her toward him. She remembered pushing through the
bustling crowd of medieval court jesters, kings, queens, princesses
in their beautiful flowing gowns… Zach and the football team
dressed up as the Knights Templar. Andrew dressed up as Robin Hood
and Sonndra as Maid Marian. Something was wrong... The girl she'd
seen wasn't her friend Sonndra, but someone else dressed up as Maid
Marian with a bow and arrow. Riley's sister, she realized
with a start. It was Holly in my dream that was fighting off the
savage beasts with a real bow and arrow. It felt so real. But it
was just a dream, wasn't it? She brushed the black feather
against the tip of her nose and frowned as she tried to remember
more.

She remembered pushing through the crowded
corridor of students and running back to the darkened car park
behind the school building. She didn't know how, but she knew he
would be there, waiting for her. She'd been afraid, standing there
in the dark, but she had been determined to stay. She needed
answers to the questions that were racing around in her head.
Questions she didn't understand. She'd turned around and seen him
standing behind her, and she'd closed her eyes for just a moment.
But when she'd opened them again, it was as if she was seeing him
in a dream. "Damon," she'd said, as he moved toward her. A cool
breeze flapped the beautiful gown around her legs, tousling strands
of loose hair across her face.

"Grace," he'd said. "You must have a million
questions about what happened here tonight."

Grace felt herself shaking her head. Inside
she said, 'yes, I do have a million questions.' However,
when she had opened her mouth, she'd said, "Why would you think
that?"

Damon had looked at her with a queer
expression on his face and said, "Now I'm confused…"

You're confused? I haven't a clue what's
going on! That was what she had wanted to say.

Then she’d felt her lips moving and heard
herself saying, "Kiss me," just as a wave crashed on the jagged
cliff face, spraying them both with a fine mist of salty
seawater.

He took Grace’s hand then and kissed it,
pulling her close against his body. Then he tilted her chin up with
his fingers, lowered his mouth gently onto her lips, and kissed her
with a passion she had never felt before – and yet, it was
strangely familiar. Grace's eyes stayed wide open. If I close my
eyes, he might disappear, she thought.

And although the kiss was everything Grace
imagined it would be, it still left her feeling disjointed, as
though she’d kissed Damon with the lips of another.

When Grace’s mind and body fell further
under the spell that was Damon, my own lungs began to expand with
life, loosening me from the hold that bound me to Grace.

He was trying to draw me out, and it was
working.

The look on Damon's face, when he'd pulled
away to study me, was one of complete awe. I felt Grace’s cheeks
flush under the scrutiny of Damon’s gaze.

"Grace?" he'd said, with a questioning look
on his face.

Grace shook her head, and I said, "Try
again."

Grace was completely mortified at her
candor. And even more so when she'd felt her lips curling up into a
knowing smile.

Then, abruptly, when Damon suddenly realized
that his plan had worked, he said my name, "Juliette?"

What? Why is he saying that? Why is he
calling me Juliette? Who is Juliette? Grace fought back the
rush of burning tears; she was determined that she would not cry!
It isn't me that he wants at all, or Emily, but a girl called
Juliette. That is who Damon Draco wants. Does he even
know what he said?

Grace felt devastated. I felt completely
alive, and I felt myself blush. Damon still wanted me, even after
all this time.

That was all Grace could remember now as she
sat on her bed, absently running the feather up and down her legs.
"Just a stupid dream," she said again, in an attempt to dissipate
her lingering thoughts.

'Run!' she heard a faraway voice call
out in her head from the dream. A sudden breeze lifted her bedroom
curtains, sending an icy chill down her spine. A dog from somewhere
down the street began to howl. Just a stupid dream. But still,
who is Juliette?

"Grace, are you awake? Come and eat your
breakfast before it gets cold," she heard her mother call from the
kitchen. "I have to leave for work soon..." She could hear the
clutter of breakfast dishes and cutlery being placed on the pine
kitchen table. The crackling sound of eggs, onions and bacon
sizzling in a hot frying pan awakened her senses further still. The
comforting smell of coffee brewing and maple syrup on warm pancakes
made her stomach growl. She heard the creak of the front door as
Zach pulled it open to let Angela and Champsie in.

The kettle's shriek, cut short as Kate
snatched it up off the hotplate to silence it.

"Your newspaper," Angela said, handing it to
Zach. "Not a good idea to leave that laying around this morning…
all things considered."

"Good call," she heard Zach reply.

"Coming," Grace called back to her mother.
She took another long look at the perfect, jet-black feather in her
hand. "Where did you come from?" she asked, twirling it in her
fingers. She frowned, put it down on her bedside table, and let her
fingers linger on it for just a moment longer. She pushed herself
up off her bed, pulled her hair back in a ponytail, and fastened it
with a hair band. She walked to the mirror on the back of her
bedroom door and studied her reflection, wiping the remnants of
mascara and black eyeliner from under her eyelids. If it is
Juliette that you want, then you can have her. "To hell with
you, Damon Draco," she said to the reflection in the mirror. "Who
needs you anyway?"

'I do,' whispered a little voice
inside her head. "I do not," Grace shot back stubbornly, pushing my
thoughts away.

Damon Draco, Grace decided, was not going to
mess with her head, or her heart. She had better things to do with
her life, and better friends to share her life with. But still…

Angela eased the bedroom door open and poked
her head around the doorframe. "Morning, Grace. Your mom wanted me
to come check on you, make sure you are okay. She said you've been
talking in your sleep again. And apparently your breakfast is
getting cold..."

"Thanks, Angela, I'm fine..." Grace said,
giving the feather on her bedside table one last look before
following Angela down the hall to join the others in the kitchen.
"It was just a stupid dream. But I've made a decision. I have to
pick one."

Angela eyed her friend. "This about Damon
and Riley?"

Grace nodded. "I'm going to pick Riley. I
always get the feeling that Damon is constantly thinking about
someone else when he's with me."

"Who?" asked Angela.

"His ex-girlfriend, Juliette."

"Oh, did he tell you about her?"

"No, he called me Juliette when he kissed
me. I don't think he meant to. But he did, and it hurt. I even
dreamt about it, her, Juliette. That was so weird."

"Well, I think Riley is great. I think
you’ve made the right decision."

Grace nodded. "Thanks, Angela. I do, too. On
another matter, though, is Zach still dropping us off at the
hospital to visit Clair?" she asked, her "dream" already beginning
to fade.

Angela nodded. "Yes. Andrew and Sonndra are
going up to visit this evening and Jackson and Amber are going to
meet us there just before lunch. Apparently, Clair's condition got
worse overnight so they had to give her a blood transfusion."

"Blood transfusion?" Grace asked, brushing
loose strands of hair off her face.

Angela nodded. "She lost an awful amount of
blood, Grace. The average human body, let's use Clair's weight of a
110 pounds as an example, has roughly 3.5 quarts of blood-"

"Not now with the blood, Angela, please,"
Grace pleaded, examining a particularly clean spot on the white
floor tiles in the lounge room as they passed. "He was a
baddie," she heard Abe say in her mind. "I don't think I could
stomach talking about blood over breakfast this morning. And what
is that disgusting smell?" she asked, crinkling up her nose in
revulsion. "It is far easier to clean the blood up while it's
still wet," she heard Angela say. "Dexter…"

"What did you just say?" Grace asked.

