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      “Just in time, she was able to glimpse the large face of the moon, still looming in spite of the dawn. Silver, fading against the light of the sun, about to disappear back under the horizon. For some odd reason, it made her heart sink.

      But the moon would come up again, she reminded herself. Every night, the sun would set and the moon would rise.

      It always would....”

      

      ~ Of Light and Darkness, Chapter Thirty
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      Death arrived at dawn.

      It clawed up the walls of my fortress, its claws cutting through stone—it did not wait for me to invite it over the threshold.

      Death came to stay forever…or so had been my expectation. I settled on the idea of floating in my infinite void. I waited for the eternal cold to come and wash me away.

      But this time, Death was just a visitor.

      Even now, it feels as though my enthronement ceremony was only yesterday—standing among the rest of my Regime brothers at sunrise, in front of hundreds of our subjects, about to embrace a life with the one I desired most— with Charlotte—

      The human among the monsters. The impossibly normal girl. The rose on fire.

      Minutes away from taking the throne. A new day. A new reign. A new dawn; just like the Great Wizard Vladislov promised. Just like they all promised. All my training had been all for this.

      Sunrays stretched over wicked, Gothic spires of the Tyn Church, the day commandeering its rightful place at the top of the sky. Night died a slow death, a purplish bruise crushed beneath the regal yellow morning.

      My father’s eyes gleamed as he watched me ascend to where Vladislov once sat. Finally, I’d done something worthy of his admiration. I was worthy.

      Charlotte trembled. I noticed the strain in her face, the jewels of sweat glistening at the base of her throat, the faint shudder of her eyelashes as she fought back tears. She didn’t realize it, but all I wanted was to do good by her—to rescue her from her miserable life of shadow. I loved her. She’d grow to understand that someday.

      The high priest’s words melded together as I went on fantasizing about how satisfying my wedding night would be; exactly the fusion of passion and revenge I’d craved for so long. I was about to have my turn with the entire occult society, with Charlotte, and if all went according to plan, the entire world.

      However, the Fates had much different expectations that day.

      I hadn’t noticed when they entered the throne hall. My back turned to the doors as I headed up gilded steps to take the royal chair, all eyes were on me…

      Until chaos ensued:

      Heavy doors slammed on ancient hinges. Gasps and screams chorused behind me. I knew who it was before I turned around.

      He stormed my celebration. The bane of my existence. The leech. The villain of my story.

      Rage seared white hot in my face when I saw the relentlessness in his eyes. The determination. The hell-bent fury. She cried his name in a way I knew she would never cry out mine. Then came a feeling unlike anything I’d ever experienced before—blinded by my own emotional fire.

      Enough.

      I launched myself into the riot, fighting with everything I had—lightening, fire, any sort of magic I could summon exploding from my fists until his icy teeth buried into my throat. I stopped at once, gasping. His claws stabbed straight through my center, twisting.

      I shoved him hard enough to knock one of his shoulders out of its socket. But he wouldn’t falter. The room went blurry. An impossibly strong vacuuming sensation pulled at the air in my lungs, all the fluid in my body rushing out like my skin and skeleton were torn apart by a cyclone. The empty half of myself fell numb. I continued to fight him with all my might. My mouth opened to scream, but my throat was ravaged, like I’d swallowed handfuls of sand.

      Life literally poured out of me all over the floor.

      My final moments—seared, tattooed, branded against the inside of my skull—are still there every time I close my eyes.

      Those within my cabinet refer to it as my dissention. But I consider it a metamorphosis—ushered into becoming the thing I was never supposed to become….

      The enemy.

      The vile leech clung to me for support while severe, early-morning light tore through his stony flesh. I watched it rupture his wretched heart, an immolation from the inside, blood, black like ink, oozing from beyond the fissures cracking across his chest. A fallen god, a forever effigy, broke apart in my arms. We killed each other. Light and dark. Two forces, both just as great, at last entwined in battle.

      I laughed, throwing my head back, as he suckled the life from me. He wasn’t a god, actually. Nor, even an angel. He was nothing more than larva starving for sustenance. Repulsive. Pathetic.

      Valek Ruzik. Dastardly scoundrel. Heathen. Bloodsucker.

      Death felt so undeniably good. Valek brought it to me—a gift.

      At last, he began to overpower me. My body gave way. I listened to the rhythm of my own heart. I counted each pulsation as they slowed. I collapsed to my knees, too overcome to keep going. I acquiesced to its pull …inhaling…exhaling…inhaling…

      Fire from wall-sconces ripped from the palace created blurry banners of orange and gold around the hall as denizens of the Light clashed with creatures of the Dark. My body became too cold to feel the fire’s influence. The battle, the cracked infrastructure of my beloved Regime blurred beyond my watering eyes.

      It was time. Death. I opened my arms wide and welcomed it.

      There was no sound other than my own, dying heartbeat. Despite having my life ripped from me, there lived my stubborn pulse. Ever hammering, a reminder to hold tight for what was to come.

      My fists slammed over his spine a dozen times. Again. And again. And again. Screams chorused. Blasts of magic energy. I could smell…soot. Smoke. Blood. Death.

      My state of being slowed down to a single beat of a hummingbird’s wings, like I’d relive my own death for all eternity. As if that moment would exist in concrete forever.

      Valek was steadfast while I continued to fight with my hands. I could have sworn I’d cracked a few of his ribs, though he refused to break in my arms—too cursed by the evil inside him to yield against my power. Fight. Fight. It was all I could do. It was instinct—my last will to survive at the clutches of darkness.

      Who would’ve ever known that darkness would be my salvation?

      Those still left in the crowd raced for any exit they could find in fear one of Valek’s parasites would hunt them down.

      I recall loud crashing, the palace falling to ruin around me. Chandeliers shattered, tapestries torn. Thousands of years of history destroyed. I heard Charlotte’s distant wails muddled beneath the screaming, the bone crunching, and the magic wielding—powerful blasts of elements and the roars of the undead.

      While she had been so at ease before this day with her monster, hiding from me in the decrepit bowels of the Golden City, I’d searched for her. No building had I left unchecked. I’d overturned every last stone in Prague, endeavoring to make her mine, foolishly believing she’d love me back—

      Charlotte was nothing more than a street snipe, a monster’s whore, squeezing my heart until it bled in her hands before throwing it to the rats and refuse and left it there to rot.

      It is where my heart remains….

      As I lay slain on the marble floors of my ransacked chapel, unbreathing, unthinking, something dripped onto my lips. It seeped into my mouth. I was too weak to know what it was. It tasted metallic. Salty. Rotten. And as my golden world blackened, my mother weeping over my dying body, I, at last, gave in to the forceful tide.

      Death was seductive. It beckoned me under and hugged me close. Not painful, but more complicated than simply falling asleep. It took hold of what was left of my soul.

      I heard a new heartbeat—wet and gushing in my ears. It aroused a feeling within me which I could not define. Something I needed to satisfy, though I didn’t quite know how.

      At last, I allowed myself to be at peace among the clouded light.

      My body gave up, turning in the warm, soft waves. All the screaming and crying faded in the distance until there was nothing but my arms and legs floating out around my body, unfeeling, as I swam through the beauty of nothingness.

      Memories of the life I only just departed from moments before began to grow muddy and fade. Charlotte’s hazel eyes were the last of those images to dissolve before me.

      They did not anger me. They did not sadden me nor throw me into an envious fit, as they once had. They merely shimmered before my consciousness as a reminder of what my mission would be once I woke again.

      And I would wake again.

      It might have been days of floating in that infinity. Not being. It might have been weeks or months. I was unsure. It was impossible to determine how much time had gone by, or what the fate of the rest of my family was, or of my palace or friends. But the funny thing was…I didn’t care about any of that. There was only one thing I desired…

      Revenge.

      Then, the fire set in.

      At once, it turned my calm and cloudy sanctuary to ash as my body lay chained, incinerating.

