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Dedication

 

To anyone who needs a second chance.


 

 

 

Chapter 1

Winston

 

His name was Winston Matthew Delaney, but at first, they called him Hunter. Not for any fond reason, but to warn others of what he had done. After he awoke in a room at the teahouse with his wounds bandaged and a goblin guard at the door; after he heard the story of what had happened after he'd collapsed from loss of blood; after they had taken him away and let the vampire who called himself Colin go free, Madame Meg stood over him and informed him that he was now to be the teahouse's dishwasher, since his sentence had been given to her to carry out.

Winston did not remember a trial. Nor did he recall any formal sentencing. But he--and the Hunters in general--had very little experience with Faerie as a whole, save for dire warnings that no one from Faerie was to be trusted. And he had ignored their warnings. His predicament was his own fault for disregarding the rules of the Faires, especially since he could have waited until after the Faire was over to make his move, but he'd gotten caught up in the thrill of the chase, and he had lost. 

Apparently, his impatience would cost him seven years of service to Madame Meg. That was traditional, she'd explained, and although he'd spent many years doing odd jobs while Hunting (because Hunters were not supplied with anything but information by the rather loosely-structured organization, and perhaps sometimes weapons, all depending) he couldn't imagine washing dishes for seven years. He couldn't imagine doing anything but hunting vampires for seven years, although Madame Meg had told him that his vampire hunting days were over. 

And it was true that merely thinking about vampires made his mind turn to sludge; the first time it had happened, he thought he was having a stroke, because he couldn't speak for days afterwards. 

He could wash dishes, though, and while standing at the sink, he had no control over his actions. He washed dishes, day in and day out, stopping only when the goblin appeared to escort him to his room. 

And they gave him a room; they didn't force him to sleep in a dungeon or on the floor. They didn't chain him to the sink, although he was effectively chained, since he was not able to break the spell or compulsion to stand there and wash their accursed crockery and cutlery. But he found, after a while, that he didn't have to concentrate on washing; he could let his mind wander, or listen to the conversation around him, and when he did that, he realized that the teahouse wasn't just a teahouse at a Medieval Faire. 

But considering that the goblins were actual goblins (he wasn't sure about Madame Meg or Victor or the two guardians, Grey and Toby, who peeked in on him once or twice) he shouldn't have been so surprised. 

The Faire only lasted for a set number of weekends. As far as he knew, the shops and restaurants and the teahouse closed after that until the next Faire. Those vendors and performers who traveled, like Colin and his little troupe of companions, would move on to the next Faire. 

The teahouse merely moved. One day, he watched the comings and goings outside the back of the teahouse; the next morning, he looked out the window to see a completely different scene. A path stretched from the back door of the teahouse through a dark, ancient forest that seemed to beckon to him; his hands stilled as he stared; a teacup slipped out of his hand and shattered on the floor.

"Oops!" Victor said from behind him, and Winston found himself bending down to gather up the pieces; he wasn't in control again, not that he had been before. But this time, something happened; his hands were shaking; the shards of porcelain pierced his fingers and one larger piece sliced through his palm.

"Meg!" Victor shouted, then, softer, "Please stop. There's a broom in the pantry..."

"I can't," Winston said helplessly, and watched as his fingers, slippery now, tried to pick up the last remaining pieces. For the first time since he'd started his sentence, he felt fear. Real fear, unlike he'd ever felt before. Because if they could force him to hurt himself, then they could force him to die, and he truly wanted to survive this intact. Washing the dishes was one thing, but now...

"Stop," Madame Meg said from the doorway, and Winston obeyed. He had no real choice, and no desire not to do so; the cut on his palm was throbbing now, and he wondered if they had doctors in Faerie. It was deep enough to need stitches, and he had a suspicion the teahouse now nestled in a forest no human Hunter had ever visited. "I give you leave to speak. Why did you drop the cup?"

"The forest, outside," Winston said. "The teahouse moved." 

"It did," Madame Meg confirmed. "Sit down; let Victor see to your wounds. I'll sweep up the pieces." 

"How..." Winston began, then wondered if she would mind his questions. Since she hadn't forbidden him to speak, he decided to continue. "How did it move?" 

"Magic," Madame Meg said calmly. 

Winston nodded. Of course it was magic, although that wasn't quite what he'd meant to ask. He wanted to know why the teahouse had moved; where it now sat, and how they received supplies in what looked to be the middle of nowhere, and...and...

But of course they had no reason to tell him anything at all, because he was merely a Hunter. And the dishwasher. 

So he sat still at the table, feeling odd that he wasn't standing at the sink, and let Victor use tweezers to pluck shards of pottery from his fingers, and bandage his wounds, and he tried not to think of any questions at all, even though they clamored in his mind. 

"We're here because there will be a Faire in about a week," Madame Meg said after a moment. "We're at this Faire every year. You're likely to see some unusual patrons; take that as a friendly warning."

