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Alex wasn't completely sober when he left the club with Mihaela. Romanian beers were good, Romanian women even better. His Romanian wasn't very good yet, since he'd only reached Brasov at the start of the semester, but sometimes you don't need to speak – especially when you're an eighteen-year-old amber-eyed, dark-haired and apparently handsome British young man.

Mihaela was very beautiful too, and very forthcoming, so he had left his Italian roommate behind and stepped into the street with her hanging on his arm. She was practically dragging him away from the crowded club, probably to get more intimate.

It was a cold winter night, and he had lectures in the morning, but he didn't lack the energy for a night out with a beautiful young woman and probably lots of great sex. UniTBv wasn't too harsh on international students, as long as they followed the rules.

Coming to Brasov to attend the same university his mother had attended before giving birth to him had been a good way for him to grieve after her passing. The wound was still fresh, but walking in her footsteps felt good.

He still missed her, and he might have given in to Mihaela because she reminded him of his mother when she was young – like in that picture of him newborn in her lap he still carried in his wallet. It was probably unconscious, though.

Mihaela dragged him away from the lights of the main square, alive with nightlife, and to the quieter and darker streets of the Medieval Citadel.

Alex shivered as a whiff of decay reached his nostrils when they entered a narrow street.

He was about to ask her about it when she pushed him against a wall, but instead of kissing him, she pinned him with one hand around his neck and hissed.

That was when he realized her smile was merely a show of her fangs. A vampire. A real one. 

He struggled to free himself from her iron grip, and she pushed him upwards, so he was dangling off the ground, slowly suffocating. Why wasn't she biting him?

"Die, accursed dhampyr!" she said with a growl.

He was starting to see stars as he tried to fill his lungs with air, when she dropped him with a shriek.

He crumbled to the ground, panting, and when he looked up Mihaela was gone. Another woman stood in front of him, observing him carefully. She was a blonde woman, probably the same age as his late mother, who wore a black duster over black trousers.

She offered her hand and he got back to his feet, massaging his bruised neck.

"Thank you," he said in his tentative Romanian. "How did you...?"

She showed him a strange gun. He hadn't heard a gunshot, though.

"Not Romanian?" she asked.

"Uh, no, I'm British. My mother came here for a year as a foreign student right after the Revolution."

"Ah. So you're my half-brother." She nodded, thoughtful. "I'm Dragoslava. Our immortal father is called Dragos. When we killed the pack's alpha, he left, but he had already sired another dhampyr."

"What's a dhampyr?" he protested.

"The offspring of a mortal woman and a vampire."

"So Mihaela is a vampire? A real one? Why didn't she bite me or turn me or..."

"Our blood is poison for them. They hate us. Try to kill us before we kill them."

His Romanian was still too bad, and she didn't speak English, so he asked for more time to understand everything. He was enrolled in the Romanian language course for the whole academic year, with full attendance, hopefully in a month or two he'd be better able to communicate.

She told him she had a tattoo shop near the towers of the Medieval Citadel, and he said he would find her.

He went back to the dorm, still shaken by the encounter. Vampires. Dhampyrs. He must learn Romanian as quickly as possible so he could communicate with Dragoslava – his half-sister? – and understand what was going on.

And no wandering after dark until he figured it all out, lest Mihaela attacked him again and managed to kill him. Or another vampire, since apparently they weren't all gone. Maybe he should ask Dragoslava for a special gun.
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Alex closed his metal box that contained a hypodermic needle and syringe. All guns were loaded with dhampyr blood. They were ready.

They had gathered inside Dragoslava's tattoo shop, since it was the closest to the main entrance of the catacombs, in the "Behind the Walls" Alley. It was the perfect base for their small group of vampire hunters.

Brasov was renowned for its beautiful medieval ambiance, but not many tourists knew about the catacombs – part of an underground system that connected the Medieval Citadel to all the defense towers and bastions, as well as other buildings in the city.

