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      Alissa

      

      “Someone in this room is wicked. I can feel it. Shut your eyes. You feel it too, don't you?”

      All the people around me murmured yes, so I murmured too. I didn't feel anything but dread, but my murmur was like a prayer. Please, not me. Not Mom or Dad. Not Carrie. We’ve been good. Please spare us.

      "I need you all to be quiet," Father Joshua said. "I need to listen to the Ethereal spirits.”

      Now the room was dead silent.

      My little sister Carrie looked at me. She was still young enough that she didn't really know what was going on, but she had learned to be quiet when she was told to be quiet. I knew she was scared.

      I didn't dare to look at Father Joshua. I kept my eyes pointed down. The high collar of my black gown tugged on my neck. Sweat trickled down between my breasts. It was hot in the meeting room. Electricity was strictly forbidden in the Village. The room was full of so many people that even though I knew there was a cool breeze outside, we were stuffed in here for hours, shoulder to shoulder in our pews, like chickens in a factory farm.

      Father Joshua preached about the evils of the mundanes with their factory farms, but the irony was not lost on me.

      It's a wonder I even know what the word irony means, I thought.

      He didn't seem to care that we were crammed together just as tight and miserable as livestock.

      The longer his silence dragged on, the more time I had to go over my transgressions. My friend Sophie and I sneaked off into the woods with some boys to listen to the radio. I hung the laundry out to dry while wearing pajamas, without my hair covered. Dad gave me a novel to read that I hid under a floorboard at night.

      We did all these things even though we knew there was always a risk of being caught. The Ethereals could see us at all times. They would tell Father Joshua if we failed to uphold ourselves as warlocks and witches, the chosen people.

      Father Joshua started walking. His steps were always very slow in these times. I could hear each polished dress shoe fall, heavy at the heel, more of a click at the toe. The wooden floors of the meeting room creaked. Were his shoes coming closer to my family? I didn't dare look up.

      I heard him move to the left.

      We were safe.

      Not that I relaxed. I never relaxed in Father Joshua's presence. I didn't dare betray relief that no one in my family was to be purified.

      We were supposed to be grateful that Father Joshua could speak directly to the most powerful and pure Ethereal spirits, and that he was able to sense who had wickedness in their soul and needed to be cleansed. We certainly were not supposed to be afraid of Father Joshua.

      "My son.”

      The target was identified and now we all dared to lift our eyes and see.

      It was Dylan. Dylan was my own age. We were born a month apart. He wasn't one of the boys who went off to the woods, though. He seemed too quiet for that. He didn't seem like he would ever do anything wicked. He had short dark hair and brown eyes, and a soft smile, and he liked drawing. I used to like to draw, but in 8th grade one of my teachers told me my drawings were too fanciful and wicked. Dylan sometimes carried a sketchbook around in public.

      Is that it? The sketchbook?

      No one ever said that was wicked, as long as you only drew things that you could see in real life or things a teacher gave permission to draw. No dragons or unicorns or anything from your imagination, and definitely not any character from a book.

      "Dylan Marsden," Father Joshua said. "I sense the hand of Sinistral upon you, my son, but don't be afraid. It's only a low vibration. It will be very easy to purge out of you, and then your soul will be ready once more to be a part of the Ethereal world.”

      "Yes, sir," Dylan said.

      He was trying very hard to sound tough. Boys were never supposed to show weakness. Men were the ones who were destined to lead the women to Etherium. My mom said it had always been that way, but when Father Joshua became the new prophet, he learned that not everyone had been upholding the way. It was about that time when life in the Order started getting really strict, but it was because Father Joshua was more pure than the previous leader. He received more messages from Etherium than Father Ludwig, and one of those messages was how warlocks were meant to lead witches, just like it said in some of the old sacred grimoires, as well as in many mundane religious texts, because even regular humans could sometimes hear the words of the gods.

      "What have you done that was impure?" Father Joshua asked Dylan.

      His tone was gentle. Father Joshua just wants to help us, I told myself. I shouldn't be afraid of the words of the Ethereal gods.

      Yet, it always sent a chill down my spine when I heard him speak.

      “I—I don't know, Father.”

      "Look inside your heart. There is no shame in what you have done. The gods offer you a chance to purify yourself of the darkness, and we must rejoice in the endless and bountiful mercy of our gods.”

      "We rejoice in the endless and bountiful mercy of our gods," we echoed.

      "If you are not honest with this congregation, Dylan, then you cannot be properly purified and you run the risk of being cast out into Sinistral.”

      “I—um—I—"

      "The longer you put off the truth, the more the darkness has a hold on you.”

      "I drew a picture…"

      "Yes, a picture? Of what?”

      "A...woman." Dylan's entire face had gone red and he was struggling to get out the words. "I tore it up into pieces and burned it, Father. I knew it was very wicked. I'm sorry.”

      "What sort of woman?" Father Joshua pressed. "A woman present in this room?”

      "No. No...it was a...a woman I imagined. It was…"

      Father Joshua put a hand on Dylan's shoulder. He no longer prodded him with words, but his hand and his eyes seemed to demand more of an answer.

      "A succubus.”

      Dylan’s mother covered her face. Some of the most pious ladies in the room gasped audibly and then I gasped too. I didn't want anyone to think I wasn't shocked.

      A succubus! Dylan drew a picture of a succubus?

      We learned about all these different wicked, tempting types of Sinistrals in school. Mother Clancy who led my magical beings class told us that incubi and vampires were some of the most dangerous of all, because they had innate ability to charm ordinary witches and humans. Incubi all looked like beautiful, alluring men but they had a true demonic form with wings, horns and a tail. They would kidnap us and torture us and then discard us when they had stolen our magic.

      Vampires were even worse because some of them started life as normal humans, but when they were bitten by a vampire they gained magical power. That was against the laws of the magical world, Mother Clancy said. Vampires were not even always good-looking. They could be ugly but they could seduce you anyway with their magic, she said. Then they would drink your blood and kill you, or even worse, they would make you their thrall, drinking your blood over and over, just enough so you would stay alive, keeping you as a donor.

      It sounded terrifying to be kidnapped by a horned demon and even worse to have a vampire suck your blood over and over.

      Why would he draw something like that? I wondered. That really is wicked.

      Something very deep inside me felt a tiny bit excited. I didn't understand why and that scared me even more. I dug my fingernails into my palms until it hurt and tried to think pure thoughts. I couldn't imagine having to confess a thought like that in front of everyone. I didn't even know how to explain if I was forced.

      "Dylan, come before me and expose your sins to the light of the gods," Father Joshua said.

      Dylan's mom was crying.

      "Don't cry, Sister Marsden," Father Joshua said. "Your son is about to be healed.”

      I couldn't look away from the purifications. It seemed to me like they'd been getting more violent, but I still couldn't look away. Father Joshua pressed his wand to Dylan's chakras, from his head to his groin. Poor Dylan. I couldn't imagine having Father Joshua prod my groin with his wand.

      "Shine the light of Etherium upon this boy. Holy spirits, we know this boy has sinned and we ask you to show us your forgiveness.”

      "Ungh..." Each tap of the wand seemed to produce a burning sensation and at the end Dylan clearly wanted to grab his wounds.

      "Dylan, the gods want to hear from you. Lift your hands to receive their blessing.”

      "I'm sorry! I'm sorry, Father! I'm sorry to the gods. Please forgive me…"

      Father Joshua whispered a spell so softly that we didn't hear the words. They were sacred spells from the old ways, he said, and not for us to hear or know, but they helped the gods to bless us.

      "Come into the light of Etherium!" Father Joshua cried. “Any part of you that is untouched by the realms of virtue, let it be banished!”

      Dylan started twitching all over. He collapsed to his knees. He looked scared as the spasms were overtaking him, his face red. He screamed, low and ragged. "It burns—Mom, help me!" His whole body was thrashing and then the vomiting started. I really hated the vomiting. It was violent, and he made a little choking noise as it shot out of his mouth. A moment later the sour smell would reach me, mingling with our sweat.

      His mother was wringing her hands, but she didn't intervene. "Dylan, you have to be strong so the spirits can cleanse you. Don't...don't be a baby." There were tears in her eyes. Some of the older boys chuckled that he cried out to her.

      Dylan was usually so quiet that I knew he would never scream in front of everyone just to get attention. He must be truly scared. He tried to say something else but now he seemed unable to speak. His body was spasming and he was rolling around in his own vomit.

      Carrie gripped my hand. Her small body pressed against mine. She slipped her free thumb into her mouth, and I had to reach down and push her hand back down. Carrie was six and in most ways she seemed older than her years, but we couldn't stop her from sucking her thumb. She did it when she was scared, when she had to watch something like this and we had to tell her not to cry. My poor little sister. I hated that she had to grow up as scared as I was, but this was the world. Father Joshua was trying to protect us…

      I tried to tell myself that, but I couldn't fully suppress the visceral hatred I felt for the man who stood over Dylan as his screams and spasms finally died down and he passed out, his sandy hair matted with chunks of vomit, spittle trailing from his mouth.

      Father Joshua was a tall man, although built stringy, I only saw that on days when the Order came together to build a new dwelling on a hot summer day or some other occasion when he stripped off his robes. Usually, he looked like a shadow in black robes with symbols of the Order stitched on them, protective symbols from many different traditions. The most prominent was the hamsa, a hand with an eye inside the palm. It was supposed to ward against evil, but it felt like the eye was watching me.

      “Thank you, gods of Etherium, for cleansing this boy and showing him your mercy,” Father Joshua said, spreading his hands over Dylan’s body. He lifted his hand. “May this be a lesson for all of you, to maintain a life of virtue and grace, and listen to the words of your holy realm so that you may walk the holy path.”

      “May this be a lesson for us all,” we repeated back, as some of the other men of the church hauled Dylan away to rehabilitate in the ward.

      I knew I wouldn’t see him again for days.

      And when I did, he would be changed. Dull-eyed.

      Purified and obedient.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Alissa

      

      "It seems like more boys are getting purified these days," Father said when we got home.

      "Yes," Mother said, tightly. She glanced at Carrie and me with a look that said, Don't say these things in front of the girls.

      Mother looked tired. She was pregnant again, and her last pregnancy had ended in a miscarriage, but she was still on her feet making dinner after standing for three hours in the hot meeting room. Father, like all men in the community, was busy forming the wards that would protect our home from evil during the night while his wife made dinner.

      I knew Father wanted to help, but he didn't dare take a chance that the wards were not formed properly. The Elders of the community would walk the streets at dusk, testing random homes to make sure the wards were strong. And so, Mother was on her feet chopping a pile of vegetables to cook over the old gas stove, and Father started tracing the wards. We all had to be quiet so as not to bother him as he moved his wand in careful patterns.

      Carrie was very hungry and tired from the long sermon and the purification.

      I took her hand. "Let's play with your dolls, okay?”

      ”Okay…"

      I loved playing dolls with my little sister because it was about the only time I didn't have to act like myself. The Elders said it was all right to play pretend games with children under ten to teach them about the wicked world outside. That meant I got to pretend to be wicked, and I had more fun than I should imagining how demons and faeries and mundanes would act.

      Carrie liked to pretend to be Joan of Arc, one of the many heroines we learned about in school. Joan was brave because she heard Ethereal voices and she believed them even though she was only a normal human. Because of that, she was granted magical powers and became an Ethereal witch, but then she was burned at the stake by the mundanes.

      She picked up the little felt Joan doll Mother made and put her inside the block castle.

      We didn't have any dolls of demons or fae, so I had to make do. I had drawn some angry faces on some of the wooden blocks with a pencil. I picked up the fanged face. "Hsst hsst...I'm hungry...," I whispered, prowling around outside of the castle. "Something smells delicious...like a girl.”

      Carrie gasped and then she started singing "O Maidens, Hear the Blessings", one of our hymns. Joan wouldn't hear the monster because she was singing. Carrie liked it when I had time to sneak up on her.

      I started moving the blocks out of the wall behind Joan.

      "Poor little maiden...," I said. "So foolish. If she keeps talking to the Ethereal spirits, the mundanes will get jealous and burn her at the stake...so I'd better rescue her.”

      "'O, I hear your blessing, Father, tell me what to do, to save this wicked world, and follow the path of truth...'" Carrie sang softly.

      I crept toward her until my block tapped on Joan of Arc. "I've got you now.”

      "Oh no, please! Who are you?”

      "I'm a vampire and I'm going to make you my woman. Hiss!" I bared my teeth.

      "Please, sir, I am a woman of Etherium!" Excitedly, Carrie picked up some other blocks. "And then the priests came from the mundane church to burn Joan of Arc and they started burning down the whole building! Pssh pssh pssh…!"

      "You girls need to be quiet or your Father might mess up the wards! Please!" Mom called, sounding exhausted. "Please, you know what could happen if he was caught without doing them.”

      "I know," I said. Isn't it funny, I thought, that 'what could happen' is just that the Elders might punish him? The wards are supposed to keep us safe from evil but we never really worry about that.

      I bit my tongue like I always did.

      Carrie and I played very quietly and Mom cooked, and soon we all settled down to pray for the blessings of Etherium on our food. My parents looked worried. This was normal, though. Everyone was tense. Mom said that before I was born, we used to have dances and movie nights, and witches and warlocks fell in love and then went to the Elders to ask permission to marry. Even though the women had to obey the men, they got to choose their master.

      But Father Joshua said the world was getting more wicked every day. Magic was dying and we had to be faithful if we didn't want to lose it entirely. Even our very own magical councils could no longer be trusted.

      "Do you know what the headline is on the mundane's paper today?" Father Joshua roared at us.

      A week later, another Sunday, and we were listening to another sermon.

      It was the first day anyone had seen Dylan since the last week. He'd just gotten out of the ward to attend the sermon. He looked sickly, like he'd lost ten pounds, and didn't say a word. His little brother, twelve-year-old Adam, tried to offer him a hand when he stumbled on the steps coming in, and Dylan pushed him away as other boys laughed. From this day forward, he had to prove he wasn't a weak, weeping sinner. His expression was hard. I wondered if I would ever again see him sitting under the maple tree on the hill, sketching the villagers and the birds.

      I said a silent prayer that no one would be purified today.

      "'The world is burning'," Father Joshua said, holding up a paper. "There are wildfires and heat waves sweeping the world. The end times are coming, because the people have lost their faith in magic.”

      The newspaper headlines made me tremble a little. Maybe it's true. If even the humans know the world is ending…?

      "We need to be prepared for the renewal," Father Joshua said. "Every human on this earth is going to die, and most of the witches and warlocks are going to go with them. That includes many members of the witch and warlock councils. Yes, I know," he said, at the soft gasps that filled the room. "They are fine men and women, most of them—some of them. At least, they were. But they are also filling their own pockets with glory, and as we know from our teachings, only the humble are pure enough to survive the shadows. Would you call the councilmen and women humble?" He laughed a little, and the congregation laughed with him.

      Twice a year, the council paid us a visit.

      They were very interested in the purification techniques developed by the Order, so for years, they had supported our mission.

      But they wouldn't join us. They still maintained some wicked beliefs. Many lived among the mundanes, and most of them had some electricity in their homes even though it was poison to magic. They followed other religions instead of the one way of the Ethereals. Father Joshua also said that women had too much power in the home and threw everything out of balance. He said the whole reason the world was corrupt was because women had tried to usurp their role.

      I tried to believe him, but I struggled with it and so did Mom. Even Dad struggled because he wasn't naturally a 'lord and master' kind of man. And he loved Carrie and me so much.

      Our world was changing, though. The end of the world was coming and Father Joshua was purifying anyone who didn't obey the rules. The council, meanwhile, had been asking more questions. We had to be careful when they visited.

      "So, I hear they are sending Councilwoman Garcia," Father Joshua said. He said her name like she was a demon. "She will try to ask questions about life here in the order, and the reason why she is asking is because she wants to tear you from your holy path. She is a wicked woman and she knows that she can never walk the path of light, so she will do her best to tear you away from yours. Your purity is offensive to her. You must stay out of her way unless you are instructed by the Ethereal spirits to be our representative. I am going to summon the Ethereals tomorrow. I will be in ritual all day with the priestesses and not to be bothered. I will ask the Ethereals how to respond to the questions of the Garcia woman, and you must follow their words.”

      I perked up a little. This sounded almost like putting on a play. And I would get a script from the Ethereal spirits themselves.

      If I was being perfectly honest, I really wanted to see what a wicked woman looked like.

      Oh, please choose me, I prayed. I love play acting. And, I added, as I remembered that plays were impure, I'll be very good at answering the questions and showing the council how pure I am.

      Father Joshua caught my eye and gave me a tiny smile when he saw my excitement. There was something in that smile that repulsed me. I didn't know why. Father Joshua was reasonably attractive, with high cheekbones and light brown eyes. He was very clean cut and his robes were always impeccable. He was almost forty but seemed closer to thirty, even considering that wizards usually lived to be a hundred.

      Few things excited me to participate in the Order. I usually just tried to keep my head down and not get into the sort of trouble that would get me purified. When I saw his smile, I blanched a little.

      I shouldn't have been eager. I didn't think he would notice me.

      But it's all right. The oldest of the priestesses is twenty-eight, and a husband will surely be chosen for me before she turns thirty.

      

      The next day, Father Joshua spent the entire day locked inside the Ethereal temple. This was a small building at the very center of our community where the witches and wizards who founded the Order had placed the religious icons they were leaving behind. There were crucifixes and Virgin Mary statues, Indian gods with blue skin and multiple arms, many different Buddhas, objects from Wiccan altars, the Koran and the Talmud, and many more symbols and statues and texts, all gathered on multiple tiers of shelves. When the Order was formed, the central tenet was that all gods came from the same root—Etherium. All gods were of Etherium, but you could not favor any one over another or call them by name.

      The founders of the Order cast aside all belief in one religion and lived in unity, worshiping the Ethereal spirits, joining together to prepare for the end of the world.

      Father Joshua had five priestesses that helped him prepare for his rituals. They were all young, beautiful women and they all must be virgins when they became priestesses. They were chosen at the age of sixteen. Once they reached the age of thirty, a new priestess was chosen to replace them, so every two years one girl in the village became a priestess.

      When the last priestess was chosen, I was seventeen. I lived in terror of being chosen.

      I don't know why. It was considered a great honor. But the girls spent so much time alone with Father Joshua. Sometimes they were locked in a room with him all day, and none of them were allowed to speak a word about the secret rituals.

      I just had a bad feeling about it.

      I guess it was because the girls changed after they became priestesses. They usually lost weight and didn't laugh much anymore. When a priestess finished her service she was never allowed to marry either, but once in a while a priestess had a child. Sometimes the Ethereal spirits impregnated the priestesses during the rituals and gave her a sacred child which was raised not by her, but by Father Joshua himself, and the favored Elderwives. A few of the priestesses died very young. I wondered, deep within my mind, if they had taken their own lives.

      I spent the week at home, as usual, helping Mom around the house. Carrie was in school, but I had just graduated high school. There was no talk of going to a witches' college. Father Joshua forbade that practice because none of the colleges were pure.

      Since Mom was so pregnant, I was glad to be home to help her. I made Carrie's breakfast and school lunch, then I did the laundry in the hand-cranked machine and put it through the wringer.

      "Should I help you?" Mom asked.

      "I've got it! I just want you to relax. It's bad enough that I can't stop you from making dinner.”

      "Well, what would the other ladies say if they heard I wasn't taking care of my husband?" She shook her head, relaxing into her rocking chair with a sigh, before picking up her knitting basket.

      I came in the house, exhausted from the laundry, wispy hairs flying out from beneath my cap, but determined not to show that I was tired. "Do you want sandwiches for lunch, Mom?”

      "I'd love a BLT.”

      "You've got it." I turned on the gas and started slicing the tomatoes. "Do you like mayo on yours?”

      "No, that's just your dad's thing. I'll take mustard. Only dijon.”

      "You're weird, Mom."

      She smiled. "I treasure this time with you, sweetie. Before you get married and leave us..." The smile faded away as soon as she said those words.

      A little chill went down me. "I'll still be right here," I said. "In the same town.”

      "Oh...I know...it's just not the same." After a moment she said, "It was different. Before you came along. I wish...you had known the world before.”

      "What do you mean?”

      "You know. We used to have more freedom. We used to listen to music in the town square on Friday nights and dance. Things like that. I'm not sure why...things changed...at that time.”

      “The Ethereals said we weren’t living virtuously, right?” I asked. It was troubling to hear one of my parents contradict the teachings in any small way.

      “Yes. That’s right. We must follow the teachings and the gods will provide.” She looked troubled, but that was normal for my parents lately.

      "Mom, it's okay. The pregnancy is just making you emotional. Just rest. The sandwiches will be done soon.”

      The bell in the town square started to ring. That meant we were all supposed to gather by the altar house for an announcement. I snapped off the burner with barely suppressed annoyance. I just wanted to make Mom a nice sandwich and let her get off her feet for a while. Sometimes these 'announcements' were really just additional sermons that went on for hours.

      I helped her to her feet. We found Dad in the crowd, and Carrie with her class.

      Father Joshua addressed the crowd, standing on the steps leading to the altar.

      "I spent all of yesterday in prayer to the Ethereals," he said. "I have heard an answer about the visit of Councilwoman Garcia. John Pine, you are chosen. Virginia Dewey, you are chosen..." He named off a few people and then I heard, "Alissa Johns, you are chosen.”

      Me?

      I would get to speak to the councilwoman?

      "Alissa!" Dad said, patting my shoulder.

      This was a great honor, to be trusted to be a representative of our community. I was so relieved. This meant that Father Joshua clearly had no idea I ever listened to music, read novels, or hung out with boys outside of school. He trusted me enough to give me this task, so I was safe.

      After the announcement, Father Joshua walked down from the stairs and motioned to my parents to wait.

      I felt I was suddenly the object of his attention and I recoiled. What if, in fact, he did know that I had failed the Order, and that was why he was putting me under this scrutiny?

      "Hello, Jacob." He shook my father's hand before his beady eyes shifted to me. "Alissa, this Friday I want you to meet me in the temple so I can tell you what the Ethereals have chosen for you to say.”

      Alone?

      No, the other people chosen will be there too. I don't know why I would think that.

      "Yes, sir," I said, lowering my eyes from his. I was not even supposed to make eye contact for more than one moment with the Elders, because I was only a girl child, and in school they told us that we were a corrupting influence on wise men like Father Joshua.

      I hated it when he looked at me. It felt like a weight on my soul. Like every inch of me was under his watchful eye, even my insides, and he didn't approve of anything he saw there.

      He was still looking at me, in the space of silence following my 'Yes, sir'. He didn't dismiss my family. His eyes lingered on me for too long.

      I could see his shoes, perfectly polished brown with broad squarish toes. They were hideous shoes, I felt. I hated the shape of them. Like he had big wide goblin feet, and the brown was the color of diarrhea, with a yellowish hue under the medium brown.

      I knew I wasn't supposed to hate Father Joshua. I was supposed to respect every word that came out of his mouth.

      But no one told me I couldn't hate his shoes.

      "Thank you for choosing her," Mom said, and her voice sounded so meek. "It's a great honor to us, Father Joshua.”

      "Don't thank me. I'm only the messenger," he said, before adding, "Alissa is a special girl.”

      Finally, he walked away and I could breathe again.

      "Make sure not to upset him on Friday," Mom said softly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Alissa

      

      On Friday, I walked with great hesitation to the temple. I had to pass the school on my way, and I looked wistfully at the two-story brick building with black shutters, the girls' school. I didn't always love school, but I felt safe when I was there. It seemed like those days would never end, until suddenly I was graduating and looking toward marriage.

      I had been at Mom's side through her miscarriage. There were no telephones in our community at all. Mom was on the bathroom floor bleeding while Dad ran for the midwife, so I stayed with her and cast healing spells, but I was only twelve and panicked. My spells kept failing. I felt like I was just there so she wouldn't die alone if things went wrong.

      I remembered on that day she sobbed, "If you only had a wand…"

      In the rest of the wizard community, witches and warlocks found their wands around eighteen or nineteen, so even if I had lived out in the wicked world, I would have been too young for a wand back then.

      "Mom...I'm too young," I said.

      "You could have used mine...but it's gone…"

      That was the first hint I ever had that the witches in the Order used to carry wands. All I knew was that a man got to choose his wand when he married so he could protect his family. No one else was allowed to carry them. After she said it, she slumped onto the floor, and I screamed and pushed her shoulders up. I shook her gently. "Mom! Mom!”

      The floor was a pool of blood, my knees sticky with it.

      Dad and the midwife ran into the room and relieved me of my terrible post. I went, shakily, to the kitchen to try and clean up, because we only had one bathroom. I couldn't stop crying.

      Mom was in bed for days afterward and I never dared to ask her about her wand. Once she was better, she had to go to Father Joshua to confess her miscarriage.

      "But you didn't do anything wrong!" I cried. "You almost died!”

      "Alissa, I know it was upsetting for you, but I'm afraid I did do something wrong. I had some wicked thoughts during my pregnancy...just like the last one. If I can't stop having wicked thoughts, I won't be able to give you a little sister or brother. Father Joshua will tell me what to do.”

      Mom had to go meet him at the temple on that day, walking this same path.

      I don't want to get married, I thought. I would surely have a miscarriage too.

      Blood...everywhere... Six years had passed and I still felt nauseated at the memory of how it felt to have my knees sticky with my mother's blood. Mom had to walk to this building and speak to Father Joshua alone about something far worse than a council visit.

      I couldn't imagine 'confessing' a miscarriage to him.

      I was shaky with emotions I dared not name as I reached the temple. I had a sinking feeling, as I didn't see anyone else walking up to it at the same time. Maybe they were all early…

      I opened the door and felt the heavy silence in the room as I saw Father Joshua sitting in a tall wooden chair in front of the altar. There was a mat on the floor for me.

      "Shut the door behind you," he said.

      The room had no windows, but candles illuminated the space and incense burned, releasing a heady scent. I was almost afraid to breathe.

      “Sit,” he said, waving a hand toward the mat.

      I knelt on the mat. He was high above me; I was looking at his feet and those ugly shoes again.

      “Sister Alissa,” he said. “You are eighteen now.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Look at me, girl.” He said it gently, like he was granting me permission for something special.

      A smile crept onto his face. I only glanced up at him long enough to see the beginning of it and then I looked down again.

      “I know that you have had your struggles to be a good witch of our order. At times you have strayed from the path and been tempted by the wicked vices of the world. But I want you to know that I see you trying, and I believe in you. I want you to know that. You are going to be one of the chosen when the end of the world comes.”

      I felt a little relieved and a little grateful, maybe even flattered. I didn’t like him, but maybe he was letting me know that I was not a bad witch even when I made a few mistakes. It was so important to my family that we stay in Father Joshua’s favor. Maybe everyone is tempted, I thought. Maybe even Father Joshua when he was young. It seemed a new revelation.

      “Thank you, sir. I am always trying to be a better witch.”

      “When Councilwoman Garcia comes, I need you to show her a good example of our order,” he said. “Remember, Sister Alissa, the council thinks they are the authority of the Ethereal magic world, but they are still only flawed humans and the power has corrupted them. It is more important to them to hold onto power than it is to save their people from corruption, and so, you must not trust anything they say. The reason they come to ‘check’ on us—“ He said this with a faint sneer— “is because we don’t follow their rules and we have developed our own spells like the purification ritual of which they begged for the secret. Do you understand this? Councilwoman Garcia might be very kind to you and ask you questions as if she is concerned, but that doesn’t mean you can trust her.”

      “I understand, sir,” I said.

      “If you say anything that you shouldn’t, you might bring grave trouble to you and your family.”

      My palms were sweating so hard. I hoped I didn’t make a mistake. I was so afraid of harming my family with some misstep. I didn’t trust my own mouth. “Yes, sir.”

      “Good. I trust that you will.” I felt his eyes searing through the top of my head as he looked down on me. “I want you to tell her how happy you are and how much you love your family. I want you to try and show her with your words—and I know you are a clever girl, Alissa—that we are all a family here, and that I take good care of my people, and you trust your elders. You do, don’t you, Alissa?”

      “Yes, sir,” I said. I was starting to feel like a puppet, repeating the same words over and over, hoping he believed me. I hoped he had no inkling of my rebellious thoughts, my anger over how Mom was treated when she lost the baby.

      “And I am going to give you something very special,” he said. He stood up and walked over to a narrow box with a padlock. I felt like the box had been there for a very long time, but I had never particularly noticed it, buried as it was among all the other objects on the altar. It wasn’t flashy like some of the gilt-bound books or the crystals or statues of holy icons. However, as he called my attention to it now I had a sudden flash of knowing.

      My wand! My wand is in there! I thought, my breath audibly hitching. I didn’t mean to betray—whatever I was feeling—like that. His eyes cut to me and I coughed gently, trying to pretend I just had something in my throat.

      “I’m sorry, sir. It’s a little dusty,” I said.

      He wasn’t fooled. He approached me with the box, padlock facing me. “You know what this is, don’t you, Sister Alissa?”

      “No…”

      He handed me the tiny key. “Open it, sweetheart.”

      Sweetheart? Sweetheart!? I wouldn’t have liked that even if he called everyone sweetheart all the time, but he didn’t. I had never heard him call anyone sweetheart before.

      I took the key as if compelled. I slipped it in the lock, feeling a catch that seemed so familiar I could swear I was dreaming. Or living through something I had dreamed a thousand times. I lifted the lid and there it was.

      My wand.

      A smooth, slender piece of wood, with a slight crook in the middle where there was also a little knot in the honey-colored wood. I picked it up and rested my thumb on the knot, and somehow I knew I had held this wand before. But something wasn’t right…

      “I cast a spell upon your wand,” he said, “to tether it to my own.” As he said this, he slid a hand over mine. “The Ethereal spirits have spoken to me, Alissa. You are to be my bride.”

      I yanked my hand back as if he was covered in maggots.

      I was speechless. I should apologize. I should let him touch me. I should say something. He was the man who spoke to the Ethereals and I needed to acknowledge this important moment, but my brain was screaming.

      “I know you’re scared,” he said. “You don’t have to say anything. But it was time. It was time to tell you the truth. You are very special, Alissa, and in fact, I’ve known you were meant to be mine from the day you were born. I’ve been watching you and waiting for the moment when you were old enough that I could wed you.”

      “What…” I gasped out the word, my entire body shuddering visibly.

      “I will escort you home and tell your parents the good news,” he said.

      “Did—did they know?”

      “I haven’t told them yet,” he said, covering my hands with his again, stroking my skin with his cold, dry hands. There was something in his voice, although it was gentle, that told me he never told my parents because he feared they would try to send me away, to keep me from him.

      “I’m—I’m sorry, this must be a mistake,” I said. You’re too old, I thought, but older men often married young women in the Order. You’re—you’re all wrong for me. I’m afraid of you. I hate you! I don’t want you to touch me! I’d rather die. I could hardly stand his hands, touching mine, and I knew if we married, he would kiss me and go to bed with me. He would make me have babies. I wasn’t exactly sure how it happened, but I felt it would be awful.

      “The Ethereal spirits would not make a mistake,” he said. He reached for me, as if to pull me closer to him, and I ducked out of his grasp and pushed him away.

      “All right, I see. I thought you might be scared. You can take some time to adjust to the idea.” He was looking at me with unbearable hunger, with his cold eyes. I felt instinctively that he wanted to do wicked things to me, that he would hurt me.

      This is how he has always looked at me, I realized. This is why I’m scared of him. No, it was never this blatant. In fact, it was so subtle I never mentioned it to anyone because I knew they wouldn’t believe me, but he had been watching me since I was young. Yes, I understood now.

      “You said…I was special,” I said. “Why are you giving this wand to me?”

      “I want Councilwoman Garcia to see you with a wand,” he said. “So she will know you are a true witch. This wand means something to you, Alissa. It gives you power. You will always remember that I gave it to you as my engagement gift, and because I have tied it to my own wand…I will always know where you are, as long as you carry it.”

      So if I wanted to escape the marriage, I would have to leave this behind.

      I saw that this was a ploy. This wand was tied to me somehow. As soon as I touched it, I never wanted to let it go. He knew this, and he wanted to make sure that it would be very painful to leave.

      Well, it didn’t matter. It would also be impossible to leave. The town was patrolled by a warlock guard who was close to Father Joshua and had far greater power than me. But that was nowhere near the worst of it. Supposing I did manage to escape, I knew my family would be greatly punished. My father would be purified for allowing an evil influence to work on me, and what about Mom? The spell might kill the baby. Maybe they would let her have the baby first, but I couldn’t be sure, and either way…well, I couldn’t bear the thought of putting them through that misery and turning their eyes dead like Dylan’s.

      The only way to escape would be together, but that was equally impossible. We knew nothing of the outside world except that it was full of terrifying corruption, and it was dying. It was true; even the humans knew it. If we stayed here we would be kept safe, but Mom and Dad would never yank Carrie out of school and bring her into a dying world just to keep me from marrying our leader.

      All this raced through my head as it hung heavy.

      Father Joshua continued, “You are an old spirit, Alissa. One who walks through time. This wand belonged to you nearly five hundred years ago.”

      “Five hundred?”

      “You have lived other lives since then,” he said. “Lives in which you were not born a witch. But this wand was kept, in the vaults of the council, nearly forgotten. I found it and I knew it was for you, precious girl. It was time you learned. You are a very special woman. You hold magic inside you and your wand from the old times, when people believed in magic and witches. It will lend great power to us. I know this is why the Ethereals, in their infinite wisdom, chose you for mine. I am the only one who can hear their word and learn how to make use of your gift.”

      “This just can’t be true. It can’t. I’ve never been special. I’ve never had particular gifts.”

      “I understand,” he said. “It is not a gift that you will make much use of yourself, my sweet. It is a gift that was meant to be offered to your husband and your leader. You are a shield against the evils of the world…and I am the hand that carries you.” His hand still insisted on touching me. He had followed me across the small room when I stood up. Now he was behind me, tracing my fingers with his own fingertips.

      I didn’t know what else to do or say. I started crying, all the fear bubbling up inside me. There was no escape. I had power but it was meant for his use. I would never escape him. My worst nightmares were coming true.

      “It will get easier,” he said, his voice against my ear. “It will get easier, my sweet Alissa.”
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      Alissa

      

      Father Joshua walked me home. All of the other townsfolk out walking around the village looked at us and they seemed to realize something had happened. I wondered if any of them knew. I felt so embarrassed that anyone would know I was going to marry Father Joshua, that my friends from school would be whispering about how we would fare in the marriage bed the same way they did about blushing young couples like my friend Gretchen and her new husband Sam, a quiet boy who was only five years her senior.

      My mind kept going back to the priestesses who did not marry but spent hours locked in that small room with Father Joshua. No one had ever said he did…sexual things with them. But there was an air of secrecy and wariness that hung over the practice and all the priestesses.

      Oh, please, Ethereals, why did you give me over to this man? I know I’m not perfect but I have tried to obey, only this one thing…I just can’t do. Please, please, understand, and give him a sign that I’m not the girl he was meant for after all. I will marry any of the younger men. Even Roddy Fisk. And I will never disobey my parents or listen to music or read a novel from the outside ever again.

      “Go on,” Father Joshua said at the door. Suddenly I felt nervous just opening the door to my own home. It creaked loudly as it opened on the living room, where Mom was knitting clothes for the baby. He put his hand on my back as I walked in ahead. She looked up, putting down the needles.

      “Alissa…”

      I saw it dawning on her. First, the realization that Father Joshua was behaving differently with me. Then, my face. She knew and she was worried for me. It unfolded before me and Mom and I were close enough that no words needed to be said. Her eyes suddenly welled with tears and I could see her desperately trying to force them back, fighting pain and pregnancy hormones, as she struggled to her feet.

      “Welcome to our home, Father Joshua. This is an honor. I’ll—I’ll bring in my husband,” she said.

      Father Joshua did most of the talking after that. He told them that the Ethereals had chosen me for his own and that he wanted to have the wedding the weekend after Councilwoman Garcia’s visit.

      “Her gown and trousseau are all ready,” Mom said. She and I had made them, of course, in anticipation of the husband who was chosen for me. Father Joshua nodded. All this was just a formality. Mom and Dad repeated over and over that they were honored and hardly worthy of this blessing. Mom kept glancing at the wand in my hand. At one point Carrie ran in from outside and stopped short. She slipped over to Mom and whispered, “What’s happening?”

      “Alissa is going to marry Father Joshua,” Mom said. “Alissa is very special.” I saw her gripping Carrie too tight.

      “Oh…”

      My only consolation was that Mom and Dad seemed stunned and grieving, but at the same time, I could see them trying their best. There was no fight in their eyes, just a sense of the inevitable finally crashing down around them, as they tried their very best to accept it.

      This was affirmed when Father Joshua left. Carrie was sent back out to play. Dad said, “Alissa, I know that you are probably struggling with your marriage assignment as well. I know you didn’t expect to wed Father Joshua, but…”

      Mom and Dad glanced at each other and I would bet money they were thinking of the priestesses. I would bet everything I owned that they would never say one word about it aloud.

      “He knows what is best,” Mom said. “It is not our place to question any of this, only to rejoice in this blessing that our daughter will have the highest place of any witch in the Order.”

      I knew I should try to accept it too. I would be very safe with him, and I was sure my parents would have a larger house for their growing family. There was an unoccupied Victorian mansion next door to Father Joshua’s house with a big wraparound porch and two bay windows. Carrie would die of joy.

      I should be happy about all that, but I still couldn’t seem to make myself accept what had happened.

      “I—I don’t want him to touch me.”

      Mom bit her lip and then said, “You will learn to love him before long. He is the most powerful man in the Order. When the earth is cleansed, he will be the leader of those of us who are left. You might not be used to the idea, but there is no better place to be than at his side.”

      Dad looked like he was clinging to Mom’s words, praying for them to be true. “She’s right,” he said softly. “This is an honor. We can’t look at it as anything else. You have always been special and Father Joshua chose you. I’m sure he will take good care of you.”

      “And we’ll be right here,” Mom said.

      I knew they wouldn’t say anything different. I knew they wouldn’t suggest I escape or fight this.

      And yet…

      My hands balled into fists, nails digging into my palms as the wand fell from my hand onto the floor. I started crying again. I felt so helpless. They would be right here, yes. But I would be gone. I would be with him, and the bedroom of his large stone mansion might as well be a fortress. In another country. On an island. Because once he married me and took me there, I would have to be a good wife of the Order and obey his commands. If I didn’t, no one would help me.

      Mom and Dad gathered me into a hug, Mom awkward with her pregnant belly, and they let me cry until I was spent. I tried to think of Carrie having a better life, in a big house. That was something I would have to cling to. Keeping my little sister and the baby safe when the end of the world came.

      I’m the sacrifice.
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      Alissa

      

      My friends were shocked. I think everyone assumed that Father Joshua would never marry anyone, that he was just going to be the same forever, a pillar standing alone at the altar.

      With the priestesses.

      Some of the priestesses were giving me weird looks now. One of them, Winona, was clearly his favorite, and she looked jealous, but the others seemed somber around me. Not that we crossed paths very often, but it was such a small village that you saw people around at the shops or just walking from place to place.

      Their faces—the mixture of pity and trepidation, as if they had some warning trembling on their lips—

      I tried so hard to pretend I didn’t see it. To tell myself it was only my imagination.

      Again and again, I saw that expression in the young women who passed me, until it haunted me.

      The wedding preparations began immediately after the declaration. Marriages within the Order happened quickly, and I was grateful for the upcoming visit of Councilwoman Garcia because it bought me some time. Mom was adding more lace and beadwork to my wedding gown and trousseau, now that she knew I was destined for Father Joshua himself.

      The rest of the town was cleaning up and in some cases, making more curious changes. Carrie came home from school one day as I was hanging laundry on the line and said, “Teacher made us take down all the poster of rules for girls today and put up new posters.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We had to take down the rules for girls and the poster about the cleansing and we put up a map of America instead. America is so big!”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah! Teacher said there was fifty states. What state are we in?”

      “We’re in Pennsylvania,” I said. “Do you remember the Ramona book I read to you?”

      “Yeah!” She glowed. “I loved that book!”

      “Ramona Quimby lives in Oregon and it’s across the whole country.” I pinned up a sheet with clothes pins. In school, they didn’t teach us much of anything about the rest of the country. Mom said they used to, before Father Joshua was in charge, but he figured we didn’t need to know anything about the corrupt human world. We learned from the books we passed around quietly.

      “And Lucy lives in England,” I said. “That’s another country.”

      “I thought Lucy lived in Narnia.”

      “Yes, but do you remember how the book started? Before she went through the wardrobe?”

      “Oh yeaaah.”

      “I’ll read it to you again tonight.”

      The last time the council checked on us, they sent a warlock and I was still in school. I didn’t remember anyone taking down the posters in the classroom. The ‘Rules for Girls’ was a list of things we witches had to remember, like to keep our heads covered, to lower our eyes in the presence of any man, to obey our fathers and husbands and most especially Father Joshua, to keep our hands busy, stay within the fence that surrounded the town, abstain from drinking and smoking, and things like that.

      Teacher took the poster down?

      This was the first hint I had that Councilwoman Garcia was different from our usual visitors.

      “Ethereals…we ask you to please protect us from Councilwoman Garcia and the wicked path she walks,” Father Joshua said at the next meeting. “Blessed spirits, we ask that you forgive us for speaking words we do not believe during her visit. We pray that you will grace Miss Garcia with your blessings and open her eyes to the truth. We know Miss Garcia does not live the life of a good woman…”

      This was when I learned that Councilwoman Garcia was married but had no children by choice, that she traveled the world and often without her husband, and I got some hint that she believed other women should be allowed to do the same. So we were all going to have to pretend a little bit while she was here, that women didn’t have to obey men, because Miss Garcia—he stopped referring to her as ‘Councilwoman’ as he went off on a tirade—had the power to destroy the Order.

      She does?

      I tried to imagine what this wicked person would look like. In school they showed us some pictures of witches from mundane stories, to show us that mundanes thought we were evil. I imagined Councilwoman Garcia might look like Maleficent, with a horned crown and a gnarled wand with a raven familiar, ominous cloaks swirling around her.

      I felt a little faint as he was speaking, as his eyes bulged and he yelled so that his voice grew ragged, and he spoke of how wicked she was and how she looked like a whore.

      What does a whore look like?
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      Alissa

      

      “Come to the temple house tonight. I’m going to give you a lesson in using your wand,” Father Joshua said to me after it was over.

      “Tonight…?”

      He put a finger under my chin and forced my eyes up to look at him. “Yes, tonight,” he said. “Just after the sun sets.”

      

      We had dinner beforehand, but I struggled to eat even though Mom made Swedish meatballs, which I loved but were a lot of work for her in her current state. I begged her not to but she insisted.

      “I want to do nice things for you,” she said. “Please, Alissa, let me be your mom and take care of you.”

      I had such a sense of trepidation that I kept having weird itches and little electrical nerve pains that shot down my arms and legs.

      “Lissa’s got ants in her pants,” Carrie said, laughing. She was still too young to fully grasp how scared I was, but Mom and Dad were not.

      “I’m sure it’s an honor that Father Joshua is going to give you some lessons in using your wand,” Dad said.

      “Yes…” Mom took my hooded cloak off the rack and swirled it around me. She tied it and put up the hood. “It’s cold out,” she said.

      I don’t know what she thought she was protecting me from, with a mere piece of wool and a ribbon.

      I wondered, later that night, how much they knew about what was going to happen.

      I walked to the temple and I heard some soft murmurs and music inside. My stomach dipped even more. I was afraid I might throw up. The priestesses were with him. I didn’t want to knock. I wanted to run home.

      I knew if I did, Mom and Dad would force me back out. They wouldn’t let me defy him. And Mom was now only three weeks away from her due date. I didn’t want to upset her.

      I rapped gently on the door.

      Father Joshua opened it and immediately grabbed my shoulder and pulled me in. “There you are, Alissa. You’re late.”

      “Forgive me, sir…”

      “Mm, I do like that soft little voice of yours,” he said.

      The room was dim and saturated with a thick scent of incense. One of the priestesses was holding a guitar but she had stopped playing. All of the priestesses were clad only in their undergarments, which covered their arms to the elbows and their legs to the knees, but were very silky and sheer so I could see the dark spots of their nipples. I flushed, horrified that I had even looked at them long enough to observe such a thing.

      “You brought your wand,” he said. “Good.” He lifted his own wand and tapped it to mine. I felt a tiny shudder from the connection spell he had placed on the wands.

      How dare you, I thought, and my thoughts hardly felt like my own. This wand is centuries old. It is seasoned and powerful. Your wand is a joke.

      My wand didn’t want to be connected to his anymore than I wanted to be connected to mine, but I didn’t want to get caught thinking wicked thoughts.

      Father Joshua glanced at one of the priestesses and she rose and took off his jacket, folding it and placing it on the altar. Then he started unbuttoning his shirt. At this cue, the priestesses all pulled their undergarments off their heads. Not a single one of them had anything on underneath.

      My itchiness and my pounding heart exploded into pure panic.

      “This must be a mistake. I shouldn’t be here!” I said.

      “Of course it is not a mistake,” Father Joshua said. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I won’t touch you until we’re married. This ritual is what allows me to connect to the Ethereal spirits. Alissa, are you afraid of seeing your leader contact the spirits?”

      “This can’t be right,” I said.

      None of the priestesses would meet my eyes. Their movements were mechanical. I could tell they had done this countless times. Now I knew why their souls were so broken. They were rubbing massage oils between their palms and helping to ease his clothes off, exposing all of him, rubbing his skinny arms and legs. I had only seen the male organ on small boys before, but his was a stiff ugly thing surrounded by a dark nest of hair, and one the priestesses stroked it as he groaned.

      He was watching me like my unease gave him greater pleasure.

      Now, my stomach turned decisively and I leaned against the wall, vomiting the dinner.

      He chuckled. “Soon, you will think nothing of this. It will be your pleasure to help your leader connect to the blessed spirits. Ethereals love the pleasures of the flesh and if it were not for you girls, I could not do my job half so well. Aren’t you honored? Assure my little wife, girls. She is truly special.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “That’s right.”

      Winona walked up to me and pulled me to my feet, her hand rough around my arm. “Give your leader your respect, Alissa,” she said.

      “Winona…be gentle,” he said, before letting out a groan as the priestesses rubbed and caressed him all over.

      I refused to look at him. I kept my eyes down. Winona tried to tear my cloak off of me. I gripped the ribbon that tied it at my neck as tight as I could.

      “It’s all right, Winona, there is a time for that later,” he said. “Sister Alissa can keep covered. She is not promised to me yet. Sweetheart, I want you to take your wand and press it to my skin.”

      My eyes were filled with furious tears. I still wanted to run from the room but I knew they would stop me, and I was scared for what would happen after that. But there was no way in hell I could accept what was happening.

      “Alissa, do what he says,” said one of the priestesses—Della, the youngest one—with a note of panic to echo my own in her voice.

      I tapped the tip of my wand against his shin. That seemed like the most impersonal place I could touch him.

      “You’ll like this order,” he said. “Close your eyes.”

      I did, gladly.

      “Concentrate on your wand and absorb the power I am feeling.”

      The last thing I wanted to do was absorb anything from him. I could already feel something resonating from my wand into me, and it was making me tingle with some sort of dark pleasure, but at the same time—it was evil. It was disgusting. I could feel that he enjoyed controlling all of us and the fear we felt, and that this was what fueled him even more than the physical touch. I could feel that soon he was going to reach some kind of satisfaction and it would all be because we were afraid.

      I yanked my wand back.

      He was polluting my magic with something that wasn’t right. I knew it instinctively.

      “You’re Sinistral,” I said. “The spirits you’re talking to aren’t Ethereal at all. They’re demons.”

      He laughed, a laugh that started low and soon rose into almost a screech of glee as the priestesses were rubbing him down, stroking his organ and then he forced her head down to put her mouth on him. At the same time, Winona blocked the door. I was trapped here, forced to witness this. The moments seemed eternal. I tried not to look at anyone, but the room was so small that it was hard to pretend this wasn’t happening. Hi grunts and groans filled my ears.

      He reached some kind of satisfaction and then he immediately shoved the other girl away and stood up to come at me. He grabbed my chin. I was still in tears of anger, speechless. I could feel my wand burning in my hand.

      How do I use it? How? Please—please—

      I felt like I was so close to some sort of knowledge but I couldn’t get to it and I was helpless.

      He smiled at me, and then he struck me with a backhand so hard that he knocked me against the wall.

      “I am the highest of Ethereal warlocks,” he said. “I am the only man who knows how to lead all of you to safety when the dark times come. The Ethereals have granted you all an honor to be here with me now. What you say is a crime of the highest sort, Sister Alissa. Do you realize that?”

      My face was burning from the strike, which was so hard I felt like he had knocked my jaw out of place.

      “Do you realize that? Remember that you have a family whom I think you love and would want to be safe when the end comes.”

      “Y—yes, sir…”

      “Are you sorry for what you said?”

      My gods, but I did not want to say I was sorry. Every fiber in my being bristled with resistance, and I forced myself to think of Mom and the baby and Carrie, to make myself speak so I could protect them.

      I’m going to have to go through all of this to keep Carrie safe… Maybe if I obey him, he will be good to all of them.

      “Yes…I am sorry,” I choked out.