"Do they know about me?" Winston asked, because he'd been on the receiving ends of unfriendly stares and outright derision. He'd realized fairly quickly that the goblin who escorted him to and from his room wasn't there just to prevent him from escaping, but also to prevent him from coming to harm.

Colin had not wanted him dead, but that didn't mean everyone shared his point of view. 

"No," Madame Meg said. "Not from us, at least, although I'm sure the gossip has spread. Erik will make sure you remain intact."

Erik was the goblin. Winston hadn't known his name before. In fact, he hadn't known that goblins were capable of speech or that they wore clothing, either. 

He hadn't known a lot, and he wondered if they realized how much he was likely to learn in the next seven years. 

But if his life as a vampire hunter was over, then what would he do with that information? 

Winston didn't see Erik anywhere, but he knew that the goblin would not be far away. "Thank you," he said to Victor, who nodded and tidied away the first aid kit.

"I suppose you won't be washing dishes for the next few days," Madame Meg said, a trifle tartly, as if he'd cut himself on purpose. 

"I don't mind," Winston said. "If you have gloves--"

Victor cleared his throat meaningfully. Madame Meg pursed her lips. "Victor would like me to tell you that you've been washing the same dishes over and over again. We're not quite that busy." 

"Oh," Winston said. "I see." He looked down at his hands. "Couldn't I be more useful to you another way other than washing imaginary dishes?"

The noise Victor made was somewhere between a laugh and a cough. Winston suspected it was more of a laugh. 

Madame Meg waited for a moment, as if she expected him to add something else, but he wasn't quite sure what to add. He didn't feel as if he could apologize for what he had done, because he didn't feel sorry for what he had done. He was a Hunter. A vampire hunter. There was really nothing else to say, now that his sentence had been passed. He had no intention of attempting to escape or to force his captors to free him; they weren't treating him badly, after all. He would do his time and hopefully survive. Maybe not to hunt vampires again, if Madame Meg was right, but he could do other things. He'd worked many other jobs in his pursuits, and he could do so again.

"How long were you a Hunter?" Madame Meg asked abruptly. 

"Fourteen years," Winston said, truthfully, because he had no reason to lie. 

"And how many vampires did you kill?"

"Six." 

"And how long did you stalk Colin?"

"A year and a half," Winston said. "Solitary vampires were more of a--"

And then, it happened again. He choked on his own words; would have fallen right out of the chair if Madame Meg hadn't pulled him back upright. 

"Can we not agree that vampires should be allowed to live their lives in peace?" Victor asked. 

Winston could not reply at first, since he was gasping for air. "Will that make it stop?" 

"It likely would," Madame Meg said gravely. 

"But it is not what I believe," Winston said, and felt that terrible choking sensation rise up again. "And I cannot lie to you." 

 

He awoke sometime later in his bed with no memory of how he had gotten there. The door was closed; he was alone, and apparently in control of his actions, because when he pushed back the covers and swung his legs over the side of the bed, nothing untoward happened. He stood. Walked to the window and opened the shutter to see what lay outside. 

The forest. Dark now; the night lit by luminescent flowers that hung from the trees. The trees still pulled at him; beckoned him; the path offered him countless adventures. He'd opened the window before he realized he'd moved. Froze in place, then, because he knew they would come for him now, and probably lock him away for good, but no one came. The door did not open. 

Outside, snow began to drift through the heavy branches of the fir trees. Winston stood there for a moment, feeling the bite of the cold air, wanting to climb out the window and disappear into the forest, but he hesitated, not wanting to ruin what seemed to be a fairly complacent imprisonment. But then that strange dissociation enveloped him again and he found himself with one leg over the sill, and then, cautiously, dropping down to the roof below. From there, it was only a matter of lowering himself off the side of the kitchen and dropping the last few feet to the ground below. 

Again, he tensed, waiting for a cry of alarm, but nothing happened. The teahouse's windows were dark; there was no sign of Victor, or of Madame Meg, or Erik or any of the other goblins. 

He was, it seemed, free to obey the pull of the forest and the path, and so he did. He had no real other choice. Outside, the pull seemed even stronger; although he wasn't dressed for the weather, although a voice in the back of his head shouted that this was Faerie; that someone had enchanted him; that he would surely die before the night was through. But he found himself helpless not to walk down that path, and so he did.

He walked for hours, or what seemed like hours on the twisting, winding path through the trees. It was a quiet walk, though cold, there was no wind and the snowflakes drifted lazily through the trees. They melted as soon as they touched the ground, however and the air was fairly warm, under the trees. 

After a little while, he sensed a presence, watching him, hidden in the trees. He paused, but the pull continued; he could no more resist it than he could agree with Victor's assessment that vampires should be left to live their lives in peace. 

The path led him to a cottage that sat under two immense fir trees, and it seemed that the trees had grown up around the house, supporting it on two sides. The thatch of the cottage's roof was thick with moss and glowing flowers like the ones that had lit his way. 