There were also numerous tunnel entrances elsewhere, and while many of them had not been officially mapped, the locals who explored them claimed that some of them were linked to the Art High School, and even to the Black Church.

The catacombs had been discovered by accident between the 1950s and the 1980s, which was when the local vampires had gone dormant, during the height of vampire hunts in the second half of the 20th century, leaving some dhampyrs behind.

Dragoslava had told Alex everything about his father, Dragos the vampire, who had become Undead sometime in the 18th century. She was in her early sixties now, married to another dhampyr called Florin. She had told him ten years ago that the Brasov vampires used to live in the catacombs – but they'd been gone for a couple of decades.

Eight vampires had left Brasov in the last twenty years of the 20th century to spread out all over Europe and create more hunting packs or covens. Alphas were usually, but not always, male. Of the eight who had left Brasov, four had left dhampyrs behind – the four male vampires, Vlad, Georghe, Cornel and Dragos.

Alex's mother had been one of the last victims, and there were other dhampyrs in town. Florin and Dragoslava being the eldest, they had taken it upon themselves to train the younger dhampyrs, including Alex, passing on the tradition of vampire hunting.

He now had a clearer idea of who he was. Legends stated that dhampyrs were, for the most part, normal members of the community, but they could see invisible vampires and practice sorcery, often starting careers as vampire hunters.

According to legend, dhampyrs had the powers of both humans and vampires: they could sense a supernatural creature within a specified distance, had acute senses of sight and hearing, had regenerating abilities, and could walk in sunlight – which led to the adoption of the sobriquet "Daywalker". And they were, of course, mortal, like their mothers.

Alex being a licensed nurse had also helped the others. He could use a hypodermic needle to extract his own blood – or anyone else's without them having to go to the hospital – which they then used as ammunition for their metal squirt guns that looked like real handguns, but used dhampyr blood instead of water.

Their blood was very acidic for vampires and could melt any part or the complete body of a vampire – which was how Dragoslava had saved him from Mihaela's attack ten years earlier, although he had learned that much later.

Now the six of them were ready to go through the catacombs with their guns and flamethrowers to get rid of the last bloodsuckers still hiding in the tunnels. Alex put a gun in his holster and grabbed a flamethrower, while the others did the same. They also wore caving helmets with head lamps, and had a belt of stakes in case they ran out of ammunition.

Dragoslava and her husband, Florin, led the way, followed by Grigorie and Vasile, with Madalina and Alex bringing up the rear. They entered the catacombs from a secondary entrance unknown to tourists and locals alike.

That smell of rotting flesh that had taken him by surprise ten years earlier when Mihaela had attacked him had become the best alert when a vampire was near. And he had quickly learned to "feel" them, and either stay away from them or dispatch them.

He'd never have thought coming to Romania would mean he'd become a vampire hunter, but now he was rather enjoying the action. His team was tightly knit and they would overcome the last hunting pack today.

Florin led the way into the tunnels, following his nose. They walked stealthily in single file and fanned out whenever the tunnel widened or forked, sniffing their way into the underground labyrinth. Outside it was plain daylight, so the vampires should be slow. The younger ones were probably asleep, and only the alpha might still be up.

Though lone vampires were not uncommon, most vampires found it advantageous to either join an existing hunting pack or create one of their own. Vampires possessing natural leadership skills might find it better to hunt on their own and eventually bring some of their victims into the fold, which was what had happened in Brasov.

Alex's father had belonged to a large hunting pack, but in the new millennium things had changed. Armies of vampires no longer swarmed the world, having been almost completely destroyed at the peak of the vampire hunts. Survivors had gone dormant and resurfaced after decades in a much more dangerous world.

In a successful pack, each vampire had its role, and there was little dissension. A typical pack was now made up of four vampires, with one alpha and three underlings. Four seemed to be the ideal number for a hunting pack in the 21st century, especially in a town like Brasov.

Younger dhampyrs weren't really trained to be vampire hunters, and Alex considered himself lucky he had met Dragoslava and Florin, who had received a proper vampire-hunting education from their elders.