"She lost an awful amount of blood," Angela
began.

"No, not that, after that."

Angela shook her head. "I didn't say
anything after that." Angela sniffed the air, and settled on one
particular odor. "That smell," Angela said, "that would be bleach.
Your mom probably mopped the lounge room floor earlier."

"Oh, I see," Grace murmured, pushing away
the nagging thorn of doubt jabbing her in her side.

"Smell," Angela corrected.

"What?" Grace said, sitting down at the
kitchen table opposite Zach, who gave her a nod as he folded the
newspaper and quickly tossed it at the trashcan.

"You said, "I see", but you didn’t
see… you smelled the bleach," Angela replied, pulling
out a seat at the table and sitting down next to her.

Grace frowned and shook her head at Angela,
feeling even more confused, and watched as the newspaper landed in
the trashcan. "Hey, Zach, I haven't had a chance to read that yet.
Was there anything in it about Clair's attack last night?"

"Yeah, sorry about that, Grace. And no,
nothing about Clair's attack is in it. Nothing about anything of
any importance, really," he replied, shaking his head in an
uninterested fashion. "Anyway, I spilled my coffee on it… I will
pick you up another one while we're out later."

Grace shook her head. "Thanks, but don’t
worry about it, Zack. I'm sure you're right."

"Here you go," Kate said, bringing over a
tray stacked with pancakes, crispy bacon, fried eggs, sautéed
onions and mushrooms. "I'm so sorry to hear about that business
with Clair. That was terrible, an attack like that. Wade said it
was a group of gatecrashers from another school. Did you know any
of them?"

Grace shook her head. "Nope."

"What time did you get home last night,
anyway? I never heard you come in. You know you could have woken me
up if you needed to talk about it, Grace."

"Thanks, Mom," Grace said, frowning. "But
I'm not really sure what time we got home," she said, glancing
across the table at Zach, who just shrugged. "All I know is that I
was dead tired and fell asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow. I
barely remember getting undressed..." Actually, I don’t remember
getting undressed at all, she thought uneasily to herself.

"Well, tell Clair I'm thinking about her.
I'll try to call in on her after my shift at the tavern this
afternoon if it doesn't get too late."

"Sure thing," Grace replied, helping herself
to the pancakes, maple syrup, cream and strawberry jam.

Zach pushed himself up from the table.
"Anyone for coffee?" he asked, refilling the kettle.

"Yes, please," Grace said, squeezing the
bottle of maple syrup over her stack of pancakes. "And make it
really strong. My brain is refusing to wake up this morning.
I feel like I'm drifting around in a fog."

"So what else is new?" Zach shot back, in
mock surprise.

"Very funny," Grace mumbled, chewing on a
mouthful of pancake dripping with maple syrup.

 



Chapter 3 – An Exquisite Year

 


The woman in a black satin and lace negligée
sat motionless beside the shirtless Abaddon. Her eyes were open,
but unfocused. A soft, honey-colored fringe almost concealed the
perplexed frown creasing her forehead. She was aware of what was
happening to her; however, she appeared to be detached from the act
somehow, as though she was dreaming. A beautiful yet puzzling dream
where she had never felt so desired by any man as she did by this
man, this handsome man sitting beside her with the tattooed serpent
encircling his perfect body. She found him exquisite, and it took
all of her will power not to reach out and touch him. But she must
not; he would tell her when he wanted to be touched. Right now,
though, he wanted her to sit still, so he could take more of her
blood.

Is this wrong? Should I be letting him
drink my blood? Why aren’t I afraid? she wondered to herself in
her dream-like state. She thought about the night of passion, and
how exquisite it was when he had touched her, his fingers and
tongue trailing down her naked body. How he had made her feel more
alive in that one night than she had felt in her entire life. He
can take whatever he wants, as long as he stays. Please God, make
him stay. Her eyes ran over his body, and a small sigh slipped
involuntary from her open lips.

"Of course you are doing the right thing,"
Abaddon said, staring into her eyes. "This is the most natural
behavior I can think of. But it has to be our secret," he said,
glancing up at her and tapping the side of his nose. A wide smile
broke out across his face. Jayde nodded as he removed his yellow,
talon-like thumbnail from her wrist, allowing a steady flow of
blood to refill the crystal wine goblet that he had carefully
positioned on the table. The talon, once removed from her flesh,
transformed back into a perfectly manicured thumbnail. Abaddon
grinned, reassuring her, and held her bleeding wrist carefully
above the glass. She smiled back, adoration sparkling in her dreamy
eyes as she watched him tilt her wrist, then lift it to his lips to
lick her wound.

"You're a vampire, aren’t you?" she asked
nervously.

"Yes, I am."

"Why don't you just bite me? Isn't that
what… um, people like you do?"

"People? Do you mean… vampire people?"
Abaddon said, a captivating smile sweeping across his face.

Jayde nodded. "Yes, vampire people." She
dropped her head, feeling stupid for saying the word... vampire,
out loud. She felt like one of her students gushing over Damon
Salvatore from the Vampire Diaries, but she couldn't help it. That
was exactly who Abaddon reminded her of. "Do you sparkle or burn in
the sunlight?"

"Take your pick," Abaddon said. "So many
myths, so little time. As long as there's blood, then it's all good
by me." He gave her another quick smile. "Hold your thumb here," he
said gently, as though talking to a child. "It will stop the blood
flow. We can't have you going to waste, now, can we?" he said, as a
droplet of her blood escaped, and landed on the glass tabletop,
forming a perfect circle.

She shook her head. "Can't waste..." Take
whatever you want. Just stay, she thought to herself,
intoxicated by Abaddon's charms.

"Yes, that's right. Can't waste," he said,
helping her position her thumb over the puncture wound. He slid his
hand up under her satin negligée, pushing the silky fabric aside to
expose her inner thigh. "See," he said, exposing bite marks." "I
could bite you every time, of course, but that leaves a wound that
takes a little longer to heal than a small puncture wound. And
drinking from fine crystal, such as this," he said, raising the
glass, "is far more dignified. Don't you think?"

Jayde gasped. "Oh, I had completely
forgotten," she said absently, running her fingers over the wounds.
"How long will they take to heal?"

"Let's just say that you probably shouldn't
go swimming for a day or two, just to be on the safe side."

"Oh, alright."

"And no low-cut tops for a few days,
either," he said, flicking the thin strap off her shoulder to
expose a fresh bite mark on her breast.

Jayde pulled the strap back onto her
shoulder.

"Should I be afraid of you?"

"Hmmm. Yes and no. But not today. I'm in a
very good mood. Are you in a very good mood?"

Jayde nodded. "Very..."

"Good. Then that is settled. Cheers," he
said, raising the glass and taking a sip. "An exquisite year," he
murmured, savoring the pungent taste of her warm, bittersweet
blood. "Truly worth bottling," he murmured. "A glass of you
certainly eliminates the last of that tedious jetlag after such a
long journey."