Its door was open. Winston, being naturally suspicious as a Hunter, would not have normally walked right inside. But the compulsion, if that's what it was, informed him that he would be perfectly safe doing so, so that's what he did.

"Ah," the old woman who sat in front of the fireplace--in a rocking chair, even, and he did not remember seeing smoke from the cottage's chimney, although the fire was blazing-- "I wondered who I'd caught. Who are you?"

"My name..." All at once, the compulsion left him; he swayed, reeling on the doorstep. 

The old woman leaned forward. "Come here, please."

"I can't." Winston took a step backwards.

"Please." 

"They'll find out I'm gone," Winston whispered. "And they'll..."

"You'll not be punished," the old woman said. "If I have to swear it to you, I will." 

He had no real choice but to believe her. Slowly, he walked inside the cottage, closed the door behind him, and sat down in the chair that sat across from the rocking chair. "My name is Winston." 

"Winston Matthew Delaney, who used to be a vampire hunter?" the old woman asked. 

"I...I can't say I used to be a vampire hunter," Winston said. "I am no longer permitted to hunt them due to my sentence." 

"Seven years, I heard," the old woman said. "What will you do in that seven years?"

"Right now, I'm the teahouse's dishwasher," Winston told her. 

"And you'll be happy to do that for the next seven years?"

"I don't think I have a choice," Winston said. 

"You have more of a choice than you realize," the old woman replied, and now she sounded a bit like Madame Meg. "You can choose to release your hatred against vampires and grow, or you can nurture it and shrivel up and die."

"Why can't we agree to disagree?" Winston asked curiously. 

"Because it involves someone's life," the old woman said. "You can call me Mallory, by the way." 

"Mallory," Winston said. "I'd say it's nice to meet you, but I'm not sure you believe that." 

"I believe that nearly everyone has good in their hearts," Mallory said. "Even Hunters who have murdered six vampires." 

"We call it 'dispatched'," Winston said.

"Which is a polite term for murdered," Mallory said crisply. 

"I didn't want to lie to them," Winston said. "And tell them something that isn't true." 

"Your lot has made a living creating poisons and potions to incapacitate vampires," Mallory glanced at something over his shoulder; Winston had to stop himself from looking. "Do you know their formulas? The symptoms of your venoms?"

"Not all of them," Winston said. "I never really liked poisons and potions." 

"But some of them?" Mallory pressed.

"Yes," Winston told her. "Some of them, yes." He had a feeling she'd gotten to the real reason she'd brought him here, but her line of questioning didn't make him feel any more secure.

"If I gave you a list of symptoms, would you tell me the poison used?" 

"To save a vampire's life?" Winston asked, curious now. 

"If I say yes, would you refuse?" Mallory asked.

"I...I don't know," Winston said slowly. On one hand, he was bound to Madame Meg for seven years. Seven years of service. Seven years without hunting anyone at all. On the other, saving one vampire could well mean the deaths of countless humans; Hunters as a rule did not believe their claim that they drank blood from the willing and not from prey. 

He'd heard, of course, about Russell Moore, the hunter who had been captured by Ethan Walker and turned into an ally, not an enemy. He knew about the false treaty the wizards' Council had signed with the supposed heads of the Hunter network and every head of a vampire household who was willing to put their name to a piece of paper that held no weight or power at all. 

He was bound in service to Madame Meg for the next seven years. She hadn't treated him badly so far, although Winston did not believe that she wouldn't enact some punishment for obeying Mallory's compulsion.

"I could guarantee that you would have control over your actions from now on if you do this," Mallory said, sweetening the pot a bit more. "You would still be in service, but you'd have the ability to get the dustpan when needed instead of slicing up your fingers." 

"And if I honestly don't know?" Winston asked. 

"Then you'll be no worse off than before," Mallory said. 

"And the vampire will likely die," Winston said.

"Yes," Mallory agreed, and folded her hands in her lap, and waited. 

After a moment of silence, Winston asked, "What are the symptoms?"

"She was found in the forest, senseless, three months ago," Mallory said. "It is no spell. Sometimes, she has fits; although they're lesser in frequency now than they were before. She has not spoken in those three months; when she opens her eyes, it is as if she cannot see. I do not know her name or where she came from, but since she wore clothing made past the Veil, I assumed she came from your world, and I assumed she'd had a run-in with one of your fellow hunters." 

"And no one knows what's wrong with her?" Winston asked. "There's no one else you can ask?" He truly didn't want to help this vampire, even if it meant he could have control of his hands again. He truly didn't want to help, but he found he was curious, nonetheless. 

"Not anyone able to travel here who knows anything at all about vampires," Mallory said shortly. "Can you help her?"

Reluctantly, Winston asked, "Are her pupils dilated?"