The team finally found the small hunting pack hiding away in the depths of the catacombs. The alpha, a woman with long black hair and an hourglass figure, hissed at them.

"How dare you?" she demanded.

"We're here to finish you all, Florica," Dragoslava answered. "You should have left with Dragos and the others."

"Wretched dhampyrs, we will kill you all!"

She was fast. Much faster than Mihaela. She was probably a couple of centuries old and went past them like the wind.

Florin cursed under his breath.

"Let her go," he muttered. "We'll follow her scent and find the others. Let's get rid of her fledglings!"

Alex pointed the flamethrower at the sleeping vampires, and soon it was over. Relieved, he followed the others out of the catacombs.

"Where did Florica go?" he asked Dragoslava, who shrugged.

"Hiding in the tunnels until sunset," she replied. Turning to Florin, she added, "We should call Bogdan in Bucharest. She might go through there, and allow him to find out where the local hunting pack hides."

"I'm sure they're under the Parliament, although those tunnels are more recent than ours," Florin said. "But yes, let's call him and warn him." He turned to look at the other dhampyrs. "Get ready to leave this town and start the actual hunt."
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Alex stood at the window, watching the sun set over Brasov, the town he had called "home" for the past ten years. There were clouds in the orange sky, which made it even more glorious.

Moving to the small villa just off the edge of the forest had been a boon. It was only twenty minutes away from the town center, and had a fairytale look and feel he would sorely miss. Due to its architecture – a small two-story cottage with sloping roofs – it could easily be confused with the gingerbread house.

It might have only one attic bedroom, but it was ideal for a couple. Or a small family made of a single mother who had inherited it from her parents and bestowed it on her only daughter, who brought it as a dowry into her marriage to him.

Alex Taylor, the foreign student at UniTBv who had helped her mother at the hospital. Ioana had been relieved to see the growing relationship between her daughter and her favorite nurse, even blessing them despite the age gap.

As if eleven years could prevent them from falling in love.

And now, seven years later, they were still madly in love, but it was time to leave her hometown and move on.

He'd miss the Romanian town in Transylvania, this house that was now on the market, the apartment under the roof of the building in a back street in the Old Town where he'd briefly lived after leaving the Memo Campus dormitory, and even the cheeky Dracula pubs and souvenirs that could be found in the area.

He knew all the streets around the Black Church and the Medieval Citadel by heart, and had become fluent in Romanian, to the point that he now had two passports and dual citizenship, having married the most awesome woman he had ever met.

When he'd first arrived in Brasov ten years ago to attend university, bereaved and certain he'd only stay to get his degree and then go back to England, he never thought he'd end up finding love and staying for a decade.

Coming to Brasov had turned out to be the best decision of his life, despite the fight with his grandparents. They didn't want him to end up like his mother, who had attended the recently renamed Transilvania University of Brasov at the newly established faculty of Economic Sciences for a year.

She had come back pregnant and had split from her British boyfriend to have Alex, staying at her parents' for the time being and finishing university in London. But she often spoke of Brasov with a longing that Alex couldn't understand until he had moved here after her passing.

The town had its own magic. And its own legendary beings, similar but not identical to the fictional Transylvanian Count made famous worldwide by Bram Stoker.

Neither Alex nor his mother thought about vampires when they arrived in Brasov, almost twenty years apart from each other.

Alex had left England and his grandparents' home when his mother had succumbed to cancer. Barely out of school at eighteen, he had applied for a passport and decided to go to Romania to study, enrolling in the same faculty she had chosen – until he met a vampire.

The subsequent meeting with his half-sister, Dragoslava, prompted him to switch faculty and take a nursing degree, so he could join her in the fight against the local bloodsuckers.

His grandparents had threatened to disown him, but when he had told them he had found traces of his father in Brasov, they forgave him, and waited for him to come back. Except he didn't.

He had met Madalina during his hospital internship in Brasov – her mother was slowly dying of cancer, just like his. And she had been raped by a vampire, just like his. Madalina was older than him, but they had the same origins.