      “Good girl. You will not speak of anything that happened here tonight to anyone, and if I ever find out you have, you will be punished thoroughly. But if you obey me and are a good girl, I will make sure you have all the blessings of the spirits.” He pointed at the ground. “Stay put and I will get dressed and walk you home.”

      The priestesses helped him back into his clothes and then he opened the door, his hand on my back. He shut all the priestesses up in the altar house. I was silent, forced to walk at his side.

      “I am very pleased with Alissa’s first session,” he told my parents. “She has a lot to learn but I have faith that she will learn, and I could not be more pleased that the spirits have blessed me with her as a wife. You should be very proud of her.”

      “We are,” Mom said softly, her hand on her pregnant belly.

      I knew what I had felt when I touched him, and it wasn’t Ethereal at all. It was pure evil.
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      A few days later, Mom sent me to the store for groceries. She was on bedrest now and I was managing everything for her; making all the meals, getting Carrie sent off to school, and keeping the house sparkling clean. We didn’t have cars in the village, outside of the one ‘official’ car that belonged to Father Joshua, so many women took a wheeled cart to the market. I was dragging the big wheels over the cobblestone paths. I took a long way around just to avoid passing Father Joshua’s house because he lived right next to the market.

      When I’m pregnant, I bet he will demand that I walk to the market because it’s so close, I thought. I already sensed that he relished cruelty. It was like something I had always known deep down but tried to hide deep inside was now bubbling up and haunting my thoughts. Something in my gut was screaming and it never went silent.

      At least I won’t have to walk far, I told myself.

      I walked into the door of my house with two brown paper sacks on my hips, and Father Joshua was sitting in our living room.

      Waiting for me.

      I almost dropped the groceries, to find him here. In my home. Just…sitting there. One of his arms was spread across the back of the couch. Dad would still be working. Carrie would be getting home from school in another hour.

      “Is my mom okay!?”

      “She’s in bed,” he said. “Where she should be. But you and I have a little business today.” He stood up. “You’ll be moving in with me soon, but the rules for what I allow in my home are very strict. I am the father of all of you.” His finger found a stray hair that had escaped my head covering, and he tucked it behind my ear. “Everything in my home must be completely pure. So I’m going to look at your things, and tell you what you can bring with you.”

      Every day since the revelation that I must marry him, things got worse and worse.

      I bowed my head. It was all I could do. I was struggling not to scream.

      I had books in there…

      How hard would he search?

      Oh gods, please. Please don’t let him search too hard.

      He walked up the stairs, like it was his own house. Mom was in bed down at one end of the hall, and my room was at the other. I glanced furtively toward Mom’s bed, but she might even be sleeping. She only had the strength to take care of herself right now. I didn’t want her to be bleeding on the floor ever again.

      Father Joshua walked into the room where I had spent my entire life. My sacred space. All mine.

      “Your own room,” he said. “Aren’t you a lucky one? Your mother didn’t have so many children, did she?”

      “No,” I said. She was bleeding on the floor. And she had to go to you and ask to be forgiven.

      “You are much fuller of hip, so I think you will bear me many good healthy children,” he said. “As long as you keep your thoughts pure and healthy, of course. That is the main thing all women must guard against. Those tainted thoughts you are prone to having. Men don’t really understand…do we? No. Men are very simple in comparison. I’ve never met half so many men who struggle with their duties the way women do.” As he went on and on, he was opening my drawers, rifling freely through my clothes and trinkets, looking at them all. Photos. Handkerchiefs. My underwear. He took a pair of them and balled them in his hand, sticking them in his pocket, with a brief glance at me as if daring me to say something about it. All the while, still talking as if nothing had happened. “This is why nearly every human religion acknowledges that women have to be managed. The ones that did not—well—this is why we used to have trouble with witches being burned and drowned. You will settle into your rightful place, Alissa, as long as you don’t fight your fate.”

      He threw open a drawer and found the children’s books.

      “Those are just little children’s stories,” I said hastily. “I read them to Carrie. They’re very wholesome and old-fashioned.”

      “They’re not on the list,” he said.

      “No, I know, but they can’t possibly do any harm.”

      “Alissa,” he said, with deliberate, searing patience. “Why do you think the Ethereal spirits have given us a list of books to read?”

      I shook my head.

      “Answer me,” he said.

      “Because…those are the books that tell us the things we need to know and the lessons we need to learn…”

      “Why do you think these books are not on the list?”

      “They can’t possibly know these books even exist! They don’t know about every book ever written, do they?” I couldn’t help arguing back. “There are new books published every day and nothing has been added to the list since you became the leader!”

      “Everything you need to know is in those books,” he said. “There is no need to add more to the list. If a new book comes along, they will tell me about it when I commune with them.”

      His eyes dared me to protest any more. It will not end well for you if you do.

      I understood, remaining still.

      Every day, every moment with him would be like this. I understood that too. It would be a clash of wills, and he would never have to give in because he was our leader and all the power was in his hands. Would I ever give in?

      Could I fight against it my whole life?

      But what other choice was there?

      I thought about what submitting meant, and now in my mind, it had something to do with what I had seen the priestesses do, and my stomach twisted, threatening that I might vomit again.

      He was gathering all the books into his arms now.

      “Please—Carrie loves them so much when I read them to her!” I said. “It’s just something for us to do together as sisters! There’s no harm in it.”

      “We’re going to burn them tonight,” he said. “Are there any more?”

      “No.”

      “These are all books for little children. You’re telling me you don’t have any more? As you got older?”

      “No, sir,” I breathed.

      He threw all the books back in my drawer and wrenched it out of the chest.

      Then he started tearing my room apart.

      He knew I was lying. I was too nervous to lie convincingly, and no wonder. I had always been a good girl, and I loved my family. I never wanted to lie to Mom and Dad. Occasionally they made me do something I didn’t enjoy but they always explained to me patiently why it had to be done, and I had trusted them. I thought no one would ever hurt me.

      He lifted my mattress, tore my pillows and covers off the bed, went through my closet, and then—then he lifted the rag rug.

      Immediately, he saw the floorboard that lifted up just a tiny bit from the others.

      I was going to be sick. Oh, spirits. Please. Please let him spare me.

      But so far, none of my prayers to the gods were turning out very well.

      I heard the door open downstairs. “Mom? Lissa?” Carrie called from downstairs in her cheerful little voice just as Father Joshua pried up the floorboard and saw books crammed in every available inch of space between the century-old planks.

      “Don’t upset her,” I whispered. “Please just don’t scare Carrie.”

      He picked up A Discovery of Witches.

      I knew books like this were the most forbidden of all. Books about witches and the magical realms that were written by ordinary humans who thought they knew something. They were full of evil, corrupted ideas. Fantasies—I heard Father Joshua railing in a sermon—fantasies about laying with dark beasts, with vampires and werewolves—

      He looked at me and laughed this very small, sharp laugh like he had satisfied an itch. Then he took the book and struck me hard across the face with it, throwing me toward the closet.

      He threw all the books into the drawer, picked it up, and left.

      I heard Carrie downstairs, her voice getting a little smaller. “Um—Father Joshua—where’s my mom?”

      “She’s resting upstairs, dear.”

      “Are you taking Lissa’s books?”

      “Alissa was not supposed to have these books,” he said. “She understands now.”

      “I—I love this one.”

      “I will send you a new book that is okay for little girls to read,” he said.

      I heard the door shut. Carrie was quiet downstairs. I wondered if she was scared of him and trying not to cry. He had taken everything, every ragged old paperback that someone had quietly passed our way as I and then Carrie were growing up, Ramona and Narnia and Redwall and Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler. All of them were mended with yellowed tape, the covers creased, most of them having come from the time before Father Joshua’s tenure as our leader. I had memories of snuggling next to her in bed, sharing the excitement of cracking the worn covers open to escape to the worlds inside.

      I vomited on my rug. I had never been prone to vomiting, but I was now. I wondered if there was some way he had already gotten me pregnant already. I didn’t think you could get pregnant without kissing at least, but what did I know? Maybe a man as powerful as Father Joshua had some way of making it happen.

      Suddenly I heard Carrie run up the stairs and I wanted to stop her from coming in but I felt so sick and like any little girl she was fast.

      “Lissa? Are you okay?”

      “I’m sorry, Carrie. I tried to stop him from taking the books away, but I had to obey.”

      Carrie looked at the vomit warily, but then she ran to me and threw her arms around me. “I don’t think Joan of Arc would let that happen,” she said after a moment, her voice turning stubborn and angry.

      “No. She wouldn’t. But—“ I swallowed. “The Ethereal spirits talked to Joan of Arc. That’s why she did those things. Don’t get yourself in trouble, okay? I’m all right. I’ve just had a lot on my mind. Why don’t you check on Mom and I’ll clean this grossness up.” I tried to lighten the mood.

      “Yeah…” Carrie still had her stubborn face. She paused at the door. “I liked the Ethereal spirits who talked to Joan of Arc a lot more than the ones who talk to Father Joshua.”

      “Me too,” I whispered. “But don’t tell anyone. I mean that.”

      “I understand,” she said, and I felt like I was watching a tiny bit of my little sister’s childhood dying too soon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Alissa

      

      Before I knew it, the weeks had gone by and Father Joshua had taken control of my entire life. He had not touched me yet, but he summoned me often for my supposed “wand training”. He never taught me how to cast a single spell. Instead, he made me watch the priestesses ‘tend’ to him with their hands and mouths. He seemed to grow more comfortable every day with speaking explicitly to me, telling me that I would be his wife, and the only woman to bear his children. He told me he would also freely bring the priestesses in as often as he liked.

      “You won’t complain, will you, Alissa?” he asked.

      “No,” I said, which was true. It was painful and embarrassing to watch the priestesses serve him, but at least I wasn’t alone with him. But then, he would make me have a child with him, and my skin burned when I wondered if he would make the priestesses watch.

      I can’t do this. I can’t do any of this. I want to die.

      But if I killed myself, he would hurt my whole family…

      We all had to do whatever he demanded.

      In fact, he made it clear that if he wanted, he could do whatever he liked to me here and now, but he wanted me to pray for humility and obedience and learn to be a dutiful wife.

      “You never talk to your family about what happens here, do you?” he asked me one day when it was over.

      “No, sir, but would it matter if I did?”

      “No. I am doing the will of the spirits,” he said. “Nevertheless…a loose tongue on a woman is a sin. You know that, I trust?”

      “Yes, sir. I learned in school.”

      In truth, I didn’t tell my parents because I was ashamed. I didn’t want to cause them any more pain. When I saw their faces, I thought they already knew, but they were trying to lie to themselves. They kept telling me that it was an honor, and I saw them trying to convince each other.

      I hated how afraid I was of him. How much I shrunk away in his presence. If there was any hope of escape or fighting back, I would have done it.

      But there was none.

      Each day I prayed, not for humility and obedience, but for the strength to endure the situation that I knew was about to escalate. Once I married him, all the walls between us would dissolve and I would be his prisoner. All night, I would be trapped in a room with him and no one would help me.

      Oh, how I prayed.

      It didn’t seem to do any good. Not only did I not feel obedient or strong, I just felt more furious and trapped. I lost so much weight that I had to take in the wedding dress. The vomiting subsided a little, as my body seemed to grow too weary to fight, or at least that was how it felt. I was losing strength and I hated it.

      Everything I owned and loved was either burned or moved into his house, so I had nothing left but my bed, candles, and a book on how to be a good wife that was written by Father Joshua himself. I didn’t even open it.

      I started having dreams.

      In these dreams, I was holding my wand with a sense of great confidence. I wasn’t afraid anymore. I could stand up to him, because I had just as much power as he did. I knew how to cast magic like the witches of the council, or the other wicked girls who went to witch universities, the ones who would be lost in the end times. I felt an amazing sense of freedom that made me feel like even if the world ended, oh, I would die free and there would be no regret in it, at least not when I thought of Father Joshua.

      But there was also a sense in the dream that I was not alone. There were others protecting me. Giving me strength. It didn’t feel like Mom and Dad. As much as I loved them, I didn’t trust them to protect me against Father Joshua. This was something else.

      Whenever I had these dreams, I would wake feeling a tiny bit of hope, and then the day would slam into my gut and I would remember that I might have to watch a priestess, another young woman with dead eyes, reflect my own future back at me. No one was protecting me, and my wand was tied to Father Joshua, so if I ever used it, he would know.

      Soon it was the eve of Councilwoman Garcia’s visit, the days before the wedding shaving away. Mom got out of bed to join in our dinner.

      “I’m fine,” she said. “I want to see Alissa. We have so few days left before the wedding and the new baby.”

      Mom was trying her best to remain cheerful. I tried my best to remain cheerful too. Neither of us wanted to scare Carrie.

      But I knew my little sister hadn’t forgotten Father Joshua taking her books away. She’d been sulking lately, clutching her Joan of Arc doll, which now was not just for a game between us before dinner, but accompanied her everywhere. She was holding her now, tucked under her arm as she picked at the spaghetti.

      I saw her eyes dart between us nervously and then she said, like she was trying to act grown up, “Um—excuse me, Dad. Mom. I have to make an important announcement.”

      “Oh?” Mom smiled. “And what is that?”

      “I saw an angel today at school. I think it was an Ethereal angel. It was all white and flowy. And it told me that…um…Alissa can’t marry Father Joshua.” She rushed out the last part, knowing this wasn’t likely to go over convincingly, but she pressed on when no one said anything right away. “The angel says that you need Lissa to help with the baby, so she can’t marry him. And I think this was a very important angel. They were wearing a crown and a flowing dress and—” She was desperately trying to think of more ways to describe an authoritative spirit.

      “Oh, Carrie…you have a great imagination,” Dad said. “But it sounds awfully convenient. I know you don’t want Alissa to go away…but she’ll be right here in the village still and you can—”

      “It’s not that!” Carrie’s face turned red with emotion. “I don’t like Father Joshua!”

      “Carrie!”

      “I know I’m supposed to but when he came and took the books away he was—he was being wicked!”

      “Carrie!” Mom covered her mouth.

      Dad stood with grim reluctance. “Carrie, I’m very sorry you’re upset about Alissa but you know that you can’t ever say such a thing. Come here right now.”

      “Are you going to spank me?” Carrie yelled, defiant.

      “You know I have to. I don’t want to do it but I’m your father and you haven’t given me any choice about it. Come now or I’ll have to send you to bed without dinner as well.”

      Carrie started sniffing but she stood up and bravely walked over to Dad. Dad almost looked nervous like he was being watched. As far as I know we weren’t monitored in our homes by Father Joshua or the other elders but it made me wonder if he’d received a talking-to lately about my disobedient attitude. He gave Carrie ten whacks that I knew must have really hurt a little. Her brave face melted into sobs.

      When it was over, he looked sick. “There are much worse things that could happen to this family, Carrie, and I need you all to understand that!”

      There was a pounding on the door. Mom went pale. I’m sure I didn’t look any better. Dad shoved his chair back and answered.

      A moment later, he showed Father Joshua in.

      “Stop crying,” Mom hissed at Carrie, panicked.

      “I’m sorry, I’m interrupting your dinner,” Father Joshua said. “Spaghetti is one of my favorites. It smells amazing. Should I refer to it as spaghetti, or ragu? I’m not sure of the difference. Maybe Alissa will make it for me before long.” He gave me a smile that didn’t hint at all of the sinister person he became when it was just me and the priestesses, but whenever I saw him now I thought of him naked, his pale limbs spread out, reaching out a hand to grip the head of the nearest priestess and pushing her toward the rigid appendage between his legs…

      “I need to excuse myself,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

      I rushed to the bathroom and threw up the spaghetti, the tomato sauce burning all the way back up until my eyes watered. But worse was the now-familiar scrambling in my mind, wondering why he was here.

      I heard his voice, still friendly as he talked to Mom and Dad. Every minute I needed to recover seemed to take years. I didn’t want to anger him or frighten Carrie too much.

      I hurried back and now he was sitting down in one of the two spare chairs, Mom waddling toward him with a plate. She shouldn’t be on her feet but Dad certainly could not be seen serving another man in his wife’s presence. Women were the keepers of the kitchen.

      “You are too kind!” Father Joshua said. “I couldn’t ask for better in-laws. And that’s why I wanted to bring you a very special gift.” He took a small box out of his coat and slid it to Dad. “Take a gander at that. What do you think that is?”

      Dad opened the box and it held bullets, but they were made from a strange and beautiful red gem, like glittering blood.

      “A weapon,” he breathed. “For killing…what?”

      I saw Mom’s hand twisting her napkin, bunching it, betraying fear.

      “Everything,” Father Joshua said. “We’ve found a way to capture the purification spell in a bullet.”

      “How?” Dad demanded.

      “It’s too complicated to explain, but just know that these bullets can de-power and kill werewolves, vampires, incubi and demons. From a distance. No more stakes and arcane rituals…no more guessing what you’re dealing with. Load your gun up with these and you can always protect your family. They are limited so use them selectively. Maybe I can get rid of a few particular nuisances. And I can’t wait to show off this method to the council. They’ll pay dearly for every bullet.” He looked at me. “I’ll keep you in style, sweetheart.”

      “Th-thank you,” Dad said. “This is an honor.”

      “You’re welcome.” Father Joshua looked pleased with himself as he ate a small plate of spaghetti. Carrie was hastily swiping tears from her eyes. I couldn’t eat a bite and my parents were struggling to choke down food as well, but I didn’t know quite why the bullets had cast such a pall. It was a good thing that Dad could protect my family from demons…wasn’t it?

      Or does it matter at all?

      Father Joshua wiped his chin with the napkin. “Delicious,” he said. “Thank you for those excellent victuals, Mrs. Johns. I look forward to seeing you tomorrow, sweetheart, to represent our community to that woman. She’ll be impressed by our weaponry, at least I can say that.”

      The demon is already among us.
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      Alissa

      

      Councilwoman Garcia didn’t look like Maleficent.

      I had never seen anyone like her before, but I thought she could be a character in one of the books Father Joshua took away.

      Usually, the council sent warlocks here, not witches, and if we did receive women, they were old-fashioned crones out of a storybook, with frizzy gray hair and gnarled hands that matched the wood of their wands.

      I was lined up with the other chosen members of the order to greet her with a basket of fruit and honey from our village in my hands. I wore my hair uncovered outside of our house for the first time I could remember. I wasn’t supposed to say anything unless she asked me a question, but then I was supposed to use a bright, cheerful voice. I could feel Father Joshua breathing down my neck, standing just behind me.

      This wasn’t really anything like being in a play. I was too terrified.

      “Good morning, Councilwoman,” he said, bowing to her before shaking her hand. “Welcome, we certainly are flattered to be receiving you. I’ve heard you’re the bright young star of the witches’ council.”

      “I wouldn’t say that.” She was sharp, no-nonsense, with her black hair in a short bob and lipstick. She was wearing a pencil skirt and a short cape, and a silver ring that looked like a spider. Her wand was holstered at her hip, the tip jutting out in a way that seemed defiant and almost flirtatious, and I felt dowdy and childish in the black dress that fell past my knees and my hair in long braids. I was allowed to carry my wand, but I had to keep it in a leather satchel fastened around my waist.

      She shook all of our hands, flashing a smile that was lovely but had some hardness behind it. “Paola Garcia, nice to meet you…just Paola, please…thank you for this…” She took the fruit basket from me and handed it off to another woman who had been driving her car. I was already stunned to see women driving cars. Was she a normal human? No, she also had a wand. Human or witch, either would have seemed equally astonishing. I had always heard that cars made witches so sick that they couldn’t even get inside of one for more than a few minutes or their magic would be tainted and weakened, and they may even lose their ability to bear healthy children. Only men were strong enough to endure a car ride.

      “Let’s get down to business. Please, show me around, Mr. Kellen.”

      Father Joshua looked slightly annoyed that he was not addressed as ‘Father’. “The women of the community have prepared a breakfast for—“

      She cut him off. “I told you in my message, no meals. I am here strictly for business. Can you show me to the schools?”

      “Ah—yes, of course.” He added, “After that, I have something to show you that I believe the councils will be particularly interested in.”

      “All right, well, we’ll get to that later,” she said dismissively.

      Father Joshua definitely seemed annoyed with her and the fact that she wasn’t in awe of him. I had never seen anyone treat him like this before, ever, even though members of the council came here every year.

      It seemed to make him a little smaller, a little more like someone I could defy.

      Maybe she was the answer to my prayers. Could it be?

      She toured the grounds, commenting that everything seemed “clean” and when we went to the school she noted that the children seemed “well behaved”. She took notes on a pad. She seemed almost sarcastic, like it was a bad thing for children to behave.

      I liked her. I didn’t even know her, but I had never seen sharp confidence in a woman before. She wasn’t afraid of Father Joshua; in fact, she seemed to actively disdain him and there was nothing he could do about it.

      “I’ll look at the market and the healer’s next,” she said, before glancing us over. “It shouldn’t take me long. And then I’d like to speak to some residents, alone.”

      What if I told her the truth?

      Would she take my side?

      In my gut, I thought she might. She could tell me I didn’t have to marry him. How would that feel?

      It was only a dream.

      “Of course,” Father Joshua said. “And then we can discuss our arrangements.”

      I had heard him complain before that our community was singled out by the council for inspection. When I was a kid I didn’t remember council members coming here and poking around, but there must have been an incident. I wondered what the ‘arrangements’ were. It surely had something to do with the deal made a few years ago when Father Joshua sold his ‘purifying’ spell to the council and used it to fund the publication of his books, enhancement to his house and to the community library and temple.

      He must be talking about those crystal bullets.

      Father Joshua seemed to have magic that no witch or warlock in the whole world had figured out. He said that was because the Ethereals told him what to do, and maybe it was true. Paola made a reluctant nod.

      Or will she take his side? Because she needs the magic?

      I could feel my chance slipping away, my resolve weakening as quickly as it appeared.

      She was a little disapproving of the healer’s building, noting a lack of equipment and herbs that she said were needed for women’s health.

      “Do the women here receive screening for cervical cancer?” she asked Father Joshua sharply.

      “Yes, of course.”

      “I see no evidence of it. I know you don’t send them out to human medical facilities.” She wrote something down. “I am really disappointed in my colleagues for not noting this before, but it ends now.”

      Father Joshua shot a look to an older woman chosen for the welcome committee, and she piped up, “Councilwoman, of course we get cancer screenings! You can check the records! No woman here has ever died of cancer.”

      “I don’t trust your records,” Paola retorted.

      “It’s all right, Gerta,” Father Joshua said, benevolent now. “I will not risk any of my flock getting sick. Please, tell me the requirements the council feels are necessary, and I will do my best to accommodate them.”

      All of this could be a lie, I thought. I had never been so close to him before. But he probably had his own reasons for not following council rules. I still struggled, despite my personal fear of him, over whether he was still the true prophet.

      Now, it was time for us to speak to Paola alone. Father Joshua tried to show her to the community center but she requested a room in the library, and he saved me for last. I had to sit outside the room for two hours while the others spoke to her, one by one. Father Joshua sat with us. The others read books while they waited. I was too nervous.

      She must know that he tells us what to say, I thought. What is she looking for?

      The door opened. “Alissa,” Father Joshua prompted me, but I was the only one left, anyway.

      “Hi, Alissa, have a seat.” As I walked in, Paola smiled at me now, the way I might smile at an injured bird on the sidewalk. “I’m just going to ask you a few questions about life here.”

      “S—sure. Go right ahead.”

      “He can’t hear you,” she said. “I cast a silence spell on the room. That’s why I didn’t want to meet at the community center. He put his wards up there.”

      I was sweating all over. What if I told her? But what if she was a spy, working for him? The council benefited from the purification spell. I knew they had paid over a million dollars for access to his secrets. So she could be on his side, all along.

      If I told the truth and she told him, what would happen to my parents and Carrie?

      “Alissa, you are sworn in marriage to that man, yes?” she asked.

      “Yes. Yes, Father Joshua.”

      “He’s much older than you.”

      “He…he is very respected. It’s an honor.” The words came out, a script I had gotten a lot of practice in by now.

      “Are you happy about the marriage?” Her eyes were large, dark penetrating orbs that begged to suck secrets from my soul.

      “Yes, madame.”

      “You are?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you know how a man and a woman produce a child?”

      I froze, scrambling for an answer, and she said, “You do not.”

      “I know it has something to do with…being close and having pure thoughts.”

      “Thoughts have nothing to do with it,” she said.

      “They must!” I was surprised.

      “No. You can have a child with a man you hate. He can force himself on you.”

      “But what if I think too many wicked thoughts during the pregnancy?”

      “That won’t matter at all.”

      “It will make your child ugly and wicked.”

      She tapped her pen hard on the paper and met my eyes. “It will not, Alissa. I swear to you that. I suppose this is what he told you?”

      I bit my tongue, realizing I had done something wrong. I had made her suspicious of Father Joshua. Maybe it was already too late. I fidgeted, trying to force the words out.

      “Madame, I—I—can I ask you something?”

      She tried to look more gentle for me, but there was still a harsh fury burning under the surface that made me nervous. “Yes. Please do.”

      “When a man has multiple women…touch him…” I didn’t know how to even ask. Father Joshua always said that the priestesses were sacred and their duty was to touch him and suck on him and do what he liked. “It’s right for a holy man to…”

      She reached for my hand. “Alissa, what are you referring to?”

      “The…priestesses.” I felt dizzy.

      “What does Father Joshua do with the priestesses?”

      “He…they…touch him…”

      “Where?”

      “Everywhere.”

      “Is he clothed or naked?”

      I started to cry. I was reliving it again, the fear in all of them and in me, the way he controlled us, the helpless feeling that robbed me of my appetite and happiness all the time, not just when I was with him.

      “Alissa…it’s okay,” she said.

      The door burst open and I nearly jumped out of my skin. Paola let go of my hand. Father Joshua was there, as I expected, but worse—Carrie was there in tears.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Mom is…having the baby…I think? She’s bleeding a lot.”

      “Is the midwife there?”

      “Dad went to get her.”

      “You left her alone?”

      “She told me to hurry and get you.”

      “Go, Alissa,” Father Joshua said. He was holding another small box like the one he gave my dad. Another box of bullets. He had a little gleam of triumph in his eye and I understood that he would give them to Councilwoman Garcia in exchange for her silence. “I’ll speak to our guest now.”

      For the first time, I saw a small crack in Councilwoman Garcia’s confidence. He wouldn’t hurt her, would he?

      No, I understood. This would merely be bribery. But what about my mom?

      Carrie held my hand, pulling me along, tearfully explaining. “I just got home from school. Dad gave me crackers and cheese and then we heard a cry. She sounded like she was in pain. I didn’t even know it was Mom at first. Mom never cries like that. And there was a thud and—Dad ran up the stairs. She tried to get out of bed and she fell and there was blood all over her dress and I’m so scared…”

      “It’ll be okay,” I said. “She had a miscarriage before, when you were little. But this baby is almost ready to be born, so the midwife can fix it and we’ll have a new little sister or brother.”

      I couldn’t shake the feeling—

      I mean, the timing of it…

      Did Father Joshua curse my mom? Poison her?

      She had a history of difficult pregnancy now, so no one would ever believe that. Not that they would anyway. Father Joshua was Father Joshua. Beyond reproach.

      If Mom loses the baby, he can tell me it was my fault. I was thinking too many wicked thoughts. And even if we both know it was really his fault, that won’t matter.

      He’s punishing me.

      This is a message.

      He knew I said something to Paola.

      Carrie threw open the front door. “Daddy?” she called out. It seemed he wasn’t home yet. “Mom’s upstairs in the bathtub, or she was anyway…” She panted out the words, breathless from running with me as fast as her little legs would carry her. “Mom?”

      We rushed upstairs and Mom looked barely conscious, red blood soaking her dress. “Thank the gods…,” she said weakly. “Alissa, hurry…come here… Carrie…go down and wait for daddy…”

      “O—okay.” Carrie seemed reluctant to leave Mom, and no wonder. Her skin was gray and she looked ten years older in an instant. She lifted a hand to me.

      “Mom, I have a wand…I can try and heal you. Don’t talk.”

      “No…listen to me…you need…”

      I took her hand and was shocked at how cold it was. “The midwife will be here any minute.”

      “…to run. Run.”

      “What? Where? I can’t.”

      “He’ll…kill you…you’re…special…”

      I swallowed a heavy lump in my throat. “We can talk about this when you’ve recovered.”

      She seized my hand, her eyes widening. “Go to them,” she said.

      “Go to them? Who? Mom…!”

      Her hand went limp, her head falling back against the rim of the clawfoot tub. Her legs twitched with some spasm. I could see more blood pooling in the tub under her.

      “Mom!” I screamed. “Mom!”

      Carrie ran up the stairs, panicked. “What’s happening?”

      I took out the wand I didn’t know how to use and pressed it to her forehead as she twitched a little more. “Oh, please…Ethereal spirits…send healing light to our mother…and our sibling… I give all that I have to bring her back…”

      I thought I would rather die than Mom. She still had two small children to raise, if the baby lived, and she loved Dad. All I had was a miserable marriage. I wanted to pour my life into her. I would give her everything I had.

      Mom’s hand grabbed mine and shoved me away, her last act of strength. She went limp as Dad and the midwife burst into the room. Carrie was screaming and sobbing.

      “Anna?” Dad rushed to her side and looked toward me.

      “I’m so sorry!” I threw my arms around Carrie.

      “We might be able to save the baby,” the midwife said. “Help me get her out of the bathtub. Take the children away.”

      “Save Mom!” Carrie sobbed. “I don’t want a baby sister anymore if I don’t have my mom!”

      “Carrie…come with me,” I said as numbness swept over me.

      “No…!”

      I had to pick her up and hold her like she was a toddler, carrying her heavy body downstairs, and about halfway down she stopped screaming and struggling and just clung to me.

      You need to run.

      He’ll kill you.

      Go to them.

      Mom’s final words pounded in me, louder than my heartbeat. Her dying words. Run.

      How can I leave Carrie? I couldn’t imagine leaving her now. How did Mom know I would be killed, and why did she think so?

      Who was ‘them’?

      I couldn’t go anywhere, not with so many questions, but then it seemed like she clung to life just so she could tell me these final, terrible sentences.

      I held Carrie, and Carrie held Joan of Arc, and we clung together quietly until we heard an infant squall upstairs. Carrie started crying again.

      “I feel like we traded her,” she sobbed. “We traded Mom for a baby. I don’t want the baby now. I hate the baby!”

      “It’s not their fault,” I said. “Think how terrible you would feel to grow up without Mom, with everyone telling you it was your fault.”

      “Yeah…but…it’s…it’s not fair!”

      “I know how you feel,” I said. “It really pisses me off too.”

      Carrie’s eyes widened that I swore. “Pisses me off,” she repeated, boldly. I was probably corrupting a six-year-old. I didn’t care. There was no word in the world strong enough.

      Dad came down the stairs, his steps heavy, a small bundle in his arms. He managed a smile through a face that looked like hell, as if he had also aged ten years in the space of an hour. “You girls have a sister,” he said. “Your mother came to, very briefly, one more time, to see her face. The midwife said it was a miracle, that she should have been…gone. And then…she was. No—I shouldn’t say that.” He approached us and we wriggled to the side of the sofa to make room for him. “She will never be gone. Do you want to see your sister?”

      “No,” Carrie said. “I don’t.”

      “I understand,” he said.

      He showed us anyway. The baby was awake and oddly calm, as if she realized she had been born into such terrible circumstances that she needed to make herself small and quiet. She was tiny and blue-eyed with a full head of dark hair.

      “She looks exactly like Carrie when she was born,” I said.

      “Yes, she does,” Dad said. “Carrie…do you want to name her?”

      Carrie looked at the baby with a mixture of joy, despair and apology that no small child should ever have to bear. It was far too adult an expression to sit on her bright little face. But then, I already knew that she would never look so bright again.

      “Joan,” she said firmly, not needing even a minute to think.

      Joan, I thought, was sort of an old-fashioned, boring name for a baby. “Her real name in French was Jeanne,” I said.

      “No,” Carrie said, being a typical little kid again. She knew the name Joan and wouldn’t accept anything else.

      “Joan it is,” Dad said. “Joan Johns.”

      That was an absolutely terrible name, but Carrie nodded, completely sure of herself on this one point, and Dad almost smiled, and so my littlest sister came into the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Alissa

      

      Mom’s death sent such a shock though the village and especially, through our own family, that we were immediately swarmed with other women of the community who cleaned the bathroom of blood, washed and dressed Mom’s body for burial, filled our fridge with milk from other nursing mothers in the community, made dinner, got Carrie dressed in new clothes that didn’t have streaks of blood on them, and basically did everything for us while we were in a haze of disbelief and pain. In a moment like this, I was reminded of the safety and love I had often felt in our little village as I was growing up, and how big and terrible the world outside was.

      Somewhere in the midst of all this, Councilwoman Garcia went home. Maybe she intended to report to the witches’ council and make a plan to rescue me, but if so, I would never know about it.

      Which, I’m sure, was Father Joshua’s intention.

      That night, very late, Dad came into my room after he saw an exhausted Carrie off to bed. “You’re leaving tonight,” he said.

      “What?”

      “Your mother’s very last words were ‘I told her to go. Make her go.’ And she’s right.”

      “Go where?”

      “Father Joshua told you have had other lives, yes? You have another family. From before. He said if we ever let you set one foot outside the village wards, they would find you and take you.”

      “What family?”

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      “Then, how do you know they exist?” I swallowed. “Dad…you do know something.” I could tell. He was lying to me, or at the least, giving me half-truths.

      I also loved him more than words could say. Telling me this was bringing him pain.

      “You’re my family,” I said. “I’m not leaving.”

      “He also said that after you bore his children…you would have to be sacrificed.”

      “What? Sacrificed as in killed? Why? When did he say this?”

      “He said you’re a special being and spilling your blood would save us when the end times came. He made it clear that this was something we had to do to protect the entire village. At the time we didn’t dream of questioning it, but now…look, Father Joshua has always had a very special ability to fight dark spirits. Maybe he is the savior of our world. But…I can’t watch another member of my family die. Whoever your other family is, I think they must want you back very badly. Sometimes I wonder if I…if I’ve kept you from someone who loves you as much as I love all of my girls. If all of this might be wrong.”

      “But if we don’t know who they are…! Maybe they’re no better than this! Maybe they’re even worse. Or maybe they don’t even exist.”

      He swallowed. “I think Father Joshua killed your mother. So that you would submit to him. To help the rest of us. I just can’t let you do that. You have to try another path.”

      “Are you coming with me then? With Carrie and Joan?”

      “No. I can’t. The world you come from—it’s not our world.”

      I bit my lip. “Are they…Sinistrals?”

      “Promise me you’ll go and keep safe,” he said. “And never look back. Get yourself far from here.”

      “Dad—“

      “I demand that you go.”

      “I can’t leave you!”

      “If you stay here, he will kill you while your sisters and friends and every member of this community are forced to watch,” he said. He shoved a satchel into my hands. “Go. I’m casting a cloaking spell on you that will last for twenty-four hours and there is a weak spot in the town’s warding spell right behind Jack Pulaski’s shop. Okay?”

      I had been raised to obey my father, but in that moment I felt everything inside me shift. I didn’t feel obedience. I felt a deep, strange relief that reminded me of how I felt when I saw the wand for the first time. I knew I had to go. I had no idea what awaited me in the world outside, but I suddenly thought, I would have escaped before the wedding night even if they didn’t tell me to go. They know it too. They gave me permission so I didn’t have to feel responsibility for leaving my family.

      I still did.

      “I’ll come back someday,” I said. “I love you, Dad.”

      “I love you too. Dearest daughter. But you need to go, now, while Father Joshua is getting ready for the funeral.”

      I wasn’t even going to be able to attend my mother’s funeral.

      We exchanged a quick embrace and then he cast a cloaking spell on me. Even though Dad had the real magic that all married men of the community were permitted to practice, I still worried more than a little that Father Joshua would know.

      Oh, yes, it would not surprise me in the least if he had some way of knowing about every spell cast within the wards of the village. If every wand was tracked the way mine was.

      But every man had to sleep some time. It was half past three in the morning.

      Once the spell was cast, Dad wouldn’t let me even look at my sisters one last time. He seemed as anxious as I was. “Just get past the wards,” he kept saying.

      “Is Father Joshua going to know you helped me escape?”

      “Pulaski’s going to back me up,” he said.

      Some people said old Jack Pulaski, the blacksmith and church elder, was the man whom the late Father Ludwig wanted to succeed him. I guess he was still harboring a grudge against Father Joshua, so Dad had confided in him. I hoped we could really trust him. I had to trust in a lot of things. One mistake and I would be caught, the whole plan unraveling, and I didn’t even want to think about how Father Joshua would treat me.

      I hurried down the paths of the village, the cloaking spell shielding me. I could feel it around me, and I cast no shadow when I passed one of the solar lights that dimly illuminated the village at night.

      I didn’t know what was in the satchel Dad had given me. I knew nothing; I could only trust that when I rushed into the night, someone or something would be out there to catch me.

      Something?

      They could be Sinistrals. Dark wizards, vampires, werewolves, demons…

      Dad didn’t deny that my kin could be among the beings I knew were evil. There was no denying it; they belonged to another world entirely. They drew power from a dark realm where spells were cast with blood and death and cruelty, as often as not.

      I had never seen one before, except in books. They looked like us, on the surface, but in picture books they often had ugly, twisted faces and fangs.

      It was cold outside, colder than I expected, like winter was coming early this year, but I didn’t feel it as I hurried along. I didn’t feel it until I stopped in front of the fence by Elder Pulaski’s weathered clapboard house. Then I started shivering all over. I could see puffs of my breath. The fence was easy enough to climb, but we didn’t need much of a fence because the village was surrounded by the wards. The wards were supposed to keep bad things out, but I suppose they also kept us in. We were told not to cross them. If I had learned much magic, I would have been able to see them, but as it was I could barely tell where the wards had been weakened.

      I ran my hands along the old clapboard. Is it here? Maybe it does feel different in this spot. Like fragile threads—like thin, cold air—

      If I was wrong, I would be caught, but by now I wasn’t thinking. I was just shivering and going through the motions. I knew I had to just forget about Mom dying, about Carrie’s face, about the baby sister I would never know. All I dared to remember was Dad’s solemn assertion that I had to go, and that Mom had not been speaking some delusion as she died. They really believed Father Joshua meant to kill me.

      Me…

      How could I be special? I’d never done anything exceptional; I wasn’t the best cook or seamstress, or the prettiest or tidiest, and I didn’t even make the best healing poultices. I was a little bit rebellious, but not even exceptionally rebellious.

      Maybe there is more out there…like in a book. Maybe the thing I’m meant to do or be is something I’ve never even considered…

      I hitched up my skirts, stepped up onto the edge of the fence and climbed over, easily as any child.

      Then I started putting distance between me and the village. My shoes crunched on the first autumn leaves to fall, the September leaves that were in a hurry. They made me cringe with every noisy step. The woods were noisy anyway with the din of a night forest—bugs and frogs and mysterious rustlings. As I walked farther from the village, the darkness quickly started to swallow me up. The village was surrounded by forest on every side except for the road. I would get lost in no time unless I followed the road, but if I followed the road, I would be found, and that was surely worse.

      Is it, though?

      I had never felt so alone in all my life. I could still see the lights of my home behind me, but it was far enough away that it felt like looking at another world. I opened the satchel and felt my way through the contents. It was too dark to see. A thick, warm sweater. A thermos, sloshing with liquid. Bags with snacks—probably jerky and nuts. A first aid kit. Very little else.

      I didn’t even have the wand, because that would let Father Joshua track me, but I felt its absence. That wand belonged to me. He had no right to it.

      As far as I knew, we didn’t own any flashlights, just lanterns, so it was no surprise when I didn’t find one, but I yearned for it.

      I wasn’t sure how much farther I could go in such profound darkness, but I still didn’t want to be this close to the village, so I kept picking my way forward, feeling my way with my feet. I broke a dead branch off a tree to clear for spiderwebs. In this way, I inched through the forest until I could no longer see the lights of the village at all.

      I wondered if it could be possible that Dad would just send me out to die alone instead of at Father Joshua’s hands. Would he do that to me, like turning out a beloved pet? Would I prefer it that way?

      No, I thought. I’m not going to die. Even if I have to survive alone in these woods. I’m still a witch. I will use whatever magic I have to find water and catch food.

      That was when I heard a loud rustle above me in the trees.

      “There she is.” A male voice above me, but it traveled down, soft with mischief.

      “Yeah, I see her.”

      Two men? I looked up behind me and saw movement in the trees. Bodies shifted, and I thought—no, it was three. Three big, adult men had climbed these trees and were waiting for me.

      One of them dropped down, hitting the leaves with surprisingly little noise. He sniffed the air. “My god, I can hardly believe you’re real.” I saw white fangs gleam in a sliver of moonlight that broke through the tree cover. “I’ll try to contain myself but I can’t make any promises.”

      I screamed, and I ran.

      Vampires.

      A whole clan of them.

      The other two immediately dropped from the trees and they all pursued. I tore through the woods, feeling myself pricked and scraped as branches and brambles snagged my clothes and smacked my face, but I kept running for all I was worth.

      Oh, Dad, you were sorely mistaken. You were trying to save me from Father Joshua and you sent me to a fate much worse!

      I knew little of vampires, but I knew enough. They would drink my blood in turns and use me in other ways no better than Father Joshua, and then they would kill me when they tired of the sport. Their venom contained an aphrodisiac to force me into submission, while they were so physically strong that I could never have escaped.

      I could hear them just behind me, getting closer and closer. They didn’t have to breathe, so my gasping and panic was loud over the sound of their feet.

      “Look at her run,” one of them said, with some admiration.

      A hand snatched out and grabbed me, sweeping me into the arms of a tall, blonde man. I’m sure he would have been considered a perfect specimen of manhood to normal people in normal circumstances, but I wasn’t inclined to admire him. He tore the cap off my head and removed the pins, letting my red hair fall past my waist, and his fingers gripped me even tighter as he growled with satisfaction.

      “Look at that. Like the first time we met, but your hair has turned to flame. You’ve never been—so yourself—my Tulip.”

      I fought, pushing him away and ducking under his arm. He tore my blouse open and swept blouse and sweater both off of me, and then he licked my neck.

      “No!” I screamed like a wildcat, scratching him with my nails.

      I broke free, or—I guessed—he let me break free. I started running again, hearing a river in the distance now. I would have to be careful not to blunder down a riverbank. I was praying to the Ethereals to grant me mercy, to save me from these Sinistral beings, even as I wondered if the blessed spirits cared about me at all. I was only wearing a bra and skirt now, but I had kept hold of the satchel. I was sweaty from running and didn’t feel the cold.

      “Should I rope her?” one of them asked.

      The third one laughed drily. “Thom, not everything has to be a circus.”

      “You two won’t lay a hand on her yet.”

      Just keep putting one foot in front of the other.

      I heard the river growing louder and soon I was at a bank, finding a peaceful, rocky Pennsylvania creek running slow beneath me. I skidded down the bank, half-falling, and then I plunged myself into the water.

      “Oh—shit—no,” one of the guys yelled, jumping down.

      “Now can I get her?”

      “No.” The blonde man leapt ahead of him and shoved him back, putting himself back at the front of the pack.

      The cold shocked me and it was deeper and faster than it looked. I was immediately flailing to keep my head above water, trying to fight the current so I wouldn’t get slammed into a rock. There was a fallen tree across the water and a man in black—a fourth man—dashed out onto the tree and caught me easily as the river carried me forward.

      He whipped a blanket around me, and looked me over, holding the blanket at both ends to keep me close. He tsked, and said with a British accent, “You’re safe now, pet.”

      “Are you—with them—?”

      Maybe this man was my true savior. He definitely had a forbidding aspect, with dark hair and dark eyes, and sort of craggy and dour features that were handsome but also made his age difficult to guess. It seemed quite possible he looked old for twenty-five and also possible he was a very attractive fifty. He was wearing a black suit, a little old-fashioned in its cut, even for a warlock.

      The blonde man had made a dash down the bank to meet us.

      “She’s mine, Silvus,” he said. “There will be hell to pay if you steal this moment from me.”

      “I’m afraid so.” The dark haired man answered my question with a faint sigh. “We are your clan and you are our thrall, and now that we have you, you’re here to stay, but I will make sure he goes gently tonight.”

      There was really no mistaking what he meant. The blonde man’s eyes never left me. He looked haunted—consumed by the sight of me. And I knew what vampires wanted. They were animals. Monsters.

      “Oh—please—no…” My voice and my strength both started to fail me, and I started shivering all over, but there was no body heat coming from the men who held me. He picked me up in his arms and started carrying me, and I shut my eyes. All I could pray for now was that it wouldn’t hurt too much, and my death would come quickly.
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      Silvus

      

      “I thought we had agreed not to chase her,” I said, having put the girl to sleep with a quick spell. She hardly needed a spell, as exhausted as she was. “You all lost your minds back there.”

      Rayner wouldn’t take her eyes off her for a moment. “That chase brought her to life,” he said. “It shows her right away that she is mine.”

      “I reckon she likes it more than she says,” Thom said, leaning in the doorframe, thumbs hooked in his jeans pockets. Thom never changed a bit except to lean even harder into his persona. “Women are like that. Show me a woman who wants what she says she wants and I’ll show you a glacier in hell.”

      “But it’s all right that you have a gentle heart, Silvus,” Rayner said. “Someone has to keep watch over our moral compass—I suppose.”

      “We’re vampires,” Jie said, like that was enough of an excuse for anything, and maybe it was.

      Certainly, I didn’t have it in me to protest much these days. We had been searching for our beloved for so long, and as the only warlock in the group, the rest of the clan looked to me and me alone to hunt her and find her. For years I had been trying to fend off their desperate questions. She had never been so difficult to locate before, not in five hundred years. I had started to worry that maybe the worst had happened and she was not going to reincarnate again.

      Rayner was right. She had never looked more like Lisbeth, the girl he first fell in love with. Although Jie, Thom and I had never known the original incarnation, we had seen her in Rayner’s memories, which we inherited as he turned us into vampires. She had long, thick hair of a more scarlet shade than in her prior lives, but the fair, northern European skin was just the same as the delicate beauty of Lisbeth. Hopefully in this modern era, she would not meet the same early death as the first. I thought that would break my sire at this point. Rayner needed a good long time with her before enduring another goodbye.

      Rayner sat down next to her and just looked at her in fond silence for several long moments, a silence we all respected and a fondness we all shared.

      Rayner had brought us all into this clan with one purpose—to help him find this girl, and share in her love. When I first met him, I thought he was an ass, but I soon realized that no one had ever loved a woman more than he loved her.

      He unfastened her bra and tossed it at Thom, followed by the wet skirt. Thom was already holding out a hand to catch that too. Wet shoes and socks followed.

      “There is no beauty in these garments,” Rayner said. “She looks like a peasant. An English peasant,” he added. We had a longstanding friendly rivalry, English versus Dutch, each of us swearing that we had superior food, goods and Navy, although the point was somewhat moot nowadays. Well, we could still pass time arguing over ships that had sunk four hundred years ago and commanders who were nothing but crumbling bones.

      “It was a wizard colony,” I said. “They don’t always dress with the times.”

      She was nearly naked now, with the most beautiful unblemished skin and small round breasts. She looked very much like she needed more food. Rayner leaned over her, about to ravish her as she was, taking one breast into his hand and wetting his lips, before I intervened.

      “The sleep spell wasn’t that strong,” I said. “And I don’t think she is ready to appreciate such a wakeup as that. Get ahold of yourself.”

      “You can be a little patient now, can’t you?” Thomas said, sauntering over to pull him off her. “You always said the waiting’s the best part.”

      Rayner shook him off. “I wish I hadn’t. The waiting has gone on far too long. I still don’t understand how it was that you couldn’t find her, Silvus.”

      “As I said, they must have had her concealed.”

      “But why? They knew we would come for her?”

      “They must have.”

      Rayner frowned and then waved a hand. “Ready her for me as I like, Silvus. You can calm her down a bit for me. I’ll have a drink and make up the bed chamber and then I will not wait one moment longer.”

      “You’d better be gentle,” Jie said. “Don’t scare her off.”

      “Or wear her out,” Thomas added.

      “Thomas and I are tired of each other,” Jie said.

      “That ain’t nice,” Thomas said. “I never get tired of you.”

      “You never get tired of anyone,” I said, raising an eyebrow. “I’m sure the only reason Jie dallies with you is to spare the local livestock. Why don’t the two of you make some dinner for the lady and I will do my best to prepare her for the night ahead.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Alissa

      

      “Time to wake up, pet.”

      The hand on my shoulder was gentle, and so was the voice, but there was a deep level of possession to it as well. The voice was not worried I would escape or struggle. That voice knew it had me.

      I woke with a start, my eyes flying open to meet my ageless captor, and I immediately tried to struggle away from him. His fingers dug.

      “You won’t fight for long,” he said. “You are ours.”

      “No—I’m not anyone’s! Please…”

      He ran his tongue over his teeth, feeling fangs that I had not seen until now, not that it was any surprise. I was in the hands of a vampire clan. He shrugged just a little. “Sorry about that. I try not to seem too eager, but my body knows no such subtlety.” His dusky whisper, kissed with a distinguished British accent, might have enticed me—in a different situation.

      “My name is Silvus,” he said. “I am the clan’s second, and the only warlock.”