      Flames ate through my flesh. I tried to swim through the scorching sea, but no matter how I kicked or pushed, I could not resurface. I remember howling, yet the hopelessness of the nothing drowned out any noise I might have made.

      No one was there to save me. I thought that would be my eternal prison— surely in hell, and I knew who put me there.

      Until, at last, there was that fateful moment when everything diminished into cooling winter snow. My body was whole and alive with a complete, new power.

      I opened my eyes and began my quest once more…

      This time, in the dark.

      Charlotte.

      I won’t let the monsters have you.
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      There are all sorts of princesses in the world. Some live in deep holes and have too many teeth. Even when Charlotte Ruzikova was a little girl, the dark never frightened her. But when the light of some passing streetcar flashed across her face, she winced and fell back into deeper shadow. 

      Somewhere in Silesia—she couldn’t quite recall the village’s name—she stalked with stealth and silence, her hood up over her head, a blade tucked at her waistline, cool against her skin. The town was asleep, its streets vacant.  

      The bottom of her jeans was soggy and though she’d put on two pairs of socks that night, her boots didn’t do well enough to keep her feet dry. The cold steeped in her bones, silver breath misting out in front of her face. Her teeth chattered. December was snowless, only icy brown slush wilted the grass and made pavement slippery.

      Charlotte wished for snow—the type that packed tight and created new ground over old parking lots—the type that soaked up tracks of blood like a sponge. She’d have to remember to clean up all traces before they left. 

      She tucked herself within the shadow of a tall pear tree. It cast shade over a set of benches and a thin walkway that segmented a children’s playground from a soccer field. The small, square park seemed melancholy between three apartment buildings, all gray-bricked and so mundane it was depressing. It was the sort of place she imagined she might’ve grown up had her life taken a different course. She might have lived in one of those flats with parents who worked week-long in a factory making car headlights or something. She might have gone to school down the street, partied and drank at the discotheque on weekends, skiing and camping trips with friends… A typical Czech life for a Bohemian girl.

      But that’s not what fate had in store—not for her.

      It was late, now. Three in the morning. The witching hour. Most of the windows beyond the laundry lines were dark.

      She curled leather-clad fingers under her chin, waiting for the first sign of movement amidst the deep-indigo corners of night. She’d stalked the man for hours, so she knew he must be coming home. Soon.

      Some meters away, quiet footfalls treaded down the flagstone walkway. She squinted beyond the glare of a lone streetlamp, its fluorescents buzzing faintly near one building’s entry. It created a pool of insipid yellow over the pavement near the door.

      Charlotte shrank back against the tree bark and waited, unblinking. She unsheathed her knife, gripping it at her side. She hated how her fingers shook. Biting down hard over her bottom lip, she willed them to stead.

      Footsteps came louder as a man rounded the side of the apartments. She strained to see if it was the same man she’d spotted while glancing through a pub window in the square. It was. She noted his hair, roped and filthy—the same grubby jacket. An addict, begging strangers for change. Pathetic, weak, and reeking of ale.

      Charlotte was adept at two things in life; her graphite drawings and knowing how to choose a victim. Whoever she selected to die needed to be someone who wouldn’t be missed—someone who’s disappearance wouldn’t be questioned.

      As the man tottered up to the building’s front door, he hacked loudly before hocking a wad of spit into the shrubs. Charlotte wrinkled her nose.

      There were holes in his jeans despite the freezing night, dark circles cradling tired grey eyes. He carried a bottle concealed in a brown paper bag. His fingers were red from the cold and clutching it too hard.

      The tragedy was that this person was young—only about thirty or so. Something about his life had gone wrong. Maybe he’d also been forgotten by his world, like Charlotte was. Maybe nobody wanted him, and because nobody wanted him, nobody found him. Maybe the only difference between them was, she’d been saved by the magic… and he hadn’t.

      Once the man’s back was turned, grumbling incoherently, fumbling with a ring of keys, Charlotte’s heart pounded hard in her ears. Now or never. She bolted up behind him, knife gripped in her fist—but a twig snapped under her clumsy foot.

      He spun to face her. She squeezed her eyes shut and felt half the blade sink into his throat before she could stop herself. His flesh was like butter. Her weapon made a sick squishing sound and went in too easily. Her stomach rolled. She could hardly believe she’d done it. Her heart turned to ice. Every nerve in her body became electric. Any time she’d hunted for Valek before had seldom been so direct—so violent.

      Valek usually took care of the violent part.

      Snapping her eyes open again, wider now, she gasped as scarlet ichor ran in a river down the front of his jacket. It turned its dark-green wool black and sticky.

      The man started to tremble, his eyes watering, locked on hers. Shock and confusion smeared across his face, but there was a strange lack of anger. The way his cheek curved was soft and a sort of relief colored the way he gasped. He faltered, like he wanted to collapse forward on his knees, but she gripped his shoulders, pressing his back firmly against the closed door behind him to keep him upright.

      So this is what it feels like, she thought. To watch death fill up someone’s eyes. To be responsible for it.

      She left the blade in his neck, frowning has he gurgled and choked, pleading silently.

      “So you can’t scream,” she explained, guilt swelling at the base of her throat, her eyes flooding. “Nobody can hear you, or we will be found out.” Charlotte produced her whistle from inside her shirt. With her other hand, she brushed tears from the man’s waxy face. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “But this is how your story ends.”

      Bringing the ornate thing to her lips, she blew hard on one end, its note trilling high, piercing through the wind, bouncing off every jacked edge of brick and metal until—

      A beastly and quite-familiar growl resonated deep in her ear. But it didn’t come from anywhere close by. It was low, guttural. It vibrated under her shoes and against her spine. Someone who didn’t know might’ve thought they were in the presence of a wolf…or a bear.

      The sound grew deeper, louder, paired with a devilish hiss that lifted the hairs on the back of her neck. Chains from the swing-set whined horribly with a rush of wind that blew hair in her face.

      The man froze. His entire body stopped quivering. He’d dropped his keys at his feet, focus shifting slowly past Charlotte’s head and up near the top of the kid’s jungle-gym. His face, yellowish before, turned bone-white. His eyes filled with a new wave of panic as more desperate choking sounds slipped past his bloodied mouth.

      Grubby fingers yanked a crucifix out from the front pocket of his grubby jeans. It dangled on the end of a long chain as he shoved it out in front of him, over Charlotte’s shoulder.

      Then, she, too, peered over her shoulder, up at what captured the man’s attention.

      A very tall shadow stood pin-straight—rigid and impassive—two human-looking feet balanced perfectly over the top rail of a metal jungle-gym painted cherry red.  The figure eclipsed the streetlight, so all Charlotte could see was the silhouette of his hair sweeping past broad shoulders, hands at his sides with nails that made them look more like the talons of a predatory bird. The demonic light of his eyes— a reflective sort of silvery blue— shone through the gloom. His other angular features slid in and out of sight as overhanging branches from the pear tree broke the moonlight.

      The rumbling, minatory hiss subsided. Again, there was nothing but wind, Charlotte’s pulse in her ears, and the man’s persistent, frantic garbles as he drowned in his own life.

      Valek Ruzik leapt off the top of the monkey bars, landing on both feet like a cat. Though he was substantial, he barely made a sound. He straightened his knees, towering a whole head and shoulders taller than the two mortals, with wide shoulders but willowy limbs.

      Charlotte’s heart fluttered. Her mouth went dry. His presence stole the air from her lungs. Graceful fingers and too many sharp teeth.

      The man trembled so violently now she struggled to hold him, working to keep him pinned though her boots slipped backward in the pool of blood.

      “What is he thinking?” she whispered at Valek behind her, out of breath. She stared pointedly at the crucifix as it dangled pathetically from the man’s extended arm.

      “He is…afraid…for you,” Valek offered very quietly, the sound of his voice the same octave as the wind. “He wants… to warn you… behind you… stands the devil.”

      Charlotte turned her eyes on the mortal man again, blinking away more tears.