"What are you doing in the dark?" Madalina's voice startled him.

He realized the sun had gone down while he mused, and the city lights now filled the landscape outside of the window. He turned to look at his beautiful wife, who had long, mahogany-red hair and fleshy lips.

Her black top showed off her pale belly as well as the tattoos on her right side, her arms and above the round cleavage, and her jeans were tight-fitting. She put her arms around his neck to pull him closer while he lost himself in her eyes.

"It's our last night here," he said. "Are we ready?"

"I am more than ready to leave this godforsaken country," she assured him. "We're going hunting our wretched fathers, and then I want to meet your grandparents! Do you think they'll like me?"

"I don't know," he admitted. "They love me, and they say they're happy for me, but once they see us... I mean, I had no tattoos when I left and you probably don't look like their ideal granddaughter-in-law or whatever you're supposed to be called..."

He loved the flowers – roses and water lilies – that curled up and covered both her arms from wrist to shoulder, joining with her chest tattoo that almost covered her throat and continued down her right side with more thorns and flowers and symbols. Clocks and skeletal faces and leaves were also part of the design.

Dragoslava had tattooed all the dhampyrs' bodies, according to their inclinations. She had colored Alex's upper chest and his left bicep, but that was just the start, compared to what Madalina, Grigorie and Vasile had. His half-sister said those tattoos had meaning – protection as well as telling the person's story – although he couldn't really read them.

Madalina huffed and let him go.

"I know, my English is not perfect either," she muttered.

"Compared to your song-lyric-English from ten years ago, it's perfect," he replied. "And it's better than my Romanian."

"No it's not." She sighed and nestled against him. "Are we doing the right thing, Alexandru?"

He loved when she used the Romanian version of his full name. It was like a pet name for him, since she used it mostly when they got cozy and intimate, or were just expressing their love for each other.

"I think so," he replied, squeezing her. "I love your country and I'm going to miss it, that's all."

"And I look forward to visiting yours," she said, determined, pulling away to look him in the eye. "We're all packed. The agency will take care of selling the house. We're going to Bucharest to meet with the others."

He pulled her closer again.

"I thought Romanians never sold their parents' homes," he said.

"We do now, when we need the money to leave," she replied.

"And we may never come back," he chided. "Don't you think you will miss your hometown?"

"Do you miss London?" she retorted.

He winced. She grinned.

"You promised we'll settle anywhere we like after we kill our vampire father," she reminded him. "I don't care where it is as long as I'm with you."

He squeezed her tenderly "I'm ready to leave everything behind again, but I'll miss this town."

She chuckled. "Come, husband, dinner is ready."

She dragged him to the kitchen where she had already set the table for two.

They had gotten married when her mother had died seven years earlier. Their wedding had started on Saturday and ended on Sunday, twenty-four hours of celebrations with their friends.

And they'd had rituals for her mother every year, four days per year, and up to seven years after her death – that was the Romanian tradition, and Madalina was still deeply religious, as her mother had been.

Since Brasov was now a vampire-free zone, they were eager to leave and start the real hunt – they would kill all the damned vampires who had spread all over Europe. Despite the sadness for leaving Brasov, Alex was ready.
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The sun was up when Alex and Madalina got out of bed, still naked after making love for the last time in their bed. They showered together, had breakfast, then finished packing the last things. Alex's belongings filled his original duffel bag that he had brought from England ten years earlier, although he had to add the laptop case.

Madalina's luggage was an old suitcase where she had put everything she wanted to take away from her ancestral home. Neither the suitcase nor the duffel bag would fit on Alex's motorcycle, a royal blue Yamaha YZF-R125.

He had bought the lightweight 125cc Supersport with golden spokes when he had moved into the small villa with Madalina, in order to be able to get to work. While he attended university, he had a room at the Memo Campus, which he had shared with an Italian student, Luca, who had gone home since.