      “Second?”

      “The sire of our clan is Rayner van der Berg,” he said. “You are his lover, and have been, since he was a human man.”

      “I’m only eighteen.”

      “None of us are really ‘only’ anything,” Silvus said briskly. “How old is a soul? Yours is at least five hundred. At that time, you were Lisbeth, the daughter of a Dutch merchant. You were in love with a young man named Rayner. I will let him tell you the story, although he might not talk much yet. In short, Rayner was turned into a vampire, but it didn’t diminish the passion between you. In fact, I suspect it strengthened it. He brought you to England to live as man and wife, primarily because there was a very strong vampire community in London. Unfortunately, you died of the plague, as nearly everyone did at the time it seemed, and that was when I entered the picture. Rayner sought out a warlock’s aid to see if your soul had been reborn. The forbidden spell was very difficult to master, but in the end, I found you in the French countryside. And thus the cycle that has haunted us began. Whenever you die, we find you.”

      I clutched my head. “So…you’re saying I’ve been reincarnated over and over and you keep hunting me down?”

      “Yes.”

      “Have I ever refused?”

      “At first, you are always reluctant.”

      “But you intend to wear me down?” I was trying to keep my panic at bay enough to ask questions. “I know—vampires—your venom is an aphrodisiac, so I guess you can drug me enough not to fight, but that doesn’t mean I love Rayner. I definitely do not and I don’t think what he feels for me is love at all. He chased me and tore off my clothes. It sounds more like obsession.”

      “Oh, yes. It is that,” Silvus said. “If nothing else, it is that.”

      My mouth flapped open and closed as I realized Silvus, despite a certain level of gentlemanly behavior compared to the others, was not going to make any excuses nor apologize for Rayner.

      The plague. When was that? 1600s maybe? So Silvus himself was four hundred years old. No wonder he was so calm. No wonder he didn’t seem to truly care. I was dealing with immortals and his fangs were out because he smelled my blood.

      I could never let my guard down.

      “Rayner has walked this earth for centuries and you are the thing that keeps him human,” Silvus said. “You are what keeps him from madness and darkness. We need you, dearest. You are the only woman who tames our wicked ways…”

      “I’m not your dearest. I’m sure I can’t keep anyone from darkness, and—it doesn’t sound fair that I have to. You shouldn’t be able to chase me down from life to life!”

      “I know.” Silvus smiled, cold and handsome. “That’s why the spell is forbidden.”

      “It doesn’t bother you at all, then?”

      “It did, very much, at first. But then something happened.”

      “What is that?”

      “I fell in love with you as deeply as Rayner. With your soul. Your spirit. Before I ready you for him, let me tell you this. All of our lives rotate around you. We are the moons of your planet. It is our greatest delight to make you happy. Whatever you want, we will give it to you. When you wanted to read, we taught you and we bought you a library full of books. When you wanted a courtyard garden like the one at your childhood home, Rayner spent your entire life digging and planting and tearing it all up again whenever it wasn’t right. When you wanted to see the ocean, we took you straight to San Francisco to settle. We were quite ahead of the curve,” Silvus said wryly. “You were a boy that time. We must have been some of the first homosexuals in Haight-Ashbury.”

      “I was a boy!? And Rayner still wanted me?”

      “He was shocked.” Silvus chuckled faintly. “But he still wouldn’t let a one of us have you first. Although Thom did break the ice a bit.”

      “What did I say that time?”

      Silvus just gave me an enigmatic look that said it all. I must have been horrified. Had I ever really loved these men at all?

      “We don’t care what age you are,” Silvus said, “or what bits you have. When you were Marguerite, you lived to be almost eighty years old, but when you spend every day with a person you hardly notice that your young wife has somehow become an old woman. The moments blink by and even after you were too frail to give us your body, we clung to you. There is nothing we love more than to find you, and nothing we dread more than your death. You passed away in Rayner’s arms and he held you until you were cold…”

      Much to my own shock, a little spark darted through my body. Desire? Empathy? No, no. I would offer them nothing. I clenched my fists, resisting. He was just giving me honeyed words now. Like Father Joshua.

      I bit my lip. Father Joshua never sounded like this. When Silvus spoke I could see Rayner in my mind, his arms around a limp, tired old body, clinging to what he could, the way I wished I could have clung to Mom.

      “He is waiting for you with bated breath,” Silvus said.

      “He must be good at that,” I said, since vampires didn’t have to breathe.

      “Ah, there’s a little of your spunk.” Silvus patted my cheek. “First, we must dress you and on the first night, Rayner likes to relive your wedding night.”

      My heart immediately started pounding again. “Oh, no, no.”

      “Oh, yes. There is no escape for you, so you might as well try your best to enjoy it.” He opened a trunk on the floor of the cabin with the tip of his shoe and took out a bundle of clothes. They were scented with lavender sachets, one of which tumbled out when he picked them up, but there was still a faint underlying mustiness. The clothes looked old. We wrestled my body into a linen shift. I say ‘we wrestled’ because he was trying to dress me and I was trying to dress myself. Stays came next, pulled over my arms in a no-nonsense way and trussed behind me while I hardly dared move.

      “He wants me to dress like it’s the 1600s?”

      “We have old-fashioned tastes,” Silvus said. “Except Jie. He fancies himself a modern man. More power to him if he can use a computer. I could keep up with the telegraph, the photograph, and the phonograph, but once we moved past ‘graphs’, I was too perplexed to keep up…”

      “You have a computer?” I didn’t have any experience with the modern world either, isolated in the Order’s village. One of my friends got her hands on an old iPod in middle school and after our initial flurry of excitement, no one could figure out what to do.

      “We have a number of them, and the young vampires have taught me a bit but I prefer books and letters. Why improve on a good thing, I say.”

      “What young vampires?”

      “Our renters.” He waved a hand. “We have properties around the world.”

      My vampire captors were in real estate? Well, I guess you might end up buying a lot of houses in five hundred years. “Do you own this cabin?”

      Silvus briefly considered the log cabin setting, with antlers, plaid sofa and framed photographs of bears. “Oh, lord, no. This is a rental property to get close to you. I certainly don’t want to spend any more time in the wilderness of Pennsylvania. It’s absolutely crawling with Ethereal witches. Step in.” He drew stockings up my legs, so quickly I couldn’t muster up a good protest to his hands sliding up to my thighs.

      The clothing he had put me in was surprisingly…dull? I mean, it was hardly more interesting than what I wore in the village, except it showed off a little more cleavage and shape. The stays weren’t too tight, they just improved my posture. The fabrics were sturdy, cotton and wool, brown and green against the white linen.

      “Rayner wants me to dress as…a pilgrim?”

      Silvus paused. “Yes. You could say that. You look like a sweet little Dutch wife. You should eat something first. Let me check on the supper. Take a seat.”

      I was completely bewildered. I was shivering all over, because in the end I knew I was about to be ravished. It sounded like I was in no danger of being killed, but I wasn’t sure what was worse—death, or spending the next several decades as the beloved pet of four vampires. Pet? Silvus called me pet, but Rayner called me his ‘thrall’.

      That was another word for a blood slave.

      I wasn’t convinced in the least that I was truly more than that. I had barely escaped Father Joshua and I knew what selfish hunger lurked inside of him, the power he held over the priestesses and me. I didn’t want any man to touch me.

      Even this clothing, I thought, was too similar. Demure and clean and modest, as if to make the soiling of me even more satisfying for him.

      I knew I could not escape for good, but I didn’t have to submit either.

      They can smell me. They’re so much stronger than me. And I hardly know any magic.

      But what did I have to lose?

      I only had seconds to try something, so my eyes flew to the antlers on the wall. Antlers were a deer’s weapon, and magic came easiest to a witch when it drew from the elements of nature. I put a hand on the antlers and whispered quickly, “You were born of bone and horn. If there is any fight left in your name, I beg your power, this very hour—please help me block Rayner from his claim.”

      I felt a bright, unmistakable tingling of magic shoot up my arm and I jerked it away as the door swung open.

      “Dinner is served.” The two men named Jie and Thom walked in with plates. I rushed back to the small table in the room, nervous about what I had done with the antlers. I suppose I didn’t quite expect it to work and now I was afraid of what I’d set off.

      “Well, ain’t you pretty as a picture,” Thomas said.

      “A picture of the Salem witch trials,” Jie said.

      “All I can see are those scarlet locks,” Thomas said. “I’ve never seen hair like that on a Puritan. Was she ever worth the wait.”

      “I made you your favorite,” Jie said. “Pork meatball and mustard green soup.”

      “And I made you your even more favorite, my Ma’s baked bean recipe,” Thomas said, competitively.

      They presented me with two ample bowls of food, neither of which were my favorite, considering I had never tried either food before. My mom made baked beans but they looked and smelled much sweeter.

      These two seemed even more alien to me than Rayner and Silvus. I couldn’t believe that I had known them intimately in some other life. While everyone in the Order followed a dress code of neatly pressed suits, with men clean-shaven until marriage, only allowed a beard after achieving a certain rank in the order, Jie and Thom looked…dirty.

      Well, maybe they weren’t physically dirty, but they were the unmowed field of men, messy and overgrown. Jie was Asian, wearing an absolutely threadbare cotton jacket with frog clasps that I sensed he had probably owned for much longer than anyone should own any piece of clothing. The faded Hawaiian shirt, work pants and boots underneath weren’t much better. His hair was shoulder length in a way that made me think he just didn’t think about cutting it much—did vampire hair grow, anyway?—and he had facial hair that was similarly unconsidered. The gold earring in one ear and a sense of playful wickedness in his weather-worn eyes reminded me of a pirate.

      Thomas looked like he had just walked off a cattle drive or a rodeo. He seemed sort of dusty but there wasn’t dust like that in the woods of Pennsylvania. I guessed it was just baked into his clothes. Which also looked faded and worn-in, jeans and flannel. He was tanned almost brown, which made his blue eyes stand out bright, his hair medium-brown and just long enough to be a little tousled, while he had stubble that was lighter than his hair. He seemed more timeless than ageless. He had an air of youth even though he must be pretty old too.

      Both of them looked strong, broad-shouldered and fearless, like they’d blown in on some wild wind from a faraway place. Rayner and Silvus, in contrast, were more urbane.

      They sat down facing me, looking a little impatient and way more interested in me than anyone had ever been.

      And I had no appetite, but as the aromas touched my nose they did seem oddly—or maybe not so oddly—familiar. Maybe I really had eaten these foods before, in some memory my soul knew, but I could hardly believe it. It sounded so strange. Father Joshua had never spoken to us of reincarnation in his sermons. Our focus was only on the end times and how we would survive them with our purity.

      “Which would you say is better, darlin’?” Thomas asked, the moment I sampled a bite of baked beans.

      “I haven’t even tasted the soup yet.”

      “The sight of you has obviously ruined her appetite,” Jie said.

      “You’re the one who would ruin her appetite,” Thomas scoffed. “Wearing the rags you slept in again?”

      “You’re calling my clothes rags, that’s rich.”

      I sampled the soup. “They’re both…very good,” I said, and I realized I actually wanted to eat for the first time in many weeks.

      Silvus peered in and seemed to approve. “The two of you arguing at each other did always calm her down.”

      “Yes, it’s on purpose,” Jie said, chuckling. “Tell Rayner that.”

      “So…you’ve all…been a clan for a long time, looking for me?”

      “Thomas is the youngest,” Jie said. “And he’s only known you as a boy.”

      “Oh—really?”

      “I like boys, I like ladies…I like just about anything that’ll have me, but mostly I like you,” Thomas said. “It didn’t take much convincing.”

      “When did we meet?”

      “It was 1878,” Thomas said. “You were a handsome boy, let me tell you. You were with us until 1930 and then when we found you next you were behind the Iron Curtain and you died of something or other as we were making arrangements to get you out. So we had wait all over again and now we’ve found you.”

      “And we won’t let you go,” Jie said.

      “We never do.” Thomas reached for my thigh.

      I couldn’t see his hand under the table and I immediately jerked back in a panic. I saw flashes of Father Joshua being touched by the priestesses. I swallowed my beans wrong and coughed a little.

      “Don’t touch her until Rayner has his chance,” Silvus said from the door.

      “If you resist me, I know every which way to tie you down,” Thomas said, and my appetite vanished again. I pushed the bowls away.

      “Thomas, don’t be an ass,” Jie said. “She’s nervous.”

      “I like the soup better,” I said, shrinking back.

      “When I first met you,” Jie said, putting his hand over mine but keeping his touch light, “you’d already been married in an arranged marriage in China, and your husband had his way with you before, so you knew how to succumb, but…you didn’t know anything about enjoying it. You’ll enjoy it with us. I promise.”

      Jie seemed kind enough, but he wanted me too. They all just wanted some idea of me, and worse—they expected it, because they’d had me before, but that wasn’t how it should work. I knew that much. I shook my head frantically, hoping the spell would do something.

      Silvus cleared the dishes. “You’ve finished,” he said. “Then it’s time. Rayner will see you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Alissa

      

      The cabin was so small that Silvus only showed me down a short hallway before he opened a door to a humble bedroom, but I felt as if I was walking down a long hall to my death. Rayner was standing in front of a window, looking out into the darkness, but when Silvus nudged me across the threshold, he turned slowly and looked at me.

      “My god…it really is like the day we met…”

      “Be gentle with her,” Silvus said.

      Rayner walked up to me and cupped my face with his hands, so I couldn’t look away, although I was much more comfortable looking at the ground as I had been taught. I shut my eyes, remembering how Father Joshua made me look at him too.

      “She is all yours tonight…,” Silvus said behind me. And then I heard the door shut softly.

      “Tulip…I wish you could remember…” Rayner pressed a kiss to my trembling cheek while I shut my eyes even tighter. “…our first kiss, on the bridge…you trembled a little, then. We weren’t married and you weren’t supposed to be meeting me. I was still mortal. You risked so much for those meetings. Your sweet maid, too—she would keep watch for anyone we knew…and I waited until I couldn’t stand it anymore…to kiss your dear face.”

      He certainly didn’t talk like Father Joshua. But I was still scared. Especially when he stopped cupping my face and slipped his hands to my wrists instead. His grip had tremendous strength in it.

      “I hardly knew that was only the barest beginning of our pleasures…,” he murmured. “It was not so very long after that when I begged you to meet me on a moonlit night and I told you what had happened to me.”

      “Silvus said I was a merchant’s daughter in Amsterdam…”

      “Yes. Your family had a great deal of money and mine was just the ordinary kind. We had comforts enough, but nothing made me content but having you. I made you a pair of the most beautiful shoes.” He leaned down to my neck and kissed the spot just between where my jaw and earlobe met as he kept ahold of my wrists.

      I shivered and then I struggled. “But that was then. That was Lisbeth. I’m Alissa—”

      “Alissa. Close, isn’t it? Don’t you think that must be fate? You are just my Lisbeth now and nothing else.” One of his hands let me go, the better to caress me in other places, and it all started to blur into panic.

      “No. No!” I tore away, breathing hard. “I have a family. I’m not just your Lisbeth. I’m not Lisbeth at all. You can’t treat me like you’re entitled to me.”

      “You say this every time,” Rayner said. “I have no patience for this, when I know you’re mine. Soon, you’ll remember and I will hold you close at night as I always have. I’ll kiss your fingers and whisper to you. Whatever you fear, I’ll make it go away. And then I’ll taste you. In every way…”

      He snapped me back to him and now he was holding me so I faced toward the door and I felt his breath on my neck. Although vampires didn’t have to breathe, I had read that they had to breathe to speak, and that they tended to do it when they were around humans in general, like a sort of mirroring. It calmed down their prey. Well, it certainly wasn’t calming me down. He held me fast and pressed his fangs into my neck, while at the same time he lifted my skirts and reached a hand between my legs. I felt his own hardness press against me.

      “No—“ I gasped. “Let go—of me! Let go!”

      Suddenly a jagged flash of light appeared and speared right through his hand while a second flash shoved him back. He tore his hand away, blood spattering across my clothes and the floor. Rayner staggered back to the bed and sat down.

      He gave me a crooked grin. “Learned a few tricks, have you, Tulip?”

      I hurried to the door. I was hot between the legs. Uncomfortably hot. I had cast a spell that generated some sort of barrier and it was burning me.

      The door was locked from the outside. I pounded on it. “Silvus!”

      “Silvus!” Rayner called. “He won’t come if you call. We have a bargain.”

      I refused to look at Rayner anymore. I hated him. “You’re just as bad as Father Joshua,” I said. “You think you love me? You just want me and that’s completely different.”

      “Father Joshua…who is he?”

      “He’s the man I was running away from,” I said. “He was going to force me to marry him.”

      Rayner was trying to staunch the wound on his hand with tissues. “You have already married me.”

      “Lisbeth married you.”

      “Lisbeth. Marguerite. Li Mei. Bertie. And now…Alissa. You’re a witch, hm? You haven’t been a witch since Lisbeth, but even then…she didn’t practice. It was in your mother’s family.”

      “I don’t practice either.” I hugged myself.

      “You had her wand,” he said. “I always thought you could have been very good.”

      “My mother’s wand?”

      “Yes. You kept it with you, even though your family was trying to be…’respectable’. If you aren’t a practicing witch, do you mind explaining to me how you made magic shoot out of your nether regions?”

      Silvus opened the door as Rayner was saying this.

      “What…on earth,” he said. “Did you hurt Rayner, dearest?”

      “I’ll hurt any of you if…” I tried to muster my courage, but seeing blood on Rayner’s hand and the way Silvus was looking at me, I was afraid I had only made the inevitable worse. Besides that, the spell backlash was still burning my own tender flesh so I was fidgeting. It felt like I was clenching a cup of hot tea between my thighs.

      “How did you do it?” Silvus asked.

      “I cast a spell on the antlers on the wall of the cabin…”

      “So you tapped into the defensive power of the deer. Was this your intended result?”

      “Yes. It was.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “You have no control.” He breezed past me.

      “I don’t need fixing,” Rayner said. “This will be healed by morning. See if my bride is well.”

      “And what sort of night will you have with a gored hand?” Silvus said, grabbing his wrist. “I can fix it in a thrice if you’ll just allow me. Don’t be too proud…” He tossed the wadded Kleenex aside and waved a wand over Rayner’s hand, while the fair-haired vampire fidgeted just a little. He must be in a lot of pain, if vampires felt pain the way humans did. Hands had a lot of nerves. My father accidentally got his hand jammed in a machine once when I was little. Since we didn’t use electricity we had a lot of imposing old devices powered by cranks or water around the village.

      “So she’s a witch,” Silvus said. “A clumsy sort of witch who casts spells willy-nilly.”

      “She has learned her lesson,” Rayner said, looking at me. Our eyes met square for a moment and he said, “Tell me more about Father Joshua.”

      I blanched.

      “You’re afraid of him,” Rayner pressed. “More than you’ve been afraid of anyone.”

      “I—He—“

      “If he’s hurt you, Tulip, I’ll get rid of him. With your permission, this time,” he growled.

      “Did you get rid of someone…without permission?”

      “Oh, yes, and I’m still not sorry. I got rid of your in-laws in China. I saw how they were treating you and that was all I needed to know.”

      “But after that, he did promise to ask your permission,” Silvus said, speaking over the end of Rayner’s sentence as he kept casting the healing spell, knitting together flesh.

      “I don’t want you to kill anyone. I’m just worried for my family. But…they’re probably still…better off…” I wasn’t sure what to say. I couldn’t involve Dad, Carrie and Joan with these vampires. That would just be out of the frying pan and into the fire.

      “What are you worried will happen to them with Father Joshua?” Rayner asked.

      “Maybe nothing. It’s…hard to explain.”

      “He did something to you.”

      “Well…not…not yet…”

      Silvus took one of my hands in his. I felt the spell backlash fade. He nodded. “Be careful.”

      “He will marry you and force you to have sex with him,” Rayner said.

      “He has already made me…bear witness to…” I swallowed. “The priestesses of the village…” But every time I tried to explain, words failed me.

      Rayner straightened out to his full height, no longer hunching around his wound. Now he showed off his full strength to me, a move that was hardly even human at all. With every small gesture and shift of his stance, he looked like he was preparing to do battle. He brushed a finger across my chin.

      “I’ll kill him for you, Tulip.”

      “No…please don’t.” I was trembling again, but I wasn’t sure what emotion was driving me.

      “Silvus, leave us,” Rayner said.

      “Have a good night,” Silvus said.

      “Please…,” I begged.

      “Why shouldn’t I kill him?” Rayner asked.

      “I don’t want you to kill anyone. Not even him. My whole village follows him…believes in him.”

      “Is he capable of changing his ways?” Rayner scoffed. “Most men aren’t. I know this well. And you will soon know it too.”

      “You’re not still going to— After I gored your hand?”

      “I have been waiting for you so long, Tulip, that if I die in your arms tonight, it will be with a smile on my face.”

      And just like that, my spell meant nothing. We were right back where we started. My small body was in the arms of a vampire who thought I was someone I’d been a long time ago, determined to have me. The sight and scent of him seemed familiar, the timber of his voice like something from a dream, and yet I was terrified of him too. I was terrified of every man, and he was particularly terrifying. There was already blood on his hands. Blood for the people who had hurt me in other times, in other places…

      “You remember…,” he whispered in my ear. “I see it in your eyes, Lisbeth.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Did you like the dinner Thomas and Jie made for you?”

      “It…it was good…”

      “We know you. I know you, especially. All of your secrets. No wonder you’re scared. Something deep down inside you knows I am the one. I know every way to bring you pleasure and once I taste you tonight, you will never be the same. You will be immortal, because you have me and I remember you. No other man will satisfy you. Your life as you knew it, from this day forward, is gone. You are mine. Ours. Our cherished girl, through time, and I do believe that if you ever woke up into a new life and we were gone, you would know. Maybe you wouldn’t put your finger on it just then, but you would know.”

      In that moment, as I shut my eyes and felt his presence, heard his voice, a piece of the woman I was broke away and I felt like he was speaking the truth. I was his. I wanted to be his. He said he had always rescued me and protected me, and…I wanted that. I wanted to believe, to succumb.

      My trembling slowly shifted into more of a tingling. I was still scared, but it was…right.

      Of course I’m scared. He’s still a vampire.

      “There’s my girl.” He stroked my neck and then, his fangs sunk into me.

      Oh gods. This was happening.

      I didn’t fight him. Once a vampire bit their prey, it took great force of will to fight, especially if attraction was involved. I learned this in class. Father Joshua wrote about the dark Sinistrals in his books. We were taught never to look at men or allow ourselves any feelings toward them, even within the walls of the village, unless an Ethereal priest gave us permission. This was for our protection, against a moment like this.

      I felt pain mingled with pleasure, a sweet pain that made me weak, as I felt his mouth suck at my skin and heard him make little wordless murmurs of satisfaction. His hand crept to my skirt and shoved up the hem, his hand pawing between my legs as if he knew exactly what he sought. The heat of the wound shifted to a heat between my legs, a heat that was almost as painful as the backlash of my spell. He satisfied it with a flick of his fingers, a rapid fluttering against my female parts where no man was supposed to see or touch until…

      Then I felt his own cock press against me again, swollen and urgent, seeking me out.

      The memory of Father Joshua leapt to the surface immediately and I screamed. “No! No!”

      I don’t know if I managed to get away from him or if he let me go. In my blind panic, I just made it to the corner of the room. He wasn’t touching me now. My skirts were down. Modest. Covered. Everything in order the way the Ethereal spirits told me a girl should be if she wanted to survive the end times. My own blood trickled down my neck and ran between my breasts.

      He had violated me. And I let him. I liked it. I was a wicked girl and now I was numb.

      “Lisbeth…” He wiped his mouth off with a handkerchief. “It’s different this time. You remember me. I saw the spark of it. And you know everything I say is true. Your soul desires me. But…you’re afraid of…being touched.”

      “No, I…”

      He was right. I was incapable of being touched without remembering Father Joshua.

      I was overwhelmed by everything. Mom dying, leaving my family behind forever, and being thrust into this situation I felt completely unprepared for.

      “Shh,” he said, although I had already stopped speaking. He tamped down the hunger in his eyes—with effort, I thought, but that was still a respect Father Joshua never showed me. “I said it was different this time. You’ve never had an easy lot in life, but every other time, it’s been a misfortune of society. You were hungry because the crops failed. Your feet were bound because every woman’s feet were bound. You had to leave your family and go west to find work because many people had to do the same. But this time…it’s personal, isn’t it? This man targeted you.” His hand stroked my hair, as if he couldn’t stand not to at least touch me.

      I could feel his burning desire even when he treated me gently. Even after he cleaned his mouth I could feel the mark of him on my neck.

      He took his hand back and tucked his arms behind his back. “I’m not like him.”

      “Then prove it,” I said.

      I wondered how I would behave if I wasn’t thinking of Father Joshua. If I could regard Rayner objectively.

      Objectively, I thought, he was the most beautiful man I had ever seen. His hair was thick and honey-colored and his eyes were the bluest I’d ever seen. His face was handsome, high cheekbones and dimples but there was a roughness to it. A little crookedness to his nose and cruelty in his mouth. I could have been afraid. Or I could have thought: This is a man who wouldn’t be afraid of Father Joshua.

      I wasn’t sure which it should be.

      “Maybe he was the one who kept you from me all these years,” Rayner said, a little hiss in his voice like escaping steam. “Who raised you?”

      “My…family,” I said. “They’re not at fault. They thought they were doing the work of Etherium.”

      “So where were they when this man was abusing you?” Rayner was so close to me as he spoke, as if we were already married, and I suppose in his mind, we were. My mind resisted him, but if he didn’t try anything, my body calmed in his presence.

      “They were afraid for me. My mom was pregnant. She died having the baby and that was when my dad said…Father Joshua killed her…and that I had to leave. My little sisters are still there, and…”

      “This happened tonight?” Rayner said.

      “Yes…I…I just want to be alone.”

      “I see why you don’t seem like yourself,” he said. Finally, he took a step back from me. “Tulip, I want you to rest tonight.”

      Relief surged through me, that I no longer had to worry about his hands on me—or worse. “Thank you.”

      “I have tasted your blood. For tonight, it is enough. No one will touch you. I want you to keep wearing this dress. Be as I remember you. It will make me very happy, and perhaps it will remind me of the young man I used to be, for a few days, at least. He would not have dreamed of the things I will do to you.”

      I drew back against the wall, the relief vanishing.

      “I will kill him for you,” he said. “Don’t bother to protest. No one hurts you like that. Rest, Tulip. I will sleep on the floor for your protection only, but first I must see Silvus.” He shut the door firmly behind him, daring me to open it and tell him to stop.

      If I couldn’t convince him to stop, maybe I could convince him to protect himself.

      “Rayner, he has bullets that kill Sinistrals!” I yelled through the door.

      I just heard him laugh, and keep walking.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Rayner

      

      “How is she?” Jie, Thom and Silvus were all waiting, itching to spend time with Lisbeth the same as I was.

      “Never, in all my years, have I seen her shy back from me quite like this,” I said. “It is the fault of this man, Father Joshua, of the Order of the Blessed.” I didn’t know the man. But I already despised him, the sound of his name and his ‘Order’. Although I could not have named their leader, tales of the Order had spread across the magical community over the last few decades. They started as a fringe group of wizards, but lately it seemed they were infiltrating more corners of the magical world.

      “That’s those warlocks who destroy demons,” Thomas said. “Religious warlocks. Two of my least favorite things put together.”

      Thomas and Jie were playing cards, keeping busy as best they could. We weren’t home and had left in a hurry, so we didn’t have much to do.

      “He didn’t rape her, but he left her so shaken that I know he was playing with her mind like a cat plays with a mouse. He did something nearly worse—he made her anticipate that he was going to rape her and marry her as well, so there would be no end to his cruelty. And then he killed her mother. Thomas; Jie, I want you to watch over her. Silvus—“

      “Sit down,” Silvus said. He yanked out a chair and pointed at it. “Right now. You aren’t killing anyone tonight.”

      “I will have no peace until this pox of a man is wiped off the face of the earth. I am going to snap his neck and you’ll help me do it.”

      “Might I remind you, I didn’t find Lisbeth,” Silvus said. “We had to ask for help from a witch. From the Diviner. They were hiding her from us. They’re powerful. And if you run right in there and get yourself killed or captured, you will never even get to feel her one last time.”

      I would not soon forget the way my Tulip looked at me as she started to remember me, and then the way she jerked back in terror the moment she felt the throb of my need. I wanted to murder the man. I could already taste his blood in my mouth. I could hear his last gurgling scream in my ears. It took me a moment to even register Silvus’ words.

      “Sit down,” Silvus repeated.

      I finally did. “Fuck,” I said. I hated giving up. I hated waiting. Too much of my life was waiting, and then, in these sweet moments, I got to truly live.

      Silvus put a hand on my shoulder and kneaded the tension out of it.

      “We all want to protect her,” he said. “But don’t be an idiot.”

      “I suppose you want to make a plan first,” I said. “So let’s make one.”

      “No. First, Rayner, you will calm yourself down and see that Lisbeth is comfortable before you kill anyone in her village. Remember the last time?”

      Jie and Thom watched us, awaiting the verdict. Would we kill tonight? Thom was always ready to stir trouble, while Jie preferred tricks and maneuvers to blunt attacks.

      They were all remembering the most notorious incident in my history with Lisbeth. The time I slaughtered her husband and his family and burned their home to the ground. They had mistreated her relentlessly and with pleasure, and she was just a vulnerable young woman; she owed them no mercy. None at all.

      But I would never forget how her sweet little face turned to complete rage when she learned what I had done. She called me a kidnapper and wouldn’t even look at me. All of this had to go through Jie, back then, as my Tulip only spoke a Chinese dialect at the time. In fact, even Jie didn’t understand her perfectly, but I had chosen him in part for his aptitude for languages. He was one of the few Chinese men who spoke English we encountered and seemed able to speak to nearly anyone.

      “Yes, you see, you have to sell her on it first,” Silvus said. “It’s a lot for a poor girl to take in; being kidnapped by a clan of vampires and getting comfortable with the idea of murder isn’t what most young ladies dream of, even ours. I’m not saying you can’t kill this man. Just that we should wait until she’s gotten comfortable with all of us.”

      “Well, shit,” Thomas said, licking his lips. “I was ready. It sounds like the Order has it coming. She might not be the only one we’re doing a favor.”

      “I’m going to bed,” Silvus said, giving me that little meaningful look that we had developed over too many years together.

      Too many years…

      I stood and followed him to bed.

      Silvus was the first man I ever turned, before I learned that it was better to ask permission. I was desperate, mad with grief, when I attacked him and drank his blood, then forced him to drink my own. Our history was…complicated, to say the least.

      He was also my greatest ally. After four hundred and fifty years together, we knew each other so well that we were closer than anyone. Nothing about Silvus was a surprise to me after a few centuries, or so I thought, but our relationship had taken a new turn when we shared Bertie.

      Bertie was the only male incarnation of Lisbeth. A beautiful boy, but a boy all the same. A boy who resisted taking four male lovers when he thought he was saving money to take a wife. I had always wondered how I would feel if I ever found Lisbeth as a male, but Bertie was still my Tulip. The same devastating combination of submission and spunk, kindness and hard work. I found that I didn’t even care. I had lived enough years that all the morals and taboos I had once learned in the family church in Amsterdam were long washed away.

      Bertie was how I learned that I liked to share. That I liked the feeling of my Tulip quivering, helpless, pleasured and pleasuring at once.

      It teased out something deep in my old relationship with Silvus, something that seemed as if it must have been there for a long time, simmering patiently, waiting to be heated to a boil.

      It started with Silvus’ touch becoming more a part of my life—a comforting hand on a shoulder or a tense squeeze of my hand to convey our unspoken conversations leading to a caress, and then there was the night when we dropped all pretense. When I was knotted with grief, having just buried my Bertie, my Tulip. Losing her was never any easier. Never.

      Except that this time, Silvus ran his hand down my bare neck and my skin responded as if he was a stranger.

      Silvus was the one person who had learned to tame my instincts—only a little.

      He knew what he was getting into.

      When we walked into the room, he didn’t look at me, but turned on an electric tea kettle and spooned out some loose leaf oolong into a tea ball. “I can smell her through the walls,” he said. “That one taste must have been heavenly. We have never waited this long for her.”

      I walked up behind him and thrust a hand down his trousers, wrapping my hand around his hard length, feeling his entire body stiffen with a craving that we all knew would only be fully satisfied by her. But I kept hold. I felt his hard shaft throb, kept tight in my grip. He swallowed.

      “It was heavenly,” I said. “Perhaps the closest you and I shall ever get to heaven. I can still taste her on my tongue, Silvus.”

      I exhaled gently on his own lips, and he breathed in. Our sense of smell was so acute. Lisbeth’s blood would linger there, the taste of it always strangely the same—and perfect. Like coming home.

      The kettle started to hiss, close to a whistle.

      “I would not keep an Englishman from his tea,” I said.

      He stirred and sipped, but I could feel the impatience clawing at him, the hunger. I don’t know how Silvus could be so restrained. I had never learned that trick. I started opening his shirt and unbuttoning his pants, pulling out his cock and pulling my hand up and down the soft sheath of his skin until I broke his composure.

      “I shudder to think what sort of treatment I will get tonight when you know she’s right there for the taking,” Silvus said.

      “And you are right to shudder,” I said. “I’ll fuck you as I think of her, and as I think of killing him. How I wish I could choke you.”

      Silvus put his hand over mine and pulled it off his cock. He turned to look at me with his secretive smile fading fast. “Take it out on me, because that girl will need gentle treatment at first.”

      “I know. And I will.”

      I shoved him toward the bed and pinned him down with my knee to his back while I quickly stripped off my own clothes.

      “Did you leave that girl all alone with her grief?” Silvus asked. “Or are Thomas and Jie with her?”

      I paused with my trousers open, gritting my teeth through my impatience. How could I still be such an impatient man after living so many centuries? I had come to appreciate my own impatience. I think if I ever lost it entirely, it would be time to meet my maker.

      “She’s alone,” I growled. “Well, I can’t leave those two with her! Would I leave a frightened rabbit with a fox and a coyote?”

      “She must be in such despair. Our poor little one,” Silvus said.

      He was good at making me feel like an ass.

      “I wasn’t trying to leave her in despair. She told me she wanted to be alone. She’s afraid of me.”

      “Bring her Calrose,” Silvus said.

      Silvus always had cats. His familiar died when I turned him, as familiars must—but I didn’t know that at the time. I knew very little of warlocks back then. His familiar was a toad, but ever since then he had cats. Cats, he said, ordinary cats, still acted very much like familiars, in that they were tame and affectionate—but not entirely tame. Silvus coddled his cats, feeding them morsels of raw meat and letting them into bed with him. Having grown up in the age of the plague, he felt we owed them our devotion for killing rats. They got a little too fat and they were very devoted to him in return.

      He found Calrose at an Asian grocery store in Maryland, while Jie was buying his favorite green tea. He was a gray, mangy kitten, gender unknown, but Silvus immediately spotted potential in his golden eyes and whisked the cat off into a life of luxury. He was named after a type of rice, because Silvus noted that it sounded like male and female names and could be referred to as either Cal or Rose. The cat was currently sprawled in a chair in the corner of the room, his eyes slitted open just enough to give me a lazy stare.

      “She’ll feel better with a little companionship,” Silvus said. “And then…you can assuage your needs.” Freed of my knee, he shifted to lay on his side, and gave me a look that made me feel inferior, and accordingly, made me want to torture him.

      I buttoned my clothes up again and picked up the cat. The lazy beast didn’t care. I rapped gently on Lisbeth’s door. “Tulip, I have something to keep you company tonight.”

      “I said I want to be alone,” she said, and she had been crying. I could imagine the taste of her tears.

      “It’s a pet,” I said.

      “A…pet?”

      “Do you…like cats?”

      She opened the door, looking at Calrose and at me. The cat was purring excessively and ridiculously, reaching a paw toward my precious girl.

      “Cats,” she said.

      “I trust you have heard of the concept of pet cats?” I wasn’t trying to be sarcastic, but sometimes it just came off that way. She looked like maybe she had not.

      “We weren’t allowed any pets in the Order,” she whispered. “Is it friendly?”

      “He’s very friendly. Just back off if he gets tense or stops purring, but he usually doesn’t.” I carefully put Calrose in her arms, eager for this excuse to touch my beloved one more time before I departed for the night. My fingers brushed the invisibly tiny hairs on her bare forearm and I felt a little shiver go through her, but she seemed more delighted by the cat.

      She had known other cats, of course. In prior lives, they were useful for catching mice, but my girl indulged them as much as Silvus did.

      I had never seen her look at an animal with such wonderment, as if she had never seen one before.

      “It’s…purring?” She looked at me. “It’s purring, isn’t it?” She smiled, the tiniest bit. “I’ve never held a cat before. He’s looking at me so earnestly.”

      “He does that.”

      “Is this your pet?”

      “You’re the only pet I want.”

      Her cheeks turned a sudden, deep shade of red that made her entire face unbearably beautiful and alluring. She looked a little upset at me, but she lowered her gaze, clearly afraid to challenge me. I was abruptly reminded again that she had been abused by this man, and the desire to kill him flamed up in me again.

      She was very sensitive to my temper even when I didn’t say a word, recoiling from me. I scratched Calrose’s cheek, and the cat leaned in, blinking at her lovingly. I let the cat carry her a message of reassurance.

      “Sleep well, my Tulip,” I said, and I shut the door before I was overwhelmed by the urge to touch her, claim her, kill for her.

      I think, if I had her all the time, I could have controlled myself. If we lived as man and wife, and grew old—or remained immortal—together, the way love should be. Yes.

      As it was, out of my five hundred or so years on this planet, less than a third had been spent with her. She had been lost to me now for nearly a century. Bertie died in my arms in 1930. The last time I saw her as a woman was 1849.

      My God. Is that possible? My cock hasn’t known a woman’s body in almost two centuries? No wonder I can hardly think straight.

      It was never enough. Not nearly. No sooner had I found her than her fleeting life was over again, and the loneliness of my immortal existence threatened to consume me. The thought of beginning the hunt all over—

      I threw the door to the other bedroom open again and Silvus was right where I’d left him, although he had grabbed a book off the nightstand to read.

      My need was unbearable by now, and I hardly was aware of the moments between when I shut the door and when I was fucking him. Silvus understood me, knew me so well, that for all the arguments between us, when I was inside him it felt almost like I was pleasuring myself. His restrained sighs and grunts of satisfaction still held a note of desperate hunger and I knew we were both thinking the same thing. Her body between us, spread and wet, her moans unbidden and loud.

      “Ah—so rough,” Silvus gasped.

      “You knew I wouldn’t go easy on you. Not on a night like this,” I said, and I wrapped my hand around his throat so he couldn’t say anything else.
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      Much to my own surprise, it was suddenly morning. I had slept through the night. I must have been exhausted. The memories of everything that had happened slammed in to me so hard that I felt sick. Silvus’ cat stirred and walked up my chest, stretching one paw toward my face. He was purring very noisily and rubbed his cheek against my face. Then he made a beeline for the lamp cord and bit it.

      “Don’t do that! You’ll electrocute yourself,” I whispered. “Are you hungry?”

      Calrose struggled out of my arms and leapt toward the door, circling it with a plaintive meow.

      I guess I couldn’t pretend to keep sleeping, but I was incredibly nervous just to crack open the door. As soon as I stood up, I felt an urgent need to pee, so I was forced into the hall.

      I heard dishes clinking in the kitchen and Calrose ran out ahead of me.

      Maybe Silvus was awake to feed his cat. He seemed a little safer than Rayner. I crept out very slowly, trying not to make a sound, as I heard a can pop open and the cat letting out urgent cries.

      “There you go, beast.”

      It was Rayner, and just Rayner. He was standing in the kitchen of the cabin, wearing nothing but a worn pair of black jeans that fit him like a glove around his hips. I was greeted by the view of his honey blonde hair tousled from sleep, smooth and sculpted skin forming the chiseled muscle of his back and arms. I had never seen any man without his shirt before, other than Father Joshua, who was so pale and skinny. For one moment, I was stunned into silence by Rayner’s beauty, something stirred deep inside me.

      He turned, a look in his own eyes that met mine. Primal. Predatory.

      I shied back.

      He said, “I didn’t hear you coming.” He was clearly surprised. Vampires had very good hearing, from what I knew, but he must have been lost in his thoughts.

      Thoughts of me.

      “My beautiful girl,” he said, putting the food down for Calrose.

      I hugged myself. “Where is the bathroom?”

      “Right here in the hall. You must have just passed it.” He walked up to me and put a hand on my back. “Here.”

      My heart was beating fast and scared. My entire body was alight with awareness of how close he was. I reached for the door, and he wrapped his arms around me suddenly, pinning my arms at my sides. He sniffed my neck and then peeled away the bandage. “You’ve healed already.”

      “Oh—“

      “Not even a mark on your beautiful body, Tulip.” He whispered to me. “When you come out, put your dress from yesterday back on and come to breakfast. I will make you a nourishing soup to restore your blood. Everyone wants to taste you and it’s very hard to wait.”

      “Sir…”

      “Rayner. Please, you must call me my name. We’ll talk and whatever haunts you, whoever hurt you, I will make them go away. I will give you the world, you understand? You will feel the pure pleasure of being our beloved thrall again once you are no longer afraid.”

      He let go of me, allowed me to step into the bathroom and shut the door, but I felt no privacy. Even alone, I felt watched. I was sure he was listening. I could hardly get my bladder to work, peeing in a hesitant trickle.

      I kept thinking of Father Joshua watching me from his cold, powerful perch atop my entire community. He could hurt me any way he wanted.

      Rayner was very different from that.

      I will give you the world.

      ‘The world’ was not a thing I ever thought of having. I met my face in the mirror and all I could see was grief and exhaustion.

      I tried to slip back into my room unnoticed, but Silvus was waiting for me. “Good morning, dearest. I’ll help you back into your clothes. You look so tired, but don’t worry. There are no expectations of you today. We’ll pamper you thoroughly and all you need to do is rest up from your ordeal, while we figure out what to do next.” I felt like a mannequin as he dressed me, and then he took my hands in his and looked at my palms.

      “Your hands are too clean for a witch,” he said.

      “I’m not really a witch…,” I said.

      “Of course you are.”

      “I don’t even have a familiar.”

      A small furrow creased his brow. “You don’t?”

      “No.”

      “That is strange.” He took a comb from his pocket and smoothed it through my hair before his eyes hooded. “Just be sure not to mistake me for the mother of the group just because I’m English and I like things in their place,” he said, plucking my lower lip with his thumb. “I’m more dangerous than any of them, when I put my mind to it. Now, come to breakfast, pet.”

      One of the defining characteristics of the life of a woman in the Order was that we were invisible. In school, boys learned to speak up and we learned to be silent. They were not taught to avoid eye contact with their teachers. They had their world, a bold striding world, and we had our world—soft and hidden. Boys didn’t even look at girls much either. They knew a partner would be chosen for them when they grew up. Dating was forbidden. We were all nervous around each other and told nothing about marriage and sex.

      As I came to the table, all four of them were awake and alert, waiting for me. They were drinking tea or coffee, thankfully not blood. They couldn’t eat so the only place setting was mine, a bowl of soup with greens and mushrooms that smelled savory and exotic but also a little familiar. Rayner was standing, sipping his coffee, a shirt now hanging loosely off his shoulders, but I could still see too much of him. Silvus pinched a sugar into his tea while Jie poured his, shooting me a little grin. “Good mornin’, darlin’,” Thomas said.

      “Eat your soup,” Rayner said. “I made it, but it’s Jie’s old recipe. You will take it in the morning every time we feed on you.”

      “Ancient Chinese secret,” Jie said, with a little self-deprecating laugh. “The mushrooms are what Chinese vampires give their thralls to keep them healthy, along with a blend of herbs and greens for nourishing the blood. If you take it every morning, you won’t lose energy very quickly.”

      The soup actually smelled delicious, but I didn’t want to eat. It wasn’t easy to muster my courage to defy four men, when I had been taught to never deny any man, ever.

      “I—I don’t want to be your…your thrall,” I said. “I don’t want you to just take my blood every day. I’m not a Sinistral. And my family needs me.”

      “Not every day!” Silvus said. “No one could give that much. Every five days is the most we ever push it, less if you aren’t feeling well.”

      “I don’t want to give my blood to vampires. At all. Ever. The world is going to end soon and…”

      “You believe that junk?” Jie said. “Because that man who hurt you said so? You know he’s lying, don’t you? The madness of crowds…”

      “He might have scared me, but…the world is ending, isn’t it? He showed me human newspapers talking about it.”

      “Darlin’, they always say that,” Thom said. “The world’s been ending as long as I’ve been living in it. I guess one day they’ll be right, and until the day it does, you’re better off with those who love you.”

      Rayner pounded the counter. “He scared you in order to control you,” he hissed. “So you wouldn’t leave or question him. He cherrypicked alarmist news stories to reinforce his narrative. Believe me, Tulip, I’ve seen enough men like that in my five hundred years. He’s a weak creature whose only power is sniffing the weaknesses of his ‘flock’ before you realize that the emperor has no clothes.”

      “Even if that is true…you want to control me too,” I said, wincing as I braced myself for someone to strike me or at least shout.

      “I want to protect you,” Rayner said. “I want to give you the things I know you want. You always resist me at first, because you think you are a normal person. You think your destiny is like everyone else’s. When I find you, it’s terrifying to you. It changes everything you thought you knew. But you have never been able to resist me for long. None of this is new to us, Tulip. We’ve already done everything a man and his lover can do. I know what you like. I know what makes you cry out my name, what makes you whimper and beg…and as much as I want to remind you of every single moment of it right now, as you can see…I’m patient.”

      “The four of us give you something you can’t get anywhere else,” Thomas said.

      “Well…I don’t doubt that,” I whispered. “But I just—I don’t want anything. I want to take care of my sisters. I wanted to marry a nice man and be a part of the village. I wasn’t unhappy there. I just didn’t want to marry him.”

      Rayner’s nostrils flared. Silvus put a hand on his arm.

      “You weren’t happy,” Rayner said. “It’s a lie you tell yourself because you know nothing else. It’s a lie you tell yourself every time.”

      “Why don’t we tell you,” Silvus said, “our history together. And maybe you will understand a little better why things are this way. Eat your soup.”

      I picked up my spoon. “All right…tell me."
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      “When Rayner met you…” Silvus started, as Rayner looked temperamental, and then he butted in.

      “It was the early seventeenth century,” Rayner said. “Not that the years matter much anymore. That was where it began for you and me, Tulip. As I told you, I was a regular human and I never meant for our lives to be anything but ordinary. I was just trying my damnedest to win you. You were from a family with some wealth, having benefited from the trading power of the Dutch back then. You were beautiful. And you were more than beautiful. You were whatever that thing is that makes a man fall deeply in love. You had other potential suitors, but I’m sure you were never as special to any man as you were to me. You were my match, and I was yours, and we both felt it.”

      His eyes were searching me for Lisbeth as he spoke, his voice full of youthful passion. He didn’t sound the same just now. For a moment, I thought, he was human again. He was a boy who loved a girl.

      Me. No one looked at me or spoke of me this way.

      I didn’t want to believe him, but the honesty in his voice was impossible to ignore, the way it lit his handsome face.

      “I was working hard to save money. I was studying and making connections on the side, trying to move up in the world and make myself worthy of you. It tore me apart to think you might be ashamed of marrying a man like me. I wanted to offer you a house that would bring you pride. I was thinking of how many rooms we might have, how many babies we would have, how much sugar and spice and meat in our larder, how many servants… I was just dreaming wildly of all the things I wanted to give you. You said you didn’t care, but I know you did. You had to care. That was our world, then. It was very simple.” He finally looked away from me and paced.

      “Rayner,” Silvus said.

      “No, I can tell it,” he said. “Tulip, I got tangled up with some bad business. The man who would become my sire told me your mother was a witch. She wasn’t practicing, but he brought me to a warlock who showed me your mother’s name written in a log from what we thought of as the devil’s church. She had participated in some occult rituals in her young years. My sire and this warlock had some grudge with her and they tried to blackmail me. They said they would save you in exchange for turning in your mother. When I refused, he turned me. He told me I now had to cooperate. Instead, I fled and I spoke to your mother, and she told me how to kill the vampire but she also told me to stay away from you forever. Your father had his thriving business and no idea that his wife’s bloodline had witches. I tried to stay away, but—not only was I weak in the face of my adoration for you, but I also knew that this warlock was still holding a grudge against your mother and I feared that they would brand her as a witch and you as well.”

      “Was…my mother all right?” I asked. I was sensitive to the fate of mothers, just now. I didn’t want to hear about this other woman’s death, not even four hundred years ago.

      “Yes. She was able to keep herself safe. But I had already persuaded you to run away with me, for your safety and mine. Well, it wasn’t very hard. We were both caught in the desire to do anything to be together.”

      “Did I know you were a vampire?”

      “Yes,” he said, sounding fierce with his own defense. “I didn’t lie to you. I have never been a deceitful man, Lisbeth. You knew everything and you chose me. Of course, the decision was not made lightly. The details blur, but we discussed it all in detail, and we decided to go to London together, for the reason that London had a community of vampires who worked together to survive. There…it was just you and me.”