      “I know,” she said flatly to the man. “I called him here.”

      A new hiss ripped through the air and Valek lunged too fast for Charlotte to see. She fell out of the way, collapsing back over sparse grass. A new gust of wind washed more hair into her eyes. Her gloves and the sleeves of her jacket were stained red. A single tear spilled down her cheek, rolling to the point of her chin as she watched Valek rip the blade out of the man’s neck catching the rest of his blood with his mouth.

      Fear made her forget how cold the ground was beneath her. Her pulse was frenetic as she watched Valek drink up all the life from this person, claws winding in the man’s coat, their razor tips tearing through the material. He released a guttural, feral sound as he drank.

      Growing up, it had been her duty to hunt other humans for him—to keep him satiated. He’d tasked her with the responsibility once she was old enough to fend for herself. Night after night, Charlotte, the Vampire’s ward, lured countless people just like herself to their fate so that Valek could feed…and not be tempted to feed on her while she lived under his care.

      The single rule about it was, Charlotte must never witness Valek killing another person. Never. He forbade her from it—murdering in private—disposing of bodies where she’d never see them again. It was all he could do to protect her from the horrible truth. Even now, she knew he hated that she was close enough to watch him do it.

      Valek finished the man, recoiling as gore clung to the lower half of his face. Drained, the body fell in a broken clump at Valek’s shoes. Wiping away the stains from his mouth with a gray sweater sleeve—more modern than his usual attire—Valek turned angry black eyes down at her, his enlarged pupil enveloping the rest of his eye entirely.

      “Have you gone mad?” he accused in a quiet rasp, though offering a claw to help her up. “What do you think you’re doing out here?” He pulled her to her feet.

      She grimaced. “I’m tired of being locked away in that house. I’m tired of listening to Lusian gripe and complain and eye me like a snack,” she sniffed bitterly down at her boots. “I needed some air.”

      Valek held the kitchen knife in front of her face, shaking it. “This is going out for air, Charlotte? This is terrible!”

      She could see he was furious with her, but he kept his tone low, glancing up at the darkened apartment windows.

      She clenched her jaw. “I know. I-I’m sorry. It’s just…” She hugged herself, feeling an overwhelming sense of shame. It didn’t go quite as she imagined in her head. Her glare slid over to the empty man—the gaping wound in his neck now healing curiously from Valek’s venomous spit. She watched the flesh sew together impossibly. In moments, his neck appeared unscathed. “I missed it,” she forced out the words, the bridge of her nose stinging.

      “Miss what? Killing people? We are free now. You do not have to do this. I told you.”

      “You are not free. Not yet—”

      Both his eyebrows knit together as he appraised her stained jacket and hands. “Lottie, I never wanted you to—”

      “I just wanted to feel something again, Valek. Useful, I guess. Adrenaline. I don’t know. Something,” she said more exasperatedly and threw her arms out. She pushed out a long breath through her nose and sat on the shallow step before the door, not caring about the tracks of blood. Balancing her chin over the heel of her hand, she waited for him to scold her more.

      Valek sighed and sat down next to her. He folded his claws together between his knees.

      “You did not tell me you were going out.” His tone was still agitated, but solemn, suggesting his surrender.

      “If I told you what I planned on doing, you would’ve forbidden it,” Charlotte grumbled. “Now that you can hunt for yourself, you don’t need me anymore.” She pushed a small pebble through the dirt with the front of her boot.

      The corners of Valek’s full lips quirked up with some amusement. He ran a claw through her hair. “I cannot forbid you from doing anything. Not anymore. You’ve become quite the impossible woman.” The tiniest amount of humor clung to the edge of his words. “And… I will always need you.”

      Charlotte smiled and finally met his eyes. They were their pale, undead shade of blue again. “Aren’t you angry?”

      Valek looked down at the knife still in his hand and threw it deep into the park. It landed somewhere with a clang. “Yes. But I suppose I empathize.” He stared thoughtfully at the ground. Frost glittered between the cracks in the asphalt. “I was worried, Charlotte. It still isn’t safe beyond the borders. Our work isn’t done.”

      “The Regime is preoccupied with rebuilding. No one’s looking for us.”

      “You cannot be sure. Best to stay wary. Careful. You know how I feel about being too confident.” Valek pulled to his feet, offering his hand once more. “Take my advice. Stay vigilant. Do not get cocky.”

      Charlotte glowered at him. This time, she stood up by herself.

      “Next time you decide to steal out into the night as a ruthless assassin, would you do me the courtesy of warning me first at least?”

      Charlotte’s heart sank into her stomach then and she frowned at him. “Sure,” she breathed. “Or…” A new thought unleashed a swarm of butterflies through her center. She smiled a little broader, nervous. “We could go back to our previous arrangement?”

      Valek’s mouth tightened into a thin line and his whole body seemed to tense. “No.” He shook his head. “We’ve already had this conversation.”

      “I miss you,” she admitted.

      He chuckled half-heartedly. “I am standing right in front of you. After everything, isn’t that enough?”

      “You…know what I mean.” Charlotte’s cheeks blistered. She looked past him to the street beyond the buildings and shoved her hands in her pockets, embarrassed.

      He pressed his cool palm to her cheek. “You’re blushing.” His smile grew larger, but his eyes remained thoughtful. “How lovely.”

      She knocked his hand away, but couldn’t swallow her own awkward giggle. She bit her lower lip. “I miss you being…close to me. You know?”

      His free hand held the other side of her face, fingers sliding into her hair, thumb stroking along the edge of her jaw.

      “But I am close to you, Charlotte. Always.”

      Chills rolled up her arms, but it wasn’t from the cold.

      “Valek,” she muttered in an undertone.

      It was difficult to reconcile how their had relationship changed. Now that they weren’t narrowly escaping death each night and life fell back to the calm and routine, certain things…regressed. Valek hadn’t been romantic with her since the night he’d opened his eyes after arriving home from Prague—

      After the battle at the Regime palace, Valek had slept. For the first time in nearly a hundred years, he’d slept for days. But upon waking up, he seemed…more reserved…more distant. Charlotte didn’t complain. She was just happy they were both alive and together.

      Valek watched her, deliberating.

      Get out of my head, she warned.

      “Lottie, please. Please? Let this go. I almost lost you. Several times. I never—I could never—” He craned his head back to blink up at the starless sky and sucked in a deep breath. He closed his eyes and exhaled before casting his piercing gaze down at her again. “It is better if we…if I…keep my distance. For now. Alright? Let’s go home. We can take the long way if you want. Just the two of us. But, please promise me you will not do this again.”

      He wheeled back toward the drained sack of skin and bones, hauling it up in his arms. It was easy work for him. The way Valek moved made it seem like the body weighed nothing.

      “What are you doing with him?” Charlotte winced as he carried the man over to the set of benches.

      Valek laid him down over one bench, propping his right arm across his chest. He placed the bottle of liquor near the man’s other dangling hand. He reached into the man’s front pocket, pulling out a wallet and keys, stuffing the things instead into his own back pocket before grabbing hold of Charlotte’s hand and towing her out of there quickly.

      “Just setting the scene,” Valek explained with a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “If his personal effects are missing, maybe local law enforcement will brand it as a simple mugging and not look so closely at his exsanguinated body.”

      Charlotte considered that as they walked together, hand in claw. Valek looked handsome and considerably normal if not for the otherworldly color of his eyes and the sharp sets of incisors past his lips. At first glance, he would just look to anyone like the most beautiful man in the world; high cheekbones, a full mouth with corners that turned down in an eternal pout, intense eyes. But if someone looked closer, it would become obvious what he really was.

      “I like that scarf,” Charlotte offered regarding the deep red material wrapped twice around his neck.

      But his smile was fleeting. Dark brown hair fell into his face and he pushed it away behind one white ear.

      The suburban street led down a hill where damp pavement forked off into a narrower path of cobblestone. Valek kept her close as they moved between much older buildings, closed bakeries, floral shops with snow-filled window boxes. Mortal townships weren’t so much different than her city of impossible things, Charlotte decided.