"No, they are pinpricks," Mallory said. "And she's growing weaker; can you help her?"

He could have stayed silent. He could have walked back to the teahouse and perhaps slipped back into his room before they even noticed he was gone. He could have survived the rest of his sentence without ever betraying what he held to be important: that vampires did not deserve to live their lives at all.

"Why did you become a Hunter?" Mallory asked abruptly.

"Because vampires prey on humans," Winston said simply.

Mallory snorted, unimpressed. "Humans prey on humans much more than vampires. And yet I don't see you murdering your own kind." 

When Winston did not reply, she continued. "Do you know that in the past ten years, the number of humans killed by vampires could be counted on one hand?"

"Not counting the number of humans turned by vampires, or the number of humans deceived by vampires." Winston realized then that the strangling sensation had not overcome him as soon as he started to talk to Mallory about vampires. His mind had not turned to mush. Just in case it was a fluke, he said, carefully, "I believe that vampires should be scourged from the earth." Nothing happened.

"And perhaps I believe the same of Hunters," Mallory said crisply. 

"And yet I'm still here, and still alive," Winston said. 

"Can you help her?" Mallory pressed. 

It wasn't really could he help her, but would he help her, truly. Would he be willing to ignore the fact that he felt she should be dead to save her life. 

He opened his mouth to refuse. And found himself asking, "Can I see her? I give you my word I will not harm her." 

It was as if his subconscious had made a decision he couldn't quite bear to voice. 

"Of course," Mallory said, and stood up from her rocking chair; she barely came up to his chest. "Follow me." 

She walked with a cane, although Winston detected no discernible limp, and led him down a dark and narrow hallway. There were two doors; she chose the right hand one, and opened it.

Inside a dimly lit room, on a narrow bed, lay a girl--a woman, he supposed; she was probably close to his age, although it was hard to tell with vampires. Her face was thin; all angles, but she was quite beautiful, with dark hair and pale skin. Too pale, Winston thought. Vampires were not prone to sickness, but they were prone to poison, and he knew the signs of this without even examining her.

But he went through the motions nonetheless, gently; she seemed too fragile to treat otherwise. And she did not awaken, which was troubling. A vampire should have sensed the presence of human blood and acted accordingly, especially one so wounded as this dark-haired girl.

"Was she wounded otherwise?" he finally asked, and stepped away from the bed.

"Both her legs were broken, and there were other wounds as well," Mallory said softly. "Those have healed." 

"And you have a store of herbs here?" Winston asked.

"I do," Mallory said, which didn't surprise him at all. "But if you tell me what to prepare--"

"If I am to damn myself, then I should do it myself," Winston said, and she did not argue.

When she showed him her stores, he realized that he could easily prepare a potion that would kill her patient; despite his sentence, he could eliminate one more of the creatures from the world. And perhaps that would have been the kinder thing to do, in truth, because even with the antidote, he wasn't certain she would recover after three months. But even thinking that, he couldn't bring himself to do it. This particular vampire wasn't hurting anyone right now, and perhaps would never hurt anyone again. This particular vampire was likely a bloodthirsty fiend and probably wouldn't have hesitated to kill him outright if she were well, but she wasn't well. And Winston wasn't the type of hunter to kill wounded prey and call that a success.

So he mixed the antidote, and watched as Mallory helped her drink, and he felt as if he'd done something particularly terrible, because she was a vampire, and he had let her live. 

He wasn't really surprised when Erik arrived to fetch him, and did not resist when the goblin led him back along the path to the teahouse and its now-familiar kitchen where Madame Meg and Victor waited. But from then on, he had full control over his hands, and he had to pay attention to the dishes--which were dishes, not imaginary ones--and Victor even allowed him to make some soup and sandwiches (although since it was a Goblin Faire, the ingredients were...interesting) and soon, he had free reign of the kitchen.

Erik escorted him back to his room every night, as usual; Madame Meg did not strike him down when he picked up a knife to chop vegetables or slice something into pieces; his hand healed, and he couldn't stop dreaming about the dark-haired vampire he had tried to save.

He didn't dare ask about her; his nocturnal trip to Mallory's cottage was not brought up at all. But what wasn't mentioned soon became too large to ignore, and weeks later, out of the blue, he blurted, "Did she live?"

Right in full view of everyone.

"She did, yes," Madame Meg said after a moment. "And I believe she's up and walking again, albeit slowly, and with a cane."

Winston couldn't look at her to see the scorn on her face. He turned back to the sink, although it was empty. "Thank you." 

He couldn't decide whether or not to be happy that his potion had worked, so he busied himself with wiping down the countertops, and after a little while, Madame Meg, at least, went away. 

Victor stayed, but Victor did; the kitchen was his domain, after all. But he did not mention the dark-haired girl. "I think it's time you learned to blend our teas," he said instead, and Winston happily followed him into the storeroom, glad to have something to occupy his mind--other than vampires, because he was no longer certain how he felt about vampires, especially one particular dark-haired girl whose life he had saved.