      He seemed more somber now, almost tender, a glow in his eyes like the embers glowing in a fire that stopped blazing hours ago. “It was not the life I thought I would give you, but I do believe you were happy. In many ways, we were like any husband and wife. That was the one time…it was all perfectly normal.” He looked sad. “You kept the house and took in a little fancywork because you said you enjoyed it, and I found work there. Our great regret was that we couldn’t have children. The knowledge that you would grow old and leave me…it haunted us both. And then came…the plague.”

      He went silent.

      “Rayner…,” I said, hesitant. “But why…”

      “That was the beginning of my hell.” He spoke softly. “I will never forget when the life went out of you, that first time. When you were gone and I remained. I would spend my life fighting the greatest enemy a man can ever face—the dark, yawning chasm between life and death. I refused to let it swallow you…not you, my beloved…”

      “You left out the most important point of the story,” Silvus said. He looked at me. “You must be wondering, why didn’t he turn you into a vampire?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “There is a spell upon you,” Silvus said. “One might say it’s a blessing, but to us, it’s been a curse. It may have been cast by your mother or members of the Amsterdam covens—or perhaps even by the warlock who held the grudge against your family. We don’t know for sure who it was or whether their motive was to protect you against living the life of a vampire, or to get back at Rayner. He didn’t know a damned thing about wizards and all their politics and maneuvers until he met me. He came to me directly after your death in the plague. I say ‘came to me’—ha! Attacked me is the more accurate description. I told him what he wanted was against my Ethereal code of conduct, and he turned me into a vampire so I was an Ethereal warlock no more.”

      “That’s terrible!”

      “Vampires tend to be terrible people,” Silvus said. “I have tried not to succumb, but it’s quite hopeless. Lust can be an overwhelming emotion for ordinary mortals, but for vampires it is far worse. The hunger for blood and…” He trailed off, leaving the rest unspoken but obvious.

      “Do I get to talk yet?” Jie asked.

      “No,” Silvus said. “You know very well that you haven’t entered the story yet.”

      “It gets a lot more interesting with us,” Jie said.

      “That is true. It took me a cursedly long time to find you, pet,” Silvus said. “It was just Rayner and I fighting like two unfamiliar cats for many years. I could cast spells to seek you out but that didn’t give me the wherewithal to reach you. You seemed to be somewhere out to sea, as far away as the stars, from where we stood in London. I presume you might have been somewhere in the Pacific. There was nothing I could do. I had no idea how to even begin to reach you.”

      “The modern world is quite a wonder,” Rayner mused. “Back then, I was faced with the prospect that you might be born out of my reach, again and again. And then, one day, you were gone, presumed dead. The waiting and searching began again and God blessed me. We found you in France.”

      “Of course, we waited patiently for you to grow up,” Silvus said. “We let our homes in London to younger vampires and obtained a country house in Provence near to you. You were the fifth child of eleven, in a farming family, with no money. We tried our best to arrange good fortune for you and your family, but there wasn’t much we could do without arousing suspicion. At the age of sixteen, times being what they were, mind you—sixteen was considered a woman—we were wed.”

      Rayner was looking at me but his eyes held a memory. “It had been nearly a century, now, but you were finally mine once more. I gave your parents a bag of gold to have you. I would have given them the clothes off my back. I would have given them everything, just to have you.”

      “So…I am always…the same?” I asked, unsure what to think of that. “Did you give me any choice?”

      “In 1750, there was no such thing as choice,” Silvus said. “You are a modern woman now, but at the time many marriages were economic. You wouldn’t have dreamed of saying no. But I daresay you were very lucky, because we wanted to make you happy and protect you. It would never be your fate to bear eleven children or work the fields, bake your own bread or brew your own beer. The two of us took care of everything for you.”

      Am I a modern woman now?

      I was aware of what the life of a modern woman could be. I saw it in the authority of the witches like Councilwoman Garcia who stopped by, or in the books I read, but I never imagined that life for myself.

      Father Joshua said my fate was to be his bride, and now I found it was a very different fate than that. Father Joshua, I now knew, took as many women as he wished for himself by naming them priestesses, while he intended for me to have his children. Now, I was the one who was meant to have four lovers and no children.

      I never wanted any lover at all.

      I am just a slave to these vampires, I thought, but that didn’t seem right either.

      They stirred something inside me at the same time as they terrified me, and in the end I was simply confused.

      “Marguerite,” Rayner said. “Your name was Marguerite, but I just called you Tulip, my flower of Holland. I didn’t want to forget that girl. You had no memory of before, and you had French mannerisms and tastes, but you were still remarkably similar. To put it simply: I wasn’t disappointed.”

      “When the food shortages and the Revolution troubled France, we decided to stay on the safe side and took you back to my London house,” Silvus said. “You lived to quite a goodly age.”

      “Seventy-one,” Rayner said, with a certain precision that made me think he never forgot anything when it came to my life.

      I laughed nervously. “I can’t believe that the two of you really wanted to be with a seventy year old woman. What did people say?”

      “I don’t care,” Rayner said. “You don’t know what it’s like to be two hundred years old.”

      “It’s true,” Silvus said. “At first, you imagine yourself aging. Every man thinks old age will come for him. We are wired as such, I think. As much as every human resists their mortality, at the same time, the world begins to pass you by, faster and faster. Everyone you knew is old. The youths are incorrigible and completely confusing. You figure you must be old too, but somehow you aren’t. You are eternally regarded by others as a young man.”

      “Then, that feeling also goes away,” Rayner said. “And you don’t think about the centuries or the fashions anymore.”

      “Did that answer your question?” Silvus smiled. “I’m not so sure. But to make a point, we don’t think about you aging. I know it’s hard for a human to grasp.”

      “Okay, Marguerite is dead, and now it’s my turn,” Jie said. “Silvus might not have been happy about being turned into a vampire, but it was the best damn thing that ever happened to me, after you.” He smiled at me, and I could tell that the younger two vampires had a more light-hearted rapport and didn’t seem troubled by much of anything.

      I wondered what sort of moments I had shared with Jie. Just the way he smiled at me, I knew he must remember other times between us when he made me smile back.

      “I met these guys when I was docked in Guangzhou,” Jie said. “They were looking for an interpreter. Man, did they stick out. Everyone had their own nickname for them, and thought they were trouble.”

      “But you’ll do anything for a buck,” Thomas said.

      “That’s right.” Jie grinned. “I was a sailor—“

      “Pirate,” Silvus said. “You were a pirate.”

      Jie shrugged. “Pirates are still sailors. They sail.”

      “We had been on quite a journey,” Silvus said. “At that point, it was certainly possible for an Englishman and a Dutchman to get to China, but not on a whim, and not usually as deep as we needed to go.”

      “They said they were missionaries!” Jie was laughing now. “We didn’t even know what good Christians were supposed to look like and we still knew they weren’t it.”

      “Well, it was the only explanation that made any sense,” Rayner said. “We certainly couldn’t say we were there to kidnap a woman.” He frowned. “But we got to you eventually.”

      “He doesn’t like this part of the story,” Jie said.

      “Too bad. I don’t care what anyone says, it’s my favorite part besides the parts I’m actually in,” Thomas said. “Wish I coulda seen it.”

      “Hush,” Rayner said. “The fact is, Tulip isn’t a fiend, and she has mercy for people who don’t deserve it. I would do it again. I will do it again—but I promised to ask permission.”

      “This is when you…you killed my family?” I remembered Silvus saying something about it.

      “Your in-laws,” Rayner said. “Not your family. They didn’t treat you like family. You were a slave to them. I know I’m supposed to reflect upon the culture before I act, but we have cruel families in western Europe as well. I know what they look like.”

      “I don’t remember it, of course,” I said. “So I don’t know what I can say.”

      “The fact is, he snapped when he saw your feet were bound,” Silvus said. “Even though by then we knew this was the custom.”

      “I’ve heard of it, I think,” I said. “But they didn’t teach us very much about other countries in my school. Is it very bad?”

      “It was madness. Your feet had been broken and deformed.”

      Jie raised his eyebrows. “In hindsight it’s crazy, but a lot of things are crazy in hindsight.”

      “You liked her feet,” Rayner said.

      “Well, of course I did, back then,” Jie said defensively. “How am I supposed to help being a product of my time either? Where I grew up, a girl that beautiful with Golden Lotuses would have been promised to the son of the richest man in town. Never thought I’d have a girl like that. I’m not going to apologize for being a product of my time when Thomas never has to apologize for tying him—or her—up.”

      My entire body shivered with horror and at the same time I felt liquid heat rush out of me between my legs. Thom grinned at me.

      “See? Same as ever,” he said. “Our blushing bride doth protest, but you’re a dirty girl, ain’tcha?”

      “Thomas,” Silvus said warningly. “Can you ever just be delicate for a day or two?”

      “Why should I? I’m impatient. The sooner she remembers how much she likes it, the sooner I get to indulge my art.”

      “Please!” I stood up, about to flee back to my room. “I’m sure I don’t want this! I just want to see my family.”

      Rayner reached for me, his hand pressed against the bodice of this unfamiliar dress, before he trailed his fingers to the skirt and bunched a little of the fabric in his hand. He caressed it like it was a part of me. “Tulip, I will protect the people you love,” he said. “And harm the ones who hurt you. It has always been that way. Marguerite’s family loved you even though you worked so hard, so I gave them gold. I made sure that even during the lean years, none of your sisters and brothers ever starved. But Li Mei’s little shit of a husband, and his sister and mother? They sure didn’t deserve you.”

      I twisted my hands. “That wasn’t me, anyway. It wasn’t me. I don’t remember anything you’re talking about. It sounds terrible.”

      “Nah, Rayner’s right,” Jie said. “The world wasn’t any worse off without those people. Rich pricks. And you were so beautiful. Straight from heaven. I’d never seen a more beautiful girl in all my life. Even these two white boys agreed.”

      “You were,” Silvus said. “Very beautiful. It was quite difficult at first when you didn’t speak a lick of English or French or Dutch. Trying to explain about reincarnation and vampires and Lisbeth under those circumstances…well, I don’t think you really knew why we took you until a year later.”

      “Took me? You took…Li Mei…to England?” I didn’t really think of this Chinese girl as being me at all. “And she didn’t even know why? You always just take whatever you want?”

      Rayner looked at me and his eyes said, Sit down.

      He seemed a little impatient with me. Of course I take whatever I want, if it’s you. Don’t you understand by now?

      You’re mine.

      I sank into my chair, my skirts poufing around my hips a little.

      “Here’s the truth, as I saw it,” Jie said. “You were scared, but you were also desperately relieved. No one loved you in that house. I remember holding you in my arms. You were so small and scared, but you were already used to your husband coming to bed and doing what husbands do. Selfish asses of husbands, anyway. All I did was hold you and tell you about my travels and all the things I’d seen, and how I’d never been to London either. It was new to both of us. I could feel you relax in my arms, and you fell asleep there.” Jie gave me a fond smile that made his eyes merry.

      “We ended up buying another country house, however. You couldn’t fit in very well in London. I failed Li Mei,” Rayner said. “I admit that. I felt there was nothing I could do because you were still homesick for China and I just…didn’t know how to make you happy. The races and nationalities didn’t mingle easily as they do now. It was only thirteen years before you died far too young.”

      “The food killed you,” Jie said. “It was just awful. I tried to make you Chinese food but just try making Chinese food out of an 1840s English kitchen. I think it was a merciful passing.”

      “My life sounds…very…difficult,” I said.

      “But then you were born as our Bertie,” Silvus said, pouring himself more tea, with pleasant reminiscence in his tone. “Such a shock at first, but with Thom and Bertie—well, up until then, we weren’t truly a family.”

      “It was the shock that made us a family.” Rayner rubbed his chin. “I had to truly shed the man I was. Rayner van der Berg would not have loved a man, but at that time I realized that love could transcend not just age or culture, but also gender.”

      “I taught them to share,” Thom said. “Of course, where I learned it from, I couldn’t tell you. I was brought up a good Christian boy, same as anyone back then, but I was always getting into trouble and I didn’t feel much like repenting for it. So I guess I was always meant to be a Sinistral.” He grinned. “Yes, I think I was born to be a vampire. So just imagine, I’m heading out west and I run into this lot on the way to the Dakota territory.”

      “Oh, we were hopeless,” Silvus said.

      “You were a real pretty boy, that Bertie,” Thomas said. “I always thought I liked ladies but now I have to tell you, you have a lot to live up to.” He raked a hand through his hair. “Nah, I’m kidding. I shouldn’t say that when you look so scared. I joked around with Bertie like that. You were my treasure, Bertie…”

      “So you all…fell in love with a different me.”

      “That’s right,” Silvus said.

      “I picked these three up along the way to help me find you,” Rayner said. “I turned down some that didn’t feel right. I wanted to bring you men that would please you, Tulip. But with Bertie, we truly learned to share your affections. That love…was so forbidden.” Now Rayner flushed himself, and I had this weird feeling that all of them had been particularly aroused by Bertie because of the forbidden nature of it at the time. Rayner and Silvus were already so old, and it unleashed something new in them that made them feel young again.

      “Bertie lived longer than your other lives,” Rayner said. “We had sixty exquisite years with you, in a world that was changing so fast. Very good years. And then—it was over. And as we said…well, not only were we unable to get to you past life, but the gaps between your lives have been getting longer.”

      “No wizard knows what reincarnation really is or how it works,” Silvus said. “We can piece together theories based on study, but every time you pass on, we don’t know if you will ever return. If we knew you were dead, we might finally end our own lives. But we can’t know. It took you twenty years to return this time.”

      “And so, we keep waiting,” Jie said. “Hopefully Silvus doesn’t get tired of living.”

      “I won’t,” Silvus said softly.

      But I could tell the two older vampires were tired.

      Tired of hunting me down, convincing me that I was the woman they loved, and watching me die.

      I couldn’t blame them. I couldn’t believe this was me they were talking about. Me they wanted. But if I looked at it from a distance, it was a romantic story.

      “Every life we have shared, at some point, you beg me to turn you,” Rayner said. “So that we never have to say goodbye. And every time I try, the attempt fails, because there is a protection on you. Some ancient curse that keeps you mortal.”

      “I don’t want to be turned,” I said. “I don’t want to be a vampire.”

      “Well, you would say that now,” Rayner said. “A year from now, you will have changed your mind.”

      I shuddered. I didn’t want to offend them, but not only was it a dark path to walk, but it also seemed lonely and miserable. I already missed my family terribly, and the only thing keeping me from trying to return was Father Joshua, and knowing nothing at home would ever be the same again.

      “I want you to tell me about this Father Joshua,” he said.

      “I don’t want to talk about him.”

      Rayner knelt on one knee in front of me, looking at me as gently as he was probably capable of. “Tulip, you said he killed your mother.”

      “Dad thought so.”

      “All I want is your permission to kill this man,” Rayner said. “Then we can leave this place.”

      “He’s a prophet,” I whispered. “The Ethereal spirits speak to him.”

      “Bullshit,” Thom said.

      “Then, how did he know how to create the purifying spell?” I took a deep breath. “He can hurt you. The village is surrounded by wards. You can’t just walk in, and if you do, he can kill or damage you badly with purified bullets, as I told you last night. We can’t kill him. I would rather just…just go.” I swallowed.

      Truthfully, I felt defeated. I didn’t want to leave home forever to be a vampire’s thrall. This was a fate as terrible as any, wasn’t it? Occasionally I felt a glimmer of strange excitement but that was surely just some wicked side of me talking, and listening to one’s wicked side only led to pain. I would be taken far away from my family forever, and Father Joshua would still have my wand and the ability to punish Dad, Carrie and Joan.

      Gods, I felt as wretched and helpless as ever.

      Of course, some tiny, evil voice within me whispered, you could tell the vampires to kill him, and maybe they would succeed. That man would be dead. That man with his cruel smile and shit-brown shoes would be dead and your family would leave the village.

      None of us would be safe from the end times anymore. We would just be together and I could read to my little sisters and listen to music and learn magic with proper wands and thoroughly enjoy every moment we had left without Father Joshua controlling us.

      “I see that look in your eye,” Thom said. “You just saw freedom on the horizon, didn’t you? When you’re growing up, people tell you all sorts of lies, and if you’re lucky, one day…the dawn breaks and you see them all for what they are. Those lies are there to control you.”

      “Okay,” I said. “I—I want my wand back. And I don’t want him attached to it. So…”

      “We’ll do what we have to do, Tulip, but don’t worry, I won’t tell the gods you said so,” Rayner said, with a slow smile.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Jie

      

      “Unfortunately, it’s entirely true what she says,” Silvus said. “The village is surrounded by powerful wards on all sides and we can’t just hop the fence. But, there is a gate and I could place a shield on us so they couldn’t detect that we are vampires.”

      “We can’t all go,” I said. “That’s way too suspicious. Just send me.”

      “Why you?” Rayner asked.

      “I’m the only person who knows how to act like a normal human,” I said, gesturing to my modern clothes. I leaned on the kitchen counter like I was leaning out the window of our car. “‘Hello—excuse me, my GPS seems to be acting up. Could you tell me how to get back to 120 going east? Cool. Thank you. Is there anywhere to just get a cup of coffee and hit the bathroom here?’ If it was you, Silvus, you’d be like, ‘Good morrow, sir, my carriage seems to have broken down despite this smashing new macadam pavement and if I could just have a spot of tea’—fuck!” Silvus zapped me in the gut with his wand, which I probably deserved.

      “He’s right,” Thom said, shrugging. “Just let him scout.”

      Thom and I always stuck up for each other’s plans.

      “I don’t like you going alone,” Silvus said. “Thom, you go with him and just keep your mouth shut.”

      Rayner nodded.

      Lisbeth—or Alissa, or as I called her, my little Plum or Plum Blossom—looked worried, but she had looked worried since we chased her through the woods. She’d forgive us before long, but as her story unfolded I thought, we probably should have been more gentle. I think she wanted to say some word of warning, but then decided against it. Maybe she didn’t care if we lived or died, at least not yet.

      Silvus loaded us with wards and we hid as many weapons and magical objects under our clothes and in the car as we could, while Rayner criticized our ragged clothing. One of Rayner’s great and perpetual mistakes was his inability to adapt. He somehow didn’t notice that we were in the woods, not the city. His mind seemed stuck in the eighteenth century at best, and Silvus wasn’t much better.

      “It must be especially strange for you,” I said, as Thomas lit a cigarette. “Seeing her as a woman.”

      “Yeah, strange,” he said. “And I’m horny as a bull elk.”

      “That much, huh?”

      “Well, I never meant to spend my life in a world of cocks,” Thomas said. “Gol darn, but when I signed up for this I was promised a girl and I ended up never laying a hand on the fairer sex again. But it must be strange for you too. Li Mei, she was yours, warn’t she?” Thom could pass as a modern cowboy reasonably well, but he tended to slip in dialect from every time and every place he’d been, which was a lot of places.

      “Yeah. I’d never say it to Rayner’s face, but she was mine.” I gripped the steering wheel, the familiar feel of the car and the smell of the leather interior briefly seeming strange as I thought back to the girl I loved. “It was all new then, anyway. I felt so damn strong, like I owned the whole world. I had no idea there were so many powerful fucking wizards and shit.”

      Memories are strongest when you’re young. I’m sure that’s always true. I couldn’t tell you a single thing I was doing in 2009, but I could tell you every detail of that day in 1837 when I first kissed Li Mei and slid off every last silken garment she was wearing except her tiny slippers. I could remember the way her hair felt sliding through my fingers, the way she sighed, the way her soft pink mouth tasted. I would have cut off my ear to relive that night.

      That was the only time she wasn’t of European heritage, the only time she spoke no European language, so Rayner and Silvus needed a man like me to make sure her every need was met. But I couldn’t believe my luck that the man like me was me. Rayner and Silvus seemed burdened by their immortality and blood lust.

      Me and Thomas? Nah. We considered it the best thing that could ever happen to us. What else was I doing? I came from a family of sailors. My ancestors worked hard, didn’t make much money, and often died on the job. It was hard to say goodbye to my family, who had all the tender affection for each other that Li Mei’s husband’s clan lacked, but I needed more. I wanted to give my mother enough money that she could rest in her old age, and eventually, I did just that. But I never saw her again.

      I had trouble thinking of myself as a genius, but I guess I must have been, because during my years of ports and docks and travel, I picked up languages so easily that soon, men in charge were pulling me over to speak to the Europeans. I had some English, some French, some Spanish…and in the two hundred years since, I’d always been able to blend in. Once I convinced everyone at a hotel that I was David Chang from the restaurant Momofuku. I don’t even fucking look a thing like David Chang. Give me a week anywhere in the world, and I’ll figure out how to talk to people.

      With Rayner, I was offered a new life. Immortality. Strength. And a woman more beautiful and refined than I ever expected to have.

      My little plum. She was so broken at first. Rayner was in a fury over it. To him it was like seeing a loved one torn away from him and seeing her come back unrecognizable.

      “Rayner was so mad about what was done to her feet, I don’t know if he could ever make love to her without thinking about it. I didn’t quite get it then, because I was used to it. My mother had bound feet. I just thought, Li Mei suffered for this and if we don’t even appreciate how perfect her feet are, it would be an insulting waste of her sacrifice and dishonor her. Well, I get it now. It was pretty barbaric. The way women live now is much better, in China and most other countries too. They’re bolder and they expect to do everything men do.”

      “It seems natural now,” Thomas agreed. “Boy, could Bertie ride and shoot and he was quite a man when we found him. But then there was Lisbeth hiding underneath. I’m not sure it would have been half so fun if he’d been a woman. The way he used to blush while he held his head high, betrayed by his own stiff cock, and then we’d all be holding him down. Felt like breaking in a wild horse.”

      “Stop it already,” I said. Now I was getting a stiff cock as my mind turned over the contrast of delicate Li Mei with her mincing, swaying walk and shy manners and feminine ways, her readiness to submit to me because that was how she’d been raised, and Bertie’s taut muscles straining against our hold while Silvus called him ‘pet’ and Thomas tied knots around his wrists, until he was so turned on that he had tears in his eyes. “Well…I liked it all.”

      “But more’n anything I miss hearing Bertie just singing,” Thomas said. “Or seeing him working on the yard, digging holes for his apple trees. All those things he used to do that made the place seem like a home. I guess a woman now might want to go to work somewhere.”

      “Alissa isn’t…like other women, though,” I said. “She seems more like women back then.”

      “Must be that man,” Thomas said. “I wonder if it’s good enough to kill him. Maybe we ought to tie him up and make him suffer first.”

      “Rayner isn’t that patient.”

      “Well…I am.” Thomas raised his eyebrows and grinned at me. “And so are you, old friend, ain’tcha?”

      “Yep.”

      By the time we got to the village, we were practically frothing to taste the blood of the villagers, but I knew we couldn’t.

      “Be good,” I told Thom. “Play it cool.”

      “Huhn,” he scoffed.

      Being a vampire kicked your brain into overdrive. All you really cared about was fresh blood, and if you couldn’t get blood, sex was the next best thing, and if you could get both, that was the best of all. If you couldn’t get either, drink and drugs was about all you had left, and they lowered your sense of danger enough that you’d risk a lot more to get the first two things. This was how vampires often ended up living short lives, but Rayner and Silvus kept us out of trouble. We had a reason to live, so we behaved ourselves, but at times like these I knew Thom was dreaming of letting loose and damn the consequences. As soon as we pulled up I thought, these people look like assholes.

      The two men watching the gate were wearing tidy suits and had short hair and clean-shaven, boyish faces. I could see a few women wearing the same dowdy black dresses and lace caps Alissa wore hurrying out of sight. They were all white people, even though witches and warlocks were usually even more integrated than mundanes.

      “Cults always dress so badly,” I said.

      I rolled down my window and lowered my sunglasses as the boys walked up looking tough, like they just graduated cop school or something.

      “Good morning. I think I’m lost.”

      “Yeah, you are. You’re going to want to turn around.”

      “Man, I’m just trying to find 120.”

      “You need to turn around.”

      “Can you give me directions?”

      The boy got this look on his face that made it very obvious he had no idea where the nearest state road or highway was, or what it was called. “No,” he said.

      “We’re starvin’, man,” Thomas said. “You got a sandwich or a bag of chips or something?” He offered a twenty.

      What the hell are you thinking? We can’t eat.

      Oh, crap. That was exactly what he was thinking. Proving we weren’t vampires, even if it meant we were going to suffer for it later.

      “No.”

      “What’s going on?” A couple more men had shown up and one of them nudged the boy out of the way and leaned in with a smile that sent a chill down my spine.

      Do you know how hard it is to send a chill down the spine of a two hundred year old bloodsucking Chinese pirate? I’d fought demons and been in districts so seedy they made Blade Runner look like a wacky 80s robot romance.

      This guy, he was up there. It was a very polite menace, and that kind skeeved me out the most.

      “Hey, just need a bite to eat real bad,” Thomas said. “If you gotta pack of cigarettes I’ll kiss ya.”

      The man laughed disdainfully. “What’s your name?”

      “Jim. Jim’s Window Repair,” Thomas said. “This is my assistant.” He smirked at me. I can lie too.

      Your ‘assistant’? Asshole.

      “I hear you wanted some food.” He handed us each a bag of Grandma Utz’s potato chips and looked expectant as we tore them open.

      Eating. Food. Fuck Thomas. Vampires are strong, agile killing machines but they can’t digest food worth a damn.

      I looked at him. You first.

      He curled a chip in his mouth like he was still human. “Mm-mm. Lard fried. The only way to do it.”

      This fucking cult creep was watching him and looking at me more suspiciously. I bit down on one. My teeth weren’t even used to this anymore.

      “Thanks,” I said. “So—did you have a local map, by any chance?”

      “I’m sorry, Jim. Jim’s assistant,” the man said. “Hard for you walking corpses to eat, isn’t it?”

      “It’s easy for us to eat. It’s hard for us to shit.” Thomas grinned. “But hey, being human, it wasn’t always a walk in the park either. I knew a guy who used to make a chili we called outhouse inferno.”

      “Ugh,” I said, throwing the rest of the chips at him.

      “We don’t have anything. You need to turn around.” The man I was assuming was Father Joshua clapped a hand on my shoulder and leaned close. “So you won this round, but if I were you, I’d quit while I’m ahead. Tell her that her little sisters might need a woman around soon because I’m not sure how long her father will live.”

      “I’m just trying to find 120.” I wasn’t going to play these macho games. I backed the car up a little and did a three-point turn while they all watched.

      “Well, he sure thinks he’s hot shit,” Thomas said. He slid a cigarette out for me. Silvus was going to yell at us for stinking up the car but I let it dangle sideways from my lips while Thomas lit it.

      “Yeah, he does,” I said. “I’m not even sure I’ll enjoy torturing him if it means I need to look at his putzy little face.”

      “Heh. I will. Oh, I like ‘em best that way. Makes me feel like I’m really doing society a favor.”

      “I’m a little worried he might really kill her dad.”

      “If he did, then he loses a bargaining chip.”

      “Yeah, but he has two more. Fuuuck.”

      “You scared of him, Jie?” Thomas whacked my arm. “We’ve seen worse than him.”

      “Yeah,” I said.

      We probably went four miles in silence and then I said, “I don’t know, I had a bad feeling about him, though. I’ve met a lot of warlocks and he smelled funny. The fact is, he hid her from Silvus for all these years. I know you’ll pretend none of this worries you.”

      “Nah, I ain’t worried. He won’t kill us, and if he does, well, it’s been a good run. One day at a time. Live in the moment. You should try being a Buddhist.”

      “I’m the one who told you what Buddhism was.”

      He gave me a sly smile. “This is what you love me for.”
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      When Jie and Thomas left after breakfast, Rayner lingered at the table, running his eyes over me. Silvus gathered my dishes and put them in the sink with some bowls and glasses. “Rayner, why don’t you dry?”

      “I can help,” I said. Anything to get their attention off me so much.

      Silvus handed me a cloth, shirtsleeves rolled up over pale but surprisingly strong arms. Rayner launched himself from his chair and paced, quiet and agitated. He seemed unable to think of anything but me, and the way he looked at me burned through me like fire. I was blushing furiously as I dreaded the next time I had to be alone with him. I wouldn’t escape a second time. He would touch me again. When he touched me between the legs…

      Very different from Father Joshua.

      I wondered how I would feel if I had never met Father Joshua.

      I wondered how long he would wait before he drank my blood again. He wouldn’t want to kill me, but they said the soup would help me recover from blood loss. How quickly?

      Or maybe Silvus would get to drink my blood next. They seemed to have a schedule.

      I was shaking a little as I realized Silvus was watching me now.

      “Careful, now,” he said. “I can smell you getting wet.”

      I didn’t know exactly what he meant. But I knew he wasn’t talking about the dishwater.

      “I’m not to touch you until Rayner does,” he said. “Don’t make it so hard.”

      “I don’t want you to touch me.”

      He laughed. “I know what you’re afraid of, pet. Every time, you are afraid of something. Marguerite wondered why two wealthy men wanted her. She was afraid it was a trick and we were just going to kill you. Li Mei worried about leaving her home country. Bertie worried about being found out and ostracized for his male lovers. You are worried that we want to control you the way this man did.” He handed me a bowl. “We’re not like that. We want you to have all the happiness you dream of.”

      “As long as it’s with you.”

      “Of course. But we know you’ll be happy with us.”

      “Because your venom has an aphrodisiac.”

      “Is that what they told you about us?”

      “Isn’t it true?”

      “It is. However—the effect of an aphrodisiac is very different from love. It’s only there so you find it pleasurable to give us your blood. Otherwise, I’m sure even if you did love us, you might find that more painful than enjoyable. That’s really it. That isn’t why you stay.”

      “Why do I stay?”

      “We’re your family,” he said. “Every day you’re with us, it will all feel more and more familiar. And when we touch you, we unlock parts of yourself that you thought were lost. We will wring from you a complete surrender of your body, mind and soul, and you will beg us for more.” He brushed a finger down my forehead and gave my lips a small pat. “It stirs inside you already, and that’s why you are so wet between the legs, pet. Your soul remembers. I will give you everything you’ve ever wanted, and in return…I will demand quite a lot as well.”

      Rayner leaving the room was no better. Silvus might have been even worse. And the more he spoke, the more I felt my body responding with an urgent throb, almost like I was being tugged toward him by some invisible force I couldn’t stop. I didn’t understand this feeling when I was so afraid of these men. I was sure I didn’t want anything to do with them.

      “Clan meeting.” Jie had just walked in the door and thrown down the car keys.

      “Did you reach the village?” Silvus asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Did you see my family?”

      “No, Plum. Sorry.”

      This was clearly something they didn’t want me to hear.

      “Tell me what happened!” I said. “It’s my village. If you want me to trust you, you’d better include me in clan meetings.”

      “You’re not part of the clan yet,” Jie said, with a funny look on his face. I was getting pretty worried.

      “Is my family all right?”

      “I’ll stay with her,” Thomas said. “Y’all have your meeting.”

      “Nice try.” Silvus shoved him toward the bedrooms. “Wait here, pet. I’m sorry to keep leaving you alone.”

      “I prefer being alone,” I said, glaring at him. “I just want to know if my family is all right.”

      “They are,” Jie said.

      They were off talking for the next hour while I was left to amuse the cat, who started running around the cabin and climbing on and off the couch.

      Finally, Rayner came out and the other three followed. Silvus picked up Calrose and carried him back to the bedroom. Jie started tossing food and pouches of blood into a cooler.

      “We’re going home, Tulip,” Rayner said.

      “Home where? What about my family?”

      “We need to arm ourselves,” Rayner said. “Jie and Silvus both feel the village is dangerous to attack without planning and I have to trust their opinion. It wouldn’t be my choice, but we wouldn’t all be here if we didn’t trust each other. So—on a more pleasant note, I’d rather keep you far away from the fray and get you out of this…cabin.”

      “Where is home?”

      “We’ll go to Baltimore for now,” Silvus said, emerging with Calrose in a carrier and picking up a cell phone. “I’ll tell Adam to tidy up and find another place to stay.” He tapped the phone and then swiped the phone and then handed the phone to Jie. “You do it.”

      “It’s not that hard to use a phone.”

      “Well, it didn’t used to be.”

      Jie looked at him. “You’d better drive, Sil. I ate three potato chips.”

      “Why!?”

      “Father Joshua gave us the forbidden fruit and we were trying to prove we were human,” Thomas said. “I ate the whole bag. I don’t regret it.”

      “Oh, dear god.” Silvus groaned. “You stupid, stupid children. Let’s get out of here. Dearest, you must have the front seat.”

      The vampires had a luxurious older black Mercedes sedan. The front seat was extremely comfortable and the leather smelled wonderful. Rayner definitely wasn’t having the best time sitting back with the other two. Calrose’s carrier went at my feet. Rayner didn’t say so aloud, but I don’t think he could drive. I couldn’t believe I was about to leave with them, possibly forever. None of this seemed real to me at all, but I relaxed a little more than I had at any prior point while they were arguing and trying to get everything packed up. It felt normal—sort of. Mom and Dad acted like this with me and Carrie sometimes, but their behavior was much more muted, like they had a father of their own who would punish them if they spoke too loudly. Mom always had to defer to Dad, but it wasn’t something he demanded of her. It was just the way things were. They both understood.

      I was very tense on the road too, but in this case, I kept expecting to see members of the Order blocking my way. The cabins were in a state park and the roads to get out of the park grounds were narrow and empty, and remained that way for a while. I couldn’t believe Father Joshua would let me go.

      At some point, we pulled out onto a road with other cars on it, lined with homes and gas stations and small towns with cafes and insurance agent offices and junk shops. I was actually seeing normal humans. Normal human stores and work places. School buses. Women jogging in tank tops. Women with their hair down.

      I couldn’t stop staring, although ironically I had traded the somber black dress and head covering of the Order for the green and brown wool and cap of the ‘little Dutch wife’ outfit. At one roadside food store I saw some Amish women talking next to buggies and they looked more like the Order, but even they were out shopping and riding on human roads, and they didn’t keep their heads pointed at the ground. Father Joshua occasionally mentioned how pure the Amish were, but he wouldn’t actually approve of them at all, I thought.

      Everyone out here has so much freedom.

      “Carrie would love this,” I whispered.

      Silvus looked at me. “Your little sister?”

      “Yeah…she tried to lie and say she heard spirits telling me not to marry Father Joshua. She’s a smart kid.”

      “It ain’t right,” Thom said.

      I glanced at him, surprised to hear him chime in.

      “Not right to leave her little sisters at the mercy of a man like that,” he said. “Darlin’, we’ll save them too.”

      Rayner shifted a little and I could tell they hadn’t agreed on this, but he said, “Thom had little sisters.”

      “Did you?”

      “Yeah, I was the oldest and all the other Whitman kids were girls. Three girls. Boy, I tell ya.”

      “Too much girl for you?” I ventured.

      “Nah, I guess I needed ‘em to scold me,” he said. “When Ma died Eliza took it on herself to box my ears. She was about this tall and I was nearly afraid of her.” He lifted a hand to his chest.

      I felt a little glow I recognized as both hope and happiness, for the first time, although I realized I was still sacrificing myself to save my family. Even in this moment, I was still extremely aware of what I was dealing with. All of the vampires had such a potent presence, a preternatural calm that preceded a storm. I could never fool myself into thinking I was with ordinary men, or that they would go easy on me.

      “I need to get gas.” Silvus pulled over to a pump and walked into the small attached store. The woman pumping gas at the next pump watched him every step of the way, only to be distracted anew by Rayner getting out to stretch his legs. I wondered what a normal human saw when she looked at them. It was very obvious that even though the vampires had once been human, they didn’t look like other humans now. The books I read in the Order used to warn me that vampires could be hideous but still use their seductive powers to force humans into submission. I believed it. All of the clan were attractive, but I was sure I couldn’t even judge just how attractive they had been as humans. They had a dangerous glow that radiated off them like fragments of stars.

      Even men were not immune. An old man wearing overalls and a brimmed cap stopped and stared before catching himself and shaking his head like he’d seen a mirage.

      I was seeing, right before my eyes, a vampire’s natural power to charm everyone around them into submission.

      The shocking marvels of the human world continued to fly past my eyes. The small towns along the country highways were not unlike the Order’s village, with 19th century houses, some brick and others wood, and occasionally older ones constructed from stone. Neighborhoods of newer houses popped up now and then on rolling hills. But even run-down towns had a cheerfulness to them. Pumpkins decorated porches. Roadside apple stands were piled with fruit. Signs were advertising fall festivals, Halloween parades, apple dumpling feasts and slippery pot pie at churches and the Ruritan Club.

      Halloween was a very wicked holiday when the mundanes celebrated it, with horribly bigoted depictions of witches and familiars, according to Father Joshua. But it all looked like so much fun to decorate and go to festivals.

      “What is that!?” I cried, spotting a massive warehouse of a building with a huge, packed parking lot on the hill ahead.

      “A Wal-Mart,” Rayner said. “It’s a store that sells everything the humans need and plenty more that they don’t.”

      “One store? So big?”

      “Have you ever left that village?” Jie asked.

      “No…,” I had to admit. “Only the men get to leave, and even then, rarely.”

      “We might need to stop in there,” Thomas said. “In fact—we definitely should.”

      “Why? A plague upon the Wal-Mart.” Rayner stopped as he seemed to realize that the potato chips must be upsetting their stomachs. “Never mind. I suppose these large stores are, at least, anonymous.”

      We parked in a sea of cars. I couldn’t stop staring at people. They were all so different and interesting. Kids skipping along with shoes that lit up. Moms talking on phones. Old couples walking together holding hands. A skinny boy with long hair and a shirt with superheroes. The mundanes were pushing carts with tons of plastic bags or a single large item, like a vacuum cleaner or a mini-fridge.

      “What are those?” I asked.

      Rayner looked at the long hot pink foam cylinders. “God only knows.”

      “Pool things for floating in pools,” Jie said. “They probably put all the pool stuff on clearance.”

      “Jie is our translator even to this day,” Silvus said.

      The doors opened on their own and we were blasted with a smell that made me think of hot dogs and plastic, but was generally beyond my description. Inside, it was even more astonishing. The ceilings were so high and music was playing and kids were screaming and there was a little cabinet with hot pizzas in it and a display of light up wire cats. My mouth was hanging open. I had been catching glimpses of this world all my life whenever any kids in the Order got their hands on music or comic books or any other piece of the mundane world, but this was like going to a carnival.

      “Have fun,” Jie said. He and Thom turned toward the restrooms.

      Rayner looked like the whole place put him in a bad mood, and he looked at me. I shied back a little. I could tell he was mad and might yell at me for being so fascinated. Immediately I dropped my eyes and drew my hands together against my apron.

      Instead, I felt his hands on my head, loosening the pins that held my cap in place. He folded it in his hand and lifted my head back up.

      “Tulip…we must get you something to wear. Just for now, until we can take you to better stores at home. We have no suitable clothes for a modern girl. Pick out something that you like.”

      I swallowed, confused by the fact that one minute he was angry and now he seemed soft. “You’re not upset?”

      “Upset?”

      I chewed my lip, looking at all the racks of brightly colored clothes. I was afraid I would pick out something he didn’t like. In the Order every woman wore the same black dresses with long sleeves, all the time. “You should pick something out for me.”

      “I despise Wal-Mart,” he said, “because I remember a time when I would have taken you to a charming little dress shop where you would be measured and I would buy you fine outfits, custom made for you out of beautiful materials. Silk gowns for dinners and balls and the opera. And good sturdy wool riding habits and clothes for working in your garden. Gloves…hats…handkerchiefs. Everything was a treasure. There are very few places like that anymore, however, even in the best stores. As much as I like you to look how I remember you best, you are attracting attention. Buy what pleases you. I am content just to have you with me again.”

      “The streets were full of shit and piss back then,” Silvus murmured. “So, there was that.”

      Rayner wasn’t mad at me at all, even if he hated the store and I liked it.

      He didn’t care if I had a different opinion about something.

      Well, I was sure that wouldn’t extend very far. He was just as possessive as any man in the Order. They would never allow their wives to declare that they loved something their husband hated.

      I had a memory of my mom making a coconut curry dish that she heard about somewhere. It was so different than the usual foods we ate and she said she was “surprising” Dad. As she was shopping for the ingredients, she told me not to tell him. As she was making it, she seemed nervous, like she was keeping a secret.

      When he came home he said something smelled unusual, but he added, “Maybe it’s nice once in a while to try something new.”

      Then, she put the plate in front of him. Nervous. Hopeful. I could see her now, not saying a word to him, keeping her eyes down as she brought him a neat little dish of rice formed into a dome with a little sprig of mint, and a bowl of saucy chicken curry.

      “Mrs. Gardner gave me the recipe,” she said. “It’s a curry from Thailand.”

      He seemed hesitant as he tried a bite. He swallowed and wiped off his mouth. He looked at her.

      “I’m sorry, honey, but can you just fry me up a couple of burgers?”

      “Of course.” She took the dish away quickly. Her skin was burning.

      “It’s all right,” he said. “I know you were hoping it would be a good surprise. I’m just not much for spicy food.”

      Mom brought Dad a beer to nurse while she returned to the kitchen and took out a clean pan. She made him a whole new dinner, with baby Carrie on her hip. I sat at the table with my curry, but I couldn’t eat before my parents. I remembered wishing Dad would tell me I could eat anyway, but he didn’t look like the thought ever crossed his mind.

      The curry, as I remembered, was delicious, but we never had it again.

      Dad was a good man. He was just following the rules like he’d been taught to do.

      Things were better before Father Joshua was in charge, my parents said, but they had still been pretty strict compared to a world like this.

      I looked at the clothes and my eyes settled on some black, long-sleeved dresses. The dresses had a little gold belt and a ruffled hem but were the closest thing to what I always wore.

      Then some rebellious streak stirred inside me. Sometimes I got this little feeling bubbling up like I wanted to fight somebody, but I always said my prayers to the Ethereals until it went away.

      What do I have to lose now?

      He’s being nice, but they have all made their intentions clear. They’re going to drink my blood, claim my body any way they want it, tie me up, and keep me close. We’re already two hours away. I don’t know where we are. Maybe we’re almost in Baltimore. They’re so powerful that I’ll never escape. I probably won’t ever see my family again.

      So I might as well see what I can get.

      I looked at a rack of sweaters with bright, gaudy prints of hearts, stars, and rainbows. They made me think of some colorful, crazy world I could never really be a part of. I took the rainbow print cardigan off the rack. Rayner didn’t say anything. He was keeping an eye on me, but he and Silvus were discussing something about repairing a hot water heater.

      “Adam should have told us if anything in the house was not kept up. My Lisbeth will want a hot bath, I’m sure.”

      It was so strange and embarrassing to hear ‘my Lisbeth’ and know he meant me.

      “Well, Adam says he likes cold showers,” Silvus said disdainfully.

      “We don’t want the pipes to freeze in the winter. How does he wash dishes?”

      “And the laundry…,” Silvus said. “He washes all his sheets and towels in cold water? Good lord. At least he said he’s already packed up and gone.”

      “I hate young vampires,” Rayner told me. “Our renters seem like such children, but one must still make a living somehow. Do you like this sweater? You might want some jeans and a shirt to go with it.”

      “It’s okay?”

      “Yes, it’s fine. You’re a young woman. You should be able to dress as the other young women do when you’re out. Of course…” Now his voice dropped into a softer register again, the one that stroked my ear like a caress. “…when you’re home with us, you shall wear what we want you to wear…the finery that befits you. Or, sometimes…nothing at all.”

      I swallowed. Just like that, I was a mere possession.

      But I was getting wet between the legs again. In fact, when I went to the restroom to change into the new clothes, my underwear was soaked through. I wished I had a clean pair to change into. When I put on the jeans, which were tight around my body, I could feel the wet spot pressed against my skin. I looked like a different person in these clothes. I felt light. I could move. I was warmer. I looked sort of…fun? Normal?

      But I didn’t understand how a part of me could react this way to the things Rayner and the others said to me, as if I wanted them to possess me.

      I don’t. I know I don’t.

      Does some part of me trust them, after all?

      No, this is their seductive magic tricking me.

      They are Sinistrals. I can’t forget that. I just hope they can save my family.
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      Alissa

      

      The sun was slanting low, casting golden light on the skyscrapers of Baltimore as Silvus drove on the network of huge highways. Now, Wal-Mart seemed quaint. This was exactly like stories I’d read of big cities, except it looked pretty run down and rough in spots. He took an exit and we went by boarded up row houses with graffiti sprayed on the boards, side by side with homes that still clung to desperate life. The level of poverty and disrepair looked like the corrupt world Father Joshua warned me about.

      “Now, pet, this is our Baltimore house and we probably won’t stay here forever,” Silvus said. “It looks rough around the edges, but it’s safe enough on our block.”

      “Why do you live here?”

      “This is a Sinistral neighborhood,” Rayner said. “Where dark witches and demons live side by side with humans. The humans here know there is something afoot, but they simply accept it as part of the landscape, and if you earn their trust, they’ll watch your back. They won’t call the police. If anyone troubles our neighborhood, our neighbors know that they can tell us and we’ll take care of it.”

      “And when we ask for blood, the butchers don’t ask questions,” Thom said.

      “We’ve lived in similar places in London, Paris, Hong Kong, San Francisco, Berlin…,” Silvus said. “And funnily enough, every building we bought ended up being incredibly expensive after a while…as the magic vanished.”

      “And all these people will be replaced by hipsters,” Jie said.

      “So the humans know you’re vampires, then?” I asked. “Will they know I’m a witch?”

      “Not…really,” Jie said. “But some of them kinda know. Humans do this weird thing where they know the truth is staring them in the face and they believe it but they’re also like, no, that’s impossible. We all went through it, except Sil.”

      “Do you make all your money in real estate?”

      “Yes,” Rayner said. “And after four hundred years in real estate, despite losing a few in fires and the like, we have plenty of money to keep you in style for the rest of your life. It’s too short, Tulip. So don’t hesitate to ask me for anything.”

      Anything?

      What would ‘anything’ look like?

      “Do you have a lot of books?” I asked.

      “We have a library in the house with many of your old books,” Silvus said. “But we can also take you to the Enoch Pratt Library here in the city.”

      “Do you have a television? Or a CD player?”

      “We have vinyl,” Jie said. “Maybe we are the hipsters.”

      “I’ve still got your old Victrola too, darlin’,” Thom said. “And all your records on wax cylinders. But those are at the New York place.”

      “Many of your things are at our other houses,” Rayner said. “So we’ll have to take some trips.”

      “My…my things.”

      “From before,” Rayner said. “You will still enjoy them. You always seem to. Most of them were Bertie’s or Li Mei’s. And we also have some things from Ana. We couldn’t get to you in the USSR in time, but later on, we were able to go to your family and paid them for all your things.”

      “It’s Belarus now,” Silvus said.

      I was completely overwhelmed by the idea of being confronted with objects from lives I had lived before. Would I feel like I did when I saw my wand? I had no memories of any other life, but the vampires spoke of them—and me—like I was five different people at once.

      All I could really think about was the single life I had lost. Mom’s funeral would probably be happening right now. I could see Dad in my mind, holding my tiny newborn sister. The only thing keeping him from breaking down would be Carrie at his side. She wouldn’t be able to hold it in. She was too young. She would be shedding tears for both of them, losing not just Mom but me, as I had lost all of them. I felt split in two, and dead inside, but I had to keep it together and stay on guard with these men.

      I wondered how it would feel just to let go. To let them touch me. Would it be a relief? No, I imagined they would do what they wanted and I would endure it. There was no relief in that.

      We must have been somewhere in the heart of the city, having passed countless brick row houses and a huge cemetery, and entered a neighborhood that was probably beautiful a century ago. The row houses here were more like mansions, with stained glass windows and details of gingerbread and woodwork beyond most homes in the village, but some windows were boarded up and the rest seemed to have been split into many apartments. Silvus stopped the car at one huge house on the corner. The paint was worn, but otherwise this house was well kept, with a garden in front behind a wrought-iron fence.

      “Home for now,” Rayner said. “It may not seem so at first glance, since I’m sure you aren’t used to cities, but this is a very safe place for you. If this man comes looking for you, he’ll stick out and our neighbors would tell us immediately.”

      The vampires definitely stood out. I didn’t see any other white people, and no one was dressed in three-piece suits like Silvus. I felt I must stand out too, and felt immediately shy. But the vampire mojo clearly worked here too because almost immediately, I saw a young woman peer out a window and then come out to us, holding a toddler on her hip. “Hey, Silvus. Welcome back, guys. The garden’s doing great.” She looked at Silvus with a saucy lift of her chin like she wanted him to admire her neck.

      I thought she must be one of the humans they mentioned who knew they were vampires but didn’t entirely believe it either. When I saw the way she looked at him and the way he smiled warmly at her, I felt a weird little streak of emotion go through me.

      “It looks wonderful,” he said. “You really have quite the green thumb, Dee. You should be working with plants.”

      “My aunt’s been telling me the same thing. I don’t know where I could, around here, but I love it. And Kira hasn’t been having so many tantrums! She loves playing in the dirt and seeing the flowers bloom too.” She nodded at the little girl, who was staring at my red hair like she wanted to reach for it. “Damn, I hate it when winter comes.” She laughed, but she was looking at me. “So who’s this?”

      “This is Alissa,” Silvus said.

      “She’ll be living with us,” Rayner said. “She is ours. I don’t think she will be going out alone, but if she does, she must be protected.”