      This village had a church. Oddly enough, one of its arched, wooden doors had been left yawning. Valek slowed a bit, leering at it curiously.

      Charlotte frowned at him.

      “Would you mind if—” Valek started his question but didn’t wait for her answer before he let go of her hand and disappeared into the modest cathedral.

      “Hey,” she called, but he’d already slipped out of sight.

      Charlotte stayed out in the quietness of early morning, arms wrapped around herself, waiting. She wondered what he was doing.

      “Valek,” she whispered when he didn’t return after a few minutes. He didn’t answer. “Valek?” she hissed a little louder, glancing around herself.

      When he still didn’t answer, she sighed exhaustedly and trudged up to the cathedral entry to see where he’d gone to.

      Though it was dim inside, she could see the cheery canary-yellow of the walls. Vaulted ceilings towered high over polished pews and gilded shrines where elaborate, baroque depictions of Jesus Christ and the Virgin were fixed before the pulpit and around the cathedral’s long perimeter. She crept a little deeper inside, a red runner stretching all the way up the aisle.

      Charlotte couldn’t tell if she liked churches or not. It was beautiful, but being there felt strange. Valek was very, very old, and so it made sense that despite his damned existence, he clung to a few of his catholic ideals. He’d taught her some about theologies during their lessons, especially on Sundays. Not just Christianity—everything—all sorts of religions. Even occult ones. But for some reason, Valek never discussed his own personal faith in things.

      Charlotte recalled a conversation they’d had some weeks ago about his late, mortal wife, guardian angels, God, and other such things.

      After being captured by Aiden and the Regime, for the first time in Charlotte’s life, she prayed.

      It was a weird feeling; half of her felt like she was talking to no one, the other half maybe talking to someone very far away—like they were listening, but could barely hear her.

      “Valek?” she whispered again, her heart hammering a little harder when she saw no one.

      Then came a faint murmuring near the first row of pews. She strained to see through the darkness, but there in the second row, she saw Valek’s head bowed over folded claws.

      “Valek,” she whispered nervously, looking around again. “We should go. Someone might be here.”

      It was an odd sight, she thought, to see a demon asking something of God. She assumed he was speaking to God.

      As she approached where he sat, he finished, blessing himself. For some reason, the sight made her feel awkward. He stood, smiling brighter than before at her.

      “Alright. Ready to go?” He sidled out into the aisle, his long, cold fingers lacing between hers again.

      “What were you doing?” she asked.

      He looked up at a large depiction of Jesus over his shoulder. “What did it look like I was doing?”

      Charlotte was taken aback. This was a human church. In a human village. Praying was something humans did. Valek looked so…out of place, like he should have been beyond all of that, but he wasn’t.

      “Well…I mean…why? I’m sorry. That’s an invasive question. I’ve just never seen you…do that…before. I guess.”

      “I talk to God all the time, Charlotte,” he said, his smile strained and incredulous again.

      She inhaled, her mind spinning. “I…didn’t know.”

      “I think there must still be a lot you don’t know about me,” he admitted, his expression serious but his eyes warm.

      “Must be,” she returned awkwardly.

      He considered her for a moment. “I needed to ask His forgiveness… for you.”

      “Why? What do you mean?”

      “You killed for me tonight, Charlotte,” he said sternly, wincing. “And this time, I did not ask you to do it. You murdered a man and the decision was of your own free will. The man was innocent. But I take responsibility. I could have hunted for myself tonight. You were just doing what you thought I needed. I will do anything to protect you, body and soul. Anything. Do you understand?”

      Charlotte’s chest constricted. Her heart suddenly felt heavy. She didn’t know what to say.

      “My soul is beyond saving,” he continued. “But if I can help it, yours will stay graceful. If I request something awful of you, I will assume the accountability. Alright?”

      Charlotte nodded slowly.

      “Please, do not ever do this again unless I ask it of you—unless it is an emergency.”

      “Sure. I’m—I shouldn’t have done it.” She looked again to the blood still drying on her gloved hands. “I’m sorry.”

      He pinched her cheek lightly between the knuckles of his index and middle finger—something he used to do when she was small. “It’s alright. Come, let’s go home.”

      She followed him back out onto the narrow street. Overhead, some of the smoggy clouds cleared, allowing a few stars to peek through.

      “Actually…where are we? Silesia? I do not know this town,” she heard him say as he walked slightly ahead of her.

      She rushed to catch up. “Yeah, we’re pretty far. The witches placed an entry over near the old barricade walls. Before the main road.”

      Witches, whoever remained in their Bohemian Occult City after the uprising, worked together to ensure that creatures of the Dark would remain safe inside the city borders. They’d pulled their powers and their resources, standing together to hex invisible barricades all along the verge of town. No one or nothing seeking to do harm could enter past the enchanted barriers. Charms would redirect them, confuse them, hurt them…badly, or worse. Anyone left from the Regime could not enter—not under any circumstance. It was Sarah’s idea. The only way in or out was through hidden entries placed all around the country, and even a few in Slovakia and Poland in the event they’d need to flee.

      “Clever, clever,” Valek chided.

      “It opens right up to the alley before the spell shop and the Witch’s boarding house.”

      Valek nodded, his eyes going distant, some light within them fading. For once, she knew what he was thinking. The spell shop. Evangeline.

      Aiden wasn’t the only enemy left alive. The Witch had once been a friend, though she quickly became a traitor when faced with a tough decision: Her life or her loyalty?

      She’d made her choice.

      Valek very nearly killed her. Very nearly.

      Now, nobody knew where she was.

      Charlotte touched his arm. He wrapped his around her shoulder and hugged her close.

      “Why don’t we go see what our heathens are up to? What do you think?” he asked light-heartedly.

      “Sure,” she returned. “Yule is tomorrow. Sarah wants to throw a party.”

      “As usual,” Valek sighed.

      “As usual,” Charlotte agreed.
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      Francis adjusted his ruffled cuffs and smoothed his lapels. Catching a glimpse of himself in the reflection of a towering and ominous glass serpent, he grinned. He absolutely adored himself in coattails. Dusting off his shoulder, he blinked up again at the garish piece of art.

      Cicero has such gaudy taste, he thought, grimacing at the effigy. Its fanged mouth gaped wide in an eternal hiss, suggesting the Parliament’s lack of mercy. It was their official symbol—not just a snake, but rather… the Ouroboros: a wingless dragon eating its own tail. It represented eternity, infinite power, and introspection.

      It also signified the ancient brotherhood, Ordo Draconum or The House of Drăculești. Father, they called him: Mircea the Elder or Mircea I of Wallachia. The Original. The first of their kind—the first man to make a deal with the devil. The sacred history of those with the gift.

      Francis became distracted once again by his own platinum curls and the ascot neatly coiffed around his throat. He prodded and pinched at himself, but nothing he could do would bring any amount of rosiness back to his dead cheeks.

      A fresh bloodletting and a new wardrobe was all he needed to feel himself again after that hideous battle at the Regime Palace. The near-destruction had brought him close enough to meet an eternal void of nothing. He’d almost watched his lavish existence crumble away at his shoes. The elders of the Parliament did well to revive him. In fact, he felt better now than the day he was reborn.

      The oligarchy was destroyed…for now. Vladislov was dead at last. For a moment their world was quiet. Valek was safe. That was all that mattered.

      Poor Vlad.

      Francis made a show of blessing himself, shaking his hands together in feigned prayer as he thought of his late companion turned sworn enemy.

      In the end, Francis ripped out Vladislov’s heart… Quite literally.

      Watching him die had been bittersweet. The two shared many good years together before Vladislov became one marble short of a full bag, cursing everything that scorned him—anyone who might have threatened his power… Or his fragile masculinity, God forbid.

      Once a progressive and tolerant heart, years on the throne turned the Great Wizard Vladislov into the real monster—a tyrant—a dictator. Hateful.