 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

Arabella

 

Traditionally, Hunters recruit from the loved ones of those most foully murdered by vampires. They are easy prey, so to speak, although the Hunters would never call them prey. But taking advantage of someone's grief had been a Hunter specialty since the Hunters began. After all, the man who created the Hunters lost his whole family to a single vampire, or so the story was told. 

They started on Arabella three months after her brother's death. First, an envelope in the mail. With no return address. Containing what seemed to be pictures of the accident, where he brother had clearly--and drunkenly--smashed into a stolen car and probably killed the thieves or thief, although a body or their bodies had never been found. Arabella suspected that her brother had initially survived the accident and had somehow come to his end while attempting to cover up his crime. The car had burned so completely and so fiercely that there was little evidence of anything once the firetruck had arrived to douse the flames. 

She had not been surprised that her brother had died in a car accident that he had caused. Her brother had not been a very nice person. In truth, if she wanted to be completely honest with herself, she was a bit relieved that he was gone.

The second envelope contained more photographs. The first one showed the car, before burning. Arabella didn't recognize the picture of the young man driving, but she assumed he was the owner; surely there wouldn't have been a photograph of the thief. 

The young man in the car looked nice. He'd obviously not been aware of the camera; his name, according to the notation on the back of the photograph, was Seth. There was no last name.

There were four other photographs. A young woman with long black hair, slightly curly, dressed like a gypsy in a long flowing skirt and a medieval-type blouse. She stood in front of what looked like a tent, showing someone dressed in normal clothes her wares, which were evidently silk scarves. 

A Renaissance Festival. But which one? Arabella had gone to the local one a couple of times with friends and once on a date. She hadn't been back in years. 

The third photo was a young man dressed as a pirate, standing on stage with Seth. They seemed to be performing. His name was Matt.

The fourth, a girl with shoulder-length dark hair, wearing Renaissance garb, doing something Arabella didn't recognize until she looked it up. Spinning yarn. On a spindle. Her name was Abby.

The fifth, taken from what seemed like very far away. A shadow through a window. The name on the back was Colin. It was underlined. 

She toyed with turning the photographs over to the cops, but they were photographs, nothing more. No threats, no contact information; nothing that she could give to the cops as evidence except for the envelopes, and what good were those? They'd gone through the postal system, and she'd handled them. Her fingerprints were all over them. Whatever evidence they might have found was probably gone.

Two days after the photographs, a book arrived. With the book, a note typed on an actual typewriter; Arabella could see the indentations the keys had left on the other side of the paper.

It read, 'Your brother Daryl was murdered. Read this book. If you are interested in avenging his untimely death after you've finished reading, please call this number.'

It was unsigned, and the phone number was a local exchange. Probably a cell phone. 

The book...the book was about vampires. Created with photocopies, stapled, with a cardstock cover.

At first, Arabella didn't know what to think. She flipped through the book, handwritten; detailed. The handwriting was very simple to read, although it changed about halfway through to someone else's handwriting. It was all about the person in the picture labeled Colin, who was, according to the book, a vampire. And, according to the book, the person who had killed her brother. 

The first part of the book detailed Colin's movements on specific days. There was no year, but the logs were fairly detailed. Those stopped in July, abruptly. And then the new handwriting began, as if the first person had either quit or been...discovered.

It was nicer to think he'd quit, although Arabella suspected that wasn't what the owner of the book intended her to think.

According to the rest of the book, which was not dated, Daryl had survived the accident, which had been his fault, as the police report had said. And the vampire, Colin, who had also been in the car along with the driver, Seth, had killed him.

Considering the state of the car after the accident, Arabella had to wonder if Seth was also dead. 

The book had no information about what would happen to a vampire in a terrible car accident. Arabella's only experience with vampires had been popular movies and a handful of books. She knew the normal stuff, that they lived forever, burned in sunlight, and drank human blood. But that was all fiction. And this book made it seem as if vampires were real. Which was impossible. And everyone knew that. 

Unable to resist, Arabella called the number. It rang six times before someone picked up, but they didn't say hello. Or identify themselves.

"Vampires don't exist," Arabella said. 

"You're wrong," said the person on the other end. "Everything you read in that book is truth."

"You expect me to believe you?" Arabella asked. "Without proof? You're crazier than my brother."

"I can provide proof," the voice said. It was a young voice, male, maybe her age. Completely sure of himself. Rather like her brother in that regard.

I know when to stop drinking, Arabella.

Let me live my own life, Arabella.

You're my sister, not my mother, Arabella.

At the time of his death, Arabella hadn't spoken to her brother in over a year. 

"What kind of proof?" she asked guardedly, more to prolong the conversation than anything else, because she still didn't believe in vampires, not even with proof, she thought, since proof could be faked just as easily as anything else. 