      “Did you say she was yours?”

      “Yes. She is my wife,” he said.

      It was unbearably strange to hear him call me his wife.

      “Oh, okay…” She looked intimidated by Rayner, but her eyes cut to me like, Are you going to say anything for yourself?

      “The gardens are hers,” he added. “I very much appreciate your work, Dee, but we don’t need you anymore.” He opened a wallet and handed her several hundred dollar bills.

      I saw this look in Dee’s eyes that I recognized—a deep sadness hitting her unexpectedly. “I can’t take this.”

      “I insist. You’ve done good work here. I admire your pride, but I know you’ll put it to good use.”

      She swallowed and took the money. “Welcome to the neighborhood, Alissa. Enjoy the gardens.” She didn’t sound like she was happy to see me, but I’m sure Rayner’s presence kept her from being too hostile.

      I wanted to say something but I was getting hit with a lot of very confused feelings now. When she flirted with Silvus I felt like I just wanted her to get away from him. Dee was friendly and even a little shy to the vampire clan, but I could tell she was a wicked girl. She was flirtatious, her hair an untamed mane of wild black curls, and she was wearing a crop top and tight jeans that showed off a thick, curvy body that would never have been allowed in the Order. She looked at all of us like she wanted us to know what she was thinking, even if it wasn’t polite.

      When I looked at her I was thinking about all the sins she was committing: unfemineinity, overstepping her station, immodesty…

      I was envious of how relaxed she seemed. I wondered if I would ever feel like that, if I even could.

      “Are you jealous, Tulip?” Rayner ran his fingers along my jaw and I jumped. I realized I had been grinding my teeth together.

      “Jealous? Of…of Dee? No. Definitely not.”

      “Dee’s a lovely girl, but she isn’t my dearest,” Silvus said.

      “She’s a sinner,” I said, but for some reason I felt a sting like I was saying something wrong, although it should have been true.

      Thomas laughed. “A sinner! Now, what gave you that impression? Dee’s an angel compared to the lot you’ve been thrown in with, darlin’.”

      “I don’t want to be like her,” I said. “She’s very bold.”

      “Let me guess—Father Joshua told you that,” Rayner said.

      “Every religion and society teaches women to be modest and obey their husbands, and the reason I—I wanted to escape Father Joshua is because he broke the laws of a husband by taking the priestesses as lovers.”

      When I said it like that, I felt…safe, somehow. Like I was explaining to the Ethereal spirits why I had left my family behind and fallen in with these vampires. I didn’t want to abandon my family just because I was afraid of a holy marriage with a man I despised. It was just because I knew that husbands were supposed to reward their wives with loyalty and protection and thoughtful guidance, not by plucking single women out of the village to serve them sexually.

      “Lies,” Rayner said.

      “That isn’t how Lisbeth was?” I asked. “Wasn’t I modest? Wouldn’t I promise to obey you when we married?”

      “Yes, you would have, but there was nothing sacred about those rules we all followed. Those rules also kept me from you. They made wars. They would have kept us from loving Li Mei or Bertie. So I don’t follow them anymore.”

      “I don’t have to obey you?” I said.

      “If you truly don’t want to be here,” Rayner said, brushing a hand over my shoulder, looking down at me in all his fierce beauty, “then leave. Leave now.”

      “We’re in the middle of a dangerous city!”

      “Silvus can drive you back to the cabin. Or wherever you want.”

      “Well—I can’t leave. I don’t have any money.”

      He took out his wallet and placed it in my hand. “Now you have plenty of money and my American Express card. I’ll pay it off for you every month. So…go ahead.”

      My mind blurred with confusion as my skin tingled at his touch. I didn’t know anything about the rest of the world. I didn’t even know how an American Express card worked. So I couldn’t leave.

      That was what I told myself.

      I didn’t want to be here. I didn’t want these men. I was still Alissa and I was still a good Ethereal witch.

      I just didn’t have any choice.

      “Your heart knows,” Rayner whispered. “You will never leave me. And I will wait until you’re ready. Just know that every second I wait is like torture to me. Every second I am with you, my body and soul cry out to join with yours as they have done so many, many times. It takes quite an effort for a monster to be a gentleman, but for you, I have always managed it…now, come inside.”
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      Rayner

      

      Damn it all, you are in this for the long haul.

      My Tulip was more broken than I first expected. She looked so much like she did when she was Lisbeth. It made the situation all the more unbearable. I felt as if I recognized the scrunch of her brows and the curve of her smiles and frowns. She had never been so familiar.

      But her reluctance was more like Bertie, and her submissive behavior was like Li Mei.

      And yet, this was more frustrating still. Bertie and I had learned to accept our situation together, at the same time, and I was nearly as hesitant to claim his body as he was to give it. It wasn’t easy for me back then either.

      Li Mei had already been married and thought that her husband raping her every night was the way things were supposed to be. She was initially angry that I killed her family, but she was also relieved. She had been suffering daily. Her soul knew it had been wronged. Li Mei was surprised and happy when she realized I would give her as much pleasure as I took. For a long time it was the only language we could speak alone together.

      And then there was Marguerite. My sweet French country girl took no convincing at all.

      Now, I had my poor Alissa, looking so familiar that every drop of my blood and every inch of my skin was desperate to have her.

      I could see her soul drowning under the surface of the things she had been taught. A brief fire lit in her eyes. A quick, searing moment of lust or jealousy. Other moments hinted at her pure sweetness, the music and joy and life she brought to our clan.

      They died quickly, suppressed by her own training.

      As far as I knew, she had not been beaten or raped. But the more I realized what had been done to her, the more I raged. Her thoughts had been controlled every moment of her young life. I wanted to show her the love and passion I could give her. I wanted to break her spirit free.

      She must be handled delicately, her trust earned like some of Silvus’ more unfortunate kittens.

      Silvus opened the door for her. The dilapidated exterior of the Baltimore house was left unpainted on purpose, with minor repairs neglected. We didn’t want to stand out.

      Inside, the house retained the charm of the Gilded Age. This house belonged to a well-to-do railroad man, and when he died, the home passed into the hands of a warlock, who did very few updates, making it the perfect home for vampires.

      “Oh…wow.” Alissa couldn’t help herself. The staircase with its beautiful woodwork and the stained glass window at the landing made for a grand entrance. A built-in bookcase held a tiny selection of our library, as it spanned across many homes. “Whoa—this isn’t the library already, is it?”

      “Not at all,” Silvus said. “This is just…overflow.”

      “We read a lot,” Jie said. “We don’t have jobs.”

      “Some of us have jobs,” Silvus said.

      “Well, I haven’t found work on a sailing ship in a while,” Jie said. “And I haven’t bothered to do much since.”

      “You’re the handyman and tech support,” Thom said.

      “True. I have a hot water heater to look at,” Jie said. “So maybe I’ll look at that while you show her around and then I’ll make you some dinner. Do you have a favorite dish nowadays?”

      “I like—“ She hesitated. Tulip was always hesitant, as if she expected us to scold her or hit her. “Do you know how to make a Thai curry?”

      Jie brightened. “Yeah, I’ll figure it out for you. Thai curry. Didn’t expect that. I’ll have fun with this one.”

      “I’ll go on a blood run,” Thom said. “But we’ll see you tonight. The clocks might get shy for how much I’m staring at ‘em, counting down the minutes to when I see you again.” He grinned at Alissa and got a blush out of her immediately. Bertie always had a particular attraction to Thom and I’m sure it was because Thom had no qualms about homosexuality. He didn’t tiptoe around anything but treated Bertie with sexual aggression that stirred all of us. We had yet to see how he’d fare with her as a woman.

      That little blush hinted that the “Thom effect” might work on both sexes.

      “This crown molding is so gorgeous. Pocket doors! And—a piano—“ Alissa was running her fingers along the furniture and trim. “Do any of you play?”

      “Silvus plays well,” I said. “Thom and I a little less so.”

      “You must be the disciplined one, Silvus,” she said.

      “That is true. As vampires go, I am as disciplined as one can be, I think. We are much too hungry to be disciplined all the time, pet. And you play as well—that is, you did. I could…remind you.”

      That was one hint that Silvus was also consumed with thoughts of making love to her. Hopefully Thom could find some fresh human blood tonight, to calm us just a bit.

      I thought the human clothes might ruin my Tulip’s precious beauty.

      How wrong I was. Nothing could ruin her. In fact, there was something surprisingly charming about the way her jeans hugged her tight bottom and her skinny little legs, and the slouchy sweater she kept tugging over her hands. Beneath the sweater, I knew, was the paper-thin t-shirt and a very simple bra. In my mind, I slipped each piece off of her. I would go slowly, kissing and licking her skin and suckling her breasts and then her bud of pleasure until I had her so completely relaxed and pleasured that her body would welcome the full brunt of my strength.

      Oh, how I would bruise her. How she would ache. I would go gently on her, but she would never know it. She would never realize that I could break her in two. How tender I would be with her that next day.

      “Piano lessons?” She tapped a few keys and seemed almost startled when the notes rang out.

      The simplest things were a delight and a wonder to her, even though the world was always passing us by. One moment Thom was bringing home a new record player and the next moment it was completely out of date. When you lived as long as we did, the world seemed to change every time one blinked. My Tulip was still impressed by the records and speakers, Jie’s computer, the furniture and decor we had acquired over many years, and then—the library.

      Her ability to hide her feelings melted away when she saw all the books. It only reminded me how isolated she was. How much pain she carried with her.

      “There are two sorts of people who love libraries, I believe,” I said. “One are the bookworms. You were never a bookworm.”

      “Never?”

      “No, Tulip. You would never sit inside with a book when a beautiful day called to you. You used to go ice skating in Amsterdam, waiting with great excitement for the canals to freeze. We used to watch each other from afar. You were only allowed to go with your brother. He hoped you would court with one of his friends. I would watch them hold your hand. You would insist on breaking away, and you crashed into me so I could pick you up. Of course…we could only pull that little trick once. Your brother must have caught me looking at you wrong. I still remember the way he said, ‘Ah, aren’t you the shoemaker’s son?’”

      “Ice skating? Was I good?”

      “You were very good.”

      When I shut my eyes, I could recall the feel of her body crashing into mine as she caused an accident on purpose just so I could touch her.

      “I’m sure he was an impartial judge,” Silvus said to her, with a smile.

      “She was good! I saw plenty of girls who couldn’t stay on their feet, or wouldn’t try. And Marguerite, as you remember, was always outside.”

      “We had so many picnics under the olive tree,” Silvus said.

      “You used to help stomp the wine grapes,” I said.

      “Stomp grapes?”

      “That was how they made the wine in Provence,” I said.

      “With feet in the grapes?”

      “Clean feet,” Silvus said. He shot a warning look at me before I started to think about Li Mei, who could only tend her tiny garden.

      She looked overwhelmed with the stories and the sight of the books. Her eyes were moving up and down and then, across shelves. Her hand darted out to grab a leather-bound copy of Alice in Wonderland and I felt an ache tighten in my chest. “You used to read that one to Ruth. She was the little girl who lived down the street in San Francisco. Her parents were drunks so you would always let her in. You called her our daughter, as a jest.”

      Not really in jest. In every life, my Tulip yearned for a daughter.

      “Ruth,” she said softly. “Ruth.”

      “Do you remember…?”

      “No.” She shook her head quickly. “I’ll never remember any of this, I’m sure.”

      She would never remember clearly, and yet she would know things. That was as good as remembering. She was just afraid.

      I knew the things that would trigger her memories. These books were just the beginning.

      She chewed her lips—first the top, then the bottom, a quick motion. She shoved the book back and kept looking. “Who are the other people who love libraries?” she asked.

      “Oh, the other kind are the ones who know the power books hold. Because someone told you books are dangerous. Someone has controlled what you read, because the things you read often become your most private thoughts.”

      “I wasn’t reading anything…much,” she said. “Children’s stories, mostly, to Carrie. Most books were forbidden to us.”

      I saw the spark of a lie. “Is that all?”

      “Mostly.” The pink in her cheeks was like a blush on a pink-white rose. It made me want to touch her skin, to kiss the lips that she was chewing nervously.

      “I bet you read Twilight,” I said, with a savage smile. That blushing guilt hinted at something like that.

      “What is Twilight?”

      “Is that how it is? You might be hopeless, Tulip. What was it then? Anne Rice? The Vampire Diaries?”

      “A Discovery of Witches,” she said.

      “Oh?”

      “And then there was a—um—there was one some of the girls passed around. But I never read it. I knew that one was too wicked to touch. It had a vampire right on the cover grabbing a girl’s neck.” She shot me a quick look of anger, as if she had just remembered that I’d already defiled her in some way.

      “A bodice ripper?” I asked. “Ah, if only you had read it.”

      She had no idea how much control I was exerting not to rip her bodice at this very moment. She was so nervous and distrustful of me. If I hadn’t tasted her blood last night I don’t know if I could have controlled myself at all. That assuaged my raw, cruel hunger but not the needs of a husband who missed his beloved wife.

      Something in her had enjoyed it. She had not fought me off even when I stroked a hand between her legs and just that brief, tantalizing moment when my fingers met her tender flesh still made my fingertips tingle when I thought of it. It was only when she felt my cock that she activated the spell that fought me off.

      Every leather chair and sofa in the library looked like a good place to fuck her. I imagined draping her hips over the curved arm of the chaise lounge while her hair cascaded over the elongated seat, her arms reaching behind her, her face blissful.

      Patience. My god, patience.

      “It sounds like we might need to go to the bookstore and find this particular tome,” Silvus said. “You should probably acquaint yourself with your new lifestyle. They might teach you to enjoy it, pet. We can’t be patient forever.”

      “I’ll never enjoy it,” she whispered. “But I can endure it. If you save my family.”

      We were too close. She was getting panicked again.

      “We will save your family,” I said. “And you will certainly enjoy it. Every moment of it. I swear to you that.”
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      Alissa

      

      “Not Thai curry, but this is what I could whip up as is. I really need to go to the store now that you’re here.” Jie put a bowl in front of me, noodles with peas and bits of pork in a fragrant sauce. It smelled delicious, especially for something he had just whipped up in no time. They were good cooks for blood-drinking monsters who could only consume blood, wine and tea. Silvus had quickly set the table with a white tablecloth, candles, crystal goblets of wine and fine china and silverware.

      The vampires had soup bowls with blood that also seemed to be flavored with some sauce. That made it seem a little more normal. Plus, they all drank the wine.

      They were still watching me like I was the main course.

      They were vampires, after all, so I knew that they were thinking about blood all the time. It was part of their nature. That urge would eat at them at all times, and I would be the focus of it for the rest of my life.

      I couldn’t seem to wrap my head around the idea that this was my new normal.

      A thrall.

      I was a thrall.

      Whenever I thought of that, the horror of my situation slammed into me. A blood slave. I would not be saved when the end times came, and Father Joshua said the entire eastern seaboard would be destroyed. It was safe back in the deep woods of Pennsylvania, like a cocoon, hidden away.

      “So how do we help Lisbeth’s family?” Jie asked, after seeing that I was eating his food without complaint. I didn’t actually compliment the food, although it was good. I was wary of giving off the impression that I was happy to be here.

      “The wards they have put up around the compound won’t be broken easily,” Silvus said. “I think we might have to ask a favor of our neighbors…”

      “Those old witches?” Rayner pulled his mane of golden hair to the wrong side of his part. “If you’re sure they will have a way to break the wards…”

      “They will,” Silvus said. “But you know what they’ll ask in return…”

      Rayner looked resolved to do something very unpleasant.

      “I will do anything to make our dearest thrall happy,” Rayner said.

      “What will the neighbors want?” I asked.

      “You don’t need to worry about it.”

      “Is it something very awful? Tell me.” I had a burning need to know. I guess it was because the discomfort in Rayner’s face almost reminded me of the way I felt around Father Joshua.

      “Vampire blood and semen,” Silvus said. “It is a spell ingredient for Sinistral witches, but it’s more potent when they have recently drank from a human virgin, therefore, Rayner will be especially useful to them right now, thanks to you.”

      “What? You mean you have to—“

      “Tulip, don’t worry about it!” Rayner snapped. He was actually a tiny bit flushed.

      “Are they beautiful?” I asked.

      “No. God, no. They’re lesbians in their eighties. I swear to you, I would never get near them if they were beautiful. I save all my affection for you.”

      Jie and Thom were trying to suppress laughter now.

      “How does going first taste now?” Jie asked. “Rayner always insists on drinking your blood first and the rest of us won’t get to taste you for another week or three, so now he’s the only one who gets to have fun with Mimi and Wanda.”

      “On the bright side, you won’t be so lustful for Lisbeth when you’re thinking about their wrinkled old claws grabbing your cock!” Thom spat that out and then slapped the table.

      Rayner stood up. “One more word out of your mouth, Thom—“

      “Oh, you want to fight now?”

      “Sit the hell down,” Silvus said. “There is nothing to brawl about. Thom, stop goading Rayner or I’ll curse your tongue for the rest of the night.”

      “I didn’t do nothing.” Thom shrugged. “How’d a five hundred year old man stay so shy that he can’t handle getting jerked off by a witch once in his life…”

      Silvus drew out a wand and smacked Thom’s hand with it the way our teachers flicked our hands with rulers in school. “Silent until sunrise, so Thom’s tongue will go, what his thoughts are this evening, we never shall know.”

      Thom scowled, getting hit with the spell, and then gave Silvus the finger.

      “Stop it!” I said. “All of you, just— Is that true? Is that really what happens?”

      “It’s fine,” Rayner said. “Thom’s right. It is a very small price to pay for a spell that will let us sneak into the Order. There will be no pleasure in it for anyone.”

      My thoughts had been consumed with the vision of the priestesses looking miserable while Father Joshua gleefully forced them to touch him, but now I was confronted with the opposite. Rayner subjecting himself to the touch of these old witches just to help my family. He would still be putting himself at risk to go back there. He didn’t have to do it. He already had me.

      I caught myself.

      He’s only doing this to trick me into thinking he is a good man who really loves me.

      “Thank you for trying to help my father and sisters,” I said.

      “I would not think of abandoning them,” he said. His eyes were back to looking over me hungrily and I knew I was right. He would make me pay him back a hundredfold for this.
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      As I walked into the council meeting room that afternoon, I could tell something was horribly wrong. I was the youngest member of the witches’ council, and my appointment had been widely praised and I felt on top of the world as I took on the esteemed robes.

      It was a great moment of triumph for me. As a little girl, I thought my sister would wear these robes, but ten years ago, she was killed by a werewolf. I had never hated Sinistrals before, but after that, I was consumed with a sense of justice. I wanted to work for the Ethereal council.

      But I also wanted women to learn offensive magic. If my sister had trained with fire and lightning, instead of just enchantment and healing, she might still be alive today.

      My attempts to bring a more ‘modern’ approach to the council were often met with dead silence.

      I must have done something wrong, and I immediately guessed it had something to do with my trip to visit the Order of the Blessed’s leader and his community.

      “Good afternoon, Madame Garcia.” Madame White nodded me to a chair and then folded her hands. “I have just finished speaking with Councilman Nicolescu and Councilman de Georgel about your visit to the Village of the Blessed. We sent you there in order to obtain the new magic that Father Joshua has developed—the rose bullets.”

      “Yes. I obtained them. I brought them to the council vault, of course, but wasn’t my purpose there also to check on the village?”

      “Check on the village?”

      “Yes. Their file folder is…full of past concerns,” I said. “About the well-being of the citizens. The girls and women, especially, although a few of the boys have also been forced into marriages and they have subjected more boys to their purification process.”

      “Well, boys are more trouble,” Madame White said with a shrug.

      “None of them are getting sufficient education or access to modern medicine. Even their magical medicine is mostly handled by just one midwife and one male healer, which certainly isn’t enough for a community of five hundred people! Sisters, I know the warlock council usually pays them a visit instead, and I’m not sure why we keep allowing this to stand! We’re all women here. Do you realize women are being forced into marriage and pregnancy? That their ‘Father Joshua’ is using his so-called holy status to—”

      “Shhh shh shh.” Madame White sounded impatient. “Is it really our business what the man is up to?”

      “Well, yes! We’re the council! We’re the authority that protects our kin!”

      “I told you not to send her,” Madame de Georgel muttered, tapping her quill pen into an inkwell as she took notes on our conversation. They were both twice my age and I felt my sense of adulthood melting away at their dismissal. I was thirty years old. They made me feel like a stupid little girl.

      “I wanted to send her so she would see,” Madame White said. “This is what we’re dealing with, Paola dear. Yes, we know there may be some abuse and neglect in the Order. But—Father Joshua did give you the rose bullets, yes?”

      “Well, I don’t see what that has to do with anything.”

      “You don’t?” Madame White raised an eyebrow at me.

      “I mean—I do…but…”

      “Who developed the purification spell that has helped us cleanse and banish so many Sinistrals from our community?”

      “He did, but—“

      “But but but. That’s all you can say. But but but.” She wagged a finger at me.

      “I talked to a girl there who was in tears, confessing to me in complete terror that Father Joshua was forcing her to marry him and—“

      “Alissa Johns,” Madame White said. “Is that who you mean?”

      “Yes. That was her name.”

      Madame de Georgel took off her reading glasses, rubbed her head, and walked over to offer me a glass of wine. “Sweet Paola. I know you want to help these girls, but Father Joshua is not wrong. The entire magical world is in peril. The Sinistrals have more territory than we do, and we all have less territory than we did. If we don’t take desperate measures, we’re going to die. Father Joshua believes that Alissa is…well, have you heard the legend of the Blessed Thrall?”

      “Of course.”

      The Blessed Thrall—a girl born into Clan Walvis of the Dutch wizard clans four hundred years ago. She was bewitched by a vampire who vowed to pursue her soul to the ends of the earth, summoning her back to earth by unholy rites, but saved by the blessing of the good witches of Amsterdam. She would always be protected so they could never turn her into a vampire and would ultimately go to heaven. The legend had worked its way through the witches worldwide, with Christian witches believing that her soul would live seven lives and then would be called to Christ, while eastern witches believed she would find enlightenment, and the Celtic and Norse witches leaned toward the idea that she would choose her own destiny. The story grew quite muddied, as stories do over time, until some people swore that the Blessed Thrall was Princess Anastasia of Russia and Rasputin was the vampire hunting her, or that the vampire was now a clan of seven to twelve men who hunted her all over the world, kidnapping and raping her and murdering her family.

      “Alissa is the Blessed Thrall,” Madame de Georgel said.

      “What?” I scoffed.

      “Father Joshua swears that not only is she the thrall, but this is her seventh life, and if he kills her, she will go on to the afterlife and her blood will cleanse everyone who drinks a single drop of it.”

      “Well, that sounds like something he made up!” I said. “Ridiculous!”

      “I would have said that…but he said he had created a purification spell, and he was right. He prophesied many of the fires and hurricanes of the past ten years. And now, he has given us these precious rose bullets that can kill a Sinistral from afar. How would you like to go werewolf hunting, Paola? Then come back and tell us what you think of this man. We don’t like him—but we need him.”
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      “Does Silvus get to sleep with her tonight?” Jie asked. “If we have to treat her gently, we could at least…keep her close.”

      “Yeah, Rayner already had a night with her,” Thom said.

      “No. I spent the night with Silvus,” Rayner said. “She’s afraid of us.”

      “Well, just because you forfeit doesn’t mean the rest of us do.”

      “If you lay a hand on her, they will be cut off tomorrow. Whoever spends the night with her has to be gentle.” Rayner ground his teeth.

      They were having this conversation as if I wasn’t even there. “I can’t sleep alone?” I asked.

      “No extra beds.” Jie shrugged.

      “The couch,” I said.

      “Then I call dibs on the winged chair next to the couch,” Thom said. He grinned at me. “We’ve been waiting so long, you will indulge this much. No touching. Just let us hear you breathe.”

      “Ahem. I am the second, so I believe it’s my turn,” Silvus said. “She is mine tonight and Jie’s tomorrow.”

      “I’ll share if you will,” Jie said.

      “You know I will,” Thom said.

      I swallowed. Clearly saying no wasn’t an option. It was already beginning, my body traded between beds.

      By now, I knew Silvus wasn’t as gentle as he seemed, but he gave me a kind look when I appraised him with bolts of terror streaking through my belly. His shoulder-length hair softened his face, which had some fairly severe lines, although handsome ones. His eyes were clear as a young man but pained and wise as a much older one, and he had a few very fine wrinkles that only seemed to appear when he smiled and actually made him look more kind. His broad chest and shoulders filled out his black suits so well that I knew he had some muscle under the genteel layers. His hands were slender, with tapered fingers, his nails chipped and stained with ink.

      “Enjoy your dessert,” Silvus said. “I will give Mimi and Wanda a ring.”

      Thom took my noodle bowl and gave me a bowl of ice cream instead, covered in hot fudge, sprinkles and peanuts. He winked at me.

      “I think you’re trying to fatten me up,” I said.

      “Fatten you up? We’re a long way from witches stuffing you with gingerbread. You could use a little flesh on your bones,” Thom said. “Just looking at you makes me want to rip somebody in two.” He took out a pack of cigarettes.

      “Not here,” Rayner said.

      “Tch. Sorry, darlin’, I forgot my manners. Last time I saw you, every boy smoked and nobody knew it was trouble.” He stepped out.

      “Mimi and Wanda took a trip to the Chesapeake Bay,” Silvus said, stepping back inside. “They will be back next Thursday.”

      “Damn,” Rayner said. “Did you ask if they have a number where they can be reached?”

      “Dee said they are ‘off grid’,” Silvus said. “At a queer witch festival.”

      “Where?”

      “Rayner, I am not driving you to storm a queer witch festival,” Silvus said. “They are likely to stake us and toss us in the Bay, I daresay. We will wait until Thursday.”

      “Thursday? I—I hope my family is okay. I worry that Father Joshua is punishing my father because I escaped.”

      Rayner looked antsy, ignoring his dinner despite the famed hunger of vampires, and tapping his fingers. “I’m doing what I can, Tulip. We have no way of communicating within the Order. Hopefully he can take care of himself until we get there. So your father is the one who told you to go?”

      “Yes. He insisted that I must.”

      “Better late than never, I guess,” Jie said. “He let you grow up in that place.”

      “It’s all right, Jie,” Rayner said. “Her father is likely as brainwashed as the rest.”

      “Well, he didn’t know Father Joshua would insist on marrying me. As soon as he realized how upset I was, and that Father Joshua had killed my mom, he knew I had to go.” It was strange that my dad seemed to know the vampires would be waiting. I wondered how he could have possibly known they would be waiting for me. None of the vampire clan seemed to know anything of the Order.

      I had been ignoring my ice cream. I’d never eaten it before. The way it was melting looked a little gross to me.

      “Tulip, something truly must be wrong if you won’t eat a sundae,” Rayner said.

      I sniffed it.

      Jie was staring. “She’s never had it before.”

      “Are you—what is it, now—intolerant something?” Thom asked.

      “Lactose intolerant?” Silvus snorted. “She looks like she could be a sweet Scottish or Irish milkmaid with that lovely red hair. I refuse to acknowledge the idea that she could be ‘lactose intolerant’.”

      Oh…wow.

      I smiled. I couldn’t help but smile. I didn’t expect the sweet, light flavor to be so delicious, or the rich streak of warmth that came from the fudge.

      “There it is,” Rayner said. “It might be cheating, but I can always win your little heart with sugar.”

      “You haven’t won anything,” I said.

      “Maybe not yet,” he said, without even a sliver of doubt in his cocky smile.

      Ethereals help me. I had to spend my life with these men just to have a chance at rescuing my family.
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      “Time for bed, dearest.”

      That voice.

      Silvus’ voice was a low whisper, and on the surface, it seemed gentle, but now I understood that he was no more gentle than the others. I had caught too many hints of his own hunger and now I realized that because he was the only warlock in the group, he didn’t need to assert himself over Rayner to be the greatest source of power in the clan.

      Now I would be alone with him. All night.

      It was made clear that Rayner would be the man to claim my virginity, so I knew Silvus would not do…that. I wasn’t entirely sure what ‘that’ even was.

      I was filled with dread as I followed him up the stairs to one of the four bedrooms. They were all so close. They would all hear me if I screamed or cried or had a nightmare. But for now, the other three remained downstairs. I could hear them speaking in familiar tones, even chuckling occasionally, the way my mom and dad would speak to each other now and then after I went to bed. It was not much comfort now. I would not be tucked in to my little room with the flower wallpaper and a homemade quilt, left to sleep with nothing but a rag doll for company.

      I would be sleeping beside…Silvus.

      He opened the door of the room and nodded for me to go ahead. The room was much larger than the bedrooms in our house, with space for a bed and dresser but also for two chairs and a rug in front of a fireplace, befitting the stately Victorian mansion.

      “I’ll start a fire,” he said. “It’s a little chilly tonight.”

      I sat down in one of the chairs, although I was moving very slowly. I kept waiting for him to give an order. I was used to rules and lots of them. I noticed a plain linen nightdress on the bed, and I kept expecting him to tell me to put it on.

      “Not yet,” he said, with a small but wicked smile as his eyes followed mine. “First, let’s make sure you are quite comfortable.”

      It gave me a little shiver of wonder to watch him build the fire and know that he had been born into a world where the hearth was the only source of heat. He clearly was more comfortable in this world, where nothing modern intruded on the scene. His bedroom had one lamp, but he left it off. The desk had a candle dripping with wax and a typewriter. The furnishings were extremely simple, all wooden furniture, masculine but in a refined British way.

      I didn’t pay that much attention to the room anyway.

      Once he had the fire going, he started to unbutton the vest of his three-piece suit, and then his shirt. His jacket had already been left behind downstairs.

      It was very hard not to look at him.

      Oh, gods, I tried.

      I didn’t want to feel anything for a wicked man. I had to stay strong. Maybe I would still get to go to Etherium when I died if I never let myself feel attraction or love for any of them. I just had to wait for the world to end. Maybe I would still die but at least I wouldn’t die a sinner.

      Silvus dropped his shirt on the empty chair beside mine. He faced the fire, and his shoulders and back faced me. My eyes flicked up, taking in the sight of his skin lit golden by flame. I was right. He was more muscular than I expected. He seemed like a scholarly type, as warlocks usually were. Men from the 1600s could not be too soft, I supposed. Even a warlock would probably walk miles a day, forage for his own herbs, haul wood for fires, lift heavy kettles and jugs, and other things I probably couldn’t even think of.

      Father Joshua’s lanky, pale body had repulsed me.

      I felt an inner horror that the beautiful strength of Silvus’ broad shoulders and the way his back tapered to a slim waist, with magnificent posture in the perfect hollow of his spine, was having a very opposite effect. He held his hands to the fire and warmed them, and then he turned to me, and cupped my face in his hands. I was still looking up at him. Unable to pull away.

      Caught in his hands. I forced my eyes shut. I didn’t dare meet his eyes or risk getting caught up in looking at the front of him. Fronts were more wicked than backs…weren’t they?

      “Open your eyes, dearest. You have the most beautiful eyes. You always do.”

      “I am not supposed to look at men.”

      “You want to look. Don’t make me compel you to do something you are already compelled to do…”

      “Compel me?” I looked up, overwhelmed by the intimacy of meeting eyes. I was sure I would never get used to it. “So that’s how you force me to mate with you.”

      “No, pet, I swear to you this. We would never compel you. And certainly not to mate. Truthfully…you have never needed much convincing. How much will you test us this time? I ache to think of it. At least let me look at you.” He crouched so we were now on the same level. He studied my face like it was the most stunning painting in an art gallery. I kept trying to shy back and he would brush his fingers along my cheek or chin and gently force me back to face him.

      “Rayner hasn’t kissed you yet,” he said.

      “No!”

      “You look like you wouldn’t mind if I kissed you now.”

      “Well, I would!”

      “You are as contrary as Bertie. It’s more fun this way. It is so satisfying when I finally have you.” He wet his lips, just a little, and stood. “Take off your day clothes.”

      “Can I…please…have privacy?”

      “I am not that patient. Or that nice,” he said briskly. “You will be very modest for bed. Don’t worry. I won’t touch you.”

      We would share a bed, too.

      “Do vampires sleep?” I asked, hoping that maybe he didn’t even use the bed.

      “We all must dream,” he said.

      I was starting to struggle to breathe as I made myself pull off the sweater. I could see Silvus’ front now. His hair, almost brushing his collarbone. His small, hard nipples. Human men might walk around without shirts, but not in the Order. Male nipples seemed more naughty to me than female ones, somehow. They had no purpose except to draw my eyes to the muscle beneath. His navel. And the v-shape that pointed down to…that horrid male appendage like Father Joshua had.

      My body reacted so differently to the vampires. Once again, I felt an almost embarrassing burst of wet heat hit my panties. No matter how much I tried to think about how terrible they were, and how repulsive men could be, it kept happening. My heart beat faster, my skin warmed, and the folds between my legs felt swollen.

      Silvus smiled in triumph and I whimpered in complete terror because I knew he could smell it.

      “Come now,” he said. “Hasn’t it occurred to you yet that you are attracted to us because you are home?”

      “This isn’t my home! My home is—“

      “Your words are meaningless. Your soul knows your home. It’s with us. Anywhere in the world your soul roams, when you come back to us, you find the deepest peace. You know we won’t hurt you, dearest. Well, not in any way you haven’t asked for. You know what is to come, oh yes…”

      He took my hand and tugged me to my feet, and slipped a hand around my waist, holding me steady while he lifted the edge of my t-shirt.

      “This feels right, doesn’t it?” he whispered. “Because you know I am not thinking of you like some prize, some girl I want to control while she weeps. I, too, am home. I have touched you countless times. I have done all of this before. I am hungry, but I am not titillated…I am relieved. I just want to look upon the woman I adore, after a century apart.”

      He stripped the thin fabric off me and slid the back of his hands down my shoulders.

      I should have fought him off. Or prayed. I should have done something.

      Instead, I couldn’t deny the feeling that came over me. Frightened, but not in a way I had ever been frightened before. I seemed unable to move as my body tingled and…resonated. His gaze and touch were sneaking into the core of me and making me feel things I never knew I could feel. I didn’t know what they meant. I refused to consider that I wanted this.

      He unclasped my bra, and still I felt paralyzed as he pushed the straps off my shoulders and revealed my breasts to his eyes. No man had seen me naked, not Father Joshua or Rayner…

      Silvus’ hands now moved where I knew they would go. I made a little whimper, trying to summon some resistance, as he brushed his hands over my breasts and grazed the nipples with his thumbs. I twitched, clenching my thighs, as I felt another flood of wetness between my legs.

      He lowered his hands to take my wrists, and lowered his face to my cheek, brushing a kiss there. Then, one on my lips, as he unfastened the button of my jeans.

      There was a restraint to these gestures that made me feel strangely safe. He’s forcing himself on me, this monster, I thought, but another part of me knew that if I had pushed him away and told him not to touch me, he would have stopped.

      At least, for tonight.

      I wondered how much of this was negotiable.

      I wondered why I couldn’t seem to fight. I’m just scared…and tired…

      The tiniest moan escaped me as he slipped a hand down my underwear and stroked me right where the fire inside me burned, setting off fireworks of sensation.

      Demons will lead you down a dark path. I could hear the words of countless sermons sear through my brain. Incubi and vampires have the power to possess you with the ecstasy of selfish gratification, a drug-like high from which you shall never escape. It will break you down, destroy the light of your sacred and pure being, and leave you a shell.

      It was just as the sermons said. I found myself wanting…more.

      I was so weak. Succumbing to him so readily…

      “Your soul is with me,” Silvus said. “So close to the surface I can smell her. Oh, my Meg…”

      He said that like it poured out of him and it felt more intimate than ‘pet’ or ‘dearest’. I felt the tiniest tension from him, a step back, like he didn’t mean to call me by this other name. Marguerite? She must have been his Meg…

      He smiled. “I always enjoy these first days. You always seem to prefer me to Rayner in the beginning.” He drew his hand out of my jeans and licked the two fingers that had stroked me. I smelled the heady scent of my own sex.

      “You are a little less…rough,” I admitted.

      “But,” he said, “I won’t touch you yet. I respect him as my sire. And you will burn for him someday, even more than you burn for me, when you begin to feel the same anger he feels. You will come to hate the cruel fate that tears you apart, again and again. You will understand the feeling of desperation that claws at him as you realize how short life is. As a warlock, I can make some peace with the cycle of life and death. I must. Magic is quite difficult when you fight the laws of nature.”

      “I’m a witch too,” I said. “I don’t want to feel…desperation.”

      “Ah. Yes. Maybe things will be different for you this time. You may put on your nightgown, pet.”

      I was left feeling cold and empty, my skin crawling with some unfamiliar need. I didn’t know what it was I needed.

      Well, I wasn’t entirely unaware.

      I just refused to believe I needed…Silvus.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Thom

      

      I cracked open the yellowed pages of the first photo album.

      There he was. My boy, preserved in sepia on the small, stiff carte de viste. Our first photo of him, taken in the Dakotas before we settled down. He was twenty-three years old, looking fiercely proud and defiant, a part of him still fighting like hell against the way he would change. To Rayner and Silvus, he was their thrall, their pet, their dearest.

      I was only five years older than Bertie. We were similar, in a lot of ways. Independently minded, a little lonerish, lovers of the untamed west who secretly wished we’d been born into some native tribe untouched by the white man. We just wanted to ride free out there.

      Of course, home and hearth has a way of catching up to a man, wrapping arms around you, dragging you down for better or worse. You won’t leave, even if you wanted to. Ain’t no substitute for the bonds of love and fellowship.

      I had memories passed down to me from Rayner when he turned me, but memories that ain’t your own seem about as real as dreams or a thing you’ve seen in the movies. Sometimes they cross your mind, but they don’t have much substance.

      Bertie was my Lisbeth. My companion, peer—and all right, my plaything now and then.

      I had a few photographs of that nature too, but I kept them in an envelope in a safe back in San Francisco.

      I was the only one who’d never known him as anything else.

      “There isn’t a single thing about the Order on the internet,” Jie said, staring at the screen.

      “You sure you know how to look?”

      “I know how to use the internet. It isn’t that hard,” Jie said, a little stubbornly.

      “Yeah, right. You know twice as much as the rest of us put together and it still ain’t nothing. The internet never tells you anything worth knowing.”

      “That is a complete lie,” Jie said. “The rest of you could really stand to try instead of leaving everything to me. I had to figure it out just like anyone. You’re younger than I am! You used a telegraph or something when you were still a human, right?”

      “I’m just a country boy,” I said. “Just leave it alone. It makes you crosser than a rabid dog whenever you use them things. Look at this. Remember that?”

      “Was that us at the Panama-Pacific Exposition?”

      “Yep.”

      “Bertie was getting old there. I don’t like thinking about it,” Jie said. “Time goes too fucking fast.” But he looked over my shoulder as I browsed the album.

      “Hell, he was still handsome,” I said. “Just that people thought we were his sons. Never got used to that. Boy, I was ready to punch out everybody who ever said that.”

      “Yes, and that I was your servant,” Jie said dryly.

      “I remember that. Gave you an excuse to drink some fresh blood, didn’t it?”

      “The blood of a bigot is surprisingly sweet,” Jie said. “Those were sure the good old days, when people could ‘disappear’ and no one gave a damn.” He sat down on the bed next to me and drew out the locket he wore around his neck, with one of the two photos ever taken of Li Mei. My clan had her photographed twice, once in English dress for Rayner and Silvus, once in Chinese clothing for Jie. The picture was taken the same year she died. She was thirty, still as pretty as a slender spring bud as far as the picture could tell, but that was tuberculosis for you, sort of a “heroin chic” for the Victorian era. Li Mei looked as small and fragile as Bertie looked tanned and healthy.

      I got to the last photo of Bertie and I felt a vice clamp around my heart.

      Shit, I guess Rayner and Silvus had been through this a number of times, but I didn’t expect to feel this way when we found her.

      “Hey, Thom.” Jie looked at me in that way he had, where I suddenly remembered he was a lot older than me.

      I shook my head. “I reckon a part of me expected to see him again, even if my mind knew better.”

      Jie nodded. “I remember feeling that same thing. Exactly. These two couldn’t have been more different on the surface, either. I guess you don’t remember that I was upset. That’s good. I was trying to hide it. But for the first few weeks, I was actually angry at Bertie because he wasn’t her. I wanted her back and I tricked myself into thinking you can come back from the dead. She’s the same, but she’s different. You don’t get them back when they’re gone.”

      “I know.” Almost one hundred and fifty years on and I could still remember the defiant, boyish grin, the thick brown hair without a single strand of gray. I could remember the first time I tied him to a chair while he tried to fight me, like wrestling a pig, and then I sucked his cock and the fight went out of him. I used to love breaking horses more than anything. I’d had a lot of practice. “Bertie was sure the best steed I ever rode,” I said with a laugh.

      Jie chuckled too. “It was one of the happiest times we’d ever had, and you know Rayner and Silvus would agree with that. Much better than the time with my Plum. Rayner was always tense and angry because London would never be her home. But she was mine like Bertie was yours and Marguerite was Silvus’. Alissa would have belonged to Montague, hm?”

      Rayner had recently turned another young warlock to add another member to our clan. He had hoped a young man who understood computers and phones nowadays could find her when we failed. But Montague went his own way. He fell in love with a different girl. So it was just the four of us, as it had been since I came along in 1870.

      “Well, I’m glad of that,” I said. “Four’s enough to be sharing a thrall. So Alissa will be all of ours. And don’t get me wrong—she’s as pretty as anything I’ve ever seen. When it’s our turn, we’ll really show her something.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Jie agreed. “Don’t worry, Thom. You’ll never forget Bertie, and you wouldn’t want to. But Alissa is going to be quite an exquisite treat.”

      “We might be waiting a while. Rayner needs to lay down the law.”

      Jie pushed me down on the bed. “Thom, we just plucked her from a cult yesterday. Patience, kid.”

      “Oh, fuck you, old man. I been patient for a hundred years. She’ll like it once she knows what it is, and she’ll be impressed when she realizes we haven’t been untrue in a century.”

      “She’ll be more impressed if you can hold out for one more week.” Jie unzipped my jeans and pulled out my hard cock. I lifted my hips to push against his touch, then I grabbed his hair and pulled.

      “If you want me to leave her alone, you’d better take one for the team.”

      “Then I fuck you,” Jie growled.

      We both preferred being the top but you had to give and take. Sometimes you fall in love and it’s bright and new and he trembles and moans with unrestrained pleasure at everything you do to him. Other times, you just fuck your best friend, I guess. Both ways weren’t bad, but I was a happy man to have my cake and eat it too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Alissa

      

      Silvus remained true to his word. He didn’t touch me once all night. In fact, if I shifted position in bed, he shifted a little so we didn’t get too close.

      My nipples and my core were both singing in the key of his fingers. More, more, more. It pounded in my mind and wouldn’t be silenced, but at the same time, I remained as terrified of him as ever, because I knew if I gave these monsters any inkling that I wanted them to touch me, they would defile me and hurt me like the beasts they were, and I would never be the same.

      I had to control myself.

      I felt like I didn’t sleep a minute. Silvus didn’t breathe when he was sleeping so I had no idea if he was ever asleep either. He was certainly still most of the time. He slept in boxers so there was a tremendous amount of masculine skin and muscle under the covers beside me. Separated from me only by a little bit of air and the linen nightgown I was wearing. At some point, Calrose slipped in through the cracked door and curled up between us, and I guess after that I fell asleep a little.

      The sun was rising and I woke to a freshly crackling fire and a tray of tea waiting for me. Calrose was still there, but Silvus was gone.

      In some moments, they gave me a lot of space, and in others, almost none at all. It added to the sense that the rules could change and that I was under their control, but the steaming teapot, cream, sugar and single buttered scone made me think of my mom getting up before Carrie and me every single morning to make us hot breakfast before school. Usually herbal tea and oatmeal with dried fruit and honey, or toast with butter and jam. Bacon and pancakes for weekends. She made her own bread and her own jams. I never ever got tired of those breakfasts.

      She’s gone, but someone is still taking care of me, I thought, and my heart seized. No, it’s not the same at all. Mom loved me unconditionally. She can’t be gone— She just can’t.

      I poured tea and ate the scone and Calrose climbed onto my lap, purring and sniffing my nose with his own, then nuzzling his fluffy face against my arms, almost making me spill the tea. I started to relax.

      Then, Rayner opened the door without knocking, and stepped in, looking at me for a long moment before he spoke. He looked satisfied and slightly relieved as if he feared I might vanish in the night.

      “Silvus treated you well, I trust?”

      “I—um—yes.”

      He smiled faintly. “He did something that provokes you to blush. But if he didn’t, he would not be our Silvus. Tulip, we have a few days before the witches return, so…today, we’re taking you out.”

      “Out where? All of you?”

      I was a little dazed at the Wal-Mart, but as I was starting to adjust slightly to being out in the world, the idea of being seen with four protective men surrounding me made me feel very shy. I feared people might see me and know that I was a thrall, even if the mundanes couldn’t put a name to the idea.

      “I’m going to take you ice skating,” he said, his smile looking quite youthful. “As we were talking yesterday I remembered how well Bertie took to skating. I think physical activities help you remember who you are, and it’s also quite an enjoyable way to spend an afternoon. We can pick up a few more outfits for you as well.”

      “Ice skating!? I’m sure I’ll be terrible at it.”

      “I’ll teach you. But I know you’ll learn quickly.”

      A little spark of stubbornness rose in me. I was actually intrigued by the ice skating, but I didn’t like how I was expected to be the person I’d already been. “What if I don’t want to do it at all?”

      “You don’t want to try?”

      “I’m not Lisbeth. I’m not Bertie either. I’d rather just stay home and read, anyway.”

      “Of course you want to stay home and read! You’re used to being trapped. But you need to get out into the world and experience it,” he said. “Once it stops feeling strange, we’ll hardly be able to keep you home. That’s who you are.”

      “Maybe I’m different this time! Maybe you don’t know me.”

      He just smiled.

      I slammed down my tea cup. “You make me feel trapped! How would you feel if four complete strangers showed up and told you you’re not who you think you are? What if they didn’t ask what your favorite foods were or what you liked to do, they just told you? And what if they told you you had to love them?”

      “What if they were completely right?” he retorted.

      “Well, you’re wrong! I don’t want to go out there! Everyone will stare at us like they did in the Wal-Mart. And they’re all humans, wicked humans. Their world will make my magic weak and you don’t like them either. I don’t see you inviting very much modern corruption into your home either.”

      “Oh, Tulip, I have allowed a tremendous amount of ‘modern corruption’ into my home, it just changes too fast for me. I’m not too worried about the world. It’s always the same amount of corrupt. Perhaps better now, in many places. When I was young, Europe had public hangings, witch burnings, and was beset by murderous mobs not infrequently. Modern corruption? Ha! I will sling you over my shoulder and carry you into the ice rink kicking and screaming if you force my hand.”

      He almost sounded like he was daring me. “You’d enjoy that, I guess, you brute,” I said.

      I was slowly starting to realize that they wouldn’t get angry if I insulted them. In fact, they seemed to find it funny.

      We stopped at a shopping mall first. This was another mundane concept I had heard of in books but certainly never seen, and I was overwhelmed by how vast it was. Everything I imagined of the human world had been so much smaller in my head. I read of cities, skyscrapers, and millions of people, but it all seemed abstract. Now I felt like I was in a human anthill, a vast tower of multiple levels crawling with strangers.

      I hardly knew what to buy. I had never been faced with choices like this.

      “This is rather pretty,” Rayner said, selecting a lace blouse with long sleeves.

      “Ah, I like that too,” Silvus said.

      “Are you two kidding? She’s been forced to wear a black sack already! You don’t want her to show any skin?” Jie asked.

      “She will show us skin at home,” Rayner said. “But what is the fun if it’s always on display?”

      “How about this?” Thom picked up a flannel shirt.

      “She’s a woman!”

      Thom made a wild gesture around the department where several women were wearing flannel shirts or other clothing men usually wore. “Have you actually looked at women lately?”

      “No,” Silvus said. “Of course not.”

      “Everyone looks so dull,” Rayner said. “No one dresses up to go out.”

      “Well, what sort of woman do you want to be?” Silvus asked me.

      In the Order, there was only one answer. But I knew I didn’t want to be that girl now.

      “I like the lace blouse,” I said. “It looks light and pretty and we never got to wear things with so much lace and ruffle. But maybe I’d like to wear it with some pants and boots.”

      “Or this?” Jie dashed across the vast department and snatched up a very short skirt. “With some tights?”

      I ended up trying on several choices and I was shocked at how I felt in the short skirt. I had never seen my legs like this. I felt…sexy. And I liked it. I just wasn’t sure why. Why did I feel stronger by showing off my legs? I should feel more vulnerable, but instead I felt like my body belonged to me, especially as I pulled up the zipper on knee-high boots. Rayner threw a wool peacoat on me before we headed to the register. He adjusted the collar with a few gentle tugs and settled my hair in place.

      “Take a look at you,” Thom said. “Well, I do like that.”

      “I told you,” Jie said. “How do you feel, Plum Blossom?”

      “I feel…pretty good.”

      “This outfit is a lovely compromise between the modesty and delicacy of the past and the fierce women of the present,” Silvus said. “Without any of the horrors of those old witch rags you had before.”