      But love makes monsters of us all, thought Francis.

      “May you rest in Hell,” he whispered at his memories before spitting venom from between his teeth at the shiny floors.

      “The Liege will see you now,” came a hollow voice from behind, startling him.

      There was no evidence of any sort of reflection in the glass so Francis turned around to see the shadowy figure of a Visitant. The mysterious creatures constructed of evil human souls and Dark Magic—or so, that was the way Cicero explained it—were paralyzing to say the least.

      Francis squinted at the specter and folded his arms. “Very well. Took him long enough. I’ve been waiting out here an entire five minutes,” he sniffed haughtily. “Tic toc, haven’t got all eternity—oh wait…”

      The Visitant offered no smart retort, turning with the expectation Francis would follow. He did. As if he had a choice. And though the shadow-man’s legs made the motion of walking beneath smoky see-through robes, he didn’t really walk. Rather, he floated over the reflective marble floors of the Silver City; an ancient collection of fortresses existing a thousand meters under Prague.

      Abelim housed a million secrets.

      There were many things about the ancient brotherhood Francis still didn’t understand. Since its fall from power in 1437, the Order became shrouded in mystery, even to the rest of vampirekind, forced into hiding.

      Francis hadn’t returned there in eons, but heard the Silver City mentioned over the years in a few blood-drunken midnight tales from rogues and vagabonds who didn’t know what they were talking about. Most Vampires didn’t know a single, real fact about the place—they were all tall tales, and hushed accounts. Francis kept quiet, hoping none of them would hear the memories in his own mind: real nights spent in Abelim when he was human, lusting for eternal life and power, swept up with the wrong crowd.

      And then there were nights after he was changed—nights far more deviant. Nights when he’d brought Valek down there to learn a thing or two about what the Dark could really be like.

      The ability of an elder Vampire was far blacker than any member of their rogue coven could even fathom. Vladislov knew it—fearing the rest of vampirekind might catch on to Abelim’s great secrets. The Wizard was a coward, but one thing redeemed him:

      Vladislov never hated Francis’ mortality while he still had it.

      “For as long as you are alive, I will love you,” the Wizard had promised in his younger days, back when he was a romantic. Back when Francis was mortal.

      But even his sweet nothings couldn’t diminish Francis’ insecurities about being human. Vladislov would live for hundreds of years and Francis wanted to be around for all of them, so he sought immortality in the arms of the Dark. It was the only possible way, but Vladislov considered it an act of adultery and selfishness rather than an act of love. And so, they grew to hate each other instead.

      But hatred is not the opposite of love, Francis reminded his still-aching heart. Indifference is.

      Vladislov never stopped hating Francis. Never. That thought made Francis’ stomach lift a bit.

      A new pair of Visitants, appearing exactly like the first—masculine, though shrouded in darkness and with no discernable faces, guarded the grand entrance to what was known as the Ivory Hall. It was an area of Abelim reserved only for the Dark elites and elders of the Parliament. It got its name because, really, it wasn’t a hall, as much as it was an ossuary. Its walls, the flying buttresses, and ribbed, Gothic ceilings were carved entirely from human bone. Forty-six thousand skeletons, to be precise. Forty-six was a sacred number. And the Ivory Hall  was the most sacred place.

      Francis had been welcomed there just once before, upon first returning to the secret city with Valek a near century ago.

      As it seemed, the Eastern European Magic Regime had its equal: Another sort of government, though the Parliament was much less a government now, and more of a secret society. The Parliament toiled under the crusts of the world. Watching. Waiting. And now…it was readying to reveal itself, to rise to power once more.

      The Regime was crumpled—it was the perfect time for the Order to rise again. To take power again.

      Bowing deeply at Francis, the Visitants pulled the burnished silver doors wide. Carved facets glittered in the firelight emitted by flanking torches. The shadow men gestured for Francis to enter. He continued to follow the first specter forward, deeper into a hall surrounded by columns of luxurious marble, quarts, and mother of pearl. Opal set deep into the walls, and swirled in patterns all the way to the front of a chamber rounded off by steepled stained-glass windows.

      A profane cathedral. It made the St. Vitus look like a dumpster, though fire erupting from massive wall sconces brought about an atmosphere much more commanding than would be found in any house of God.

      The Ivory Hall possessed biblical depictions similar to a cathedral, however. There were Renaissance murals, sculptures, shrines with sacred skulls displayed behind glass. But upon closer inspection, it wasn’t Jesus being celebrated.

      The fallen angel. Lucifer. His watchful, all-knowing eyes were everywhere. Here, in Abelim, he was heralded. Here, in Abelim, he was God.

      The Silver City was a tad too dramatic even for Francis’ palate, though he did appreciate the richness of the chosen tapestries, the silk floor runners, the upholstery materials—the finest fabrics from all over the world. But even so, the place could have done with some modernizing. It was just so…Gothic. It was exhausting.

      His mind flashed to Valek then, and he smirked. That vampy, little purist would do well down here.

      A surge of sadness inflated in his chest then. No. He swallowed it down. He didn’t miss him. He wouldn’t miss him. Valek was where he belonged…and so was Francis.

      Taking his time, he stalked toward the sitting area at the very front of the massive room. Unlike any other sacred place on earth, the elders didn’t use this as a place of worship, but rather, a place of business.

      “Welcome…to the Ivory Hall!” An oiled voice crooned still meters away where a group of important-looking figures sat near each other in impressive armchairs at the far end.

      “Would’ve seen the place sooner, but it takes a fortnight to travel from one side to the other,” Francis rebuked.

      Cicero folded his claws in earnest, his responding laughter quiet and sour.

      Even though it was all so dismal, Francis couldn’t help but feel a little nostalgic. It was so far underground it almost reminded him of the days he’d spent holed up in his basement. No sun. No windows. He was in safekeeping in that sprawling, cavernous crypt without even a single shaft of moonlight.

      Several dozen Vampires clad in elegant threads slid to their stations, lining the walkway leading to the towering windows at the far end. These men and women of the Dark Gift served as pages, lovers, secretaries—any task the elites required at any given moment and the Visitants were unable to fulfill themselves.

      Francis could get used to such an idea—being waited upon hand and foot by Prague’s most beautiful undead.

      For some reason, Sarah’s face surfaced in his mind. His black heart gave another great nudge. It hurt so bad he nearly stopped in his tracks, but no matter what, he could not show weakness.

      One female in particular eyed him as he passed, a deviant smirk spread across her shiny black lips. She was tall with legs that went on for ages under a gunmetal dress ending at the middle of her thighs. Her eyes flashed a brilliant azure, angular cheekbones framed by pin-straight black bangs, the rest of it coiled so tightly down her back it could have been used as a whip.

      Francis smirked back at her. “Thanks, but I am not your type.”

      He could then see the three elite members of the Parliament strewn across various silver chairs and fainting sofas. The term “elder” did not match a single one of their appearances. They weren’t wrinkled or hunched. They didn’t sit stoically like members of the Regime did. The Parliament had a much different style, one Francis could adapt to.

      They were all youthful, each of them devastatingly attractive in a murderous sort of way. Their bodies were tall and lean, each of their faces androgynous enough to grace any Milan catwalk and own it. Ballerina legs with figure-skater asses. He swore one look from any of them could have melted the flesh off a mortal’s face. They even intimidated him, and that was hard to do.

      Yes, Valek would fit nicely here, he thought again.

      “Francis! At last.” Cicero Drăculești greeted him without turning his attention away from his chess tournament with Aleksandr, a younger elite who must have joined the Parliament only recently, because the first night Francis arrived to Abelim was the first time he’d ever laid eyes on him.

      Alek glanced up at Francis, though cut his glare at once back to the board in front of him. He wasn’t friendly—he hadn’t said but one word to Francis upon their first meeting.