And vampires did not exist. 

"Undeniable proof," the voice assured her. "Are you interested?"

Arabella opened her mouth to say no. "My brother was an alcoholic," she said instead. "He wasn't a nice person. We hadn't spoken for a year before he died. Why did you contact me? To avenge his death? He wouldn't have avenged my death if I'd died."

The voice was silent. And then, "I have proof. That vampires exist. Either you're interested, or you're not. I need to know."

"And what do you expect me to do with proof?" Arabella snapped. "Dedicate my life to wiping them out?"

"I did," the voice said simply.

Arabella opened her mouth to respond, but couldn't think of a word to say. This, this had to be a joke. A trick. A horrible prank. "And how many vampires have you killed?" she found herself asking. 

"Well, none," the voice replied. Uneasy now, she thought. As if her question had hit a nerve. "None yet." 

"I see," Arabella said in her best 'humor the crazy person' tone of voice.

"You don't believe me," the voice said in wounded tones. "Why should I waste my time talking to you?" 

"Maybe I just need to be convinced," Arabella said. "You have to admit, sending me photographs and a book isn't really compelling evidence of the existence of vampires." She paused. "Did Seth survive the accident?"

"No," the voice said. "But he's alive now." 

That didn't make sense either, but Arabella was growing used to this conversation not making sense. "He's a vampire now, then?" she hazarded, because there really was no other explanation.

"No," the voice said. "I've seen him out in the daylight. He's not a vampire, but he most definitely died in the accident."

"Then my brother was responsible for his death," Arabella pointed out. "And the vampire, Colin, probably killed him because his friend was dead." 

"But he's not dead now," the voice replied. "And your brother still is." 

Arabella wondered if she should try to convince him that her brother had been an accident waiting to happen. That he'd blown off all attempts to help him overcome his addictions...it wasn't just alcohol, before she cut all ties with him. The last straw had been when he stole her ATM card and cleaned out her bank account to buy drugs. 

"You've given me pictures," she said. "And a handwritten, photocopied book. Stalker material, not vampire hunting material. How do you know Colin is a vampire?"

"You read the book; there's a history--" the voice began.

Arabella interrupted him. "It's not that bad, for fiction," she said. "What's your name? Since you know mine, it's only fair that I know yours." 

"Josh," the voice said, slowly. "It's not fiction. I swear..." He hesitated. "I can show you proof." 

"What kind of proof were you shown?" Arabella asked slowly. Josh didn't answer. "Was someone in your family killed by a vampire?"

"I..." Josh started to speak, then stumbled to a halt. "Are you with them? Did they get to you first?" The questions flew like accusations. "Is that why you don't believe me? Is that why you're being so difficult?"

Apparently, Josh hadn't been so difficult. Or so suspicious. Or so disinclined to believe that vampires were real. Before Arabella could reply, Josh hung up the phone. For a moment, she just stood there with the phone to her ear, expecting him to pick up again. Or call back. But then she lowered the phone, tucked it back into her pocket, and stacked the photographs neatly on top of the book.

The one of Abby ended up on top. Spinning. On a spindle. How many people in the general vicinity of the crash had such an unusual hobby? How many of them set up at Renaissance Festivals?

She found her answer after less than five minutes of searching on the internet. Abby Duncan was the spinner. And the spindle maker, apparently. She had an online shop, selling wool and spindles, some obviously turned on a lathe, others more rustic--those were noted to be made by Seth Sullivan, who had to be the Seth who had died in the accident.

They were distressingly local, just a few miles away. Abby's website invited locals to contact her for spinning lessons at somewhere called The Rose Emporium. Arabella had never heard of it, but that meant nothing. There were so many little businesses out and around the rural areas that no one could have kept them all straight. Although a search of the Rose Emporium came up with nothing, she had a phone number and two last names now, and she could easily...

What? Call them? Let them know that Josh had contacted her claiming that her brother had been murdered by a vampire? They'd think she was crazy. Just as she thought Josh was crazy. 

But...if Josh truly believed Colin was a vampire, and the others were what, his helpers? Did Josh believe Colin had them under some sort of spell or enchantment? What if he attacked them? What if he killed them? 

No matter how crazy it sounded, Josh had threatened their lives. And although Arabella knew nothing about them, other than the contents of the book and the photographs, she couldn't just walk away from this. Not now. Not if she could somehow warn them that Josh seemed to believe his delusions, and intended to--at some unknown date--act them out.

It sounded crazy. It sounded completely off-the-wall crazy. But something in Josh's tone of voice, something in what he hadn't quite come out and said made Arabella believe that he was sincere. And that meant short of contacting the police and attempting to concoct some sort of story, she would have to warn them.

Her phone rang. A private number. Arabella picked up the call, knowing it was Josh even before he spoke.

"If you try to warn them or go to the police, I'll know," he said. "I'll know. And I'll have no choice but to assume you're working with them and against me. Us."