      “She’ll be wearing them out,” Rayner said, and the saleswoman, who seemed to have heard every word, gave us a very odd look and handed him scissors to cut the tags off.

      I was shocked when I saw myself reflected in a mirror on our way out. I was transformed into a stranger who had places to go. I looked like I belonged here, in this busy world, where women seemed to take up so much more space than they did in the Order. And the vampire clan all looked pleased. As I walked, they flanked me, and I saw other women looking at me enviously and studying us for a moment as if trying to determine if I was with any of these men.

      From there, bags of clothes were thrown in the trunk, except for a hat and gloves produced for wearing at the ice rink.

      I was glad they didn’t ask me if I was having fun, because I wasn’t a good liar and I didn’t want to admit I was enjoying myself. The very feeling of enjoyment like this made me feel guilty. I shouldn’t be enjoying myself after the death of my mother, in the company of these men, but…none of this even felt real.

      The skating rink was a lively place where kids clung to the wall, coaxed by their parents, and in the center of the rink, the more talented skaters practiced figures and spins. Rayner insisted on lacing my skates for me while I blushed and led me to the ice.

      I had this flash of feeling.

      My heart seemed to sing.

      Yes, I did know this. I knew how to ice skate. I knew the scrape of blades on ice and the brisk air on my face. As I watched an older woman trace an eight in the ice, I felt as if I could do better than that. The tinny music playing above my head briefly seemed to transform into merry singing from some strange memory.

      “Oh my,” I breathed.

      He smiled at me, a smile just for me.

      I stepped onto the ice and my foot immediately slipped out from under me. He was prepared for this, catching me around the waist and tightening his grip on my arm. My feet scrabbled as I tried to match my perfect memory to my helpless attempt to ice skate.

      “What? No! It can’t be this hard!”

      “Take it slow, Tulip. I told you I’d teach you.”

      “I don’t need to be taught! I know how to do this!”

      “Well…you think you do. But I can tell you that unfortunately, you don’t.”

      “I remember,” I panted, as he guided me to the wall. My gloves gratefully found the solid edge to grip.

      “You do,” he said. “I saw the moment it hit you. I hope you’re remembering some other things as well…”

      “No. Just this.” I stiffened, but his hand stroked my waist and that hunger I felt last night gnawed at me again. His fingers, both hands now, steadied there and he said,

      “You had better not fall, Tulip, and put runs in your new tights. Take it slow and try moving like this. Blades in and out. Fluid. Don’t fight the ice. You’re using your knees more than you’d expect at first…yes, that’s it. You’re a natural.”

      “The little kids are better than me! How is that natural?”

      “It’s only been…” He glanced at a gold watch on his wrist. “Three minutes.”

      Thom, Jie and Silvus were all skating together with ease, Thom turning backwards to talk before he smacked into a little boy, who fell over and started crying. Thom tipped a nonexistent hat to the kid’s mom and the anger melted off her face. She stared at him as he skated off, laughing to herself a little, charmed by him. I guessed they were giving Rayner space alone with me. This was something we shared together once.

      “Take my hand,” Rayner said, as I started to find my footing. He drew me away from the wall. I was barely keeping on my feet.

      “You’re too fast!” I laughed nervously.

      “Let your feet remember and get your head out of the way, Tulip.”

      I felt his hand, our gloves linked, steady and sure.

      This feels so familiar…

      It really does.

      When I close my eyes, I can remember this hand.

      The air was colder then, the ice rougher, and I smelled woodsmoke and street foods as I heard horses and the songs and shouts of revelers in a world knit together more closely than this one.

      But this hand was exactly the same as it was then. This hand had been the same for almost five hundred years. A nest my soul flew back to, over and over…

      “Whoa,” Rayner jerked me toward him and I lost my footing, stumbling and tripping, unable to catch myself. He tried to catch me but only wrenched my shoulder before my butt hit the ice.

      Two little girls, skating hand in hand, were watching me with wide eyes and I realized immediately that I had almost hit them as I got lost in a memory.

      One was older, nine or ten, the other about four.

      The age difference wasn’t quite right, but I saw me and Carrie. Or Carrie and Joan, someday. I stared at them and burst out, “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry! I wasn’t paying attention!”

      “We’re okay. Are you okay?” the older one asked.

      “I’m so sorry…” It was all I could seem to say. The memory didn’t seem real anymore. My sisters were real, not some memory. For a moment I had forgotten about them.

      Rayner’s hands lifted me up like I was a doll. “She’s okay,” he said.

      I was breathing hard and he put his arms around me and held me in an embrace. “Lisbeth,” he said. “It can be jarring at first. What life is real? We could dwell in our happy memories forever, but real life ticks onward. This is not the first time. When Ruth died, you blamed yourself. You had started to think of her as a daughter, and she died. Do you believe me when I tell you that I will do anything to save your family? I love you. I would spare you every human suffering if I could.”

      I met his blue eyes. The first time I met those eyes without fear. The lust and fury that frightened me was still there, but I realized there was more hiding in those strikingly beautiful eyes.

      “I believe you,” I said.

      “Enjoy yourself now. There will be time enough to worry later.”

      He squeezed my hands. The world seemed to shift slightly.

      Rayner van der Berg.

      The name, for the first time, seemed to belong to my memories, just like the hand that held mine eternally.
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      Alissa

      

      “Your coconut curry, Madame.” Jie lifted the lid of a silver dish. “Does it smell like you remember?”

      “Better, actually,” I said.

      “We coulda just gotten takeout,” Thom said.

      “You’re just jealous because she isn’t asking for your baked beans,” Jie said, before bringing out bowls of blood for their dinner.

      Silvus took one spoonful and nearly choked. “Good lord, are you trying to murder my British taste buds? What did you do to the blood?”

      “I infused it with Thai chile,” Jie said. “Themed dinner tonight. I think you can expand your horizons.”

      “You’re trying to kill me. Or our dear Lisbeth. I’m starving and you give me this.” He clamored for the wine.

      “Why does it taste like soap?” Thom asked.

      “I guess that’s the cilantro, I infused it with cilantro, lemongrass, ginger and galangal,” Jie said.

      “What the fuck is galangal?”

      “Why didn’t you just make your Chinese soup?” Rayner asked. “We’re used to that one.”

      “Because it’s Thai night. Don’t you all get bored? Why couldn’t we pick up a new clan member in India or Jamaica or somewhere with a little spice? You mean to tell me a little chile is going to be what does you in?” Jie glared at Silvus until he tried another spoonful.

      “So you…always flavor your blood?” I asked.

      “Fresh blood doesn’t need any flavoring,” Jie said. “It ruins it, actually. But these days we’re usually stuck with some stale crap. It’s a lot better when you make a soup and wash it down with a little booze. Of course, if we’re lucky enough to get a hit, we’d all forget this.”

      “A hit?” I asked. “Is that…what you call fresh blood?”

      “He means when the neighborhood asks us to take care of someone,” Rayner said. “That’s the only time we have fresh human blood these days.”

      “We have never kept any other thrall,” Silvus said. “But if our neighbors ask us to care of someone who is making trouble…”

      My eyes widened.

      “They’re not people anyone shall miss, pet,” Silvus said.

      “How can you judge that?”

      “Believe me, the folks around here don’t recommend it on a whim,” Thom said. “If they tell us to kill, we know we’re handling a problem. We can enjoy every minute of it and sleep well that night. Why, I’d say we’re real do-gooders these days.”

      I must have looked skeptical.

      “We probably shouldn’t have said all that when you’re spending the night with us,” Jie said.

      “Us?”

      “Thom and I. We like to share,” Jie said.

      “They won’t do anything to you that I haven’t already done,” Rayner said. “But you will share a bed with them for the next two nights. We maintain strict rules here. We all share you equally in order of clan hierarchy. We are free to invite one another to the bed chamber, but it is every man’s own choice to do so.”

      “So I am just…traded amongst you?”

      “You get the fifth night to yourself, to invite who you please,” Rayner said.

      “You said there weren’t any extra beds!”

      “There will be, when you’ve earned one.” Rayner gave me a secretive, wicked look that made me bristle even as it provoked a now-familiar feeling of heat and desire. They kept playing this game with me. They knew if they said those things my body would react that way, and it was because evil was seductive. Why did they keep reminding me that they were evil when they were trying to win me over?

      “Rayner is a wise clan leader,” Silvus told me. “I have seen many vampire lords fall victim to their hunger for power. They form a clan and make the rest subservient to them, keeping the choicest blood to themselves. Before long, they become resented by their own children, who plot to…remove them. Rayner is now one of the oldest vampires of Europe because he only makes one privileged demand and that is to claim you first. From then on, we all know the rules.”

      “That sounds very fair to all of you,” I said carefully.

      “Ooh, she’s getting a bit sarcastic,” Jie said.

      “I’m not sarcastic.”

      “Sure it is. You’re thinking that it isn’t fair to you because we make demands on you almost every day. You’re thinking we were pretty nice to you today and now we’re acting like selfish, hungry beasts.”

      “Well…”

      “Well?” Thom said. “You ain’t wrong.”

      “What if I said no to one of you and not the others? You would still take what you felt was owed to you, I’m sure.”

      Thom and Jie exchanged a glance.

      “Darlin’, it’s just never come up,” Thom said. “We know every trick in the book to make you want us and once you say yes, you ain’t never saying no to us again. I dare you to prove us wrong.”

      I felt I was facing some new trial if I had to spend a night with the two of them. I thought Rayner and Silvus were bad, but Jie and Thom seemed worse. If I couldn’t sleep with just Silvus and his cat, I would surely never sleep at all with the two of them. I was already exhausted but I could feel the fight in me, the defenses I had to put up to protect myself. I was so scared that they would turn out to be right and I would succumb to being their thrall. Even if I did save my family, I would never be able to see them. It would be so shameful, and not the example I would want to set for my sisters.

      Besides that, they could all see how ashamed and frightened I was, and they didn’t care. They even let the conversation move on.

      “When I got the stuff for the curry and soup, the cashier was dead asleep,” Jie said. “Standing at the register. On his feet. Dead asleep. I clapped my hands and he did this jump and slow blink.”

      “I used to be able to do that,” Thom said.

      “Why does that not surprise me?”

      “Did you get Tulip any treats?” Rayner asked.

      “I don’t want treats, anyway,” I said.

      He patted me on the head like I was a stubborn child.

      “I would never forget treats,” Jie said. “But it’s a surprise for later.”

      “You know I’ll die faster if I eat too much sugar,” I said.

      “It’s true, you will never die if you don’t live in the first place,” Rayner said. “You love sweets too much to give them up. When we were young, sugar was very beloved. It came in a large cone hard as a rock and wrapped in paper, and you had to nip bits off of it. But your family was prosperous enough to buy as much sugar as they liked so you used to make me these little candies and hide them in your pocket. Little gifts from your hand to me. That is one thing I wish I could taste again.”

      Jie brought me a plate of different candies wrapped with pandas or pictures of fruit, and I could see him wanting connections between me and Li Mei. It was endlessly strange to be with them and see them all trying to find different versions of me in the person I was now.

      “I’m not a pet,” I said. “I don’t need treats.”

      “Why wouldn’t you want to be a pet?” Silvus said. “At least, my pets are very pampered.”

      “But pets don’t do anything.”

      “What do you want to do?”

      “Save my family!”

      “Of course. But after that?”

      Every time I tried to protest, I ended up feeling trapped. Of course Silvus knew I didn’t want to do anything because I didn’t even know what a person could do besides be a wife and mother.

      After dinner, the vampires played a game of cards. They asked me if I wanted to play.

      “Gambling is wicked,” I said.

      “We ain’t gambling nothing but our pride,” Thom said. “Come on, have a seat.” Silvus dealt me in anyway, while Rayner explained the rules.

      Before I knew it, I was having fun. Again. When I won a game I felt a thrill of accomplishment and had to keep myself from crowing. Women were not supposed to boast or shout and when I saw Dad again I didn’t want him asking what happened to me. I hated to admit it, but the entire day had been fun.

      Well, the fun was over. Now I had to go to bed with not just one man, but two.

      “Oho…we’re going to enjoy ourselves thoroughly,” Thom said, before nudging me up the stairs.

      “You’d better not,” Rayner said.

      I slipped into survival mode again, just enduring every step, right into the room. The door was shut behind me.

      Thom poured a drink, leaned over me and handed me a shot glass. “Relax your nerves, darlin’, we ain’t here to hurt you. We’re here to loosen your chains.”

      “I’m not chained.”

      “You know you are. I can see the fight in your eyes every minute. Once in a while you even think about taking a swing. Well, let’s do something about that.” He straightened up again, and I was mesmerized by his fluid grace. Thom had a tough, wiry build, every inch of him hard and lean and tanned. If he hadn’t been turned into a vampire he’d probably look like beef jerky by the time he was forty. He looked the most boyish out of all the vampires, but at the same time, he was one of those kinds of boys. I’d known some in school. The kind that weren’t naturally afraid of anything, not a beating or a scolding or even Father Joshua. Every class seemed to have one, and usually they ended up getting purified. That finally beat it out of them. And yet, for some reason there were always younger ones who seemed to think they were invincible.

      “This is all you,” Jie said.

      “Some pirate you are,” Thom said.

      “Eh. Pirates are pussies,” Jie said. “We were big bullies on the sea who attacked smaller ships. I’m realistic.”

      “I don’t fuck a man who’s a pussy. You’re in this too. Gimme the crop.”

      I knew more about torture than a person might guess. The books Father Joshua penned were full of torture scenes, with demons capturing Ethereal sinners and committing all manner of painful atrocities to their bodies. These were vividly illustrated by an old lady widow in the village. We used to joke about how she seemed sweet but was very good at drawing entrails.

      Not funny now. I screamed and tried to bolt for the door. Thom caught me and covered my mouth.

      “We ain’t using it on you!” he said. “You’re getting what you might call a therapy session.”

      Jie held up the crop. “You’re using it on us.”

      “What!? I’m not striking you!”

      “You have to try it,” Thom said. “It ain’t a sex thing.”

      Jie snorted. “Ain’t it?”

      “Shut up, Jie,” Thom said. “Well, I can’t always control what my cock does, but I want to see you fight, darlin’. Someday…if I get my way, I’ll bring you Father Joshua and his weaselly little face, trussed up for you like a Christmas goose, and you can whip him as long as you want. If there’s anything left, then…we’ll eat the goose.”

      He grinned in a way that sent a chill down my spine. “No, please! I told you to save my family and get my wand back, and I don’t want you to cause any unnecessary suffering. I don’t want to hurt anyone. Not you, either.”

      “Usually, I know, you like suffering more than you like dealing it out, but when it builds up inside you and you do let it out…it’s spectacular.” Thom stroked my hair, looking weirdly proud of me.

      Was he implying I had done something terrible in the past?

      I didn’t want to ask. I didn’t want to know.

      Jie handed me the crop. “Just two blows, then. One for each of us. It’s like a new food. Just try it once, and if you hate it, then you can go to sleep.”

      They both stripped off their shirts and by now, I knew what would happen. I was left blushing and failing at my attempts not to look. I certainly shouldn’t be attracted to a man who implied he had a violent streak the way Thom did, but here I was, sneaking glimpses. They were very similar in build, a little shorter than Rayner and Silvus, both tanned to nearly the same rugged shade, with a few scars. They looked ready to scrap, strong and nimble. There was a palpable affection and ease between them, and that might have been the only thing that kept me from being completely terrified of them—Thom especially. I didn’t need to be told that Silvus and Jie were the caretakers of the quartet, and Rayner and Thom were the heavies—not that any of these men were safe.

      “Now, darlin’—“ Thom gripped my shoulders and looked at me like he was priming me for a fight— “I want you to take a moment and think about this Father Joshua bastard. We both saw him. The man looks like a snake oil salesman who stole money from his own mother. He looks like the five-term congressman from the shittiest district in the whole damn country who used his campaign funds to buy himself a hot tub. He looks like a man who, when he’s done getting off on abusing girls, goes and fucks him a goat.”

      “You really did see him, huh?” I said, fighting off the tiniest smile despite myself.

      “There it is. You think of that face of his and what he deserves, and then—give us a good whack. Don’t hold back. We heal fast and there ain’t nothing you can do to us that we haven’t already had a lot worse.”

      He ‘purifies’ and humiliates every boy who has any chance of standing up to him. He broke the spirits of every girl he made a priestess before he targeted me. He frightened Carrie and took her books away. He made my mother ‘confess’ a miscarriage and then…then he killed her.

      I had been told all my life that anger was something a woman should never, ever express. A woman should never defy a man. Never question the leader. But when Thom gave me permission—

      I smacked his back with the weapon. I felt and heard the smack of the crop on his skin.

      Thom scoffed. “That was nothing. You can do better’n that. Try screaming when you do it. Give Jie a little something.”

      “Ahh!” I smacked Jie harder but he didn’t even flinch.

      “Come on,” Thom coaxed.

      I tried again. His skin had light red lines now.

      “More!” Thom said. “I want to hear you shake the walls, darlin’. Fuck ‘im! Strike me with everything you’ve got!”

      “AHHH!”

      “More! I mighta felt little mouse feet pattering on my back!”

      I screamed and I saw Father Joshua’s face in my mind and I went a little wild until I saw blood trickle down Thom’s back.

      I dropped the weapon. “I’m sorry!”

      Thom turned to me with an absolutely savage grin and said, “There you go. That’s something. Feels good, don’t it?”

      “You’re bleeding!”

      “What did you think would happen? A little blood never hurt anyone…not you…and certainly not me.” Jie picked up a towel and blotted up some blood before it reached Thom’s jeans. Thom was looking at me with such a look in his eye that I thought he might do something awful to me in response. His jeans bulged with male hunger.

      “That was…wicked.” I felt my mouth blurt that out, but inside I was much more confused.

      Thom was right. It felt good.

      Very good.

      And I didn’t feel like I would feel sorry for Father Joshua at all if he was the one bleeding.

      Thom reached a hand out to me, and as if drawn by some irresistible force, I stepped toward him. “Bertie,” he whispered, sliding his hand up my arm and pulling me close to him. “I saw you in there…for a second.”

      I’m not Bertie.

      But I felt like I would hurt him worse than any lash if I said that.

      “I can’t stand it,” he groaned.

      Jie walked closer to both of us and put a hand on me, as if to protect me from Thom.

      Instead, he stroked the curve of my waist and hip as he buried his nose in my hair. Thom nipped the edge of my ear. “Jie, you’ve got to stop me.”

      “I will,” Jie said. “But the only rule is that we can’t take her virginity, drink her blood, or—you know. Let anybody finish.”

      “Cruel,” Thom said.

      “There’s still a lot in between,” Jie said.

      “Yeah, although not much that doesn’t just make it worse,” Thom said.

      “Please…,” I whispered, caught between them.

      I seemed to be losing my ability to give a convincing plea. I was wondering if they would touch me the way Rayner and Silvus did. No—not if. When. I knew they would.

      If you give a demon just one inch, wickedness will sneak in…

      How right Father Joshua was.

      But it was becoming more difficult every day to care what Father Joshua said, even if it was true and he was just an imperfect messenger.

      “Now, darlin’, if you say please like that, you’re likely to get even more attention…” Thom started unbuttoning my blouse.

      Jie tugged down the zipper of the skirt. They both kept their hands on me. At first, they were moving slowly, but as they started to reveal more skin, they got impatient and started yanking at the clothes. Thom took both of my arms in his strong grip as if to steady me as Jie peeled the tights off my legs, unzipped the boots, and took both off nearly at once.

      “Take your underwear off,” Thom told me. “If you let me do it, I might tear it.”

      “Must I…?”

      “Yes.” He released my arms and watched as I reached behind my back and freed my bra clasp. Jie was watching too, and I knew he wouldn’t save me. I looked away as I let the cups fall away and drop onto the floor. This was the first time any of the men had asked to see me completely naked. I tried to draw out the moment when my underwear revealed my most private places, but I’m not sure drawing it out helped at all.

      “I tell ya, this is impossible,” Thom said. “Look at her. How am I supposed to—“ He poured himself another drink and knocked it back in one.

      “We can play with her,” Jie said, and before I could react, he scooped me up and dropped me on the bed and Thom slid in beside me. “And when we’re done, you can tie her shut.”

      “Heh…not my favorite way to do it, but maybe it will help her sleep.”

      Jie’s hand slid between my legs and there was absolutely no hiding the way I felt. I no longer had even the feeble barrier of my underwear to soak up the slick fluid. His fingers slid over my folds easily and as he was stroking me there, Thom slipped a hand behind my neck and kissed me.

      Kissed me. On the lips.

      None of them had gone that far.

      I just didn’t want to fight. Not at all. Jie’s touch was making me so pliable that I wanted more. I felt the bare skin of Jie’s chest brush my back, and rather than fight him, my legs opened wider. I wasn’t in control anymore.

      “Mm…” Jie’s hands moved down to my thighs and spread my legs even wider still with his firm touch. Thom moved into the space, still kissing me, his arms holding him up over both me and Jie while his hard cock brushed me between the legs, but he was still wearing jeans and although I tensed, I didn’t make him stop.

      They could have…done things to me.

      They had tricked me somehow. I don’t know. Maybe it was that one drink. Although I didn’t feel much from it.

      “It’s going to be so good when we can finally let loose,” Jie said.

      “And taste her…” Thom pulled away from my mouth to lick my neck and cheek and then he bit my ear, before shifting back down and nibbling my breasts. This movement shifted his cock away from me. My core was left cold, but instead my breasts felt sparks of hungry, tingling pleasure. I didn’t know they could feel that way. I didn’t know any of this.

      “Careful,” Jie said. “Rayner will kill us if we finish her off.”

      “If she’s quiet, how will he know?”

      “He’ll know,” Jie said. “I don’t want to piss him off when he’s the one sacrificing himself to the witches.”

      Thom sighed. They moved away from me but then they turned to face each other with me in the middle, trailing fingers down my arms and stomach. Thom brushed my lips with his finger. They explored every inch of my skin with their hands while I twisted a little, craving more of something. When they were done with the front of me, they turned me over and caressed my back. Thom squeezed my bottom cheeks.

      “Well, that’s certainly a woman’s ass,” he said. “Bertie never had curves quite like that.”

      “Missed ‘em?” Jie said.

      “More than I knew.”

      Jie stroked a hand up my neck and through my hair and I started to feel very relaxed and soothed. It was all such a whirlwind of feelings. Anger and guilt, arousal and peace, fear and catharsis.

      “Alissa,” Jie said. “We can’t help remembering all of the people we loved before, and you remind us of all of them. But you’re Alissa.”

      “It’s not all bad to start fresh,” Thom said. “I guess it keeps you young.”

      “But I wouldn’t mind growing old with her either,” Jie said.

      Just as I thought they were turning sentimental on me, Thom’s finger moved to my nether hole and circled it, then poked it in just a tiny bit.

      “Oh!” I cried, indignant, turning back over to twist away from him.

      “You’re terrible,” Jie said.

      “I know.” Thom got up. “I’m going to get the rope. It’s your last chance to play with your toys tonight. And your last chance to pee. Well—let me know if there’s an emergency.”

      “You’re not really going to tie me up!?”

      “It will keep us from any temptations while you lay here naked between us,” Jie said, and he fluttered his fingers across my swollen pussy again. He was a little more vigorous this time and I went silent as a wave of sensation swept over me and made my whole body tingle.

      But then Thom brought the rope and it was over as quickly as it started.

      “Stand up,” he said. “Legs tight together.”

      The rope was very soft, and a little thinner than my pinky finger. He looped it around my waist and crossed it into a surprisingly complicated pattern over both my front and back, forming almost a woven barrier before tying my thighs together down to my knees. Then he lifted me back into bed.

      My legs were bound together so tight I couldn’t walk out of bed if I wanted to, but they couldn’t even really touch me there without jamming their hands past narrow criss-crosses of rope. I relaxed more than I expected. Jie covered me with a blanket and I fell asleep before they were done getting ready for bed, but when I woke again, they were sleeping on either side of me. Thom looked young and almost innocent in sleep. Jie still had a little worry line in his brow, but a slight smile on his face, and so he didn’t look innocent at all. His hand was resting gently on my hip. When I realized it, my skin tingled anew.

      Each night with these men was like nothing I had felt before.

      I guess I was getting used to it. A little bit.
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      Alissa

      

      “You can just stay home today, Tulip. How does that sound? Read as much as you like, or explore the web. Or the internet. Are they the same thing?” Rayner looked irritable about the entire concept.

      “That sounds wonderful.”

      He had stepped into Jie and Thom’s room in the morning. They were just stirring.

      “Dress her in something from the trunk,” Rayner said. “I think the old dresses will fit. When we don’t have to go out among the mundanes I would much rather see you wearing something elegant. I’ll make breakfast for you this morning. Any requests?”

      “Um…eggs?”

      “Eggs, fried in butter? And a sliced tomato fried as well?”

      That was exactly how I liked my eggs. And I was the only person I knew who always sliced and sautéed a tomato alongside my eggs.

      He flashed me a smile of triumph over what he already knew.

      He knew me.

      “I like the pink dress,” Jie said to Thom, opening the trunk. The smell of cedar and aging fabric wafted out.

      “Pink don’t go with red hair! Lilac.”

      “How do you have an opinion on this, anyway? Bertie didn’t wear dresses.”

      “Three sisters, remember?”

      The trunk was full of long, Victorian dresses trimmed with lace and ribbons, with puffed sleeves and faded but beautiful colors. “Where did these come from?” I asked.

      “When Rayner met you, he had this idea of how you looked,” Jie said. “By the time he found you again, the fashions were completely different. Sometimes he wanted to remember you that way, but he had to go to a dressmaker and ask for a century-old style and they hated that. They’d try to talk him out of it or refuse until he convinced them it was for a costume ball, but back then every dressmaker knew if you lied about a costume ball. So he turned to the second-hand market, but then the stuff was all worn out. So ever since, we’ve saved gowns. Usually from the estates of female friends who have passed on. A lot of vampires collect old clothes. They have period balls now and then for showing them off. But this dress is for daily wear.”

      I soon found myself trussed head to toe in Victorian undergarments, petticoats and corset.

      “What about underwear?” I asked.

      Thom gave me a grin that told me everything.

      “But…” I faltered. They knew all too well how much…wetness I produced in their presence.

      “Something for us to think about,” Jie said. “If a man can’t have what he wants right now, at least let him think of what is to come.”

      “Nothing is to come!” I cried.

      “Something’s damn sure to come,” Thom replied. “Sooner or later.”

      Clad in a long dress of lilac trimmed in brown velvet and lace in a dark cream color, like it had been tea-dyed, I went to the library and they blessedly left me alone. I had to admit I felt very romantic in the dress. The fabric had a pleasant weight to it. Maybe this was familiar to me too. The books were mostly older, but I didn’t mind that. I liked old books, and they seemed carefully chosen. I spent a long while just opening them and looking for inscriptions like the one that said—

      

      Christmas 1911

      To Bertie—

      This one’ll make you laugh

      —Thom

      

      Others were gifts to the vampires from people whose names I didn’t know.

      Then I found one inscribed:

      

      Dear Bertie,

      I hope you enjoy this book verry much,

      Ruthie

      

      I ran my fingers down the page.

      I knew and loved this little girl once. She gave me this book.

      I was a man, then. But I was still in this same position, the pet and thrall of vampires. I wondered how I felt about it. I couldn’t imagine, and yet, the past was right here in my hands.

      I could feel my mind stretching out, exploring new paths I could never have imagined when I was just Alissa, witch of the Order, and I knew I could never cram my mind back into that small box again.

      No wonder it was so terrifying.

      Of all the books on the shelf, I turned to a selection of books on China, as I was also curious about this other life in another country I knew little about. A Moment in Peking had Bertie’s name written in the front.

      I curled up with the book for a while. Time vanished and before I knew it, it was time for dinner.

      I had just sat down and picked up my fork when someone rapped on the door.

      “I’ll get it.” Rayner walked down the hall to the front of the house. I heard the old door groan open and an anxious voice.

      “My aunt said…you were the ones to talk to if I had any trouble,” I heard Dee say.

      “That’s correct. Come in,” Rayner replied.
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      Rayner

      

      By the time I showed Dee to the dining room, my clan had put their bowls of blood away and were just drinking wine while my Tulip let her food grow cold, watching us.

      I pulled out a chair for Dee, but she shook her head and wouldn’t sit.

      “What kind of trouble?” I asked.

      “Well…a really clean cut white guy in a business suit—kind of a preacher vibe to him—drove up to me when I was walking back from Ray’s store and he asked me about you. If I’d seen you around lately. He offered me twenty bucks. I didn’t tell him anything. Then he asked if Aunt Wanda was home, and I lied and said she was. Then he asked me if I knew how to keep quiet. I didn’t even know what to say. I said I wasn’t a snitch or something like that, and he said that was good, because if I told anyone I’d seen him asking about you, he’d kill Kira.”

      “What?” Alissa slapped her fork on the table. “It’s probably the Order. What if they really hurt her?”

      “Shh,” I told her. “They won’t. You were right to tell us. These are, as you guessed, empty threats.”

      The Order wouldn’t battle us on our own turf. I was sure of that. The technology was going to drain some of their power to begin with, and killing a human child who lived outside of their own town was a ludicrous threat. Dee lived in the real world and didn’t even know her aunts were real witches and not just mundane Wiccans. It might bring the human police down upon their village. No warlock or witch was going to kill a human in order to get to me.

      “Where is your daughter now?” Alissa asked, clearly concerned for the fate of all children.

      “She’s with Carly…”

      Carly was a Sinistral witch who lived on the block. I nodded. “Good. Leave her there. She’s safe. Can you describe this man anymore? What he looked like? What he was driving?”

      “An old Cadillac from the 80s,” she said. “Light blue.”

      “That’s Father Joshua’s car,” Alissa said, and I could see her shrinking in terror right before my eyes. “I don’t think he’s ever left the village to come this far. He—he really wants me—“

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “He can’t reach you here. The house is protected. I’ll take care of him.” I couldn’t wait to get my hands on the man who hurt her, and make sure he was wiped off the face of the earth and could never scare her again. “Silvus, come with me. Thom and Jie, you should stay with the girls. Dee, I suggest you stay here until we come back.”

      “I need to go to Carly’s and check on Kira.” But she looked at Alissa and seemed concerned about how scared she was and what she was doing here with the four of us. I saw suspicion in her eyes. “So who the hell is Father Joshua, anyway?” she asked.

      “I’ll explain,” Jie said. “Go get him.”

      I kissed Alissa’s forehead. “I’ll be back very soon. Don’t worry. He came to us, the arrogant bastard. This makes it easy.”

      “He’s very powerful,” she whispered. “And he has…weapons.”

      “We’re very powerful,” Silvus said dismissively. “He is a child.”

      I could tell Alissa thought our confidence was misplaced, but she’d soon see that we’d handled much worse than a warlock cult leader. We knew what we were doing, and I would bet a considerable sum that Father Joshua was the one underestimating us. Devout followers of Ethereals tended to do stupid things because they thought their good spirits would protect them against our evil. But he was the hypocrite who poisoned the mind of my Tulip. Her nightmare would soon be over, and with the head of the snake cut off, I could rescue her family and put everything to rights.

      Before I left, I told Jie, “Just don’t fall for any tricks.”

      “Fall for any tricks? I’m insulted.”

      It was true. It was very…human of me to say that. I trusted my clan completely. Jie and Thom would keep Lisbeth safe in the house no matter what Father Joshua might try and pull.

      We took the car the short distance to Ray’s store, Silvus using his wand to pick up traces of Ethereal magic Father Joshua might have left behind.

      “Hmm.” Silvus crouched on his knees and elbows, tapping the pavement. “Father Joshua was here. At least, I presume. This is Ethereal magic, in a sense. But it has a very unusual feel to it.” He pressed his face to the street and sniffed.

      “You look ridiculous,” I said. “Just so you know. The dog in that yard even stopped to stare at you. What are you picking up?”

      “Well…” Silvus poked around for a long moment, unperturbed by dogs or the curtain poked open in another nearby house with a yard littered in old plastic toys. “There is a dark smell to it. But it’s Ethereal magic. No doubt about it. I used to get this same sense occasionally in the old days,” he said.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “It’s the smell of…channeling dark magic through white means,” he said. “Like money laundering magic. You tap into evil magic via a ‘righteous’ mission, creating a back channel. It’s not a good thing.”

      “I figured that much. I’ve learned at least a few things from you over the years.”

      “Religious groups sometimes use this sort of magic to maintain power,” Silvus continued. “But it’s an advanced technique. And rather arcane now.”

      “What, exactly, does it mean for us? Just get to the point, Sil. I don’t need all the magical musings.”

      “It just means that our warlock friend has a way of converting black magic into white magic. Ethereals are not always ‘good’, they are just orderly and value justice and fairness. Father Joshua, I suspect, has been able to commit acts of evil by devoting himself to an orderly and just society. To the Ethereals, we are a force of chaos, so we must be destroyed.” Silvus gave me plenty of magical musings anyway, as I knew he would. “What it means for us is…we should be careful. I believe Alissa when she warned us about the purification spells. However, our Sinistral spirits thrive on freedom.” He waved a hand at me, beckoning me to slip a palm in his. “We should ask for their blessing. Magic works best when you state a clear intention and ask for aid.”

      “Ah, you and your prayer circles, Silvus.”

      “This is where the best warlocks work their craft,” Silvus chided me. “In the quiet moments.” He laced his fingers with mine. Secretly, I admired him more than I would ever admit. I knew his focus and patience were what had kept me alive, and allowed us to find Lisbeth. “O Sinistrals, you who value free will over order, I ask you to keep our spirits safe in the pursuit of freedom, most especially, our dearest Lisbeth, or Alissa. As the fire cleanses the woodland, and the storm brings life to the land, we may cause harm, and we ask that you shield us against any imposing forces that may try to stop us. So it has been, and so shall it be.”

      We spoke the final words together, but I was ready to kick some ass.

      We were in the human world. Magic only went so far, and casting spells within view of mundanes was strictly forbidden. This would be a physical fight and probably over in minutes.

      “So where is he?” I asked.

      “Close. This way.”

      Silvus crossed streets with only a brief check for oncoming cars. If cars had time to stop for us, we just kept on going and made them brake.

      “You said he was close?” We drove through a few neighborhoods. “He’s trying to lure us away from her. We should turn back.”

      “The wards on the house are strong,” Silvus said. “Trust Jie. They’re safe.”

      “We were just forming a plan to get past the wards on his village,” I said. “He can do the same thing.”

      “No, not exactly,” Silvus said. “A house is easier to lock down than an entire village. But even more importantly, Lisbeth doesn’t want to go with him. Her family, hopefully, can be persuaded to leave with us of their own will. That matters, when it comes to magic.”

      “Are we sure she can’t be persuaded by him?” I growled. “I’m trying my best to be a good husband to her, but I want my wife. She wants her little sisters back.”

      “She is surely beginning to remember,” Silvus said. “At the ice rink…for a moment the two of you seemed just like you have always been.”

      “Yes. But there is one thing I’ve never been able to give her.”

      “A daughter…,” Silvus said.

      “What if, one day, she would rather be with someone who can give her children?”

      “Maybe we should allow her a child,” Silvus said. “This time around…obviously Bertie couldn’t have children. Li Mei was sickly. But these days, women can go to a sperm bank, or a Sinistral warlock might…”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I know it wouldn’t be yours, but—it would be hers, and so it would be ours.”

      “I can’t watch her die,” I said shortly. “I can bear losing Lisbeth because I know you’ll find her again. I don’t want to be a father who will outlive my child. My blood or just hers, doesn’t matter. I know I’ll love it and it will make me think of…what could have been.”

      Five hundred years of losing her, and losing the entire world she inhabited—all the friends she made, the neighborhoods we lived in, the shops and restaurants we frequented and entire ways of life—it was getting to me. Time moved so fast. One moment, we would have a baby and the next moment I would be caring for an old woman who called me her father.

      No. I can’t bear it.

      Silvus took my hand and squeezed it gently. “All right, Rayn. I won’t speak of it again.” He slammed on the brakes so hard my head knocked into the car and whipped into a abandoned lot with just one car parked there—the Cadillac. Weeds grew out of splits in the pavement. This was like many parts of American cities that had seen better days, brick buildings as old as Thom squeezed next to each other, now abandoned or nearly so. It was hard to tell an open store from a closed one. Nothing here was thriving, but the wide promenade between the rows suggested that once this had been a bustling shopping area.

      Silvus looked at the largest building on the block, an old department store.

      “He’s in there,” he said.

      Suddenly, my stomach felt a hollow, nervous sensation that I last felt when battling a high demon. My radar for danger, finely honed over the years, whispered a warning.

      “You’re not afraid of abandoned stores, are you?” Silvus asked.

      “Something’s…strange,” I said.

      “What are you picking up?”

      “Nothing.” I shook my head, not wanting to seem a paranoid fool. It was likely just my anger and frustration at my Tulip’s pain and fear. I was too sensitive to her moods.

      Silvus looked at me with understanding. “This man doesn’t deserve a moment of your concern, Rayner,” he said, matter-of-factly.

      When someone knew you as long and well as Silvus knew me, just one sentence could snap me back to rights. I nodded.

      I cracked my knuckles. “Let’s put the fear of Sinistral into this arrogant boy.”
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      The door of the old department store was open a crack, the shining silver metal leading us to empty spaces, cleared of merchandise and almost all the shelves and fixtures as well. The rooms were large and well-lit by the tall windows.

      “Ah. Brings back some memories,” Silvus said. “Nothing makes me feel old like peeling American plaster. In Baltimore, no less! One of the great ports of the colonies. In my mind, all of this is surely new and glimmering.”

      I knew what he meant. When we came to America everything seemed to be booming, new and modern.

      I had no idea when the department store had last been open. Some of the pink and turquoise wall colors had to be 1980s, but the building was old brick and plaster. Ornate ceiling tiles hung loose over our heads, drooping with moisture damage. The elevator was pure art deco with Bakelite buttons, the doors permanently wedged open to an empty shaft leading down to a dark basement. My eyes quickly adjusted to the shadowed bricks below.

      “That’s where we’ll find him,” Silvus whispered.

      “I had a feeling.”

      “It’s stupid of him,” Silvus said. “Doesn’t he know vampires have excellent night vision?”

      I made a move to climb down the shaft and Silvus stopped me with a shake of his head.

      “There are stairs,” he said. “Let’s approach this in a gentlemanly fashion. Perhaps we’ll be able to negotiate.”

      I scoffed.

      “Scoff as you like. My diplomacy works just as often as your fists,” he hissed.

      “But it’s not as satisfying.”

      “It’s more satisfying. Would you rather be known as a brain or a thug?”

      “I’m known as a man you don’t cross, and that’s how I like it. Everyone knows you’re the softy. Remember how you suggested we take out a demon with love?”

      “I do remember, and I stand by it. The best way to take out a demon is love.”

      “Life isn’t a children’s cartoon.”

      “And love isn’t easy,” Silvus shot back.

      “Well…our way was faster.”

      Silvus and I locked combative eyes at the top of the stairs. “It is ironic that you scoff at the magic of love when it’s also the one thing that keeps you going,” Silvus said, and he patted my cheek. “But you are my favorite cynic.”

      I grumbled at him, but I was glad he was there when the bad feeling in my gut was only getting worse as we walked down the wooden stairs into silence.

      The basement smelled so strongly of mold and must that my keen nose felt assaulted before we even reached the bottom of the stairs.

      He came down here alone to lure us, I thought. This guy has some balls.

      One thing I didn’t smell was human.

      Silvus was waving his wand everywhere, whispered spells, checking for curses or surprises. His brow wrinkled as he glanced at me. He was starting to wonder, too. I could tell.

      “All right,” I called, ready to just get on with it. “Come on out, Joshua. We know you’re here. Let’s drop the pretense and get on with it.” I took a few strides into the room. The floors were covered in bits of broken glass, peeled paint and debris. The walls were exposed brick and definitely old. It looked like they had dressing rooms down here at one point, but the doors were gone. A calendar from 1983 hung lopsided on one wall.

      A voice came from one of the shadowed doorways into other rooms. “That’s not my name. I’ve already dropped the pretense.” He paused. “Do you know who I am?”

      “I hate guessing games,” I said. “Come on, you little cancer of a man. I just want to fight the man who frightened my beloved.”

      “I wonder if she’ll still be there when you return home. I’m not sure. Alissa is a good girl. She loves her father so very much. Do you think she loves you more? How confident are you?”

      I looked at Silvus and we both knew we’d heard enough. We flew toward him with all our speed, Silvus weaving a spell just behind me. I didn’t want to play. I wanted to just get it over with and leave his remains to rot in this dismal place.

      I rushed the doorway. His voice had come from just behind the wall.

      When I came around the corner, I found an empty room.

      “An old trick,” he said.

      Now he was behind us, rushing up the stairs.

      “You want a chase?” he asked.

      “What the devil?” Silvus was murmuring behind me. “How did I not sense that?”

      I dashed for him, but he was already up the stairs. I barely saw men’s dress shoes turn the corner at the landing before he was gone again.

      He could move as fast as we could.

      Now, I knew it, and so did Silvus.

      This guy wasn’t human. So he might not be mortal either. He might be one of the many, many rivals and enemies we’d racked up over the years.

      You couldn’t make it as a vampire for this long without enemies. So many potential names and faces crossed my memory, and just as many were probably forgotten. Some of them were so cruel and psychotic that I felt even more murderous at the thought of my Tulip in the hands of Michael the Butcher or Jebediah Fletch, the demon we bumped into on the Oregon Trail, who lured families to their death.

      We tried to take care of people like that, but there were forces in this world that weren’t worth fighting. We had other battles, and the primary battle was taking care of our beloved. Keeping her safe.

      Goddamnit, every time she died, I lost her, and she wasn’t safe until I found her again. Such horrible fates as this was what kept me up at night.

      I’ll tear your spine out. No, I’ll tear your guts out so I can see you call for your mother before you die. If you hurt her—

      Silvus and I chased the creature up the stairs. He must be masking his smell, because neither of us caught any hints.

      “Think of her, Rayner,” Silvus said, before we got to the fourth and final floor. “Let that love fuel you.”

      “I always do.”

      “One more thing,” Silvus said.

      “What?”

      “There’s another person up here.”

      We hit the top floor. The sun seemed brighter here, with the tallest of the windows and white walls, but the ceilings were heavily water damaged, floors covered with fallen plaster and dirt, grinding under my shoes. An arch and some decorative framing hinted at where displays of merchandise had once stood. The elevator doors were stuck permanently open, the shaft dropping down to the basement.

      “Back here,” Silvus whispered, pointing where footsteps were printed in the dirt. We moved around to the other side of the elevator, where doors had once opened front and back. Now it was just an empty passage leading to darkness.

      I was getting more infuriated at this man the longer he toyed with me.

      As we turned the corner, he was standing there calmly, beside the restroom doors and an old telephone.

      I knew this man.

      “Hello, Mr. Van der Berg,” he said.

      It was impossible.

      Impossible.

      I couldn’t stand how impossible it was, that someone could possibly trick me in such a terrible way.

      “You are not Johannes.”

      “You’re right. Call me Father Joshua now. Please.”

      The voice stirred my memories too, even though we spoke a different language, our accents vanished to the ages.

      It took a lot to send a chill down my spine.

      “It can’t be,” I managed.

      But for the first time since the early 1600s, I was face to face with my sire.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Alissa

      

      “Don’t worry,” Jie said. “Those guys will take care of it. We have the hardest job. Killing time while we wait for the report.”

      “I fucking hate killing time when I could be having me a good brawl,” Thom said. “D’you mind if I smoke, darlin’?”

      “Thom,” Jie said warningly. “Put that shit away.”

      “He smokes too,” Thom told me. “He ain’t so high and mighty.”

      “I am very high and mighty because I am protecting Lisbeth’s lungs,” Jie said. “You are low and lowly.”

      “You can smoke,” I said. “I don’t care. I’ve never seen anyone smoke before.”

      “It looks real sexy,” Thom said, sliding a cigarette out of a package.

      “It doesn’t look sexy at all when you have a cousin who died of lung cancer who also had the most wrinkled-ass lips,” Dee said, standing up and crossing her arms. “Since I’m here, can I finally ask—what is going on in this house?”

      “You could’ve asked the day we moved in,” Thom said. “But you didn’t.”

      “Well—I—I don’t know. I’m not rude.” She looked at me nervously. “Who is she, though?”

      Speak up for yourself, a voice in my head prodded me, even though a part of me wanted to vanish beneath the floorboards like an earwig and never come out. “I’m…Alissa,” I said. “They, uh, they helped me when I was escaping a…religious…community.”

      “You mean like a cult?”

      “I—yes.” My initial hesitation fell away. Just admit what it is. You don’t need to protect him.

      “Do you know what your aunt is?” Jie asked.

      “Aunt Wanda?”

      “Yeah.”

      “She’s a witch. A lesbian. And pretty weird. My mom used to call her Wacky Wanda. But I like her, even though living with her can drive me crazy sometimes. Otherwise, I don’t know. You tell me.”

      “And what do you think a witch is?” Jie asked.

      Dee threw up a hand. “She’s attuned to nature and into Tarot and goddesses and stuff.”

      Jie raised an eyebrow. “Yeah…? You sure that’s it? What about Mimi? Carly? Raymond?”

      “Raymond runs a convenience store! How does he come into this?”

      “You been in that back room?”

      Dee looked at him and her expression became increasingly freaked out.

      When I met Dee yesterday I thought she was way more cool and confident looking than I could ever hope to be, and I was jealous of her for it, especially when I saw her flirt with Silvus, but now I realized we weren’t that different after all.

      I guess everyone has worlds they don’t know about.

      I knew something she didn’t know, anyway. Maybe…I could be more cool and confident than I realized, too.

      Jie poured her a drink.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Rayner

      

      I could hardly speak for a minute. Silvus had never seen this man. He didn’t know what had struck me, but he understood that something very bad was before us.

      I barely had time to register the man’s existence—and the true identity of Lisbeth’s captor—before I heard another man grunting in a pleading, panicked fashion. He must be behind the restroom door.

      “What do you want?” I demanded.

      “Well, I think you already know,” he said. “And if you’ve toyed with her a little…that’s all right. Although I have not found her very willing. But—she will come home and I will have her.”

      “You can’t—be,” I said. “I have no memories of yours. I killed you.”

      “Yes, Rayner, you did kill me. But at this point, I’m sure you know there are ways to bring back the dead. The church made a sacrifice in order to keep me. I am pledged to serve the Order—and indeed, order itself. To vanquish others of my kind, and all other bringers of chaos. But—I have also feasted well on virgin blood, and I am older than you. I’m stronger than you. So if you care to fight me—well, let’s just see if you’re worthy.”

      “There are two of us,” I said.

      “There are two of us as well,” he said. “Would you like to meet the father of your thrall?” He pushed open the restroom door and dragged out a middle-aged man with a pillowcase over his head, tied to an old chair. The man looked terrified. Terrified of Johannes and equally so of me.

      “Is he going to fight?” Silvus asked. “Because it would seem he is tied to a chair.”

      “No,” Johannes said. “If I think I’m going to lose, I’ll kill him.”

      “If we don’t stop you,” I said.

      “Yes, that is the gamble we’ll both be taking. But in the end, you will lose. While you are away, other Elders in the Order will fetch your girl and bring her back where she belongs.”

      “We’ll see about that,” I said, but I worried Thom might be weak if they brought Alissa’s sisters out and threatened them in front of his eyes. Thom thrust himself into violence more quickly than Jie, but he was also a softer touch. Everything rested on Jie’s more calculating personality. “Why are you so determined to keep this one girl from me?” I asked, brushing off the threat. “What does it matter to you?”

      “You know how special she is.” Johannes’ smile was possessive, as if he felt she belonged to him, and not me.

      Behind him, Alissa’s father struggled and groaned.

      Silvus was already backing down a little from this fight. “All of this seems unwise. Rayner—“

      It was very likely Silvus was making a fair assessment of the situation, and that we would lose. But backing down wasn’t an option, and he must know that too. Plus, I’d be damned if I negotiated with this bastard.

      “Two of us, Sil,” I said. “Don’t be a pansy.”

      I lunged toward Johannes and went in forcefully, knowing he would fend off my attack but also knowing that Silvus would back me up with a quick dash of a spell. The jolt of magic came immediately, but it hit me and not Johannes.

      “Let your anger fuel your strength, and the berserker shall be your guide; no hesitation nor a pause shall magic such as this abide.”

      I felt a surge of power that fed off my anger. Silvus must have quickly assessed that Johannes was stronger than us and I could only defeat him with a spell that sacrificed defense for pure power. It felt delicious. I trusted Silvus’ judgment, and I wouldn’t let him down. I embraced the magic fully. I couldn’t stop, and I wouldn’t try to resist. My muscles seemed to find greater reserves of power and speed as I struck his face and then the softer tissue of his stomach.

      It took Johannes a minute to find his footing in the fight, a good sign that he hadn’t expected how well Silvus and I worked as a team. A berserker spell was very difficult to cast because I had to sacrifice some control to Silvus’ magic.

      I took advantage of the power with an aggressive attack. I grabbed Johannes and slung him upside down, slamming him into the floor, then I tried to pin him down. He wriggled away but I grabbed him before he could get back on his feet and twisted his arm. I felt something pop. I dislocated his shoulder. He darted back, popping it back into place with a roll that made him let out a long groan of pain.