      Something was off. There were no swirling thoughts, no echoing inner monologues invading his skull. Somehow, the elders had apparently mastered the ability to keep their thoughts and emotions private. Francis frowned at the uncomfortable silence. At long last, the tables were turned and he could empathize with the vulnerability of a mortal mind. They were all privy to everything he thought, which seemed rather unfair.

      “Cicero. Nice to see you again,” Francis returned coldly and shoved his claws into his trouser pockets.

      The first time they’d seen each other in over a hundred years had been weeks ago when Francis decided to return to the Dark City. But he and Cicero hadn’t crossed paths since. The shadowed streets of Abelim were vast and winding enough to get lost and stay lost for some time. And there was more than one way to stay busy—blood houses, bath houses, shops, etc. An entire municipality.

      There wasn’t a follow-up response, so Francis meandered closer to the chessboard, eyeing their game. His gaze flickered to Alek whose eyes narrowed, his lips pressing together. Francis noticed his focus shift slightly away from the board toward the floor near his boots, his fists curling, his back going rigid.

      Francis couldn’t understand what it was about himself that made Alek dislike him so?

      Promptly, Francis moved one of Alek’s knights forward a square, causing him to gain the upper hand. He smirked, rocking back on his heels, feeling hopeful. An olive branch. “You’re welcome.”

      But Alek’s glare flashed indignantly to Francis’ face, electric eyes sinking to a deeper cobalt shade. Was he blushing? Angrily and without a word, the tall, sylphlike Vampire whisked away down the hall, taking his windy leave through the doors.

      Francis grimaced after him, stomach sinking.

      “Don’t mind Alek,” Cicero chuckled knowingly. “He’s a little shy with new members. He’ll warm up.” He swiftly planted his king, sending one of Alek’s glass knights crashing to the floor, bursting into a million glimmering shards. “Check mate.”

      But Francis’ attention was still gripped by the wake of the sandy-haired Vampire. He reeled. “I do not understand. Have I offended him in some way?”

      Cicero threw his greasy head back and cackled, wiping a blood tear away from the corner of his eye.

      “You give your attention to such trivial matters, Francis. Anything vexing Alek now is an issue of his own creation. Come,” he beckoned with a bejeweled claw. “Come. Sit with us.” He stood from the game board and moved to an area with more luxurious-looking armchairs, ones with tapered backs made to appear like giant silver coffins.

      Francis scoffed. How cliché.

      Cicero was also hollow-cheeked, as the others were, with a sculpted form like that of a danseur or the statue of David, though much slenderer. His muscles were tight, and easily visible under his vintage Armani suit. One would underestimate his strength, which probably worked to his benefit quite often.

      He was the most Mediterranean-looking of the group. Even in death, he somehow managed to maintain a little of his earthly olive color, his paleness possessing a glow that was more gold than gray. Black curls, thick and lustrous, scrawled like spilled ink around his square head—a cleft in his chin. He had about three hundred years on Francis and was most lethal of them all.

      And though Cicero called himself Drăculești, a true ancestor he was not. It was Francis’ understanding that someone genuine of the Father’s bloodline was very hard to come by. Most official members of the family had been slaughtered centuries ago. Anyone who might be left was surely illegitimate or affiliated from a series of creators.

      No, Cicero was merely a distant cousin of Petru Cercel— a watered down Drăculești—who was still a member of the House, but not quite related to Saint Vlad himself.

      Francis sat in a chair across from him, the back elongated with ornate detail—armrests carved into the skeletons of serpents. He noticed the windows beyond where they sat were actually a glass barricade guarding flames of the largest fireplace he’d ever seen.

      “How have you found your recent nights here in our great township?” Cicero’s voice was as slick as his hair. He pressed his fingertips together in front of his mouth.

      Francis settled deeper into the velvet upholstery, folding one leg over the other.

      “My nights? They’ve been tolerable. I’ve never been more…well fed. Tell me, how do you facilitate your lust? I see no mortals here….” He gestured to the room around them. “I never have.”

      Cicero smirked. “We have our ways, dear Francis. One of these nights, I’ll show you.” He frowned, seeming to consider some other thought. “My apologies. I’ve been rude. You remember Ophelia.”

      He indicated the most striking female in the room, one with lightning-white hair and thick black eyelashes. She wore a charcoal gown that plunged dangerously, exposing her sternum and the edges of her supple breasts.

      Francis shrugged. “Sure. How could I forget?”

      She indeed wasn’t someone to forget. Cicero found her centuries ago, kidnapped her after realizing who she really was—a direct blood relative of Elizabeth Bathory herself. Ophelia was her estranged niece, though at the time of Bathory’s reign, Ophelia was still mortal.

      Circero called Ophelia his sister—taught her how to be like him in every way. A seductive sociopath. She and Francis had never gotten along.

      “Very good. And Oslo…you’ve never met.”

      Oslo, an elder with a perfectly bald head and slanted, snake-like eyes nodded once at Francis. He sat more erect than Cicero, his claws clasped over his knee. His expression was severe and sort of judgmental, his pointy nose in the air.

      “Evening,” he wheezed, his voice like dust.

      “Pleasure,” Francis grimaced.

      “And Milo will be in shortly. He is just finishing an errand for me.”

      “Thank you for allowing me to take sanctuary here. I never thought I’d need to return after—”

      Cicero lifted his claw to stop him. “Water under the bridge, Francis. All the same, I’m glad you’re back. We hope you might consider Abelim your permanent new home.”

      Pictures of Valek zapped in Francis’ mind again. His chest ached a little worse. “I-I haven’t really thought about it—”

      “After your victory against Vladislov, you would surely make a strong elite.”

      “I might be needed elsewhere…eventually.”

      “You are needed. Right. Here.” Cicero’s claw tapped the makings of his chair’s arm.

      Francis clenched his jaw very tightly. Seeking help from Cicero may have been a huge mistake. Payback was obviously coming. Francis couldn’t hear Cicero’s thoughts, but it was a safe thing to assume.

      “Of course, Cicero. For I am but a lowly servant to the elders of the Parliament. As I always have been,” he said darkly.

      Cicero released a hideous guffaw, loud and invading, into the cold room. The severity of the sound startled Francis and reverberated off all the stone and glass.

      “Comrade! I’ve always appreciated your sharp tongue. But are you not aware of what’s coming?”

      “Comrade? Is that what I am to you now?” Francis tried to sound as indifferent as possible, picking dirt from under his tapered nail.

      Cicero threw a suggestive look at Ophelia. The ruby corners of her lips quirked up, her eyes glittering. With one of her claws lifted to Francis, she made a pushing gesture, and in the very next moment, his chair flew back several meters, almost slamming into a wall.

      Francis white-knuckled the armrests, and even though his heart was dead, he swore he felt it jump. Gasping, he peered dubiously up at the two of them.

      “What sort of trickery is this?” he cried. “How did you—” But fear choked back the rest of his words.

      Vampires couldn’t do things like that, could they? He’d never known any of his kind to have such special powers.

      “I suggest you pay attention now. You haven’t the slightest idea what the Dark Gift is capable of. Don’t be so arrogant.” Cicero pushed up from his chair, turning to the concealed fire, his back facing Francis. The light encased his sharp silhouette, making him glow ethereal and demonic. “You have yet to understand the capacity of what you are—to reach your full potential. Now that you’ve come back to me, I want to teach you all I know. Together, we can swallow up every ounce of light—suck it dry. Aiden Price thought he’d own the world. But he didn’t comprehend what it costs and the interest that comes with bargaining for it. I do.”

      Francis shot to his feet as well. “But you can’t—”

      “We’ve already begun.” Clasping his claws behind his back, Cicero glared at Francis from over his pointy shoulder.

      “You are insane! There must be balance!”

      Cicero began to pace slowly, a snide grin darkening his features. “Your precious Vladislov didn’t believe in balance. Neither do I. What do you want, Francis? Light or Dark? Only one can reign….”

      “You’re elderly and daft, as he was. You don’t know what you’re saying.”