She smiled sweetly. "Where is it that you
have come from?"

Abaddon's yellow, catlike eyes held her gaze
for just a moment. "I come from a magical land far, far away, my
dear. But enough of that," he said, taking another sip. "All will
be revealed in good time. For now, I want to know more about this
clumsy world of yours."

Her eyes trailed over his defined body, the
inked snake coiling around his perfect torso, down his arm. His
hands rested on the stem of the glass, a ring clinking on the side
of the crystal.

"The ring, does that mean you can walk in
the sun?" she asked, admiring the oversized ruby ring on his little
finger.

Abaddon smirked. "You should really watch a
little less television. Who do you think inspired all these
entertaining, yet farfetched, vampire stories in the first place?
The Grigori are masters when it comes to storytelling and coercion,
my dear. And the ring, well," Abaddon said, admiring the ruby ring
on his finger, "that just means I'm filthy rich. And the rich are
free to walk wherever and whenever they choose, night or day! Old
money runs this world, Jayde, not politicians. Politicians are
puppets, playthings owned by the rich."

"Is there anything I can get for you now,
Abaddon?"

Abaddon swirled the warm liquid in the
crystal goblet, admiring it. He relaxed back in the white leather
upholstered chair to survey the woman's pristine apartment. "Not
right now." He looked around the apartment. "So, all this on a
teacher's salary?" he asked, skimming from one masterpiece on the
wall to another.

"Oh, no,’ Jayde said, shaking her head, "I
enjoy teaching. I don't do it for the money. I’m an only child, you
see, and when my parents died, well, they were quite well-off. I
teach art as a way of giving back."

"I see," Abaddon said, grinning. He ran the
palm of his hand across his bare chest. "My dear, I believe I have
come up with a far better way for you to give back. And you won’t
even have to leave this adorable little apartment." He stood up to
walk barefoot around the palatial penthouse, expanding over the
entirety of the top floor apartment building. Apartments built for
the elite. He would have to redecorate, of course. Although the
modern furnishings were undeniably fashionable for the New World,
Abaddon found them repulsive and sterile. His preferences were far
darker – old world.

He stepped onto a plush red rug in front of
a white leather sofa and stood on the soft pile, enjoying the way
it felt between his toes. The rug, he decided, could stay. He gazed
out of the floor-to-ceiling glass windows, and over a dazzling
harbor dotted with sleek white yachts and sailing boats with their
jibs flapping in the air. The morning sun danced off the water's
shimmering flat surface. Excluding the sleek modern yachts of this
New World, the tranquil scenery reminded him of the ocean views
from his own chamber windows in the Royal Palace on Altair.

A tiny line creased between Jayde's eyebrows
as her eyes followed Abaddon. "I don't understand," she said,
frowning. "You don't want me to teach anymore?"

He took a long sip from his glass, then
turned to face her. "No, my dear," he said sternly. "I do not want
you to teach anymore. You belong to me. Therefore, I want you to
stay right here and look pretty for me, be here when I need you.
You understand that, don’t you?"

She nodded. "Of course, I'll be here for
you. I belong to you." I'll do anything you ask… she thought
to herself.

"Yes, good. I’m glad that is settled." Then
it was Abaddon's turn to frown. "You must excuse my forgetfulness
my dear, but do remind me of your name. It has completely slipped
my mind. The jetlag, you see… wreaks havoc with one's memory."

"Jayde," she said, looking down at her wrist
and frowning.

Abaddon walked back to the table and put his
glass down, retrieved his shirt from the back of the high back
leather chair and slid his arms into the sleeves. "Well, Jayde, you
and I are going to be the very best of friends," he said, tracing a
finger across her cheek. Then he took her wrist in his hand and
peeled her thumb from her wound. "That will heal in no time... See,
it has already stopped bleeding. However, to be on the safe side, a
little bandage would not go astray. We don’t want an infection
spoiling your lovely taste."

Jayde nodded and stood up.

Abaddon pulled her into him and kissed her,
then abruptly released her and turned away, leaving her breathless
and bewildered. "Hurry along now, my dear," he said, picking up his
glass to examine the last of her blood, and wondered if another
glass, or a bite, might be in order. He thought better of it. It
would be wise to let her body replenish what he had already
extracted from her. "Go take care of your wounds," he said
abruptly. He needed the smell of her out of the room, before his
desire to feed became too overpowering for him. "Oh, and my
dear…"

"Yes," Jayde replied eagerly.

"Do put something nice on. I'm expecting
company."

"Of course," she said. "I'm looking forward
to meeting your friends."

"And they you, my dear," he said, raising
his glass to her retreating back. "And they you."

Once alone, Abaddon walked out to the
sprawling patio and leapt effortlessly up onto the wrought iron
balustrade. He walked casually along the thin handrail, impervious
to the sheer drop to the street below. He looked at the empty glass
in his hand, then tossed it off the balcony. Seconds later he heard
it shatter on the concrete pavement far below, only just missing a
man making his way back from his morning lap in the Olympic-sized
swimming pool. The man spun around, then looked up, squinting to
see Abaddon walking along the balustrade on the top floor.

Abaddon chuckled, ignoring the man, closed
his eyes, raised his arms, palms upward, and drew in a long
satisfying breath of fresh air. His open shirt flapped softly in
the breeze. His face drank in the warmth of the sun. He was indeed
pleased with his new surroundings in the New World.

He heard a shout, and looked back down
toward the man. "Stupid arsehole!" the man, dressed only in a
striped beach towel, shouted, shaking his fist up at Abaddon.

"Stupid arsehole?" Abaddon murmured.
"Someone needs to be taught some manners," he said jumping off the
balcony, and landing directly in front of the man. The man reeled
backward in horror, glass crunching beneath his bare feet, and he
cursed.

"How… how… how did you do that?" he
spluttered, looking back up to the top floor, and taking another
step back. He cursed again, as a larger sliver of glass cut through
the heel of his foot.

"Now who's the stupid arsehole?" Abaddon
said, his fingers snapping shut around the man’s throat, silencing
him, but for the gasping, hissing sounds of an attempted
apology.

"I accept your apology," Abaddon said,
watching the man with morbid fascination. He was a tall, strong,
well-built man in his early thirties. A man who had obviously spent
several hours a week working out in the gym to keep his muscles
toned. The man began to smile, and then he panicked and clawed at
the unyielding hand gripped tightly around his throat. He thrashed,
he kicked, he tried to breathe. He was strong. He knew that. So why
couldn’t he free himself from this man’s grip? He had fought
bigger, stronger, meaner men, and women, a thousand times. The
frown on his face deepened when he realized that the man with the
yellow, cat-like eyes was not going to let him go. He tried to
break free, tried to gouge Abaddon's face with his outstretched
fingers. Abaddon just grinned, as though he was playing with a
small child throwing a tantrum over a stolen toy. The man tried to
peel Abaddon's fingers from his throat. He tried to hang onto his
dissipating life when his vision began to blur. He tried to hang
onto other things, too, but the urine ran down his leg, anyway.