      At first, despite the blows he’d taken, Johannes seemed eager to fight back, an ugly grin splitting his face and flashing his white teeth.

      White teeth? Last time I’d seen him his teeth were already rotting out of his head. He used a small blade to cut his victims instead of biting them. Just as I’d told my Tulip, the Dutch had bad teeth during the glory days of the sugar trade, and he had clearly indulged. I certainly remembered how sensitive he was about it.

      “Nice dentures,” I growled. “You were always half a man. Or maybe I should say, half a monster. Leaving your victims in agony without venom…”

      “They’re not—dentures.”

      “Oh?”

      “I found a witch who could restore teeth.”

      I could only laugh harder. “How pathetic you must have seemed to her, to make such a request. I wonder what price you paid.”

      Silvus started laughing too. “Oh, yes, your toothless sire. I could hardly believe it was true. A vampire without fangs!”

      “I have fangs.” Johannes was infuriated.

      “Show them to us,” Silvus said.

      “You’re absurd.”

      “I don’t think he has them. Maybe she restored your teeth, but they don’t seem to be proper vampire teeth either way. It makes perfect sense, actually. This is how you hid your identity from the Order.” Silvus waved his wand, mockingly, at Johannes’ mouth, and I landed a vicious blow to his rib cage, feeling a crack under my fist. Now I tried to deliver a second blow to his jaw and he dodged that one—but barely. I had wounded him in ways that would not quickly heal.

      I shouldn’t have been worried. It was just as I suspected. A man who was more arrogant than clever, cruel but not a wit, a pathetic and toothless vampire, no match for Silvus and myself.

      “But how do you eat?” Silvus asked. “That’s the only thing I can’t figure, when it comes to your deceit.”

      “I feed alone,” Johannes growled. “I nibble a bite now and then for show at the village feasts. It’s no trouble to me. I have a strong constitution.”

      “So you are a toothless vampire with irritable bowel,” Silvus said. “Well, no wonder you have to force women to be with you.”

      As Silvus spoke, we were still trading blows. I landed more than I missed. Johannes was trying his best not to let Silvus get under his skin, but it was true that for all his magical powers, Silvus’ tongue could be his greatest weapon.

      “It’s just too bad you’re a vampire,” I said. “I wanted the pleasure of draining every last drop from your pathetic husk.”

      “I told you to be careful,” Johannes said, and so quick my eye couldn’t track him, he rushed for Alissa’s father.

      “Ha!” Silvus shouted, twitching his wand. “Protect!”

      The spell missed. Johannes was just a bit faster than we expected. It wasn’t—unfortunately—the first time I had underestimated a vampire who freely drank of fresh blood. Worse, based on what details I could extract from my Tulip, I feared he might be drinking the blood of virgin maidens every night. We were used to our austere diet, and the older a vampire gets, the more he is able to maintain his power without large quantities of fresh blood. But Johannes was as old as I was. I might laugh, but that blood made him strong.

      He had Tulip’s father by the throat, choking him, even as he pulled the man to the elevator shaft, chair and all. He flipped him in one terrifying, swift motion. Now the man dangled out the window upside down by the creaky wooden legs.

      “Mmm!” Alissa’s father was trying his best to scream through tight layers of cotton.

      Thanks to the berserker spell, I couldn’t stop fighting if I wanted to. Even as I shouted, I was lunging toward Johannes and the gaping hole.

      “I break the spell!” Silvus cried, realizing that this could turn bad.

      I tackled Johannes. We tussled, him pulling my hair, while I tried to get him away from the elevator and get my hands on the chair.

      Johannes pulled the cloth away from my Tulip’s father’s face, and then ripped off the gag below the pillowcase.

      I suppose the man was a warlock, technically, but he looked fairly useless. He had a kind, rather meek face. I could see why she saw him as a good father even though he had not put up any proper defense for his daughter, as far as I could tell.

      “Please don’t hurt my daughters!” he pleaded. “I don’t care what happens to me. The three of them are my heart, my life. Please—Father Joshua—”

      “I won’t hurt your daughters,” Johannes said. “You were the one who encouraged Alissa to escape, weren’t you?”

      “Yes, it was all me.”

      “I see.”

      I knew what the face of a sadistic man looked like. They were often smooth, clean-cut, able to maintain a veneer of pleasantness that tricked many people around them.

      Killing an innocent wouldn’t bother their conscience at all. There were more than a few vampires out there who fit this description. My clan and I scorned these men. We fought for love.

      With that said, killing didn’t bother my conscience, either, when the person deserved it.

      This was tricky.

      I could tell Johannes would kill Tulip’s father without a second thought. But he wanted her, and I had her. This was a negotiation, of sorts, but we both wanted Lisbeth. The difference was that I loved her, so I needed to protect anyone she loved. Johannes had no such rule to follow.

      He’s going to kill this man.

      I saw it in his eyes.

      He knew that he would win either way. If I couldn’t protect Tulip’s father, she would be heartbroken and I would be less of a man. Even if I had her, it would cast a shadow on me.

      Johannes was watching me calculate this out, and I knew he was well aware of his upper hand, even though I had bruised and broken him.

      Silvus swallowed. His wand hand twitched and as soon as Johannes saw it, he said. “It doesn’t really matter.” Johannes pushed the chair out the window. Alissa’s father managed to shove his feet out wide to catch framework as he spit out a spell in an attempt to save himself, hanging there precariously for a second.

      “Ethereals help me!” The man screamed in fear.

      My own scream was guttural as I sprang to grab him before he hit the pavement head first, using my own vampire speed to its fullest advantage. Unfortunately, we weren’t like some of the movie vampires who could move faster than eyes could see.

      Johannes used my motion toward Alissa’s father against me, shoving me toward the man.

      He would win either way.

      I had no good choice. If I pulled back to fight Johannes, I would lose the father.

      The chair slipped just as my hand caught Tulip’s father’s shirt. The entire weight of him fell, caught only by my hand, but I had him. I was dragged half off the ledge. I could pull him up—if Silvus could cover me.

      I suppose my thoughts went something like this. But it was all happening too fast. All my mind could really do was try and save the father Alissa loved. If her father was cruel to her, I would have let him die without a thought. How much easier it would have been, if he was cruel! But, no—she loved this man, and he loved her.

      “You are a soft heart, in the end,” Johannes sneered after me, in my native Dutch, as he forced me out the window. I had my arms around the chair and I twisted as I fell four stories, trying to break his fall.

      The last thing I was aware of was the sound of my own body striking the pavement, the horrible sound of splintering wood and my bones crunching inside me, pain barely having a chance to get ahold of me before everything went blank.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Jie

      

      I have to keep these girls calm. Thom, too, for that matter.

      The cowboy could be more trouble than anyone, hotheaded as he was.

      I was all too certain that we were in for a rough night, one way or another. We were up against a man who was willing to kill Alissa’s family to get to her. I had no idea if we could keep all three of her family members alive. I had to steel myself against the possibility. Thom would see the faces of his own beloved sisters and widowed father in the faces of Alissa’s family. He might crack. My family was loving but hardened; they taught me to be the same. Where I came from, disease and famine always threatened, death always breathing just outside the door. In the end, I had to survive, and I had to make sure Alissa survived.

      I glanced at her face, always tired and worried, despite her exquisite beauty. With her thick red hair and lush pink lips, she should have been a princess. She shouldn’t have to worry about anything brutal. If I let anything happen to her family, would she ever forgive me?

      Besides that, I had to drop a truth bomb on Dee, and this was really something her aunt should have done. It was like giving the sex talk to your neighbor’s kid, but how could I avoid it? She had seen too much.

      “Your aunt is a witch,” I said. “I mean, a serious black witch who can conjure fire and talk to demons and travel to other realms. So is Mimi.”

      “A witch.” Dee arched a brow. “A magical witch.”

      “Come on,” I said. “You know she’s a witch.”

      “And what are you?”

      “Take a guess.”

      She snorted. “Crazy, that’s what I think you are.”

      I crossed my arms and looked at her until she squirmed. If I looked at her long enough, she was going to admit she knew more than she let on. Alissa was studying her carefully, almost the way she used to watch the hedgehog that lived in her garden in England, like she had never seen another girl her age before and it was an alien species.

      “A black witch? So she’s evil?” Dee threw up a hand. “And what about Carly? Did I just leave my baby with a wicked witch?”

      “Black doesn’t mean evil,” I said. “The word they use is Sinistral. It means left handed. Breaking the rules. Disorder. Chaos. Not the most favorable concepts, but sometimes very necessary.”

      “So you’re witches too…?” Dee frowned at us and focused in on Alissa.

      “If that’s what you need to tell yourself, darlin’,” Thom said. “Just know—we’re not here to make any trouble with you and we won’t let anything happen to your little girl.”

      I snapped my fingers. “You don’t need to keep your mind on this kind of trouble. That’s our job and we can handle it. How about we just relax.”

      “I’ll make some drinks,” Thom said, slouching off to the kitchen, while I led the girls into the rec room. The curtains were already drawn. Maybe I could keep them hidden away and out of trouble. I slid a video game off the shelf and dusted the Playstation with my elbow. This was basically “Jie’s room”. The other guys never played video games and it was like pulling teeth to get them to watch TV. Occasionally Silvus would turn on a documentary and there was the time I caught Thom plastered drunk watching Brokeback Mountain at three in the morning. We all have a dark night of the soul now and then, I guess.

      But usually, I had the place to myself, and it wasn’t that clean. I did notice that our renter had rearranged some things and left Fallout just sitting there outside of its case. “Adam is losing his fucking security deposit,” I muttered.

      “Well, we did kick him out without notice and he left the place neat as a pin otherwise,” Thom said. “Don’t be too hard on the kid.”

      The only problem with renting to fellow vampires and the occasional demon was that the pool of renters was small and you couldn’t get too picky, but young vampires were usually assholes, the blood lust robbing them of any sense for at least the first fifty years, especially if they didn’t have a strong sire to keep them in line. The place was probably ‘neat as a pin’ because Adam was usually too busy prowling around for thralls.

      “Are these video games?” Alissa stared. “You play video games?”

      “I can’t say I’m that up to date,” I said. “But unlike these other guys, I don’t need to be stuck in the past. The past wasn’t that great. I don’t know if it’s a white guy thing or what. When we came to California, Chinese men were considered foreign and expendable.” This was a theory. I wouldn’t say it at a vampire party. Vampires were very hot headed about the past, because, you know, they were there. A lot of them only seemed to remember the best of their human lives.

      Dee grinned, but she said, “I’m not going to ask about any of this.”

      “I don’t know much about California. Or China. Or anything.” Alissa flushed, and I think she was very ashamed of her own ignorance. It made me pray that Father Joshua would suffer badly, because it wasn’t her fault that she never got an education and never got to travel.

      “Maybe it’s just my job,” I said. “Somebody has to take one for the team. Someone has to suffer through going to see Star Wars on opening night, play Xbox, and tell the other guys what a meme is.”

      “A meme?” Alissa was still flushed.

      Dee clutched her hand. “I don’t know where you came from, but you are not okay, are you? Here, it’s like…” She took out her phone and pulled up some pictures while I got the game loaded. “This cat one is cute.”

      When I heard my Plum Blossom giggle she sounded more like Li Mei than I would have thought. It stole my breath for a second.

      “I think I get it. Where do you find ‘memes’?”

      Dee just patted her shoulder. “I think you need the basics of life before you even get to memes.”

      I tossed them both controllers. “Okay, girls. Just have some fun tonight.” I gave Dee a warning look, fearing that Alissa wouldn’t want to talk about her past. Even when I didn’t use compel magic, just being me was enough to shut her up.

      Thom brought a round of something with a warm, brandy smell. “Ladies…”

      The opening screens of Dynasty Warriors fired up and Alissa was staring.

      “This game will teach you some Chinese history too,” I said. “It’s based on the Romance of the Three Kingdoms. But—it’s just fun. You’re basically just battling hoards of dudes and riding around on a horse. We’ll do a free board, something easy.” I tried to find one that didn’t have boats on fire, tornadoes, a maze, or siege weapons you had to protect… “So…you pick a character you want to play…”

      Alissa’s hands fumbled with every button on the controller. I could tell just by the way she was holding it that she had never used a TV remote or a computer mouse or basically anything with buttons and clicks. I could hardly believe just how sheltered she was. Witches did tend to shy away from technology, but they also knew they needed to understand how it worked. She’d never even eaten ice cream.

      Out of all the cute little girl fighters and beautiful young men to choose from in this game, while Dee picked pretty boy Zhou Yu to play, I expected Alissa might take a different turn. If my girl’s soul was still in there.

      Li Mei might have looked like the most delicate flower in the most beautiful garden, but she had a stubborn, fiery side that she had spent her life trying to hide and push away. She preferred stories about monsters to romances, some part of her identifying with the misunderstood beasts of the world more than the good-hearted, swooning heroines. Near the end of her life, she struggled through Frankenstein. I helped her with the difficult words, and she fell in love with the story.

      It made sense to me. She had spent her life with monsters who drank her blood and pulled her to the fringes of society. And more than anything, she wished to join us, but she was always alone. Not one of us.

      When she selected Wei Yan, a big guy who wore a mask so he looked more monster than man, and spoke mostly in growls and grunts, I knew Li Mei would have chosen the same.

      “This button is an attack…this is a jump…” I sat next to her and walked her through the battle, until she knew how to get on a horse, kill an officer, use her special attack… Pretty soon she was getting the hang of it and I moved them over to Story Mode. Dee had obviously played plenty of other video games before so she could take the lead. They were both laughing and dividing up the strategy, having a good time while we gave them enough to drink that they were not drunk but definitely a little loopy. Finally, my Plum was laughing the way she used to, in frequent outbursts of giggles.

      The doorbell rang. Thom flicked a hand at me. I’ll get it.

      Nah, I didn’t trust him. The girls perked up.

      “I ordered a pizza,” I said. “Be right back.”

      It might be nothing. One of the neighbors checking on us. But I fully expected Father Joshua to pull some devious tricks to get his girl back.

      A warlock from the Order stood on the stoop, his clean cut and somewhat old-fashioned clothes and that weird brainwashed look in his eye making his origin clear. I saw a car parked on the curb past our fence.

      “I got this,” Thom repeated, pulling a pistol out from under his jacket and swinging open the door with the weapon plain to see and ready to fire. “What d’y’all want?” he said, his tone both friendly and deeply menacing at once.

      “Good day, sir. I think you know what we want, and we came prepared to negotiate.” The man smiled blandly. He was probably around seventy—warlocks tending to age ten to twenty years more slowly than other humans—graying and blue eyed, kinda doughy. “I’m sure Alissa misses her sister Carrie. She’s in the car with my wife. She can be reunited with her right away.”

      I saw a young girl’s face plastered to the car window glass. She looked frightened.

      Thom drew in a sharp little breath to speak. He was already getting rattled by the sight of the girl.

      I glanced around, giving the air a little sniff. I was pretty sure there were more unfamiliar warlocks around, hiding somewhere.

      Alissa said they had bullets that could hurt us. If I was working out the strategy, and I was these guys, it would be working as planned. Silvus was the only one capable of stopping those bullets; the rest of us could try to dodge them, but there was no guarantee we would succeed. We were just ordinary men with additional strength and speed, and honed senses. So if they drew Silvus away, then they could take us out. However, if we stayed behind the doors of our extremely protected house, they were going to have a hard time.

      I dug my fingers into Thom’s arm. Rayner told us not to leave the house no matter what.

      “Bring her here,” I said. “Her sister. Bring her to the doorstep.”

      “No way am I bringing that sweet girl to the doorstep of bloodsuckers,” he retorted. “They say you care about Alissa. If that’s true, you don’t think she belongs with her family?”

      “Not at the cost of her own life,” Thom said. “Anyway, just cut the crap. You know we’re not giving her up.”

      “All right. Then, we will punish her sister.”

      “You’re not hurting those girls under my watch,” Thom said.

      “The girl isn’t going to be hurt,” I said. “You’re bluffing. You’re going to cast an illusion to trick our eyes.”

      “It is a great shame, but this girl comes from corrupted parents. They will not survive the end times. If we purify and sacrifice them now, at least they will go to the Ethereals now, while they are too young to make the mistakes of their father.”

      Damn it all. He sounded a little too sincere for my liking.

      “Bring Carrie here so we can see that she’s real,” I said. “Otherwise, I have no reason to think she’s not just an illusion.”

      “You bring Alissa here first.”

      I grit my teeth as Thom looked at me, and he was wavering. I gave my head a slight shake. Rayner told us to stay in the house, and he was correct. We had to call their bluff. They wouldn’t really kill a little girl. They wouldn’t need to, because they were fully capable of creating the illusion of killing her, and that would have the same effect.

      I mean, they didn’t actually believe this shit…did they?

      Would they?

      I was very good at reading people—we all were—but the blank looks in the faces of the Order made me pause.

      “Nice try,” I said, and I swung the door shut in his face.

      Thom looked at me.

      “If we take one step outside this house, we’re targets—her especially. We have to protect her. No matter what the cost is. There isn’t a soul alive we wouldn’t trade for her.”

      Alissa crept down the stairs, trying to walk softly so we wouldn’t hear her, but we both turned immediately. “For me?” Alissa asked. “What’s going on? What is the cost?”

      I bounded up the stairs three at a time and caught her wrist. “Get back in the room.”

      I scared her. I was too on edge, revealing my emotions to her. She wilted as soon as I grabbed her, and I felt a pang of guilt.

      But then, just as quickly, my girl found a spine. “You said you wouldn’t control my life,” she said. “But you’re telling me to get back in my room. You’re hiding something from me. Who was at the door? It’s…him, isn’t it? Jie…please don’t lie to me.”

      I released her hand and let her slip past me. She ran to the front windows and peered out. Then she shrieked.

      “Carrie! It’s Carrie! Let me go! Let me out!”
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      Alissa

      

      As soon as the vampires left us alone, Dee’s head whipped toward me and she whispered, “Are you okay? Are they hurting you?”

      I only hesitated a moment before I said, “No.”

      “Are you sure? Have they ever hit you?”

      “No. Never.”

      “Or tried to control your life?”

      Well, that was a little more complicated.

      Dee’s expression softened a little when she saw my confusion. “Are you truly Rayner’s wife?”

      “Not really. They’re—helping me. I was in a bad situation.”

      “You’re not dating any of them?” Now I felt like she was thinking about Silvus. The questioning was giving me whiplash. I was so tense trying to talk to another girl. Girls in the Order didn’t just start asking a bunch of questions. If we thought another girl was in trouble, we stepped around it gently, knowing it was probably impossible to help her anyway.

      Most of the troubles were caused by the men telling us what to do. Some marriages were happy, and others were not. It seemed pure luck who the Ethereals chose for our husbands.

      “I don’t think any of them are interested in dating,” I said, trying to answer as honestly as I could.

      They already consider themselves married to me. All of them. But they’re…

      “Well…girls gotta watch out for each other,” she said, confusing me again. “So if anything ever goes wrong, even though you don’t know me, come on over. My aunts would help you. My last man, the father of my baby, I thought he was the sweetest guy when we got together and it turned out he was sleeping around.” She shook her head. “I was out, even though it meant I had to move in here instead of that nice apartment we had over by White Marsh. At least, I have to admit, there isn’t a lot of crime in this block.” She raised an eyebrow. “So…you like to garden too?”

      I was getting very jittery. What did I say to any of that? It was all so alien to me. Dating a man, having a baby, and then walking out the door whenever you wished. Living in a city. Doing whatever you wanted, at least compared to what I was used to.

      I was mostly wondering what was going on downstairs. “I’m sorry, Dee. I have to go see what’s happening.”

      “Yeah, not a bad idea,” she said.

      I fought off my nerves as I left the room. They told me to stay put and I was disobeying them, but they also seemed to expect me to disobey them now and then. I stiffened my spine. I had to get used to that.

      I went to the front of the house and peered out the windows.

      Oh gods.

      Carrie. Carrie was out there with Madame Rosamund gripping her arm.

      Now I ran to the stairs. Thom blocked the front door. “Darlin’, it’s a trick,” he said.

      “A trick? That’s my sister!”

      “Wizards can cast illusions to make you think you’re seeing something you’re not.”

      “But how do you know they’re an illusion?” When I looked out the window I saw Father Arthur, an Elder of the Order, dragging Carrie out of a car, holding her roughly by the arm. Madame Rosamund climbed out of the front seat and held my little sister firmly by the hand as tears ran down her face.

      “Alissa!” she screamed.

      Thom had his hand on the doorknob and he wasn’t budging, but he didn’t answer right away either. “You have to trust us.”

      “You’re not sure either!” I whirled on my feet. This house had a lot of doors to try.

      Of course, Jie was on me the second I tried to map out a different escape route. I saw just how fast he was, and felt how strong he was. Any one of these men could have physically overpowered me as easily as if I was an infant.

      “Take a look at your sister,” he said. “A really careful look. Do you recognize her clothes? Her shoes?”

      “Of course! We all wear the same thing.”

      “And her hairstyle is right?”

      “She always wears braids to go to school.”

      “Who does her braids?”

      “…Mom. Or me.” I swallowed. “But someone else could easily have braided her hair!”

      “Do you think they bothered to braid her hair before they dragged her down to Baltimore? She looks a little tidier than you might expect, doesn’t she?” He pressed me toward the window again, a hand on my back, and I felt incredible tension in his hand. He was rough with me, his tone a little sharp, and I could tell they didn’t know for sure. I could hear Carrie calling my name again before the woman silenced her.

      I looked out the parted velvet curtains. Carrie was quiet now, her head hanging but her eyes pointing right at me. She looked terrified. Her hair was in tidy school braids, it was true, but Elder Arthur’s wife could easily have braided her hair. That didn’t mean anything.

      “Come out, Alissa Johns, or we purify your sister!”

      Purify.

      It sounded like an innocent word. I wondered if the vampires knew just how brutal it was, to see someone you knew reduced to helpless spasms and vomiting, and come back dead-eyed and obedient. The spark in Carrie’s eyes, the defiance that made her idolize Joan of Arc and lie about seeing visions just to save me from Father Joshua—that would be drained out of her immediately, if she wasn’t one of the few who died during the process.

      I heard muffled screams and every fiber of my being recognized my sister.

      “I have to go to her!” I said. “It’s her! I know it’s her.”

      Dee walked out onto the balcony and looked down at the front door. She looked nervous.

      Jie bared his teeth with anguish. “I can’t,” he whispered. “It’s the result they want, and if they get their hands on you, we’ll never see you again. You and your sisters will suffer and we won’t be able to help you. Our leverage will be gone, and since we know where you are, I guarantee they’ll whisk you to some other part of the world and hide you again. I promised Rayner I would hold firm on this.”

      I pressed my face to the glass, tears running down my face. I didn’t know what to think, but when I saw my sister in terror, I could hardly think at all.

      “I don’t care about myself! Just Carrie!”

      Jie put his arms around me and dragged me from the window. “Don’t watch.”

      “I want to watch!”

      “What is happening?” Dee asked.

      “We’re gonna make you forget what’s happening,” Thom said. “So no point in explaining.”

      “Make me forget?”

      “Yep.” He kept his back to the door and drew a cigarette out of the pack. He flicked a lighter. He shut his eyes as Carrie’s screams grew louder outside.

      Just when I started to think the vampire clan actually cared, they showed their cold and calculating side. Jie held me fast.

      “I hate you!” I struggled, not that it did any good. “I hate you all and if my sister gets hurt I’ll never forgive you…”

      “Let her go,” Dee said. “What the hell are you doing to this girl? Is she your slave?”

      I felt Jie waver a little and I lifted a knee to his groin.

      He let go. I couldn’t believe I’d just kicked a man. I couldn’t even imagine what Father Joshua would do if I kicked him, but I actually heard Thom make a little pleased chuckle when he saw Jie double over.

      I looked out the window just in time to see Elder Arthur putting a hand on Carrie. She staggered back a step, her arms flailing as she lost her balance. She fell onto the pavement. It was just like every other purification I’d seen. She threw up, her skin almost immediately taking on a sickly pallor.

      My dear little sister. She was so young. So small. So vulnerable. So scared.

      Elder Arthur and his wife didn’t lift a finger to help her. I tried to open the window, struggling to figure out the lock. The sash cords were broken and the window weighed a ton, but I jammed it open a few inches.

      “Carrie! Carrie, I’m here!”

      Elder Arthur’s eyes shot to me instantly.

      Jie dragged me from the window again. Any affection for him and Thom that might have crept into me was gone now. He was a monster who would let my sister die.

      “It’s not her,” he said, in a strained tone. “It’s not her.”

      But he didn’t know. He would have let her die to save me.
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      Silvus

      

      It happened before I could do anything about it. I heard a horrific crash and thud as two men hit stone and a chair splintered.

      Johannes was smiling, looking calm. He felt nothing at what he might have done to a member of his own congregation.

      “You had better hurry, Silvus. Maybe you can help,” he said.

      “You are a devil,” I hissed, before I rushed down the stairs of the old building, back to that dismal basement.

      Rayner still had his arms around Alissa’s father, but they both looked like they could not have survived. Of course, I knew Rayner had survived. That wouldn’t kill a vampire. I wouldn’t be surprised if he was out for three days while his body knit together. It had been a long, long time since I’d seen him sustain injuries this bad.

      But Alissa’s father—

      Oh, no. I knelt beside his body and pulled it into my lap, grazing his temple with my wand.

      “Spirits, grant this man your mercy, give him a thread to cling to life, so he might live for his daughters and not yet join his dear wife.”

      My spell was a joke, something to make me think I’d done something when truly, I could do nothing.

      ‘Father Joshua’ had given me the terrible burden of telling Alissa her father was dead, in a senseless fall.

      “Alissa…”

      I stifled a gasp as, despite all appearances, the man’s lips managed to speak her name.

      “Yes,” I said. “She’s fine. Here—don’t speak—I’ll try to heal you.” I pressed the tip of my wand to his hand now. “Draw out the magic and send it to where you hurt most,” I said. He was a warlock so I could probably get him to use his own magic to aid me. Even one tiny spark could be enough.

      “You’re…one of them,” he gasped. “Keep her safe. Tell her—I’m so sorry. I was never…her father.”

      My brows furrowed. “You mean Alissa? Is she not your blood daughter?”

      “I loved her like she was own. But…we stole her. We thought we were…doing the work of the gods.”

      I froze, stunned by this news. Now, I truly didn’t know how I would break this to Alissa.

      “Find Aileen Bowen,” her father gasped out. “Outside of Boston. Tell her I’m sorry.” That simple word bore a tremendous weight that seemed to lift off him. “I’m so sorry. I’m a fool. Please help…my daughters.”

      The last bit was spoken so softly that I could almost have imagined them, like thoughts with a tiny weight to them rather than actual worlds.

      “Alissa loves you,” I said.

      I would never know if he heard me, but perhaps he did because there is a certain way a body passes when it finds some peace. I felt it in him, a letting go, an easing of the muscles, an expression of acceptance.

      Father Joshua, I thought, had always intended to kill Alissa’s parents. There was too much ease in how he carried this out. If he ever felt remorse, he had long since let it go, knowing what he would do.

      I shut his eyes with a hand, but my hand shook with rage.

      She was so fragile, our girl. This was likely to break her. Losing her mother, her father, her home… It nearly broke Li Mei, but her ‘family’ was a cruel lot, and yet the jarring experience of being torn from the world she knew had made her sick and taken her from us too soon. Li Mei never had the happiness we shared with Meg and Bertie. The thought of putting Alissa through that…

      I heard footsteps in the shadows and I immediately was on my feet, wand out. I knew it wasn’t Father Joshua. I would have heard him coming from above.

      No, it was some old woman of the Order. She was wearing the drab black dress and white apron of all their women, and she said, “Oh my, don’t attack. I’m just here to collect the body.”

      “Collect the body?” I grabbed the front of her dress. “This man was your neighbor. He’s just a body to you, eh? You knew this would bloody happen, did you?”

      “Please, sir, I’m just an old woman.”

      “I’m a much older man,” I said through a snarl. “Age means nothing to me, and this act— You’re in on this. How many times have you cleaned up Father Joshua’s crimes?”

      “Crimes?” The ‘fragile old lady’ act dropped right away. “You’re the demon here. You kidnapped an innocent girl to make your blood slave. I pray for her soul.”

      “Pray for your own,” I growled, lifting her feet off the ground by the fabric of her dress. “Do you know who Aileen Bowen is?”

      Her eyes widened. “He told you. That traitor.”

      As soon as she said that, I knew what I had to do. If Aileen Bowen was connected to Alissa’s past, and the Order found out her father told me her name, this woman might be in danger. She might be Alissa’s real mother.

      Well, at least I would get a treat out of this awful experience.

      Keeping my wand at the ready in case of a trick, I wrapped an arm around the old woman’s frail body and bit her neck. With my dearest pet, I would be gentle, but in moments like these, my only concern was keeping my clothes clean.

      “You monster!” she shrieked. “Father Joshua! Help me!”

      I felt no guilt. She knew very well what she was getting into. Who she worked for, and who would die under her watch. The blood of old women was not as prime as a younger specimen, but still, nothing beat fresh human blood.

      Her cries quickly died to moans. I fed off her life. Father Joshua never came to help her.

      Smart man. I was much stronger now.

      The body slumped heavily in my arms, and I saw that I had gotten some blood on my sleeve. Curses. Luckily it didn’t show much against the black fabric. I set her down, wiping my mouth with a substantial handkerchief I kept in my pocket for the purpose.

      “May God have mercy on your eternal soul,” I said.

      Her whimpers had died away and she ended up dying with a faint smile on her face. Truthfully, I don’t think there was a better way to go, and over the centuries the fear that I was murdering people or playing god myself had faded away into a sense of justice and mercy. Which is why, I’m sure, the Ethereals thought we were evil.

      Perhaps we were. When you lived long enough, good and evil all began to blur together. They were married more closely than young people realized.

      I felt three times stronger, drunk on the power of her life. I would have enjoyed seeking out Father Joshua and ending his life as well, but I suspected the cowardly fellow had already left.

      I looked at Alissa’s father for a long moment. I wanted to take his body with me and allow Alissa a funeral, but at the same time…

      Don’t make me tell her this happened. She isn’t ready!

      Besides that, it would be quite suspicious to lug two apparently dead bodies into the car. I could patch Rayner enough to pass him off as a drunk if I encountered anyone, but the human form of Mr. Johns was most certainly gone to any observer.

      I quickly searched his body, leaving him his wedding ring, but taking the wallet. A brief flip through revealed only a small amount of cash and a few business cards with notes scribbled on them that seemed to be reminders of money owed to fellow villagers. No government ID, no credit cards. I wondered if he was even a US citizen. Likely not. The Order would want to keep their people trapped.

      I didn’t even know his name.

      Most of the wallet contained photos of his family.

      “You loved my Alissa,” I said. “Whatever you may have done, I am sure you loved her, and I thank you for that.” I arranged his body. I was sure the Order would come back for him once I was gone.

      Then I hefted Rayner into my arms and brought him to the car. My heart twisted at how broken his body was, a body I was more intimately familiar with than any other. This would be an unpleasant week or two for me as well, spending my days admiring Alissa’s beauty and waiting to make her mine, while being denied the pleasure of Rayner’s strength and lust. I hoped he didn’t wake up. I didn’t have time to work any healing now. The pain would be excruciating.

      I took one last look around the abandoned neighborhood. The blue Cadillac was gone—for now.

      But I knew we were far from done with Father Joshua—Johannes. This day was a shot across the bow, and it had done plenty of damage. Just thinking of the look on Alissa’s face when she learned she was an orphan might undo all the healing that had begun to take place. Rayner would need weeks to fully recover. And what might be happening back at the house, well, I could only pray this was the end of it.

      “Silvus…”

      I had only started to pull out of the parking lot, wheels bumping over potholes, when the agonized voice growled out from the back seat.

      “Rayner! Please, try your best to pass out! I can’t heal you yet.”

      “Tell me what happened back there! Fuuuck…” His shout was a little unhinged with pain, and then he kicked the back of my seat, trying to endure a wave of agony as the car rattled. “Did her father live?”

      “No.”

      “That leaking pustule of a devil. Did you kill him?”

      I snorted. “No. I killed an old witch. He turned tail and ran.”

      “And you didn’t save me any?”

      “I’m sorry. I wasn’t exactly carrying around a to-go carafe.”

      “That toothless ass.”

      I fiddled with the radio knob, tuning in some classical music in an attempt to calm his nerves. “Rayn, before he died, he said we needed to find someone named Aileen Bowen. She has a connection to Alissa. She might even be her real mother.”

      “Her real mother? Did he say he wasn’t her blood father?”

      “Yes. He stole her. He said he loved her like she was his own,” I said. “And he is sorry. Very sorry.”

      Rayner went silent for a moment, except for little grunts and growls every time his body was even slightly jostled.

      “Silvus, we must find her. And…let’s not tell her yet. Please.”

      “That her father is dead? We have to tell her.”

      “I know. But not yet. We must give her something good. A pillow to cushion the fall.”

      “If you want her to trust you, I don’t think lying is the answer. And Rayner—you were hurt trying to save her father. She ought to know that.”

      “We won’t lie. No, no, we will tell her, but for now, we will say her father was injured. I don’t care if it means she doesn’t know I tried to save him. That isn’t what’s important just now. If she has a family out there somewhere…” He trailed off with a heavy sigh. “You know how we got him a dog when Ruthie died? My Tulip needs someone to love and dote on. She needs flowers and babies and trees and puppies and even parents she can shower with gifts. That was one of our great mistakes with Li Mei. We took care of her but she had nothing to care for herself, except her little garden and her songbirds. I was too overprotective…oh, god, Silvus, it fucking hurts. Is every bone in my body broken?”

      “Maybe,” I said. I reached for his hand and whispered a spell to knock him out thoroughly.

      He always knew what our dearest needed, more than anyone else. He was quite right. My Meg was never happier than when she was bringing gifts to her aging parents and her younger siblings. What brought her joy was being part of a community and helping others, soaking up the sun, bringing life to plants and animals. It was not enough for Alissa to be loved and doted on. She had to give as well as receive.

      I would lie to her today.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Alissa

      

      The moment Carrie collapsed into unconsciousness, they scooped her limp body off the sidewalk, tossed it in the back seat of the car, and drove away.

      Jie and Thom would not let me stop them. No matter how I cried or screamed or fought against them. I scratched Thom’s face and he just said, “There ya go, pussycat. Let it out.”

      They told Dee she remembered nothing and Carly came over to fetch her.

      I hated them. I would never trust them again. I vowed to escape and find some way to save Carrie, but as soon as I started to consider how I would save her, I came up blank. If she was purified, she wouldn’t have any will to leave the village. And I couldn’t go home. I couldn’t face him. I was too scared, too weak, too cowardly.

      An anger like nothing I had ever felt started to rise up inside me, until all I could do was pace the parlor. Jie and Thom left me alone. I slammed my hands on the piano keys. I knocked a lamp off a table. It crashed to the ground and the shade crumpled. It seemed like such a naughty, childish thing to do but something deep inside me enjoyed doing something naughty. I kept expecting them to appear and yell at me, hit me or lock me up in a dark room.

      They never did.

      Calrose eventually came into the room, swishing his tail, looking at me and then turning back to the door and wrapping his tail around the doorframe. It almost seemed like the cat was asking me to follow him.

      “Mrow?” He led me upstairs, all the way to a door with a set of attic stairs. I kept expecting someone to stop me. I walked up the steep, shallow stairs and stepped into the attic.

      For a moment, I was frozen. I could hardly breathe.

      I knew this room, or at least, I knew the furniture. Calrose jumped on the quilt and started licking his leg, then rolling around happily. I ran my fingers over the quilt, which was made of old scraps of calico, flannel, denim…

      I know this fabric, too.

      The wooden dresser, the china pitcher and basin, the candlesticks, the mirror and comb, the pocketknife, the stack of books, the worn-out chair, the rug, the lacquered Chinese box and the tiny embroidered shoes. I was feeling dizzy. These were Li Mei’s shoes, just a few inches long, and her box and…inside the little box were pieces of stunning antique jewelry she must have worn. Every simple object felt like something I’d seen before. Two photos hung on the wall. One was a delicate, tiny photograph of a beautiful Chinese girl in a Victorian ballgown that showed off her pale neck and shoulders, and her long hair hanging loose over her shoulders. I imagined Rayner running the comb through the long hair and how heavenly his gentle caress would feel, his touch teasing the nape of my neck before he bit me…

      I looked away from the photo, my stomach churning.

      No. No. That isn’t my memory. I’m not her.

      But I was just as surely drawn to the other photo, a snapshot of the four vampires, completely unchanged. Even their clothes, it wasn’t hard to imagine them still wearing. There was one unfamiliar face. A fair young man, tanned and grinning, his arms crossed as he leaned back against a fence, flanked by…

      His lovers.

      My lovers.

      I felt faint.

      Every inch of my being knew these faces and these objects and these lives, even though I could only remember tiny bits and pieces.

      But the part of me that was just Alissa—that part of me fought against it just as fiercely—felt torn apart, nauseated. I didn’t know what I was fighting, exactly. It was all just too strange.

      “Mrew?” Calrose gave me a silly little cheep, standing on his hind legs and looking like a groundhog for a moment as he tried to get my attention. I scratched his cheek and he collapsed back down on the bed and got so happy that he accidentally rolled off the edge and fell on the floor.

      “You certainly are no warlock’s familiar, you silly thing,” I said, with the tiniest smile. “But you did show me this room, so thank you.”

      On the lower floors, I heard the front door bang open and Jie and Thom hurry down the stairs, and a commotion. They quickly came tromping more slowly back up. I peered out. Silvus was carrying Rayner, who was scratched and bloody and one of his arms had sort of a funny angle.

      “Is—is he okay!?”

      “Well…he will be,” Silvus said, grimacing a little. “I’m sure he would love to see your face, pet.”

      Jie walked up to me and bowed his head a little. “Plum Blossom, I asked Silvus if he sensed any trace of your sister outside. He said there was nothing but an echo of some illusion. It wasn’t Carrie.”

      “Are you absolutely sure?”

      “Sure as the sunrise,” Thom said. “I’m certainly relieved.”

      “Oh…”

      “I wouldn’t blame you if you were still upset at me,” Jie said. “I didn’t know for sure. It was just a strong suspicion. But I have to protect you. I always will. I won’t sacrifice you. That’s just the way it’s going to be, now that you’re with us.”

      I swallowed.

      “Eh, don’t listen to him and his apologies,” Thom said. “You’ve got to learn to trust us. We’re older’n you. We won’t let anything happen. And I wonder what I ought to do to a saucy little girl who breaks poor lamp shades.”

      Jie jabbed him hard with an elbow. “Me and my fucking apologies!? You were the one who was two seconds away from opening the door and I talked you out of it!”

      Silvus rolled his eyes a little. “Enough, lads. One of you, get the door so I can get our lord to bed.” He pointed his foot at Rayner’s bedroom door, which was closed.

      I followed them wordlessly, surprised at how concerned I felt for him, and how I started to think of him holding me as he taught me to ice skate. If he was injured…

      “Vampires heal, don’t they?” I asked.

      “Yes, they do,” Silvus said. “The trouble is that…well, we are magical beings. We don’t live or die in the normal ways, so we don’t heal in the normal way either. The magic in his blood will heal him, but there is nothing my magic can do to accelerate the process. I can set the bones and dull his pain, but this fall would likely have killed him if he wasn’t a vampire. He won’t be up to fighting shape for weeks now.”

      “Oof,” Thom said. “What the hell did you two get into?”

      Silvus was looking very troubled. “I think he should tell you. It’s not my place. But I will say that we encountered Father Joshua and he is a bit more formidable than we first assumed. Rayner had a fall down an elevator shaft. Four stories.” He took Rayner’s hand. “Quiet, please. This is going to take a lot of concentration.”

      Jie and Thom seemed to take this very seriously. They both gave me reassuring glances, but I could tell they didn’t expect Rayner to be hurt.

      “But…he wasn’t purified?” I said. “He wasn’t shot with the rose bullets?”

      “Oh, no,” Silvus said.

      Now I allowed myself to truly feel relief. Carrie was never here and she hadn’t been purified. Rayner would heal, too. Silvus seemed very somber, however, so the injuries must be unusually serious. He gave Rayner an injection of something, then took off Rayner’s jacket and shirt, jerked on his arm, prodded, and bandaged. Then he moved on to removing his shoes and setting and splinting an ankle. I watched the whole thing. I couldn’t stop looking at him, and feeling some awe at how badly Rayner had been hurt for trying to fight Father Joshua. It made me very nervous—but I wished I could have seen it.

      Rayner suddenly woke up, sputtering as if from some nightmare.

      “It’s going to hurt,” Silvus said. “Don’t move if you can help it.”

      Rayner hissed with pain. “Sil…I need more pain killers…”

      “I hate to tell you, but I’ve already given you a heavy dose. You’ll have to muster up some old-fashioned grit. Pretend you’re in one of the old wars.”

      Rayner glanced at me and shut his eyes. “Well, I don’t want Tulip to think I’m a bad patient. I have plenty of old-fashioned grit. But—this is right up there with that fight with the dragon shifters in 1823. I’m ashamed at myself. I should have been able to kill him. But—“ He panted a little. “Father Joshua isn’t his real name. He’s Johannes Dederick, and he’s my sire.”

      “He’s a…a vampire?”

      “Yes.”

      “So…the priestesses…”

      “Are his thralls. Virgin thralls, I imagine. So he’s very strong.”

      “That man is your sire?” Thom asked. “Oh, hell. But you don’t have his memories, Rayner.”

      “No. I don’t. Because he ‘died’. He was born again, you might say, revived as some sort of Ethereal by the holy warlocks of Amsterdam. It’s some deep shit we’ve stepped into.”

      Silvus rubbed Rayner’s hair gently, his touch affectionate. “You really should try not to get worked up.”

      “I have no time to rest…”

      “Would…my blood help?” I asked.

      What was I saying?

      I just hated seeing a person in pain.

      No…it wasn’t just that. In fact, there were some people I wouldn’t mind seeing in pain. I was still thinking of that memory of Rayner brushing my long black hair, kissing my neck, and the anticipation I felt.

      What am I becoming?

      “It’s Sil’s turn,” Rayner said.

      Silvus shook his head. “You’re right, pet. Your blood would help quite a bit. It’s a little soon, but I suppose, since we haven’t been drinking from you regularly yet, you can spare a little.”

      He moved aside so I could come closer to Rayner.

      Rayner looked pale, his jaw taut, his golden hair rumpled on the pillow from his small tosses and turns. He met my eyes and even through his pain, he looked satisfied. “Ah, but you never could resist a man in pain, Tulip.” He took my hand, a cool hand gripping mine. “And you never could resist me for long. This must be a difficult combination.” He kissed the back of my hand, the barest kiss. “I am so sorry to be such a fool, to be wounded and weakened, and return without Father Joshua’s head in a sack. But this is not over.”

      “I don’t want to see anyone’s head in a sack. I mean that.”

      “Tsk. Too gruesome for you, now? But it is the old way.” He was holding my hand firmly, not far from his lips. His lips parted, showing fangs. He ran his tongue over them.

      He was drawing out the moment, adding to my sense of anticipation. Fear or pleasure? I was having a hard time telling the difference.

      Rayner’s eyes made the briefest sweep of the room and the other three quietly left us, shutting the door behind them.

      My chest felt tight, but I had offered. I wouldn’t allow myself to admit that I belonged here, that this man was my husband throughout time and his world was my world…but some part of me had crossed a threshold.

      It was just Rayner and me.

      “Tulip, when I’m with you, I can endure any pain,” he said. “Except the pain I see on your own face. I know what this man is now. I know your tormentor. I had no idea that he has been hunting you across the centuries as well… It’s a lucky thing that I was always better at finding you, but it explains some of the incidents that have taken place over the years. The demons who helped to conceal you, the holy men who would try to snatch you from us…” He stopped, gritting his teeth through a wave of pain. “Lisbeth, if I had known that when I made you mine, I would have doomed you to this life…but who am I kidding? I wouldn’t trade it for all the peace and comfort in the world.”

      “Rayner…I…I saw the room upstairs.”

      “That’s your room, my beloved. It’s already filled with your things.”

      “They were familiar to me,” I said. “Rayner…I’m so scared. I was taught to be scared of you and I don’t…I don’t know what you’re going to do to me. Sometimes, the things all of you say, I can’t imagine I would like them.”

      He smiled a little rakishly. “You might think that at first.”

      “I hardly know what to think. You’re…you’re vampires, and…I never asked for this. It’s all very overwhelming.”

      “You think we’re very wicked. And you’re not wrong. The boy you fell in love with was a god-fearing innocent, but the man who loves you now has been quite corrupted. The one thing that never changes is the spark I feel whenever I see you walk into the room. No matter what form you appear in…you are always my own, my heart.”

      I swallowed. I wondered if someone stronger than me could resist. I wondered how I could feel heat stir within me even as I worried about my family and mourned my mother. I couldn’t fight him off much longer.

      “Take my blood,” I said. “If it helps.”

      “There is nothing better on this earth than to sip of your precious life. But I will never hurt you. I am strong because of you, Lisbeth…do you realize that? It’s because I love you that I quickly learned to control my impulses.”

      I could tell his ability to speak had almost run out. His voice was barely a whisper by now. He licked my wrist. His tongue seemed to help dull the pain of the bite.

      Then he sank his teeth into my flesh and this time I wasn’t scared. I knew the pain would be sweet, and he wouldn’t hurt me.

      Seeing my blood still made me a little queasy, so I shut my eyes, but when he drank from me it felt almost like a kiss, tinged with a delicious pain. It didn’t sting, it wasn’t sharp, it was a feverish sort of ache that made me feel warm and want to sink deeper into him. Surrender to him. Let him devour me.

      Some part of me never wanted this to end. I wanted to die in his arms, right here and now.

      I knew it was the venom, that later I would think this was insane. But when I was in the grip of it…

      His mouth pulled away before too long and he pressed a cloth to my wrist.

      I opened my eyes and saw his own, the ageless blue, strangely familiar, dangerous yet all his passion and all his affection seemed to be just for me. His face was surely the most gorgeous face in the world. Even when I first saw him…I noticed that. But did I think that because it was so familiar to some buried part of me?

      I shivered. I had never even been allowed to speak to boys—mere boys.

      Rayner was a man. Tall and muscular and strong, so strong that he could kill me as easily as Father Joshua might snap his fingers. I wondered if it was ever hard for him to hold back that strength. I wondered how agonizing it was for him to be so close to me, touch me and smell me, and resist from dominating me completely, as he knew he could.

      My heart was beating fast.

      Maybe it isn’t just the venom.
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      Rayner

      

      He’s older than me. He drinks fresh blood regularly. And god knows what magic he’s been dabbling in.

      I tried to talk myself down from the indignity of being broken and in pain by a toothless vampire.

      Of course, if I had not tried to save her father…I would have stayed and fought and…

      The taste of her blood lingered on my tongue, more rich and sweet than the finest foods I could remember from my mortal life. But sweeter still was the way she was starting to look at me, in the old familiar way—with wonder and affection.

      And yes, desire.

      That was certainly motivation to heal quickly.

      I couldn’t concentrate on the book I was reading. Silvus offered card games and music but none of this was any interest at all. My thoughts were too troubled.

      This was much worse than I thought. We weren’t dealing with an arrogant human warlock, but a seasoned vampire. An Ethereal vampire, that rarest of beasts. They said you could make a deal with the devil, but they never mentioned that sometimes the devil was an angel.

      “Jie, you looked up Aileen Bowen. Did you find anything?”

      “I found a few. I couldn’t find any outside of Boston, with an A or an E, but magical folk are usually not spending much time on social media or making websites. We might just have to travel.”

      “First things first, then,” I said. “Have Mimi and Wanda returned yet?”

      Jie slumped in his chair. “Rayner, you aren’t still planning on storming the compound, in your condition? Silvus will never let you do it.”

      “Who is the leader of this clan? Not Silvus.”

      Jie gave me a look. “Yeah, right. When it comes to this sort of thing, what are you going to do? He’ll just refuse to drive the car.”

      “I can hire a driver. I don’t need him. We need to save her sisters. I wouldn’t put it past Johannes to kill the infant as well. I’m afraid he will just keep one alive. He clearly knows she is close to Carrie. Jie, we have to take this seriously.”

      Jie ran his hands down to the knees of his pants with a languid sigh. “Mimi and Wanda just pulled up about an hour ago.”

      “Help me up.”

      “We’re really doing this, huh.” Jie offered his arm and steadied me as I forced every screaming nerve in my body to move. I felt sluggish, like my body was reverting to the state of a corpse until it knitted back together, but I refused to let the wounds win. I could barely put weight on my left knee, while a sharp pain screamed through my left side like a banshee at even the slightest twist or bend of my waist and spine.

      “You look awful,” Jie said.

      I reached for the bed post to steady myself. “Give me my robe. I won’t look my best for this meeting, I fear, but it isn’t like those two old witches ever dress up.”

      “We’re going to have to carry you down the stairs,” Jie said.

      “No, you are not.”

      I was not going to let my beloved see me carried around like a weakling. Jie helped me to the stairs. I was hoping to sneak out before Silvus even noticed, but I had to move so slowly and there was no way his sharp hearing wouldn’t pick up the slow creaks on the stairs.