      “You don’t see the opportunity laid at our feet now,” Cicero hissed. “Would you like another demonstration of what I mean?” He held his claw at the ready.

      Francis, for once, didn’t know how to respond. He exhaled, sitting back down in his chair.

      Cicero focused, making a great beckoning motion with his hand and Francis’ chair slid back to where it had been before. He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, out of breath from shock.

      “We, as you know, are elite because we have been around for an eternity.” Cicero’s grin grew wider as he spoke, each word twisting through the room, slow and treacherous. “We’ve had the chance to hone our abilities beyond other men of the Dark. And we’ve discovered this: As we age, we become the opposite of what our adversaries become. They grow old. They become ugly. And then… they die. They lose strength—lose ability. The more we consume, the more we gain and the longer we live. And your Valek… he is a genius.”  The last word came out brighter, almost with laughter.

      Francis remained still, fists clenched.

      “You know…I am not one who usually reads…” Holding up his claw, Cicero beckoned again. Sounds of pages fluttering came from the far end of the room. Then, he caught a thick volume in his fist with a thump. He chuckled, bringing it to his chest. With the lick of his thumb, he fingered through the pages.

      “Anatomy of Vampires: Volume One,” he crooned. “By Alistair Vlain. A mortal. You knew his partner, didn’t you?”

      “Yes. A-Andela,” Francis stammered, thinking of the beautiful and pale woman who had been a member of his coven in Prague. “She perished during the uprising… She’s gone. And Alistair is long dead.”

      “Francis…do you know why her beloved Alistair went to such great and dangerous lengths to gain this information?” Cicero shook the book near his head.

      Francis gaped. He didn’t know how to answer.

      Cicero barked out another sharp laugh. “Oh me, oh my. You don’t even know the blood running through your own coven, do you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Your Andela—a Hungarian, was she not?” He said it to Ophelia who smiled knowingly. “She was an important member of our society, but I guess she kept that part of her mind hidden. She was able to do that, you know.”

      “I could hear her thoughts,” Francis argued.

      “Only the thoughts she wanted you to hear. But I’ll tell you a secret,” Cicero said with electricity in his voice. He licked his thumb and turned another page. “Andela was a Rákóczi. More importantly, she was the granddaughter of the great Francis II, Rákóczi of Hungary.”

      Francis shrugged. “What does that have to do with anything? I didn’t come here for a history lesson.”

      Cicero tsked and shook his head. “Francis, as the newest member of Parliament, these are all things you ought to know. You should educate yourself. The Final Seven.”

      “The final seven what?” Francis was growing impatient and tired.

      “The fall of the Order,” Cicero hinted, speaking slowly as if Francis was an imbecile.

      “Yes,” Francis nodded, trying desperately to prove he knew a thing or two about his own origin. “Ordo Draconum. We were once the most influential chivalric order in Europe. It deteriorated when Sigismund was destroyed in 1437.”

      Cicero shuddered. “You’re almost correct.” His eyes flashed. “But, you are missing a key piece.”

      Rolling up his sleeve, he revealed a dark tattoo on his forearm. It was the symbol again—the Ouroboros—a serpent entwined around itself over the image of the cross and sword, eating its own tale.

      “Infinity,” Cicero hissed. “Gods on earth. The Order will never deteriorate, because we will never deteriorate. The destruction of Father Sigismund was a threat, so we went into hiding. But the Light is fading and now…we will return. The House of Drăculești can never be destroyed, for good ol’ Dracula shared his blood with so many before they took him. He knew, you see?” Cicero’s gaze went hazy, as though he’d drifted into some dream. “The only things you will never defeat…”

      Francis’ gaze flicked up to the massive flames again before scouring the surrounding hall. “So…you retreated. Of course. You chose to hide under the very spot of the final coronation. Under where Sigismund rests. Under Prague.”

      “You catch on quickly when you’re not thinking so much about your hair.”

      Francis shook his head. “But…The Final Seven?”

      Cicero inhaled. “The final seven families who continued to preserve the ways of our Order despite societies above.” He pointed up, seeming to indicate the world teeming over their heads. “The final seven families who were brave enough to keep the Order of the Dragon alive while we lie in wait down here in this crypt.”

      Francis winced. “So, what of Andela? She was part of one of those seven families?”

      “Indeed. Her blood was royal. When she was changed, she fled out of fear. The Parliament sought her at once, of course. Anyone with blue blood in their veins…I want. They will play an integral part as we form our army and fight back at last against the Light.”

      “And her husband?”

      “He was very special. Human, though when his wife became altered, he did not run from her,” explained the bald Vampire, Oslo, in a voice like kettle steam. “He did not fear her. A fated human. We thought he might be a valuable bridge—someone to educate mortals—to convince them to yield to our power when the time comes. We need them in order to survive, and so we must revere them. Not simply…hunt them.”

      Francis was reminded of Charlotte then. A fated human.

      “So we employed him. Alistair. We gave him this duty,” Cicero continued, his eyes cast down at the book again. “A single member from each of the Final Seven must document a volume—a truth about our kind to re-educate the human race—to prepare them. Andela was going through quite the ordeal upon her transformation, so because she was unable, Alistair stepped in. He completed the task on her behalf.”

      Cicero held out the Anatomy of Vampires: Volume One to Francis who took it in his claws, marveling now. Why didn’t he know any of this?

      “A book for every secret…” mused Ophelia.

      “A book for every circle of hell…” continued Oslo.

      “A book for every family,” crooned Cicero. “I particularly enjoyed the last chapter. The one about feeding on Light blood.” His smirk turned dastardly and evil. “Your Wizard…he was cunning. Imagine living with such a secret. And hiding it from the man he loved.”

      Francis sneered and cast the book back at Cicero who caught it with ease. “Common knowledge is easy to find for those who seek it.”

      “Is it?” Cicero’s amusement faded into a twisted and ugly bitterness. “Vladislov had this title banned throughout Occult societies after I turned you into the beast you are!” He bared his fangs. “He had the entire last chapter removed from every, single print of this book! This war is because of you, you selfish thing! ARE YOU SO BLIND?”

      “No, it isn’t. You just said it. This war is as ancient and unforgiving as you are!” Francis folded his arms and batted his eyes. “And, about Vladislov and I, I am sure I do not know what you’re talking about.”

      “Oh no?” Cicero hurled the book at Francis’ head, but he dodged it in an instant. “Do not toy with me, Francis! It’s been too many years! Why you returned to that barbarian is beyond me! He never loved you! I could have given you everything!” he roared, his claws curling. “Every copy, every secret…destroyed! Those seven books…they are holy to us now—the last shred of culture we have left to all we are. They are sacred and the Regime burned them like trash! If we know the secrets, we gain access to all of our power. We need those books! Do you know how many original copies of Volume One are left in the world? Three!”

      “Where did you get that one?” Francis indicated the book now strewn across the floor.

      “From your silly, little home after it was pillaged. We were lucky Vladislov’s cronies didn’t find it.” Cicero collapsed back into his seat, sighing and rubbing the bridge of his nose like he needed a cigarette.

      Francis was exhausted too. Adrenaline, whatever corpse version of it he possessed, buzzed under his skin.

      “At any rate, you are here now,” Cicero sighed. “I understand you had no other choice. I always knew the night would come—the night you’d come crawling back to me when Vladislov would finally be through with you.”

      “I’m beginning to feel sorry for my decision. Tell me. Why have you requested my audience tonight? It can’t be because you simply wanted to tell me all of this. I was enjoying my evening stroll around the river well enough by myself. Clearly, there is something you wish to demand of me.”

      Cicero glared up at him through his fingers. “I want what you’ve been coveting. I want him back. You know, don’t you? You’ve known since the moment you drank from him.”

      Francis tasted fear on his tongue again. There was no pulse in his chest, so the reaction was a simple, sinister cold under his skin and a sour taste in his mouth.

      “Why? He paid his debts to you, Cicero. He is innocent in all of this. He is finally happy. Let him alone.”