Abaddon looked at the man and slowly shook
his head. "My father always told me that I was a rotten liar...
But, I don’t know... You looked pretty convinced there for a
moment." His lips turned up into an evil smile, just as his nails
punctured the skin on the man’s throat. Black veins rose and
pulsated up Abaddon’s arm as he sucked the man’s soul through his
two razor-sharp talons. The man’s soul began to race through
Abaddon’s veins like a warm river flowing throughout his entire
being, giving him the ultimate high. He closed his eyes for a
moment, not wanting to squander the intoxicating feeling as it
swept through him, enhancing every nerve and fiber in his body. The
black-inked snake, coiled tightly around Abaddon's torso and down
his arm, quivered and hissed into life.

Abaddon lifted the man’s body up off the
ground by his throat. His legs began to kick and twitch
uncontrollably, working the striped beach towel free from around
the man's waist, leaving him naked and dangling flaccidly in
Abaddon’s hand. "Disgusting," Abaddon spat, as he let the man fall
in a heap in the puddle of his own urine. "Well," he huffed, "I
can’t very well leave you here now, can I?"

He carefully picked up the urine-drenched
beach towel, avoiding the damp patches, and draped it across the
man’s crotch. Then he grabbed the man’s left arm and dragged him
back toward the privacy of the palm-fringed pool enclosure. He
pushed the gate open and glanced around the gardens. There was no
one. He dragged the man over to the edge of the pool, smashed the
side of the man’s head on the tiled lip, then pushed the man, and
his towel, in. He stood back for a moment and watched as the man’s
body floated in a pool of his own blood. Moments later, as though
heavier from the lack of blood, the man’s body began its
descent.

"A misjudged step… A horrible fall...
Drowning... Such a terrible waste of life…" Abaddon said, as he
made his way casually out of the pool area and toward the spacious
foyer of the exclusive apartment block.

He nodded at a young woman standing behind
the reception desk in a navy and white uniform, and she smiled, a
little too eagerly.

Very nice, she thought to herself.
I wonder who he belongs to. "Sir," she said. "Is there
anything I can help you with? The morning paper, perhaps?" she
said, offering him one. Me… she thought. To hell with
Toby, he can drop dead for all I care. I know he's having an affair
with Wendy. That slutty blond bimbo.

Abaddon read the name on the gold and black
badge pinned to her uniform. "Vickie," he said, taking the
newspaper from her and dropping it on the counter. He reached for
her hand and pressed it to his lips. "Dinner, sometime?"

Vickie blushed. "I'd like that."

Abaddon's lips curled up. "No more than I
would," he said, watching her from under his dark eyelashes. He
tilted his head on the side, hearing the pool gate squeak open.
"Must fly. Things to do."

"So it's a date, then?" Vickie said,
watching him glide toward the elevator.

"Absolutely," he said without turning to
face her.

She let out a sigh, running the back of her
hand across her lips. "Absolutely," she murmured to herself as the
elevator doors slid closed behind him.

Outside, a bone-chilling scream sent shivers
down her spine. The automatic glass doors to the foyer opened and a
girl wearing a bikini ran toward her.

"My God, Wendy. What is it? What's wrong?"
Didn't break a fingernail, did you?

"Call an ambulance… it's Toby… he's in the
swimming pool… lots of blood… please, hurry, Vickie. I think he's
dead!"

 



Chapter 4 – Dark Moon Rising

 


Lights danced over the surface of the black
ink ocean. Music and voices meshed with the sounds of the waves
lapping on the beach. A gentle breeze enticed clouds across the
full moon hanging low in the night sky.

"Come on, Amy, just up here," the boy said,
dragging his giggling girlfriend along by the hand after him.

"What if someone comes?"

"We'll hear them," he said, pulling his
girlfriend down on top of him, and rolling her onto the sand. He
started to unbutton her shirt as he kissed her. The girl pulled his
t-shirt over his head. A second later, he was gone, as though an
invisible hand had yanked him away.

Amy sat up. "Scotty, what are you doing?
Where are you? Scotty? It's not funny."

"It's a little bit funny, Amy," a girl's
voice said from the shadows.

"Who are you? Where's Scotty?" she asked,
standing up and buttoning up her shirt.

An invisible hand shoved her back onto the
sand.

"Who are you? What do you want?" Amy
pleaded, starting to cry. "Scotty?" she called out.

"Shut your mouth," Lyssa said, stepping out
of the shadows, yanking Amy up by her shirt. Lyssa's hand whipped
around Amy's throat, and squeezed. Amy’s fingers scraped at Lyssa's
hands. Lyssa smiled, amused by the fear on Amy's face. Lyssa
squeezed harder, piercing Amy's throat with two sharp talons. Black
veins pulsated up Lyssa's arms as she drew the soul from the girl's
body. Amy's eyes fluttered, her arms fell limp to her sides. Lyssa
let Amy go, and she fell in a heap on the sand. "I'll be back for
you a little later," she said, turning to where she had left the
unconscious boy. She leant down over his body, ran a hand over his
chest. "Very nice," Lyssa murmured, seconds before she pieced his
jugular with her talons, placed her mouth over the wound and drank
from him, leaving just enough so as not to kill the boy.

Lyssa wiped her mouth, walked over to Amy,
and pulled her to her feet. "Come on, sleepy head. It's time to
go."

"Where's...?" Amy said, stumbling along
after Lyssa.

"Scotty?" Lyssa asked.

"Yeah, Scotty," Amy said, holding her
throat.

"Oh, forget him. I'm about to introduce you
to a big wide world where you won't give Scotty a second
thought."

"I feel kinda weird. What's happening to
me?" Amy said, stumbling in the sand.

Lyssa dragged the girl up by her arm.
"That'll pass. Come on. Hurry up. We have a party to get to."

 



Chapter 5 – My Valentine

 


The automatic glass sliding doors of the
hospital building made a hissing sound as Angela walked into the
foyer. "Why don’t the two of you wait down here for Jackson and
Amber, and I'll go up and tell Clair you'll all be up as soon as
they arrive?"

"Oh, okay, sure," Grace replied, rubbing her
arms from the sudden assault of cool air-conditioning. "Brr. I wish
I'd brought a jumper now. It's freezing in here. We'll go buy Clair
some flowers and a magazine from the gift shop. Come on, Josh, you
can help me choose," Grace said, grabbing Joshua's arm and pulling
him along after her.

Joshua rolled his eyes and moaned, then
wriggled out of his jacket. "I don't know how much help I can be… I
don't know anything about flowers, or those magazines you girls
like to read so much. Here, take my jacket. I don’t need it."

"Oh, thanks," Grace said, pulling on the
jacket. She flitted from one magazine to another until she came
across one with the stars from Twilight on the front cover.
"'Twilight' co-stars Robert Pattinson and Kristen Stewart get cozy
at Kings of Leon concert. Are they a couple? True or false? You be
the judge," Grace said, reading the bold print across the top of
the magazine cover. "Oh, this one will do perfectly. Clair loves
Robert Pattinson. So what do you think, Josh? Real or not?"

Joshua shrugged, picked up a newspaper. "Who
really cares?" he said, skimming the headlines on the front
page.

 


Tourist Amy Seawells still missing.