"Us?" Arabella asked. 

Josh was silent. 

"I told you," Arabella said. "You're going to have to give me more than your word that what you say is true. Because right now, otherwise, you're looking like a stalker and a potential murderer. A dangerous person. A deranged person." 

"I'm not deranged," Josh said quickly. "I'm not crazy. I would only be dangerous to vampires or anyone who got in my way. Winston always said--"

"Who's Winston?" Arabella pounced on the name. 

Reluctantly, Josh said, "My mentor. The Hunter who showed me the truth. He disappeared last fall, while attempting to eliminate the vampire who calls himself Colin."

"'Attempting to eliminate'," Arabella said. "Attempting to kill?" 

"They're not like us," Josh said. "They're not people. They're parasites. They feed on human blood. They prey on our kind. You should be horrified that they exist. You should want to exterminate them from the Earth."

"Of course, that would mean I'd actually believe you when you say vampires exist," Arabella said sweetly. "Just like I'd believe that Colin is a hundred years old. Just like I'd believe that--"

"Can you imagine how many people have lost their lives because of him?" Josh hissed. "Can you imagine the pain and suffering he has caused in that century?"

"Can you imagine the pain and suffering my brother caused by choosing to continue drinking?" Arabella snapped. "Or by choosing to get high? Or by choosing to drive drunk?"

"One person--" Josh began.

"Why don't you have a better picture of Colin?" Arabella asked, interrupting him. 

"Winston took those pictures," Josh admitted. "He couldn't get too close, because the fiend would have sensed him."

"The 'fiend'?" Arabella tried not to instill loathing in that word, but she couldn't help it. "Oh, please." 

"I can show you proof," Josh reminded her, as if she needed reminding that he was completely bonkers. 

"Fine, then," Arabella said. "Show me proof. But don't call me back until you have the proof, and don't follow me, don't try to tap my phone, don't download a virus onto my computer, don't weasel your way into my life by any means or I swear I will go to the police with the information you sent me and make your life a living hell." 

"You don't know where I am," Josh said, almost smugly. 

"I'll make sure to find out," Arabella snapped. "Because if your vampires are so all-powerful, then a jail cell won't be safe, will it?"

"They're not, really," Josh said, and then, when she didn't interrupt, he continued. "All-powerful. They're very easy to kill. They burn in sunlight; they're horribly allergic to almost every wood imaginable; they'll die if something silver pierces their skin. They're parasites. They're very good at what they do. You're sympathetic now, but when you see; when you see the truth..." He rushed on before she could reply. "They hide behind masks of civility. But they're very dangerous. You'd do well to remember that."

He hung up, then, before she could recover enough equilibrium to reply.

Arabella set her phone down on the desk and stared at Abby Duncan's website. The phone number. A local exchange. She had no real desire to learn to spin, although from the videos she'd watched, it was a fascinating process, quite zen-like, to spin your own yarn. 

She doubted Josh was smart enough or sophisticated enough to tap her phone or place a virus onto her computer. He seemed to be the type to follow her; and for all she knew, he was sitting outside right now, watching her house. But when she checked, she saw nothing amiss. The same normal cars in the same normal places. The same quiet neighborhood. 

Josh obviously knew where she lived. He'd mailed her the photos and the book. But would he follow her if she went to the Rose Emporium to find out for herself if he...

No. He was crazy. Completely delusional. There were no such things as vampires. 

But even so, she felt that she had to warn them--Abby and the others--of Josh's presence. And something like that would be better told in person, she thought. A phone call would place her firmly in the crackpot category along with Josh; something she did not want to happen. 

But she'd have to call them first, to get an address. And then she'd have to gather her courage to tell complete strangers that a crazy person believed one of their friends was a vampire.

She closed her eyes. Took a deep breath. Opened her eyes again, and dialed the number before she could chicken out. 

It rang three times before someone answered. "The Rose Emporium, this is Matt, how can I help you?" 

Matt. Arabella's fingers found the photograph of him. "Hi," she said. "My name is Arabella Bauer. You don't know me, but I have something very important I need to tell you and your friends. I found this number online. Is this the correct number to reach the Abby Duncan who makes spindles and teaches spinning as well?"

"Yes," Matt said. "She's not here right now, but I can take a message."

"And the same number to reach Seth Sullivan?" Arabella asked. 

"Yes again," Matt said. "May I ask why--"

"And Carmen?" Arabella asked, interrupting him. "And Colin?"

Cautious now, Matt asked, "What did you say your name was again?"

"Arabella Bauer," Arabella said. "My brother Daryl was killed in a car accident in June. It was his fault. He was high on something, and drunk as well. I've seen pictures of the car he hit. I believed it belonged to you." 

"It was Seth's car," Matt said, almost absently. 

"The story I heard was that Seth--" Arabella began, but this time, Matt interrupted. "The story you heard from whom?" he asked.