      He appeared at the foot of the stairs. “Where the devil are you going!?”

      “Just next door.”

      “You can’t possibly deal with that ritual right now. Jie, how dare you help him.”

      Jie threw up a hand. “Sil, you know if I didn’t he would just do it himself and fall down the stairs and break his neck. If you think this is bad, just watch him try to heal from paralysis.”

      Alissa’s slender body slipped out of the library. With her red hair spilling over the white lacework of an Edwardian dress and her feet bare, she looked like a ghost. The most beautiful of ghosts. She was so young, and it was easy for me to forget she only knew eighteen years of life. I was used to young faces with wise minds, and the longer Lisbeth stayed with us, the more she would start to remember bits and pieces. She would seem like an old soul. But right now, her innocence was maintained in more ways than one.

      “What’s going on?” she asked. “You should be in bed! I don’t care how strong vampires are. You look…” She stopped herself, like she realized she didn’t want to insult me.

      “I look awful, yes. I am aware.” I grinned at her. “But your blood was quite rejuvenating. I’m only going next door to visit the witches.”

      “Didn’t you say they would take your blood and…um…”

      “Yes,” Silvus said. “He’s not going over there for tea. It will weaken you and cause you pain, and then you have to summon up some kind of release on top of it all. None of this sounds like a wise idea. In fact, I can’t imagine you’ll be able to see it through.”

      I glared at him. “Never doubt my virility, Silvus. You should know better.”

      Silvus gave me such a look of stone that Medusa would be impressed. “Please.” He whisked a hand at me. “Fine. I won’t stop you. But you’re still not going to be able to storm the place until you heal up.”

      “I would rather secure the spell.” It was always better to hedge one’s bets. Something could happen to Mimi and Wanda. I resumed my painstaking march down the stairs. Had they always been this steep?

      “Rayner…” Tulip’s toes padded, soft and quick, down the stairs to my side. “Can I go with you?”

      The world held still for a moment. Her face was hesitating, but those feet—they had not hesitated. Bodies were always ahead of brains, and her body—it was starting to know what it wanted.

      My cock twitched. I wanted to kiss those feet. And then, every other bit of her.

      “Will it help if I go with you?” she asked. “After all…you’re trying to help my sisters. I don’t want to wait another second.”

      You and me both. If only we meant the same thing.

      I brushed my hand over her hair, my fingers twisting the ends for a second before I forced myself to let go, because even this small motion caused me pain. “Put your shoes on. Of course it will help. I’m sure I could do anything with you at my side.”
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      Alissa

      

      Rayner leaned on Silvus as he limped out the door, down four more steep steps, through the little garden, out the gate, and down the sidewalk. He couldn’t put weight on his broken ankle. I stayed close but he didn’t try to lean on me. I’m not sure I would have helped much. He was much bigger than me. Jie and Thom followed a few steps behind like they were just curious to see if he’d make it.

      Rayner seemed worried that I would think he was weak, but it was the opposite. I could see he was in much more pain than he would let on. Everything inside of him was fighting his injuries so he could help me save my sisters. Maybe it was just so he could make me his, drink my blood and do the things men wanted to do to women.

      But at some point, I don’t know if the reasons mattered.

      At some point, I couldn’t ignore the urgency in my own body, the lightning that crackled inside me when he looked at me or gave me a glancing touch.

      So this is a Sinistral witches’ house, I thought as we approached the house next door. It was also run-down on the exterior. There was no garden, just tangles of weeds and brambles with a few pots of herbs competing for sunlight and attention. The stoop had two gargoyle statues and the door knocker was the face of a horned goblin. There was also a collection of jars sitting out with dark liquids inside. Silvus rapped on the goblin and then stepped back.

      At our feet was a small door that must be for letters or milk bottles or some old-time purpose. It opened and shut with a little click as someone must have looked out. Then the door opened. An elderly white woman with a ragged mane of gray curls said, “Mr. Van der Berg…well, you look like you need something. But you never came over for tea.”

      “I apologize. I’ve been somewhat preoccupied, but you’re right. I haven’t been very neighborly.”

      A black woman appeared next to her, each as wrinkled as the other, both wearing a lot of mysterious jewelry. Necklaces were getting tangled up in the first witch’s hair.

      “What does he want? Who is the girl?”

      “He hasn’t introduced her.”

      “That girl’s touched with something. I don’t even need to cast a spell to tell that much. We just got home from vacation. I need a nap before I deal with this.”

      “This is Alissa,” he said. “Alissa, this is Mimi. And that is Dee’s great-aunt, Wanda. I promise you, I will make it worth your while. I can give you precious ingredients for spell working.”

      “We have all the eye of newt we need,” Mimi said.

      “And don’t you be stepping on my pennyroyal, Silvus,” Wanda said, with a look of death that seemed to mean, I’ve seen my niece looking at you.

      Silvus looked at his feet, which were planted in a nondescript patch of what looked like weeds, and moved back onto the sidewalk. “Terribly sorry about that.”

      “Extractions from a vampire who has recently tasted the blood of a virgin,” Rayner said. “That is what I can offer.”

      Wanda and Mimi looked at each other.

      “I knew it,” Wanda said. “Didn’t I tell you?”

      “But he is a warlock,” Mimi said, pointing at Silvus.

      “Vampire warlock. Double trouble.”

      “But we could use—“

      “Well, sure, but—“

      “If it’s not—“

      “Maybe.”

      “And Dee—“

      “Well, Dee’s always—but we won’t—“

      “Oh, no, we won’t.”

      They had a conversation of unfinished sentences. “What do you want in exchange?” Mimi asked.

      “Have you heard of the Order of the Blessed?” Rayner asked.

      “Ohhh, yes we have. The ‘purification spell’ people,” Wanda said, with disdain.

      “I need a spell that can get through the wards on their village so I can get Alissa’s sisters out.”

      “And my dad,” I said, anxiously.

      “And her dad.” Rayner sounded tense and now I worried he was having second thoughts about saving my dad.

      “Come on in,” Wanda said. “Dee! Dee, can you take Kira out for a bit? It’s story time at the library! You take my car.”

      “I think I’ll be going back to the house now,” Silvus said. “Good luck.”

      “I’m trying to study,” Dee said.

      “Hon, the library is a perfect place to study,” Mimi said.

      “Not if I’m in story time with a bunch of toddlers. Aunt Wanda—do you want me to be stuck here forever? If I’m still working at Chik-Fil-A a year from now I might as well write Loser on my tombstone right now.”

      “You do need to get out of there,” Mimi said, shaking her head.

      “Just get going, it’s my house and I’m paying for your classes,” Wanda said. Once Dee left in a huff, she said, “Whatever, that girl isn’t going to become a nurse. She’ll be in the family business. She is already improving her intuition with the things we’ve taught her. Something happened while we were gone, didn’t it? You told her?”

      “Jie did, from what I understand,” Rayner said.

      “This girl is one of your thralls, then,” Mimi said.

      “She is my only thrall,” Rayner said. “Our only thrall.”

      “Four of you sharing one girl? Yeah, sure, bud,” Mimi said. “Don’t fall for that line, babe.”

      “I’m dead serious,” Rayner said, with an edge to his voice. “It’s an intimate relationship and I will not share it with anyone but her. I’ve heard you two are witches of great skill. I’m here because I respect your skill. My private life isn’t your business, nor is your life my business.”

      Mimi and Wanda definitely seemed a little suspicious of something, but they didn’t let it hold them up. We were moving deeper into the house, which was cluttered with interesting things and very messy, although the layout of the house was almost identical to the vampire clan’s, with the same pocket doors and the same type of newel posts and railings curving up the stairs to a landing above.

      In the Order, no one owned a lot, and no one had cluttered houses. I was fascinated by all the religious statues and icons, crooked piles of books, crystals and tarot cards laid out mid-reading. Every radiator had herbs drying on top of it. They were clearly in the middle of more spells and business than they could even keep up with. Brightly colored plastic toys were scattered around the house on top of it, Sesame Street character toys for teaching numbers or letters, dolls with messy hair and a rolling cart with big wheels holding a stuffed teddy bear.

      And they’re…together? Father Joshua would never allow that either.

      “Rayner, you step in here.” Mimi opened a door to a room with the windows draped in such heavy curtains that no light penetrated the room at all. She lit a number of candles so flickering light gave me eerie glimpses of an altar and some wands and other magical tools. “Remove your clothes and get comfortable on the chair.”

      “I don’t think he can remove his clothes himself,” I said.

      “Of course I can,” he said.

      Yeah, right. But Mimi held me back. “We want to talk to your girl for a minute. It’s part of the spell, since she came from the Order. We won’t hurt her.”

      “I’m fine, Tulip,” he said.

      I was nervous as the two witches offered me a comfy chair and iced tea. They both looked friendly and concerned for my welfare. Were they going to ask me if I was safe and being treated well, like Dee had? No, there was something else underneath it.

      Wanda’s eyes were a little too sharp as she said, “Can I take your hand?”

      “Um…sure.”

      She turned my palm up and put on reading glasses. She squinted at it for a little while. “This line, here…it has a severe break in the middle. Mimi, get my wand.”

      “I already have it here.” Mimi handed it to her.

      “How do you know these men?” Wanda asked.

      “They rescued me from the Order,” I said.

      “They’re going to want to turn you,” Wanda said. “Do you want to be a vampire? It’s not something to choose lightly.”

      “They…can’t. There’s a spell on me to keep me from being turned.”

      “Ah.”

      “How did they know to rescue you?” Mimi asked. “Is there a family connection?”

      “A past life connection.”

      “Mmm.” Wanda shook her head. “That Silvus. He’s good. But he’s also bad. That isn’t magic anyone should be doing. But…” She looked worried. “Hmm. Mimi, you want to look at this? I’ve never seen a life line like this.”

      “Oh, that is odd!”

      I squirmed. Having an odd, broken life line didn’t sound like a good thing.

      “I think…,” Mimi began. “She isn’t her, is she?”

      “Is that story real?”

      “Please—what is it?” I exclaimed. “Just tell me!”

      “We are wondering if you are the girl in the legend of the Blessed Thrall,” Mimi said. “They say the Blessed Thrall originated in Holland and was the treasure of a powerful vampire, who was then blessed by the holy warlocks to protect her from him. She would live seven more lives, and then, if she was sacrificed, her blood would be the most powerful holy elixir.”

      I jumped straight to my feet. “What? Why? Why would anyone—cast a spell like that?”

      “That’s how spells are,” Wanda said. “You give and you take and you set up a structure. It might sound random, the seven lives, the sacrifice…but they’re the building blocks of a spell. Of course, we don’t know if it’s true. It’s one of the many stories that gets passed around over the centuries.”

      “Rayner is from Amsterdam…”

      “That’s what got me thinking about it to begin with,” Mimi said. “If that’s true…your palm says you’re on your seventh life, and if it’s all really true, then your blood is incredibly powerful—when you’re dead.”

      “That’s why Father Joshua wanted me.” I hugged myself. “He knows.”

      “He’s going to do anything to kill you,” Wanda said. “But he hasn’t done it yet, so there must be something else to it.”

      “He was going to marry me!”

      “That’s it,” Mimi said. “He wants you to have a child first. There is probably something about it in the original spell, supposing he has the old records. Children are powerful magic. They carry on your blood.”

      “I’m never having his child. And I—I don’t want to die.” My mind was full of all the pain and love in the eyes of the vampire clan when they looked at me. The way they lovingly preserved my things and kept my pictures…

      I thought I didn’t want to be this person they wanted me to be. But now that I knew it could all be snatched away—forever—all I could think was how shattered they would be.

      “I don’t think Rayner knows that I won’t come back,” I said. “It would destroy him.” He’ll never have a happily ever after with me.

      He would kill himself. I was sure of that. Would we finally be able to live together in the afterlife? Father Joshua always promised us that we would be rewarded in the afterlife. But all we would ever know for sure was what we had now. I didn’t want to live for some future idea, a fantasy.

      This was the life we had to save.

      “Is there any way to stop it?” I asked.

      “You have to break the blessing,” Wanda said.

      “Let us do some digging…”

      “Are we helping with this?” Wanda asked Mimi.

      Mimi shrugged. “All I know is, I don’t want to give the Order of the Blessed anything. If it ruins their plans, I’m all for it.”

      “True.”

      “Don’t tell Rayner that this is my last life,” I said. “Not yet. He’ll be so upset and he needs to heal.”

      “You love him, don’t you?” Mimi asked, sounding a little softer now. “Give us just a little time and we’ll see what we can do.”

      Is that what she saw in my eyes?

      “We’d better take care of his business first,” Wanda said. “Not my favorite thing in the world, but I’m going to wash my hands.”

      I felt my cheeks heat. I would never forget the disgusting image of the priestesses wrapping their hand around Father Joshua’s stiff male appendage, and now the witches were apparently going to do the same. But no one was going to enjoy this at all. It seemed very embarrassing, but in a different way. When Father Joshua made me watch, he didn’t seem embarrassed at all. He made me feel shamed even though I was only a spectator. But in this case, it was Rayner I was ashamed for. I knew he was only doing this to get the spell that would help me rescue my sisters.

      I never thought I would ever want to do this in a million years.

      “Can I…help?” I asked.

      They both knew what I meant.

      “I don’t know your story,” Wanda said, “but I can imagine it wasn’t good, being in the Order. That isn’t a good place to grow up. I know the men are…well, we’re not going to ask, but I can tell you’ve had some trauma. Are you sure you feel comfortable with this?”

      No. My fingers clenched the soft fabric of my skirt.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “You can come into the room with us,” Mimi said. “We’ll tell you when it’s time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Rayner

      

      I took off my clothes and folded them. It seemed to take forever. I was exhausted, in a way, although more mentally than physically. The pain was hard to endure, but with Tulip’s blood still coursing through me, I was restless beneath the surface of my skin. I still craved more of her. If she told me she was ready, I would endure any amount of pain to feel her body tight around my cock, smell her sex and hear her little panting breath in my ear.

      I drew the blanket over my lower half and waited.

      When the two old witches walked in, my Tulip came with them. I hadn’t expected that, and oh yes, I caught the tiny gleam of desire in her eyes when she saw my bare, muscular torso.

      Buried deep within the modest maid we had chased through the woods was the same hungry girl whom I would leave curled up naked beneath the covers. She would tug on my arm when I tried to go to work, and beg me to come back soon.

      There was only one good reason for her to be here, and I hoped I was right about why she had come with the witches. It would make this more than bearable.

      But she was still scared. Scared of me. Scared of the part of my body that brought her more pleasure than anything.

      Goddamn that man.

      Mimi took a heavy bowl, glazed a deep blue, and chanted a spell over it. Wanda opened an old wooden box and took out a very small blade for the blood-letting.

      “We’ll make this quick,” she said.

      Mimi tied off the vein in my arm and rested it on the bowl. They whispered more spells, in both Latin and French, asking for the essence of my strength and immortal life to be preserved and offering thanks to goddesses they had chosen to follow. Nothing out of the ordinary, for any witch, Ethereal or Sinistral.

      I felt a small hand reach for mine, as if to reassure me.

      I closed my fingers around hers, feeling her warmth, and although this spell might weaken me, all I could feel was the strength of Lisbeth’s love surging through me.

      Day by day, moment by moment, she was returning to me.

      When Wanda made the cut I didn’t look away, although Alissa covered her eyes.

      The knife stung. Unlike my fangs, the witches had no venom and didn’t cast any spells to ease my pain—that was part of the sacrifice, the necessary magic. My blood fell in heavy drops in the bowl and they kept murmuring their spells for what seemed like an uncomfortably long time. Finally, Wanda stirred the blood with a thick crystal wand and set it aside, covering it with a cloth. I felt slightly dizzy. When you acquired the strength of a vampire, weakness became even more disorienting than usual. The bar was set so high.

      Despite all this, my erection was already tenting the blanket. I wished these witches would just leave already.

      “Alissa…let us ask again. You’re quite sure you want to do this?”

      “Yes,” she said. “I’ll do it.”

      Not that she looked like she expected to enjoy it. Baby steps, as they say.

      “Do you know what to do to make a man spill his seed?”

      Her skin turned pink, her eyes darting around before fixating on the ground with shame, as her hand slipped away from mine. “Yes. I do.”

      “All right…well…you need to come in this bottle.” Mimi was speaking to me but she handed Alissa a blue glass bottle with a fluted top, a small cork nestled under the flare of glass. The bottle itself looked like a sexual object, somehow, the cork reminding me of that little sweet nub that would have my Lisbeth sob with pleasure when I licked it and stroked it. Mimi pinched the small cork out before Alissa took it.

      “He can’t help you,” Wanda said. “You have to do it. If you can’t manage it, no shame in calling us, all right?”

      “All right…I can do it.”

      The witches left, and Alissa almost flinched a little when the door shut. Then she looked at me, blushing even more furiously. I’m not sure her skin had ever turned so red as this.

      This wasn’t the most romantic way for her to touch me for the first time, but I just wanted to feel her any way I could. And I didn’t want her to be frightened.

      Well…not frightened in the wrong way, at least.

      She stood awkwardly at my side, her hands crossed in front of her, pinky fingers twisting together. I reached for her hands and pulled them apart.

      “This won’t be like—him.” I could barely speak of it without losing my mind. “I want to feel your touch more than I want anything in the world. I love you. You are my wife, my only. The companion of all my days, even when you’re gone. You’re never far from my thoughts.” My need for this sweet, blushing creature was unbearable. “I must have you as my wife. My Alissa.”

      She drew just a little closer when I touched her, and this was as good as a yes, in her case. It was certainly progress.

      I pulled her on top of me. She crashed into my ribs. Not the best idea I’d ever had. But even as pain tore at me, I shoved it aside and kissed her. It had never been so difficult to be gentle. Her breath quickened, and I ran a hand down her back. The dress she wore wouldn’t allow me any access to her back or her lovely little breasts; a maddening row of buttons ran up her back and I wouldn’t tear up a dress like this. Now I thought I was stupid for putting her in it, but I also knew we hadn’t given her any underwear. I lifted the skirt and cupped my hand around her bare bottom, feeling the soft curves before I slipped a hand between the legs and felt her dripping with need.

      She was a little stiff as I touched her, but she didn’t fight me off anymore. A night with Silvus and two nights with Jie and Thom—well, that was certainly enough of a tease. My Tulip had never been one to ignore a finely made man.

      She would have to wait a little longer. She had volunteered to satisfy me and that was all she would get—for now.

      I took her hand and guided it to my cock. The blanket slid off. As soon as she touched it I nearly convulsed with hunger, and I held her hand there even when she tried to draw away.

      “It’s too late to turn back now,” I said. “You will give me what was promised. What I need.”

      “I will,” she whispered. “But it isn’t what I want…”

      “What do you want?”

      “I think I want…you to touch me…”

      I broke into a grin of satisfaction. “Now you’ve done it, Tulip. I have no doubt you want more than that. And I will give it to you.”

      “You’re injured.”

      “My cock isn’t broken. As long as I’ve got that, I’ll find a way to fuck you.”

      “I’m scared!”

      “You should be scared. Just think of this—I will have to go a little tiny bit easy on you tonight, due to my condition.”

      “Tonight?”

      “It’s my turn to have you in my bed.”

      I had reduced her to incoherence, but she was ready. Oh, yes. This was not the terror of the first night. She knew this was her fate, the place she belonged—her family.

      I gave her hand—and by extension, my cock—one more squeeze and showed her how to work the shaft. “It won’t take long,” I said. “I can promise you that. I’ve been waiting over a hundred years to feel this again.”

      Alissa looked delicate, but she actually had quite a bit of strength in her arms. The Order didn’t allow anyone to rest on their laurels. I could tell she wasn’t sure how rough she could be. Her hand worked me slowly.

      It was heaven to feel this much pleasure after my injuries. Yes, even now, the twitches and tensing of my muscles as a result of her touch were causing unexpected pains to spike through me, but my grunts and moans were more satisfied than anything and I could hardly help them. I slipped a hand around her waist, holding her close to me, just feeling her warmth and life through layers of clothing. She was going too slow, but I didn’t tell her yet. I didn’t want it to end too quickly.

      Even so, I soon felt close to spilling my seed.

      “Faster,” I said. “Faster now.”

      The small hand stroked me faster and faster until she was panting with exertion and I believe it was the panting that sent me over the edge.

      “The—the glass, Tulip, quickly—but don’t stop—“

      I sat up as she grabbed the bottle off the nearest table and I almost started to finish myself off.

      “No!” she said, swatting my hand. “The witches said you can’t help.”

      “Right…go slower now…hold that up…slower than that…but deep—I mean—oh, fuck.” Not being able to intervene with my own hands was maddening but I was not in control of this situation at all and soon I was coming hard into the bottle.

      “That’s it…,” I managed. “Put the cork in and then come here.”

      She put the bottle down and pressed the cork in. I felt a little dirty, looking at it, selling such a sordid piece of myself off to witches. As if it mattered.

      Now I grabbed her skirts in a handful and pulled her back to me, kissing her again, and this time I wasn’t chaste about it. I forced my tongue into her mouth as she made a peep of surprise. I pawed at her skirts, rubbing her vigorously between the legs, and she moaned a little, and then a little more as I lifted the skirts again and gave her clit a rough stroke. Then I put her down.

      “Help me to get my clothes on,” I said.

      I could see her eyes wrestling with conflicted feelings. She wanted to say something, to argue with me, to tell me she still hated me as much as ever, but I also knew what she liked. In the bedroom, Lisbeth liked to be bossed and handled roughly. It was the reason I knew she would warm to Silvus when I brought a second man into the relationship. I knew she could handle the two of us, and then two became three, four—and none were rougher to her than number four.

      Some part of her trusted me already. That was the key.

      She picked up the pile of clothes and helped me get them on over the bandages. My arm was refusing to move the way I wanted it to, and my ankle didn’t want to support me either. Curses.

      “Tell the witches to come back,” I said.

      “Yes.” She was glowing with an inner light. That was the face of a girl who was ready for me.

      Once I made it back to my bed…I would not spare her any longer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      Alissa

      

      The witches promised to get right to work on the spell. Mimi winked at me, to say she would find an answer for me too.

      I just hoped there was an answer.

      Seven lives…and this is my last one on this planet.

      Why did that make me feel so sad? Father Joshua never even spoke of reincarnation. He said we were all going to die and go to Etherium.

      Thom made me dinner tonight, a light stew with bacon, potatoes, peppers and tomatoes. “Don’t want to weigh you down too much tonight,” he said with a wink. “Rayner told me he’s tired of waiting. About time, ‘cause I’m tired of waiting too. And I think you might just be in the same boat, darlin’, but I won’t make you admit it.”

      “I’m not. I don’t even know what I’m waiting for.” I was so embarrassed and more than a little scared.

      “You’re always shy,” Thom said. “Bertie was, for sure. He couldn’t quite shake off the shame of being the thrall of four men, even though he enjoyed every minute of it. But don’t worry. When you get to me, I’ll have you completely surrendered to me. My little captive will be too tangled up to run. And that’s when you can finally let go.”

      “Oh—no!” I cried. “Stop! You’re entirely wrong. I don’t care what Bertie wanted.”

      “I’m not wrong. I can smell your need growing stronger with every word out of my mouth.” Thom patted my head.

      I squirmed in my chair, hardly wanting to eat a bite of the food he’d made for me when he was such an arrogant—

      Bertie was certainly right to be ashamed, I thought. To be treated like this by four men is still embarrassing in the twenty-first century for a girl. For a nineteenth-century man to endure this must have been awful beyond words.

      But I was feeling so agitated at the same time. I wished they would at least let me wear underwear, because I could feel the nectar of my need dripping onto my skirts, and my nether lips rubbing together, and no matter how I shifted in my seat, I felt wet and swollen and hungry, and I was sure I didn’t want to feel this way. My body was just doing all of this without my permission, and these vampires were exploiting it. It was like my traitorous body had made some bargain with them and I didn’t even know about it.

      No one knew it more than Rayner. When I thought of how he kissed me before…his tongue in my mouth, and his hand— He hadn’t given me any warning.

      Then he went up to bed. To wait. And I was distracted out of my mind for thinking about him.

      “There is nothing better than watching you anticipate tonight,” Jie said, grinning at me. “All the protests coming out of your mouth while your body goes haywire. You know you’re in for it. You can stop pretending you care about your food. Just go to him.”

      I shoved a big spoonful of potato in my mouth. “I don’t want to.”

      “Yeah, yeah, okay. I can’t stand it anymore.” He stood up and took my bowl away while I was mid-spoonful. “You’re horny, Plum. You won’t really understand until you satisfy it. Just get going already.”

      Silvus just arched a brow at me when I—stupidly—looked at him for help. “It’s my turn tomorrow, pet,” he said.

      “You’re all demons,” I said.

      “Meeyew?” Calrose said with interest as I stood up. Apparently he thought I might feed him, but to be honest, it felt like even the cat was against me.

      I fled up the stairs. I felt trapped, but—oh, gods, they were right. Something was wrong with me. I was out of my mind with tension and I felt like the only thing that would ease that tension was…

      “Come to me, my love.” Rayner was standing in his bedroom door, wearing a dark red robe with a monogrammed pocket, and maybe nothing else.

      My steps led me toward him until we stood face to face. He put his hands on my shoulders. “I’m glad that you are less afraid to look into my eyes now,” he said. “I love to see them.”

      He reached to the back of my neck and began to unfasten the buttons.

      “See, clothes are not the same anymore,” he said. “For most of history, it took quite a long time to undress a lady. Buttons and hooks and pins…and every one just makes me want you more. At the same time…your long skirts keep you very modest…but very accessible. Whenever I want you.” His voice was so soft and low in my ear that it seemed as if the sound came from inside my very ear drums, as his fingers worked steadily down the back of my dress to my waist.

      “I haven’t even said a word,” I said.

      “Now you have. Is there anything else you want to say?”

      “It’s—going to hurt?” I asked. “What will you do to me?”

      “I’m going to be inside you. And it is going to hurt. But it won’t be like other pain. You will be thoroughly claimed by me. I’m going to make you mine. That sounds a little violent, doesn’t it? It is that. But it also sounds safe and protective, and when I’m deep in you, you’re mine and no one can hurt you. It is also that.”

      I bit my lip. “I think I understand. Sort of. But—be gentle.”

      “At first,” he agreed.

      He tugged the sleeves of the dress of my arms and let it slip to the ground. Now he scooped me up out of the little pile of fabric and placed me on his bed, unhooking the front of the corset and tossing it over the footboard. Now his hand could easily run along my hip and waist, up my rib cage, to caress my breasts and tease at my nipples through a soft layer of cotton.

      And here was my body, responding in ways I hardly expected, arching and spreading for him. My toes curled as he pushed up the skirts and exposed the thatch of curls between my legs.

      “Open for me,” he said, reaching between them.

      I obeyed him. I felt like I was enchanted, but I didn’t sense any tingle of compel magic. I was just…I was…what was I doing?

      His hand touched me with the confidence of belonging there, of knowing me and every bit of my skin. It was impossible to deny the familiarity. Or the intense sensation that swept through me at every tiny movement of my fingers against the sensitive folds. As he touched me there, he kissed me, soft but deep.

      I was starting to feel very warm and intense, his fingertips teasing at the channel between my legs as his tongue slipped into my pliable mouth.

      Is this what happens? Have I lost my virginity yet?

      But I had seen animals…

      And of course, nothing had hurt yet. I was starting to realize what would happen. I couldn’t believe how naive I had been, or that Father Joshua had been so close to marrying me and…

      No, I absolutely would not think of him now. I wouldn’t let him ruin this.

      Rayner unfastened the belt of his robe and threw it off, and now he was gloriously naked against me, his cock stiff and throbbing as it had been when I touched him. His body stole my breath away every time I saw it. Every sculpted muscle, and the various bandages wrapped tight around them only seemed to enhance the attraction. He had fought for me, hurt and bled for me.

      “You’re ready,” he whispered, and the head of his cock pressed into me.

      I wasn’t prepared, but there was no turning back. His cock demanded entry, pushing deeper and deeper, slowly but surely. His eyes were a little wild as he finally claimed what he wanted, and when I struggled, he seized my wrists and pushed them over my head. He smothered my cries with his mouth.

      My heart was slamming against my chest. He drew out a little bit, very slowly, before he pushed back in. A hair deeper, this time. Then—almost out again, and in— Each time, a little deeper than the last push.

      I was sobbing as the piercing ache ebbed and flowed with his motions, and then, with one last push, he was so deep inside me that I felt his balls resting on my skin.

      He smoothed my sweaty forehead. “You did well, my beloved thrall. I know at first, it’s easier to be bitten because of the venom, but trust me—you’ll prefer this.”

      “It aches…”

      His smile brought out his dimples, but that wicked gleam in his eyes never entirely left him. “I know. Women were not made to take their pleasure too easily. You should never have tasted that apple in the garden…” His lips brushed my cheek and then tickled my ear. He nibbled my ear lobe with the tiniest of bites as his hand moved back to my breast and plucked and teased at my nipple, which was so tight and peaked that I immediately moaned into the touch. Somehow or other, within moments I was forgetting all my suffering and craving more.

      He could read every small movement and sound I made, and seized upon this advantage, his cock throbbing and moving inside me again.

      “Nnghhh….,” he groaned and winced, squeezing my breast.

      “Oh…you’re in pain too…”

      “I told you you’d be spared because of it,” he said. “And believe me, you are. You might still be able to walk tomorrow…” He paused to catch his breath—well, or whatever the vampire equivalent was—his hand softening over the pale mound of my breast, and then—

      “But you’re mine,” he said. “You’re all mine.”

      He was rocking into me harder. Faster. Deeper. More and more…

      I cried out as my core burned so hot and I felt as if he was losing himself in me. I truly understood those words—claimed. Taken.

      “Rayner…!” I dug my fingernails into his back.

      His fangs nipped at my shoulder, just hard enough to draw out two tiny beads of blood—not that I would realize that until I looked in the mirror afterward. I felt the sting and the soothing properties of the vampire venom which took the edge off the pain and made me feel lazy and more content, even as my desire spiked higher and higher.

      “I’m sorry, beloved, I’m going to compel you without permission, just this once,” he said. “Come for me—right now.”

      I screamed like I had never screamed in my life, completely unprepared for what happened to me when he met my eyes and said those words. My whole body was swept with a maddening, delicious, torturous pulsing and quivering as I felt Rayner’s cock pumping seed into me, and my own body seemed to be generating plenty of its own slick liquid. I felt dirty and wanton, lost to the way he made me feel, this total assault on my senses stripping all control away from me.

      i thought I would die.

      I could hardly see, and I almost felt like I passed out, and then the cloud started to lift and the sensation started to die back as he moved slower and slower and then stopped and collapsed, his head on my shoulder, his arm around me..

      “Tulip…”

      “Ohhh…oh my goodness.”

      “It was fucking good, wasn’t it?” He looked up at me with the more boyish side of his smile in evidence.

      My heart swelled and I surely couldn’t help it any more than I could help what had just happened. I thought I would hate to be with any man ever again after seeing how disgusting Father Joshua was. I didn’t expect to feel cleansed.

      “I love you…so much, Tulip,” he said. “I don’t have words for it. I am sure that’s how sex was invented. It’s the only way to say what I feel whenever I look at you.” He shut his eyes. “But I am in so much pain. How humiliating. I’m going to pass out now.”

      “Maybe you should…um…withdraw,” I said.

      But he was already asleep. He passed out with his cock resting inside me. I had to wriggle off of it myself.

      We made such a mess, I thought. I could feel his seed on my inner thighs, wetness trickling out of me a little, a slick spot on the bed. I was so achy and exhausted that I didn’t want to do anything about it.

      I fell asleep, I suppose, because I woke to Silvus wiping us off with a warm, wet cloth. I looked at him drowsily. “Oh…thank you…I’m…I’m sorry.” My haze had faded just enough to feel embarrassed again and I saw that there was also blood on the sheet below us.

      “Don’t worry about it, dearest. Rayner is really in no condition for any of this. I’m not surprised he couldn’t take care of you—as he should. Here.” He actually grabbed my ankles and Rayner’s in one hand for a second and whisked a blanket under us and then folded the other half over us.

      “Oh…I have to pee, anyway,” I said, blushing.

      He lifted the blanket back up. “Good idea. Go on.”

      When I came back from the bathroom, Silvus was sitting on the edge of the bed, caressing Rayner’s hair as he slept. He stood up and gave me a small bow. Then he walked up to me and slipped his hands around my naked body, stopping me in my tracks.

      “He looks far more content than I can ever make him,” Silvus said.

      “You…”

      “Yes, I have some idea of how you feel,” Silvus said with a wry little smile. “You probably don’t have much to reference, but…he is not small.”

      My eyes widened. “Oh. I—I wondered if you—were lovers.”

      “I hope you don’t mind. I’m nothing to him compared to you. We keep each other distracted in the lonely years.”

      “I don’t mind! I don’t think that’s true, either. I think…you two must love each other very much. I can see how close you are. It actually makes me feel better. You seem so strong and fierce, Silvus, and right now I feel very…used.”

      “Oh, I imagine you do.” He chuckled. “And glowing from head to toe. Well, get used to that feeling, pet. I will see you tomorrow night. Did he compel you to come, or did he get there naturally?”

      “He…compelled me.”

      “I will not give you that privilege,” he said in a low voice that made my core burn with urgency, just when I thought I was spent.

      His hand gripped my waist tight for a moment, gave me a gentle kiss on the cheek, and paused to blow out the candle before he left the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Alissa

      

      The next evening, as we were having dinner, there was a knock on the door. Rayner immediately went to get it.

      “Tell them to join us!” Thom said. “I made too many damn beans!”

      Jie rubbed his forehead. “After a century, can you learn to measure instead of just throwing whatever into a pot?”

      We had all been waiting on the witches. I just hoped they could find an answer. Rayner and the others still had no idea of the terrible secret the witches told me, and I didn’t know what I would say if they couldn’t find a way to break my ‘blessing’.

      “Come in,” Rayner said. “We have extra food if you would like any dinner.”

      The entire family entered, even Dee and Kira. Everyone looked surprised to see the younger woman, and I hope it wasn’t a bad sign, since Dee didn’t know much about the magical world.

      “We brought the ward breaking spell,” Wanda said. “We’re going to have to give you some instructions on how to use it. Now, Dee here, we realized it is time to tell her everything and begin her training on how to be a witch, and she wondered if it was all right to give Alissa a tarot card reading. She really wants to practice.”

      “I’m pretty excited,” Dee said. “Since we’ve been talking, I’ve realized how glad I am to know that there’s more to life, so I want to learn as much as I can.”

      “Of course,” Rayner said. “I don’t see why not. We won’t be involving Alissa in our attack on the Order.”

      “Go to the parlor, baby,” Wanda said. “We’re going to have to concentrate.”

      I was a little disappointed to be sent out of the room while the witches talked about serious spell work to get a Tarot card reading (I wasn’t exactly sure what this actually was) from Dee while her two-year-old was in tow, but then Dee gave me a little conspiratorial look once we were out of the room.

      “They told me everything.” she whispered. “And now I get to tell you. But it isn’t going to be easy, I don’t think.” She sat down in one of the pair of matching chairs on either side of a card table. “Go play, okay?” She handed Kira some kind of plastic game.

      “Take these cards and shuffle them eight times,” she said.

      “Did they find out how to break the blessing?” I asked, shuffling the deck.

      “Yes,” she said. “I’ll tell you, but they told me you don’t want to tell them yet.” Dee paused and held out her hands. “Take my hands.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you look like you need a friend.” Dee paused. “I won’t be that friend, because you’re leaving. I always knew there was something about my great-aunt…and this neighborhood…and your men, there. It was pretty cool to find out the truth, but I don’t envy you. I’ll be happy to find a garden to tend. But you’ll find a friend somewhere. So start getting used to how it feels, okay?”

      I didn’t expect this. Out in the world, people could be so honest right away, it seemed. And…kinder than I expected.

      “Dee, I’m sorry if I gave you a weird look when we first met,” I said. “When I came here I had an idea that you were immodest and sinful, but that was just what they told me in the Order, so I’m sorry if I seemed weird.”

      She grinned. “Well, you’re probably not wrong. Immodest and sinful, yeah, that’s me. Okay—I think you shuffled more than eight times, so just pick six cards already and put them down in a row.”

      I placed the cards.

      Temperance.

      Judgment.

      Both had images of angels.

      The Sun. That seemed bright and welcome.

      The Fool. What did that mean?

      The Tower. Oh…the tower was struck by lightning. That seemed ominous.

      Death. The final card.

      Dee drew in a little breath. “How did I know this last card would be Death?” She touched the cards with her hands, and said, “To break the blessing, you need some of your hair or bones or some bit of remains from every life you have lived. You have to take all seven of these artifacts and burn them, as you speak the words, ‘I release this mortal life’. Then you take the ash and boil it, strain it, and drink it with the blood of the vampire who will be your sire.”

      “Remains?” I almost choked on the word. “All seven lives? But that’s impossible! They don’t even know where one of my lives took place!”

      “They found the counter-spell in one of their books, and then they talked to Carly down the street, and then they called some other witch in England, and they all agreed on it.”

      “What if I don’t have any remains?”

      “That was the only spell they could find. Mimi said you could try an object or a picture…but…she said that’s a lot more iffy.” Dee looked at the cards.

      “This looks bad,” I said. “Is there even any hope? What does this mean?” I looked at the falling tower and the skull-faced rider and went cold with fear.

      “Of course there is hope,” Dee said. “The Fool is a playful card. That’s working for you. You should have fun, every chance you get. You drew the Sun to represent your fears, and…that’s what you have to overcome. You’re afraid of happiness but you’ll find it anyway! Enjoy every minute. And what you want…is Judgement.”

      I immediately thought of Father Joshua. He thought himself the very embodiment of judgement. “Yes,” I said. “That certainly is what I want.”

      “Death comes for all of us, we don’t know when, but if you want to become a vampire…that’s death, too. Death might just be your happily ever after.”

      “Death…”

      It was still a terrifying prospect. To become a vampire…and never age. Never be a mortal woman. I would outlive my own family and everything I knew.

      Rayner walked to the door, holding a small bottle in his hand. “We have the spell, my love, and I know what to do. We need to talk,” he said. “Is everything all right?”

      “Yes. We do need to talk. I also know what to do,” I said, sliding the cards back into a pile. “And perhaps more than that…I know what I want.”

      

      You know what was freaky about this book? I had the idea for the Tarot card reading at the end and I thought, “I’ll make it dramatic and end it with the TOWER and DEATH, because those are cards of dramatic tension!” I mean, any card could have a good and bad interpretation, but those are the two that look the scariest. But then I decided to do an actual Tarot card reading instead and go with whatever it said. Oh dang. Guess what two cards I actually got for the last two. The reading in the book is exactly what came out. Eek!

      So how will those cards play out? Book two, Love Me Madly, is up for preorder! Hooray!

      As always, thank you for reading and please consider leaving a review if you can! Reviews are extra-helpful for first books in a series to get visibility on Amazon. Please join my Facebook group and follow my Instagram, and come hang out! And please join my mailing list to get a FREE copy of The Goblin Cinderella! This romantic tale is a fan favorite in my Fairy Tale Heat series on steamy, swoony fairy tale retellings.

      If this is your first read from me, I have other reverse harem series set in the same paranormal world, but they are all a little more comedic or light-hearted. If you haven’t read A Witch Among Warlocks, read on for a sample chapter of the first book of A Witch Among Warlocks: The Fairer Hex, which was the first introduction of Rayner and his clan, and tells the story of Montague, the clan member who wasn’t.
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            Sample Chapter of The Fairer Hex

          

        

      

    

    
      So apparently my mom was a witch. And not just a witch, but a witch who turned bad. My poor, sweet, normal dad wanted me to have a good college experience. Instead I get a magical offer I literally can’t refuse, from the world’s most elite school for warlocks.

      

      WARLOCKS. As in GUY WITCHES.

      

      Even though I definitely have lady parts, somehow I ended up at a warlock school to learn the gentlemanly arts (which are a lot more badass than, ahem, lady magic). Did I mention the witch world is stuck in the 19th century? Unmarried witches and warlocks barely see each other outside of society balls, which are still a thing.

      

      No one knows how I ended up here. I’m thrown into a whole new world where I am outcast and friendless, except for:

      

      —Firian, the enigmatic fox shifter who has been watching over me since I was born.

      —Alec, my new roommate, a sexy-as-sin incubus enchanted not to lay a hand on me. For safety. Or cruel and unusual punishment.

      —Montague, the black sheep of the school since he got turned into a vampire on spring break.

      —Harris, an arrogant ass from the most elite of all magical families. Okay, he’s not my friend but he’s Montague’s. I’ll work on him.

      

      My existence here breaks all the rules. Am I here for the right reasons? Or am I the pawn meant to destroy the very world I’m starting to love? When my magic proves stronger than anyone expects, and the school is attacked by a demon, I’ll need help from the four gorgeous magical men who are willing to break a few rules with me. They’re each forbidden to me in their own way, and the greatest danger of all might not be demons, but falling for them. All of them.

      

      Charlotte

      

      “Charlotte!” Dad screamed my name from downstairs, interrupting a pretty important fight with a dragon in my favorite MMORPG.

      “Just a sec!” I screamed back.

      “Charlotte! I need an explanation right now!” He was getting that high-pitched voice he gets when the raccoons are in our trash.

      I had absolutely no clue what he could need an explanation about, seeing as I had no life and had not done anything out of the ordinary, but it sounded important.

      “Charlotte!”

      omg, I hastily wrote. i have to go. i’m so sorry. emergency unfolding in-house. brb.

      The rest of my fellow adventurers freaked out on me, but my sexy elf warrior girlfriend/boyfriend Firia said, You’d better talk to him. The rest of us can handle it.

      uhh…how did you know it was ‘him’?

      I just assumed it was your dad.

      oh yeah well you’re right. thx.

      It was a weird moment because I was pretty sure I’d never told Firia that my Mom was gone and I wondered how he guessed the emergency wasn’t burnt toast or something, but I didn’t have time to fully ponder it. I had to check on Dad. Anyway, Firia was awesome for not getting upset at me for ditching on the dragon fight, seeing as my brooding mage character Larius had the pivotal dark spells for defeating said dragon. Firia was also the closest thing I had to a boyfriend. We’d been playing Fortune’s Favor for years. I met him on Christmas when Dad gifted me a year’s subscription, and we’d stuck together through a lot of fights. Before long, we were flirting. A couple months in we figured out that we had each chosen avatars of the opposite gender, but we were having fun anyway, so I called him “my girlfriend” in the game.

      Of course, I was fully aware Firia could be lying and was not really an eighteen year old guy but was actually like…a fifty year old guy, or whatever. We’d never taken it off the game. Whenever I tried, he got cagey. Which was probably a warning sign, and his hot babe elf avatar might not be a good sign either, but maybe he was just a self-conscious nerd boy. At least he took all my hassling about sexism in the gaming industry without getting upset.

      I padded down the stairs. Dad was standing at the dining room table, staring at an envelope that sat in the middle of the wooden surface, looking at it like it was poisoned.

      “Dad? What’s wrong?” I stood on the first step, shoving my hands in my pockets. “Something came in the mail?”

      “Is there something you aren’t telling me about?” he cried.

      “Um…no? I don’t think so. I’m eighteen. I guess there might be something.” I laughed, but then I realized this was going beyond my dad’s usual level of overreaction. “Hey, what’s up? Just tell me.”

      My dad and I had a thing going. We were opposite in a lot of ways. He was fun and also had a tendency to overreact. I was stubborn but chill. He liked loud music, barbecuing, tattoos. I liked magical-sounding soundtracks, gaming, pajama pants. It wasn’t unheard of for him to freak out over nothing. I went to look at the letter. Maybe the bill from our annual checkup was more than he expected or something.

      “I don’t know how to explain all of this,” he said. “Shit. I wish y—”

      I shot him a look. It seemed like, for all the world, he was going to say that he wished my mom was here. I could hear the ghost of the “your” when he cut himself off.

      He never talked about Mom.

      I saw the return address on the envelope.

      

      Merlin College

      P. O. Box 332

      Small Hollow, NC

      

      “You’re freaking out about ‘Merlin College’? What is that? Sounds like spam.” I started opening it.

      He grabbed it from my hand and slammed it on the table. “No. It’s not spam. It’s a reckoning, that’s what it is. I thought you were safe from all this. I thought your mom—like—sealed that stuff up. Were you talking to your elf friend online?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Maybe I should make him explain it. Nah, you’re my daughter.”

      “Him? Firia? What does he have to do with it?”

      He took a deep breath. “Your mother had magical blood. I believe this letter is from a witches’ college. That’s why it’s so nondescript.”

      “Well, I’m already going to college, so…” I’m not sure why I said that first. Like, when you get your Hogwarts letter do you go, oh dang, but I already sent in my paperwork to the Montessori school? “Magical blood? What do you mean?”

      “Your mom’s mother was an Ethereal witch from a very old witch family. Her father was a Sinistral demon who could turn into a wolf. So a werewolf, basically. I mean—let me back up. Magic is real. You know that, right? Deep down, I’m sure you know that.”

      Admittedly, I believed in magic longer than other kids, because my dad played along with all my childhood games, built fairy houses with me and was very insistent about offerings for Santa Claus. And yet… “Did the neighbors sell you drugs or something?”

      “I wish. Your mother was supposed to protect you from this shit!” He grabbed a stuffed cat that I had seated at the dining room table because I was a dork, and threw it on the floor.

      My heart was beating pretty fast at this point. “Be nice to Jiji! Calm down.” I grabbed the letter and ripped it open.

      

      Dear Mr. Char Byrne,

      

      Your application has been accepted. You will attend Merlin College, the elite school for warlocks, with a starting date of September 12th. We were stunned by your test results and are thrilled to have you with us. Please be packed and prepared on that day, as we will send a vehicle for you. Please refer to the attached list of items that are not acceptable at Merlin College and familiarize yourself with the rules of conduct.

      

      We look forward to meeting you,

      Ignatius Blair

      Dean of Merlin College

      

      “God, the list of stuff I can’t take to Merlin College is ten times longer than the acceptance letter. What the hell? Warlocks? Why do they think I’m a boy? They think my name is ‘Char Byrne’.” I laughed. “I mean, whatever, I just won’t go.”

      “Warlocks?” He looked at the letter. “Oh—okay. This must be a mistake. They got you mixed up with someone else. We’ll write and tell them you’re a girl and that you’re not going to any magic schools.”

      “Wait. Let’s start with, why did you not tell me this sooner and why am I not going to magic school? Magic school sounds awesome.”

      “It isn’t. At least, that’s what they tell me. But I don’t want you having anything to do with that. It can get you killed. There are all these other planes, and magical creatures in conflict with each other, and…it’s bad news. It didn’t do my relationship with your mom any favors, that’s for sure. When we were growing up, she was never interested in magic. But then…when you were a baby…she got sucked in. Like a cult. Power is addictive and she’d never known what it was like. That was what we fought over. But she had bound your magic, so you wouldn’t suffer the same fate.”

      “She bound my magic so I wouldn’t be powerful?”

      “So you would be a normal girl,” he said. “Who doesn’t get killed by some demon or something.”

      “And you just figured you’d lie to me about all of this?”

      “Yeah—see—she could explain it better.”

      “I don’t know about that. This is ridiculous.”

      “It’s not ridiculous. It’s to protect you. The magical life is bad fucking news, Charlotte. Remember how you used to be afraid there was a shadow monster in the closet? And you’d scream in the middle of the night? ‘Daddy! Check the closet!’ I spent hours telling you there was no monster. But if I let you become a witch, there might really be a monster in there. And I wouldn’t be able to protect you. Witches and warlocks and all the other magical creatures in this world are battling for power, and you do not need to be in the middle of that. I want you to sleep soundly at night.”

      “Oh…”

      “So, you’re right, we’ll just write them back and tell them they’ve got you confused with someone else. It just shook me up. Sometimes I get scared that they’re going to try to suck you in, like they did to your mom.” He grabbed an envelope and some stamps from the desk, and then a legal pad with a grocery list on it.

      “Maybe you should use stationery?” I asked. “Just a thought?”

      “Like I have stationery. Who writes letters anymore?”

      “I have some! I’ve never used it! Wait right here.” I ran upstairs. My computer was still on but I’d been logged out of the game.

      I wonder why Dad mentioned Firia? That was weird.

      I logged back in while I dug around for some decorative paper I’d had since I was a kid. I was pretty sure it had like, a Sanrio dog on it or something, but that was still better than a legal pad.

      When I logged back in, I was back in the town. I’d missed out on the whole dragon thing. It looked like Firia was still on.

      I sent a private message.

      hey, Firia, have you ever spoken to my dad?

      There was a pause and then she/he said, So…did he reveal my secret identity or something?

      Hard to say if he was joking or not. no…what is it?

      Did he reveal all the secrets of the universe?

      a few…do you believe that magic is real?

      I’m coming over.

      wait, what?

      He didn’t say anything else. I dug out the stationery and then I heard the doorbell ring.

      “Charlotte!” Dad yelled. “I thought you were just grabbing paper! You went and talked to him.”

      “‘Him’?”

      “Just come downstairs. I guess it’s time you met.”
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