Major Crime Detective Superintendent Tim
Lennox said homicide detectives are still searching for tourist Amy
Seawells after she and boyfriend, Scotty Sanderland, went missing
Thursday night. The couple was last seen at the Mindle Beach
Markets. Friends say they took a walk along the beach but never
returned. After a search of the area, Scotty Sanderland was found
unconscious in scrubland near the beach, not far from the Mindle
Beach Markets. He has no memory of the event or the whereabouts of
his girlfriend, Amy Seawells.

Detective
Superintendent Tim Lennox is asking everyone who saw the couple
after 9.30 pm on Thursday night to contact police.

"I am interested in
learning about the couple's movements after this time," Lennox
said. "We have a large and diverse group of specialist police and
we are committed to finding answers in this investigation,"
Detective Superintendent Lennox said.

He said Miss
Seawells's family, who flew in yesterday, had taken the news "very
badly" and were seeking the support of the public.

"We need support of
the entire community to help find eighteen year old Amy. At this
stage we can't find any reasonable explanation for this recent
attack or disappearance."

Anyone who has any
information should phone Crime Stoppers on 1800 333 000.

 


"Well, not Angela. She hates these
magazines. Always has. She says they decompose the brain," Grace
said, smiling, remembering the conversation with Angela.

"No, not Angela," Joshua agreed absently as
he continued to read the article about the missing couple in the
newspaper. "She hates all that stuff. And flowers," he added,
putting the newspaper back down on the pile. The first time he had
bought flowers, also turned out to be the last time he had bought
flowers.

Grace moved along the magazine rack. "You
know, I found her sitting on the lounge correcting the Bible two
days ago. She was actually making notes in the margins."

"Why does that not surprise me," Joshua
said, shaking his head. "Just as a matter of interest, did you
happen to see what part she was correcting?"

Grace raised her eyebrow. "The part about
the Blessed Virgin Mary and the immaculate conception. The
Immaculata. The Immaculate One."

Now it was Joshua's turn to raise his
eyebrows. "The Immaculata, wow. The stuff that goes on inside her
head really freaks me out sometimes…"

"You're telling me? Angela said that Mary's
body wasn't entirely her own. That Mary did actually believe that
she was a virgin. That it was the other person inside her that
wasn't the virgin."

"What in God's name is that supposed to
mean? Did Angela think Mary was possessed, or had a split
personality, or something?"

"Josh, are you kidding? I wasn't going to
open up that can of worms. I just let her go for it. She was happy,
doing what she was doing."

"And the Bible?" Joshua asked.

"Ruined," Grace replied. Handwritten notes
all over it from start to finish."

Joshua's mind drifted back to a time, three
years ago, when he had bought Angela a bunch of flowers and a
volume of Guinness World Records for Valentine’s Day. Angela had
loved the book and the card, just like he'd thought she would.

***

"Your Valentine," Angela murmured, reading
the fancy inscription on the white card with a red sparkly heart on
the front.

When Joshua presented her with the small
bunch of violets, with petals almost the same color as her eyes,
however, she'd raised her eyebrows in absolute horror, as though
he'd just handed her with a foul smelling bouquet of rotting
fish.

After a few moments of studying the "rotting
fish", Angela said, "Why don’t you give those to your mother? I'm
sure she will appreciate them..."

"And you don’t appreciate them?" Joshua
asked, trying to keep the hurt on his face from giving him
away.

Angela studied the flowers painfully. "Hmm,
no," she said, shaking her head slowly. "They are lovely, to be
sure. But they will be dead in a day or two, and I don't like dead
flowers. There isn't anything nice about a bunch of dead flowers.
Nothing at all." She pushed his hand, and the flowers, away. "I
prefer flowers that are still alive, still in the ground," she
said, looking up at him only to discover a distraught look on his
face. A pang of guilt made her frown. "But thank you, Josh, for
this," she said, holding up the book. "This is really great."
Angela smiled in an effort to pacify Joshua, but it only made him
feel worse.

He gave her a quick smile back. "Hey, yeah,
no problems. Mom will love them." Then he frowned, and looked back
down at the "dead fish" in his hands.

Within moments, Angela had made herself
comfortable on the couch in Grace's lounge room and had her head
buried in the book of records, so absorbed by the contents, that it
looked as though she had completely forgotten about Joshua even
being there.

Joshua cleared his throat, making Angela
look up. "I really love and appreciate the book, Josh," she said,
pulling her head out of the pages for a few moments. "Thank you
very much; it is the perfect gift." She paused then for a moment,
remembering another time.

"You know," she began, looking off into a
place that only Angela could see. "The Catholic Church recognized
three different saints named Valentine, all of whom were martyred,
by the way, for their beliefs."

Joshua, with the violets still in his hands,
sat down beside her to listen.

"There is one particular story that tells of
a priest named Valentine, who served during the third century in
Rome. The Emperor at the time, Claudius II, decided that single men
made better soldiers for his armies than those that were married
with families. So he declared marriage for young men illegal.
Valentine, realizing the injustice of this unfair ruling, defied
Claudius, and performed marriages for young lovers in secret. When
Valentine's secret was eventually discovered, however, Claudius
ordered that he be put to his death…"

"Here you go," Grace said, walking into the
lounge room to hand Joshua and Angela a cold drink. "What were you
two talking about? She asked, making herself comfortable in an
oversized purple beanbag.

Joshua took a sip of his drink. "Angela was
just talking about Valentines day."

"Oh, really? Go on then, Angela."

Angela smiled, and continued her story… "It
was 270 AD and Rome was at war-"

"When isn't the world at war?" Joshua
interrupted, settling back into the sofa.

Angela glanced over at him.

"Yeah, sorry, carry on."

"Thank you. Like I said. It was 270 AD and
Rome was at war…"

***

An old man arched his back, rolling his head
from side to side. He was the Emperor's scribe, and he'd been
writing busily from daybreak without respite. He put down his quill
and rubbed his tired eyes. An involuntary moan escaped his twisted
lips as a sharp spasm of pain engulfed his hunched back and
shoulders. His eyesight was growing weaker as each day passed but,
at his age, it came as no surprise to him. He was an old man, and
that was the price one paid for the blessing of old age. He picked
his quill up again, rolled a scroll out flat on the table and,
despite his age, he wrote the numerals II - X- CCLXXVIII with an
incredibly steady hand. His discomfort, though, had not gone
unnoticed by the young girl sitting opposite him. She put down her
own quill and studied the old man for a moment.

"Can I fetch you a
pitcher of warm water wine, and something to eat, Antonius?"

Antonius raised his
old head with its mass of graying hair and looked at her fondly.
"That would be very much appreciated," he said, lying his quill
back down on his wooden desk. "I could most certainly do with
something to nourish these tired creaking bones. You are a good
girl, for looking after such and old man the way you do."

The girl pushed
herself up from her own desk. "It will be my pleasure, Antonius. I
will return momentarily," she said, smoothing down her simple brown
woollen tunic and refastened the white sash around her middle
before she hurried away to fetch the old man some food.

Antonius stood up to
stretch his legs. He pulled his brown toga back over his shoulder
and paced around the room, shaking his arms and legs at intervals
to fend off the increasing stiffness in his joints. A moment later
the girl returned with a tray laden with food and wine.