"I don't think I should tell you this over the phone," Arabella said. "It sounds completely crazy. I wouldn't have called at all, but I didn't want to wake up one morning to hear your names on the news. Please...I know this sounds nuts. But I really think I should show you in person. I'm not crazy."

Matt was silent. Arabella heard a voice in the background, but she couldn't make out any words. 

"Your brother Daryl was killed in a car accident in June," Matt said slowly. "He's the one who totalled Seth's car." 

"Yes," Arabella said. "We hadn't spoken in a year. Not after he cleaned out my bank account to buy drugs. He...He wasn't a very nice person." She hesitated. "Look, I'm not crazy, and I'm not like my brother. But I received something in the mail I think you all should know about." 

Matt covered the mouthpiece with his hand. Arabella heard a muffled conversation, and then, "Fine. You can come here; are you local?"

"I think so," Arabella said. "I live in Jeffersonville."

"You're about thirty minutes away, then," Matt said, and gave her an address. "If you come tonight, you'll be able to catch all of us together. But if you're planning something--"

"No," Arabella said. "I'm not planning anything. In fact, I'm a bit concerned by what I received in the mail, and concerned by two phone calls I received, as well. I think you might be in danger." 

"We'll discuss that when you arrive," Matt said. "And we're out in the middle of nowhere, so if you're followed or something--"

"I hope not," Arabella said, but knew it was a possibility. "I'll leave right now; that way if I'm followed, at least I can see them behind me." She paused. "Is that okay?"

"Abby won't be back until after dark," Matt said. "And neither will Seth. But if you're willing to wait..."

"I'm willing to wait," Arabella said. "I'd rather tell all of you together." 

"When you pull into the driveway, park your car around back," Matt said. "It won't be visible from the road that way, just in case." 

He sounded awfully calm, considering 'just in case'. "I will," Arabella promised. 

"And if you haven't had supper yet, we have chili on the stove," Matt added. "You're welcome to eat with us." 

"You might not want me to eat with you once you hear what I have to say," Arabella said miserably. "And what I have to show you." On the phone, at least, Matt seemed like a nice person. Not someone who deserved a stalker, although she wasn't sure if Josh's malice spread towards Colin's companions or just Colin himself. The photos were worrying in that regard. Unless Winston thought they were threats, which meant Josh also thought they were threats. 

"Even bearers of bad news have to eat," Matt said easily. "If you mean us no harm, then we see no harm in feeding you." 

"I don't mean any harm," Arabella said. "I'm just trying to...to stop something terrible from happening." She tried to laugh. "Although you might think I'm nuts anyway, once I tell you. Maybe I shouldn't come. Maybe I should just say it." She realized she was crying now; Josh's phone calls, along with the photos and the book had affected her more than she realized.

"Maybe you should," a new voice said. It was a calm, even voice; male, but even though he didn't identify himself, Arabella knew it was Colin's voice. 

"I have photographs," Arabella said. "And a book, about you. It was written by someone who believes you are a vampire." She paused. "Even though vampires don't exist. The person who called me said that you killed my brother. That you were in the car with Seth, who died but is somehow alive again. This person's name is Josh, that's all I have, other than a phone number. He said he had a mentor, Winston, who disappeared last year. Winston's the one who took the photographs. I think Winston started writing the book, too, but Josh must have continued. I think he wanted me to join him. But I think..."

She realized, then, that she'd said everything in a rush; without considering how her words would sound. Without picking and choosing what to tell them over the phone, as if Colin's suggestion had compelled her to speak. 

"What do you think?" Matt asked gently.

"I think he's nuts," Arabella said. "Vampires don't exist. He's obviously crazy, and he's stalking all of you. And he talked about killing. I thought that if I gave you the photographs and the book, you could decide if you wanted to go to the police."

"What about you?" Colin asked. "Won't he know you've told us this?"

He didn't sound upset. Or surprised. Or even concerned. As if... As if he'd had experience with this sort of thing before. As if he'd heard someone accuse him of murder before. 

"He said he would know, but how?" Arabella asked. "And what else could I do? Leave it alone? Wake up in a day or a week or a month to find you've all been murdered in your beds? I don't know you, and you don't know me. But I'm not a crazy person." She hesitated. "My brother was an accident waiting to happen. I tried to get him help, but he refused. And cleaned out my bank account to thank me for my trouble. I didn't want to have anything to do with him, after that. And now that he's dead...when Josh called me; when he sent those pictures and that book, I didn't know what to think. But I know what I believe. And I believe you all are in danger." 

"Thank you for telling us," Matt said. "And thank you for the offer of the book and the photographs. We did have a little trouble at the Faire last year, although no one died because of it."

Arabella heard a voice in the background. Female. Probably Carmen, from the pictures, and the fact that Matt had told her both Abby and Seth weren't home. 

"Are you still coming?" Colin asked. 
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