Alex hadn't felt the need to get wheels until he had moved to the outskirts with his wife. He had a helmet for Madalina who rather enjoyed hugging him when he rode the big bike. But their luggage wouldn't fit for a longer trip, so they were waiting for Florin and Dragoslava, who had closed her shop and left her phone number with an agency who might look for someone to buy it.

Dragoslava's husband was a mechanic. He had owned his first car, an old Dacia 1300 made in Romania half a century earlier, until the new generation Dacia 1310 was launched in estate and sedan versions.

The local dhampyrs were all on the poor side of the spectrum, with low wages, except Alex – who had a higher salary as a healthcare worker – and Dragoslava, who owned her own business.

Madalina had a cover band with the two other dhampyrs of the team, Vasile and Grigorie, who were about her age. The latter was also Alex's half-brother, since he'd been sired by Dragos when he had come out of his dormant state, about ten years before Alex's mother's visit to Brasov.

Madalina was the drummer, so she usually found her instrument at the various pubs and clubs she played. Grigorie was the lead vocalist and guitar player, while Vasile was on bass. They performed at weddings or live at restaurants, and sometimes, in the summer, the boys even performed on the streets. The trio grew up with the last sparks of communism, and none of them was rich or educated.

The Orthodox Easter had come and gone, the last ritual for Madalina's mother had been performed, and all of them were headed for Bucharest, to join Bogdan and his own band of vampire hunters.

Florin, Dragoslava and Bogdan, who had been born in the late 1950s under communism, had learned from the last official vampire hunters what made them particularly good at killing vampires. The preternatural capacity to see what others could not. Slightly quicker than standard humans, slightly stronger, they were basically drawn to kill vampires, especially the one who sired them.

Considering that their living mothers had been visited and raped by those male vampires over a single session (Ioana) or series of sessions (Alex's mother), it wasn't so strange.

The union of a mortal woman and a vampire produced a child, usually male, likely red-haired or most certainly reddish, although Alex had dark hair and amber eyes, and not all the other dhampyrs had the same characteristics.

They were all paler than normal, and mostly short-lived "humans" with exaggerated features, dark hair and pronounced canines. Madalina's eyes had that color for which there was no known name – greenish but not really green.

They knew their predecessors hunted, killed and were paid by the locals where vampires were active and feeding. Dhampyrs of both sexes were often the most effective vampire hunters, something that had become a tradition dating back centuries.

Dragoslava mentioned they'd been lucky, compared to their predecessors, whose life was even harder. They did their job, got paid and had to leave, as there was a strange synergy at work whereby the Undead could "feel" their presence as much as the dhampyrs could feel theirs.

That was why Mihaela had attacked eighteen-year-old Alex and tried to kill him. She'd been killed a few months later by Dragoslava who was already teaching Grigorie, her other half-brother, how to dispatch vampires.

Alex had to complete his Preparatory Year Certificate of Romanian language at the university before he could really communicate with the other dhampyrs – although Madalina, Grigorie and Vasile, being a cover band, spoke song-lyric-English.

Alex had been happy to help exterminate the Brasov vampires. He had learned to trust his instincts and discovered his heightened senses and physical abilities. He could use the squirt gun, the flamethrower and the other weapons they taught him against the vampires, including crosses, very effective against the religious Romanian vampires.

With their heightened senses and physical abilities, they had proven to be skilled trackers and hunters, which meant they were particularly hated by the vampires. And since this was a Slavic tradition, no wonder the Brasov vampires had moved west, to lands where dhampyrs wouldn't be trained to kill them.

Florin's yellow Dacia 1310 Break (Estate) reached the small villa half an hour later, when Alex and Madalina were done with the packing. Florin parked next to Alex's bike, and Grigorie and Vasile got out to grab Madalina's luggage and Alex's duffel bag. The boys' guitars were already on the old-fashioned car roof rack with a couple of suitcases, since the trunk was clearly not big enough to hold everybody's luggage.

"Are you sure you want to go with Alex?" Dragoslava asked Madalina. "We can squeeze you in here." She pointed at the old car.
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