"Here," the girl said,
placing a pitcher of wine on the table. She promptly poured him a
glass of the warm amber fluid flavoured with herbs and spices.
Antonius sat, taking a sip of the wine.

"I feel better
already," Antonius said, resting back into his seat at the table.
"You have brought a feast fit for a King," he said studying the
bounty she had placed before him. "However did you persuade the
kitchen to give you all this food?"

"I can be quite persuasive when I have to
be. And besides, you looked like you needed it," she said, laying
out plate of wheat pancake biscuits, bread, goats' milk cheese,
dried fruits drizzled with honey and powdered mistletoe that the
girl concealed in a small leather pouch hung around her waist. She
uncovered a bowl of dates, and black olives stuffed with roasted
garlic.

"Then we will both take a moment to sup
together," Antonius said, spreading a biscuit with some of the
goats cheese. The girl smiled, her dark hair shimmering in the
shaft of sunlight slicing through the marble columns and into the
small alcove where they sat.

"You aren’t eating?" Antonius said, popping
a date into his mouth.

"I'm not hungry," the girl said.

Antonius sat back in his chair, watching
her. "Your kind don't eat very much, do they?"

The girl looked at him but remained silent,
wondering what he knew. Had Antonius known her secret all this
time?

"Oh, don't worry," the old man said,
smiling. "Your secret is safe with me, little one." He popped
another date in his mouth and sucked the sticky honey off his
fingers. "But you should really try one of these dates. They are
delicious." He chewed for a moment. "The mistletoe you carry in
that little pouch," he said titling his head, "why is it not
poisonous?"

The girl's hand fell protectively onto the
leather pouch. "It is a special variety, not grown here," the girl
explained. "I promise you, it is quite safe..." To most, she
thought to herself.

Loud voices and the
sound of footsteps on the sandstone floor had the old man and the
girl lifting their faces in the direction of the disturbance. The
Emperor, Claudius II, was shouting at two of his Generals as they
paced closely behind him. He waved his arms in the air, as though
swatting a bothersome flying insect.

"You will seize him,
do you hear me? And you will have him thrown into the dungeon. I
will have his head for this!" Claudius demanded.

Marcus removed his
helm and tucked it under his arm. "Claudius, there must be a better
way. Surely, making an example of Valentine in this manner will
only serve to give the man more power to his cause. Taking his head
will not strengthen your position. All you will surely do is
strengthen his and turn the people against you. You know how the
people love to honour a martyr. They are sure to make him a saint
after-"

"Well, they can love
him, and they can call him whatever they like. After he is dangling
from the end of the hangman's noose. I need strong men for my army.
And this priest, even after I have banned all marriages, he
continues to go behind my back to marry off potential soldiers by
turning them into fat, catholic, married men. What man wants to
join an army when they have a woman to cook and pleasure him in a
warm bed at night for naught? Single men and willing whores, on the
other hand, now that is a preferable foundation to build a strong
army."

"I don't think – "

Claudius wheeled
around on the man as they passed. "That is correct, Marcus, you
don't think. We have been soldiers and friends since we were
children, have we not? We have fought side by side on many a
battlefield. But I am the Emperor of Rome, now, and you will do as
I say. How else am I to command a strong army, rule an empire, if
not with an iron fist? And now, this man, this catholic priest, he
defies me at every turn. The man is a criminal; I will have no more
of it. He is to be punished for his crimes against me, against
Rome."

Marcus bowed. "You
are, of course, correct, my Emperor. Accept my humble apologies. I
will do as you command."

"Aurelius," Claudius
barked at the third man, "you will go with Marcus. You will have
this priest imprisoned immediately. That is the end of it. There
will be no more marriages, and no more talk of this; it has already
taken up too much of my day. Do I make myself clear?"

"Absolutely," Aurelius
said without hesitation.

"Go, then. Both of
you," he said, turning away from the men as a beautiful young woman
in a red flowing silk tunic made her way toward him. Her long
blonde hair was pulled back with a gold and ruby clasp. Her
graceful body, draped in the soft folds of red silk embossed with
gold swirls, was perfect. "How beautiful you look, Siena," he said,
his beady eyes skimming over her. Thinking about what he would do
to her later, if she permitted. "I am just now in the need of some
good company, and here you are. You surely must have read my mind.
I will have a girl fetch us some sweet wine. Do come join me in my
quarters," he said, holding his arm out for her to take. Siena
smiled a becoming smile and placed her hand on Claudius' arm. He
patted the top of her hand with his. "I hope you can stay for a
while, my dear. It has been a while since you graced me with your
presence."

"We have a few things
to discuss," she said leaning closer to purr in his ear.

"Oh, yes, your
appetite and our deal. We must not forget our deal. Let us go. I am
sure you will be more than pleased with what I have for you,
Siena." Claudius patted her hand again. A wide toothy grin
stretched across Claudius' face as he escorted Siena further down
the arched hall.

Antonius looked at the
girl sitting opposite him. "She is a beauty, that one. But I feel
she is as cruel as he. If not worse." The girl nodded, pushing the
plate of dried fruits towards the old man.

He scooped up the
dried fruit with his fingers and popped it into his mouth. "I could
go on eating this all day," the old man said, smacking his
lips.

"You should eat more,
Antonius. It will do you good," she said, filling his cup with more
wine.

Most Romans called
their brutal leader Claudius the Cruel. And for good reason,
Antonius knew. Where Claudius walked, a trail of blood was sure to
follow – from man, woman or beast; it did not seem to matter which.
Antonius had been there to witness Claudius knock the teeth right
out of a horse's mouth with one punch after the news had reached
him that Queen Zenobia had cut off the supply of grain to Rome from
Egypt. Antonius had been there to nurse the bloody and beaten girls
that Claudius had tossed from his bed once he was done with them.
They were the lucky ones; some were never heard of or seen
again.

"He is an evil man,"
the girl said nibbling on a date as they watched the Emperor
disappear with the beautiful blonde woman on his arm, red silk
flowing out behind her like a billowing ship's sail.

"The priest,
Valentine, I fear for his safety," the old man said.

"Yes," the girl said.
"I will visit with him every day. Sneak food in when I can."

"You are a good girl,"
Antonius said, finishing his wine. "Well, I suppose we should get
back to our writing. Otherwise we might very well find ourselves
becoming Valentine's cellmates."

Two weeks later, the
girl found herself running down the stone steps to Valentine's
cell. Her hands clasped the cold bars. "You are too late," Fabius,
the tall thin jailor, said, sliding the back of his dirty hand
across his nose. "The priest was hung this morning. If it is any
comfort to you, his death was a blessing. They had beaten him so
badly…"

The girl turned around
and let herself fall back hard against the bars of the dark, dank
cell. Tears streamed down her face. "He was my friend," she sobbed,
her bottom lip quivering.

The man bowed is head.
"I know. He was a good man," he whispered, for fear of being
overhead by the other jailers loyal to the Emperor.

The girl nodded, eased
herself off the bars and began her way back up the dirty sandstone
steps.

"Wait," the jailor
said. "He wanted me to give you something. Fabius' bony hand
slipped between the folds of his dark tunic until he found what he
was searching for. He handed the girl a piece of paper. "This is
for you. I promised the priest I would make sure you got it. You
meant the world to him."

"Thank you," she said,
taking the folded paper from him. She unfolded the dirty piece of
paper and read the words that were written with the priest's shaky
hand. To Angela, Your Valentine. The girl ran up the stairs
clasping the piece of paper in her hand. She ran out of the dungeon
and into the street leading to the city square. The city square was
empty for fear of reprisal. There, in the middle, with hundreds of
flowers scattering the ground below him, was the priest, Valentine,
hanging grotesquely from his neck. His eyes were open, staring
blankly, as though trying to remember a forgotten tune. The breeze
flapped his tattered, blood-sodden garments, making his body twist
to and fro in a long, slow dance with the devil.

***

"So, that’s the story
about St Valentine," Angela said, with a palpable sadness.

Joshua and Grace both stared at Angela,
completely captivated by the story she told.

"And you got that from one of the books
you've read?" Grace asked, folding her legs beneath her.

Angela blinked. "Yes," the faraway look in
her eyes dissolving as she turned to face Joshua and Grace. "It is
very sad, yet quite admirable," Angela whispered in a tiny voice.
"That some people are prepared to die in the name of love…" She
shook her head, then quickly dropped her eyes to focus on the book
still sitting open on her lap, to make sure neither of them saw her
tears. Such a long time ago, but the memories and the feelings she
held dear for her friends, Valentine and the old scribe, Antonius,
were still fresh in Angela's heart. They always would be. And, if
it was one thing that she had learned all those years ago, it was
that feelings, it you let them, could all but destroy you, leaving
you vulnerable.

Joshua stared at the bunch of violets still
in his hand. I would die for you, Angela, he thought. And he
meant it. Every word.

Angela heard Joshua's thoughts. I know
you would, Josh, that is what makes it so dangerous. Angela
thought to herself.

***

"Josh?" Grace said, tugging on Joshua's
sleeve. "Earth to Josh."

"Hmm," Joshua murmured, letting Grace's
voice lull him back to the present.

Grace shot him a queer look. "You were a
million miles away just now. What were you thinking about?"

Joshua looked at his hands, almost expecting
to find a small bouquet of violets there. When he did not, he
racked his fingers through his unruly mop of dark hair instead.
"Yeah, just thinking about stuff. No big deal."

"You can wait here for Jackson and Amber, if
you like, and I'll go buy the flowers." She handed the girl behind
the counter the magazines, three chocolate bars, a pack of chewing
gum and money.

"Would you like a bag for this?" the girl
asked, handing Grace her change.

"No, thanks," she said, dropping the change
into the slot of a plastic yellow dog sitting on the counter for
charity. She put the magazines, chocolate and gum into the bag
hanging on her shoulder. Joshua shoved his hands in his jeans'
pockets and followed Grace out of the newsagent. "Yeah, I’ll wait
here," he said, flopping down onto a bench in the foyer to wait for
Jackson and Amber.

"Okay," Grace said. "I'll be back in a
minute. Don't go up without me."

"I won't." Joshua clasped his hands on his
knees and looked up at the ceiling, as though he expected to see
Angela's face painted there. I would die for you, Angela, he
thought. Then Joshua shook his head and laughed in spite of
himself. Just my luck - she probably wouldn't even
notice.

 



Chapter 6 – Bloodlines

 


"Here, this has to be her room," Amber poked
her head around the door and peered in. "Hi Clair... Surprise, we
made it… Oh, I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to interrupt," Amber said
as she spotted Clair's parents and a Doctor talking quietly in the
corner of the private hospital room. Angela, already seated quietly
in a chair beside Clair's bed, had her hands folded in her lap.

"Not at all, come on in. Clair could do with
some extra company," her mother said enthusiastically, ushering
them into the room.

"I'll keep you informed, but I'm sure the
worst of it is over, now that we know what the situation is," the
Doctor said in his Irish accent as he moved toward Clair's bedside.
"You, my dear, are one very lucky young lady. You are healing up
wonderfully and you will be out of here in no time. The nurse,
Lucina, will be back to check on you in a little while, so if you
have any questions…"

"I'll be sure to ask," Clair said, smiling.
"And thank you, Doctor."

"Just doing my job, Clair. I know it's been
a lot to take in for one night, but you're going to be just fine.
You have some very good friends here," he said, shifting his gaze
from Clair to Angela, and then eventually letting his eyes rest on
Holly, who was almost completely obscured by the long curtain
circling the hospital bed.

"We should leave these young people to catch
up," Clair's father said as he leaned down to kiss Clair on the
forehead.

"We will be back to see you in a little
while, dear," her mother said, hugging her. "Everything will be
alright now, Clair," she said, trying to sound convincing. "Your
Dad and I love you very much…"

Clair nodded. "I know, Mom. I love you,
too," she said, wiping away a tear. The story her parents had told
her was a lot to take in. However, now that Clair was aware of what
was happening to her and why, she began to slowly warm to the idea,
well, most of it. Some of the story sounded so far fetched and was
the type of thing you read about in fantasy novels… not real life.
"I'll see you when you come back later."

Her mother nodded. "I'll bring you some
clothes from home," she said, holding up the list Clair had given
her.

"Bye, Mr. and Mrs. Aldridge," echoed the
voices from around the room as they left.

"We've bought you some flowers and some
magazines…" Grace said, edging her way to the side of Clair’s bed.
"I'll just put the flowers here," she said, arranging them on the
table beside the bed. Then Grace and Amber scrambled up on the bed
next to Clair and started with a million questions.

Jackson scanned the hospital room
suspiciously while fidgeting with the chain dangling from his
jeans' pocket. "We should probably go get coffee or something," he
said, eager to find an excuse to leave the confines of the hospital
room. He let his eyes rest on Clair. "Glad you're okay, Airhead,"
he said, calling Clair by the nickname he’d given her when they had
been dating.

"Thanks, Jacks. Why don’t you guys take off
and leave us to our very important girl stuff?" she said, smiling
at him.

"Really? You'd be cool with that?" Jackson
said, unable to conceal his obvious delight at Clair's
suggestion.

"Absolutely. I don’t need either of you guys
cramping my style. Have you seen some of the male nurses around
here? How yummy is that Doctor Sammy? Isn't that Irish accent to
die for?"

"Okay, we're out of here," Jackson and
Joshua said in unison, rolling their eyes.

Jackson gave Amber a peck on the cheek.
"Text me when it's safe to come back, okay?"

Amber nodded, "Will do," and closed the door
behind them.

"You’ll never guess what I found out last
night!" Clair said in an urgent whisper, then paused, as she
watched the expression on Grace's and Amber's faces change from
surprise to impatience.

"Well, come on, you can't just say that and
then leave us hanging…" Amber said eagerly. "Tell us already!"

"Oh, I don’t know. I don’t know if you are
ready to hear this," Clair said playfully.

"Please," Amber pleaded in a whiney
voice.

"I've got a really rare blood type…" Clair
blurted out.

Angela and Holly looked at each other but
remained silent.

Grace's shoulders slumped. "Is that it?"

Clair continued. "I heal really fast,
too."

Amber frowned. "Really, that's it? That’s
your big news?"

Clair shook her head. "Nope, there's more… a
lot more."

There was a loud thud on the window, causing
them all to spin around to follow the sudden noise. A flutter of
black wings of a bird flapped noisily on the windowpane before it
flew away, leaving a crimson bloodstain running down the glass.

"Well, that was weird," Amber said, patting
her hand above her heart. "Now, come on. Tell us what else you were
about to say."

"Okay," Clair said, pushing herself further
up the bed into a sitting position. She looked at Holly, then
Angela, who had up until that moment remained silent. Then back at
Grace and Amber. "I'm adopted…"

Grace grimaced. "Oh, I’m so sorry, Clair...
Are you okay with that?"

"Sure," Clair said, glancing at Angela for
the briefest of moments as though she was seeking permission. "But
there's more," Clair continued. "And this is where it starts to get
really cool… and a bit out there. A lot out there, really. I mean,
really, really out there-"

"Well, tell us," Amber said impatiently.

"My real mother was a witch, so that makes
me kind of a witch, too!"

"What?" Amber said, almost slipping off the
side of the bed. "She's a… you’re a… what?" Amber pulled herself
back up onto the bed. "There is no such thing as real
witches, just make-believe, fantasy stories… You've had a bad
shock, lost a lot of blood… that’s all."

Clair raised her eyebrows. "I can assure you
there are real witches. I'm living proof." And with that Clair tore
her bandages off. "See," she said, exposing her arms and throat
that had been badly mauled in the attack only a handful of hours
ago. "They've all but completely healed. They're only keeping me in
here another night for observation."

"Well," Amber said, "that's probably just
the blood thing. It's a medical thing…you healing that fast. It's
not a witch thing."

"She's telling you the truth," Holly said
abruptly, speaking for the first time. "Clair does have a very rare
bloodline that makes her heal quicker. But she is also a descendant
from an ancient bloodline of Celtic witches."

Both Amber and Grace were stunned into
silence listening to Holly's words. Then Grace thought about her
dream. "Are you a witch, too?" she asked Holly quietly, remembering
her dream.

Holly shook her head. "No."

Angela squirmed in her chair.

"Grace," Amber said in a flabbergasted tone.
"You aren’t really going along with all this nonsense, are you?"
she said, standing up and putting her hands on her waist. "There
are no such things as witches. All that is just a bunch of
hocus-pocus storybook stuff…stuff like that is just made-up for the
movies. Next she'll be telling us there are vampires."

"Sit down, Amber," Angela said in a toneless
voice. "There are a number of things in this world that you know
absolutely nothing about. And if you don't sit down, calm down and
shut up, that's the way it's going to stay. Do you understand? Or
would you prefer to leave this room right now and keep on living in
the dark? The choice is yours."

Amber sat back down. "I'll stay," she said
in a whisper.

The hospital room door swung open, startling
Grace and Amber. "Is everything going okay in here?" a young
African American nurse in a blue uniform asked glancing from one
girl to another.

Clair nodded. "Yes, thanks, Lucina,
everything is fine."

"Well, that's good to hear," she said,
putting her medical chart down on the bedside table and taking
Clair's wrist in her fingers to check her pulse. "Nice
flowers…"

"Grace bought them," Clair said.

Lucina's gaze rested on Grace, and she
smiled. Grace shifted uneasily on the edge of the bed, then, as
though suddenly recognizing a friend, she smiled, too. A moment
later, Grace turned away and looked at her friend. "Go on, Angela,
tell us what you know."

Angela tilted her head to one side and took
a breath, contemplating Grace's request. Then she shook her head.
"I'll let Holly tell you the story…"

Holly pulled a chair out from behind the
curtain circling the bed and sat down.

Lucina picked up her chart. "I'll leave you
girls to it. Clair, if you need anything, just press that
buzzer."

"Okay," Clair said, nodding her head.

Holly began… "About a thousand years ago, a
young girl from a coven of witches fell in love with a boy from a
royal bloodline. And because the boy knew his father would never
approve of his love for this common girl, they kept their love a
secret…"

 



Chapter 7 – Blood Lust

Altair

968 AD

 


"Cleona!" the young man sang out, hearing
his echo moments later as his voice bounced off massive tree
trunks. He rode his white stallion expertly along the narrow
overgrown path through the forest, the grassy ground damp and
cushiony beneath the horse’s hooves. His long black coat whipped
and cracked out behind him in his wake. He took long breaths,
filling his lungs with the fresh earthly smells of the thick
foliage engulfing him. He turned his horse and galloped across a
timber bridge, pausing for a moment to watch a blue lotus flower,
coerced by the bubbling current, drift under the bridge and out of
sight.

High overhead, concealed by the dense canopy
of ancient forest trees, he heard the throb of giant wings. Those
of an owl, he suspected, making its evening rounds.

Up ahead, through the thick moss-covered
tree trunks lining the path like soaring pillars, he saw the small
cottage nestled in the clearing. A wisp of smoke curled lazily from
the stone chimney. Moonbeams danced across the surface of the
river. A deer, lapping at the water's edge, raised its head
suddenly to look at him, then bounded away, seeking safety in the
forest.

Cleona would be waiting for him inside,
lying by the fireplace on thick furs and draped in silk. This was
their secret meeting place, the cottage, tucked away deep in the
Forest of Doors. She would smell heavenly, too, he mused, like the
masses of wildflowers that sprinkled the forest floor. He pushed
his mount harder, eager to be with her. It had been too long since
he had last held her in his arms, ran his hands over her naked
body, through her golden locks. She was a year younger than he was
and he had fallen for her the first time he had laid eyes on her.
Cleona was a young girl at the time, tending to his mother, Lady
Anya.

The long trip that took Cerberus away from
Cleona lasted several moons. The trip was important, his father had
said, so his protests fell on deaf ears.

***

In the great hall, surrounded by ancestors
long gone, Cerberus sat listening to his father's stories.

"The Mongols are finely tuned warriors in
the artistry of war," his father said. "They excel in horsemanship,
the finest in Altair. They will make the best of allies, should the
need arise. Your Grandfather, Lord Grigori, went to great lengths
to secure the Khitan Empire as allies."

"Father, I–" Cerberus began.

His father rested back in his seat. "You
will go, my son. I will hear no more of your protests. You will do
this. You will do this for the future of your people. One day it
will be you, not I, who will lead our people. Look around you. Do
you not see that our people grow restless? This conflict with the
Bulguardians over the humans is escalating daily. They do not
condone our ways. Immoral, they say. Hypocritical, I say. The human
race has eaten the flesh of defenseless animals since time began.
Humans are not an endangered species, so I see little harm…" His
father shook his head in frustration, slammed his fist angrily on
the table, making Cerberus balk.

"Father!" a petulant voice interrupted them
as a dark-haired boy strode into Lord Grig's chamber.

"Abaddon, do you not see that I am speaking
privately with your brother? Leave us! I will call for you when I
am done. Go play with your sister…"
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