      “No, no.” Cicero wagged his finger. “We need him. Don’t you see? Valek Ruzik’s name is spreading throughout Occult society. He led an uprising against an entire dynasty of sadists. But the hard work isn’t over yet. We need that kind of power here, on our side. When you first brought him to me, I knew he had promise. I could see it those years ago. Your service to the Parliament is never finished. Once a member, always a member. And we have reason to believe…Valek, too, is blue blooded.”

      “Valek is a free agent. He takes no sides.”

      “I want him here.”

      “He won’t come.”

      “He will, if there is bait….” Ophelia spoke up again, her voice, soft and delicate. “That girl is an awful lot like Alistair Vlain, isn’t she?” Her glare slid over to Cicero’s Cheshire Cat-like grin. “She’ll be of great use to us.” She bit her lip.

      Promptly, the two grand doors burst open at the front of the Ivory Hall. Footsteps resounded as someone new approached.

      “Ah. Milo. At last.” Cicero’s grin grew wider.

      This Vampire was shorter than the others, his hair chopped and dark, his eyes narrow. His structure was thick and box-like. His suit was incomplete—only adorned in slacks and a silk, midnight-colored shirt. On a pewter chain around his neck was an Ouroboros pendant. It matched the symbol tattooed into Cicero’s forearm. He reminded Francis of the Russian mob. And in a dialect as thick as any person’s from Moscow, he said, “The book has been delivered, my Liege.” He bowed halfway at Cicero who nodded his approval.

      “Good, Milo. That is all.”

      With another curt nod, Cicero’s crony regarded Francis before retreating out into other parts of the dismal underground.

      “What have you done?” Francis asked, his panic building.

      Despite being of the Dark, the Parliament was not his ally. They were dangerous. They had their own world-dominating motives. At least the Light counter-balanced their power. Not anymore.

      Cicero snickered. “Relax. Sit down.”

      With another wave of his claw, Francis’ chair flew forward, the seat catching him behind his knees, buckling them. He fell back, never feeling so deficient in his entire blood-devouring existence.

      “How are you doing that?” he panted.

      “We need more blue blood in the order. Only we have these capabilities. Shame you’ll never know what it feels like.”

      “Please,” he pleaded. “Don’t hurt the girl.”

      “Francis, Francis! We don’t want to hurt her.” Cicero exchanged a new look with Ophelia and Oslo. “We want to harvest her. Her blood will make Valek unstoppable.” His features brightened. He tugged at his collar. “I heard about the deal you made with Valek. Sinister, Francis. Very clever.” He wagged his claw at him.

      “I didn’t have a choice.”

      “Yes you did!” Cicero snapped. “But you’re spoiled. And her will is strong. Her blood must be intoxicating. I’ll wager the same arrangement. She will be…” He toed closer to where Francis sat. “the most protected thing in this…” He glanced up and around. “house.”

      Francis bit his tongue, curling in on himself. He remembered the taste of her—how she quelled his thirst—the incredible high he got after feeding from someone with such tenacity—

      “She is a friend now,” Francis whispered, defenseless.

      “Very admirable, Francis, but don’t be childish. There are issues more serious than simple friendship. Like I said, I don’t intend on destroying her. After all, she must be someone very desirable if entire armies are being launched to find her. And…if she truly loves Valek, she’ll want to help.”

      “The blood that launched a thousand fangs…” Ophelia sneered and then giggled quietly at her unfortunate joke.

      “Tell me. Really. What is it? What makes her so special?” Cicero pressed.

      Francis considered that for a moment. He locked eyes with Cicero. “She’s stared death in the face, and still, her will…does not bend. She lives with nightmares, but she finds their beauty instead. She’s never thought my claws were ugly.” He looked down at them. “She does not turn away from the gray of our skin. The rest of the world is harsh and full of judgement. Charlotte lives with monsters and sees…people.” Francis inhaled deeply. His chest felt heavy again. “I’ve never met anyone like her.”

      “You’ve never met Alistair Vlain,” said Oslo.

      “No. I haven’t. And that makes me very sad.”

      Cicero licked his chops. “You see? That’s what I want. Think about it. We, the undead…we are the opposite of life. We literally consume vitality. We feed off of it. And the more we get, the more we thrive. The stronger we become, the more Light will falter in our wake. She could be such an asset to the Parliament. It’s been an age, Francis. I am tired. The Parliament needs new talent. Valek. I want him to lead. And the girl is his fated. Don’t you know how powerful that is? The more blood he consumes of hers, the stronger he will be.”

      “But you are forgetting our third law!” Francis said quickly. “The Law of the Invited. Vampires may only enter a mortal abode if they are invited in. Adversely, we cannot drag her down to Abelim against her will. We must invite her. And even then, she must accept the invitation.”

      Which…she never would. She was smarter than that. There. He had them now. Francis folded his arms triumphantly. There was no getting around it. It was part of the curse, the Dark Gift –part of the magic that made them.

      Cicero lifted his eyebrows, his wicked grin reprising. “But, Francis…I have invited her.”

      Francis’ stomach rolled. “And? What was her response?” He struggled to swallow the panic in his voice.

      “We await her response presently.”

      “There needs to be balance,” Francis argued.

      “Balance. Peace. Harmony. You should hear how idiotic you sound. One world order!” Cicero demanded, slamming his fist over the arm of his chair. “The mortals have been predicting this for centuries. Devastation. I want to ride in through Armageddon like a white night.”

      He turned, marveling at the great fire behind the glass. He looked like the king of Hell. The dancing light reflected in his full moon-colored eyes.

      “Humankind will soon have to answer to a superior race. An infinite race. But we don’t want to destroy them. Like Oslo said, we need them. We want to covet them—protect them.” Cicero chuckled. “Congratulations Francis…by scorning Vladislov, you’ve put this whole plan into action.”

      “What did you have Milo do?” Francis whispered, his whole body trembling as he stood to his feet again.

      Cicero’s gaze glinted. “We will reintroduce the world to the glory of the Darkness. You’ll see. I thought it appropriate to gift the Vampire’s charge with the first copy of Volume Two…since her guardian’s bloodline stems from one of the seven houses. They deserve to know the second secret.”

      His grin was crooked, cracking his marble features, making him appear even more sinister.

      Francis felt the hairs on the back of his neck bristle—something he hadn’t felt in a long time. Valek was an elite? He tried to curl his mind around the idea.

      “This addition to the seven volumes, I’m pleased to say, was pieced together by one of our very own.”

      He gestured grandly to Ophelia who smiled.

      “Valek will never bow to your whims.” Francis scoffed. “He is younger, yes, but his strength bests yours. He doesn’t want any part of your extremism.”

      “You’ll see. The girl will come here of her own accord. Soon, you’ll understand that I am only helping her and Valek—putting them both in a position of power so that no Elf, no Wolf, no single obstacle will be able to challenge Valek, nor Charlotte, ever again.

      “The mortals fear the very thing that will become their salvation. Lord Price, the Regime, they have no use for mortals. They will stomp them out like cockroaches. We will be their salvation. We will harvest blood. We will turn the ones worthy of being turned. Vampire was a name given to us by the uneducated poets with romantic ideas. But the ancient Mother and Father know the truth….”

      “Do you understand what we really are, Francis? Once mortal, now immortal…however all shaped in His image?” Cicero pointed his first two fingers together toward the ceiling. “Cursed by the ultimate Dark?” His other hand pointed two fingers toward the floor….

      “You don’t really think—”

      “We are the fallen, created for a much larger purpose than just stalking and hunting and being illustrated incorrectly by writers and daydreamers. Our power is real. The elites…the lucky ones…we have the power of angels—of gods. The fallen ones. The curse of Lucifer. The facts are real. History will support it. Vampire is just a child’s term to describe what we really are. Blessed with the Gift by those others who possessed it before us. I’m talking hundreds of thousands of years, Francis. Do you think this is some mistake? Do you think we are here by some accident? No! After all, mortals have their own thirst for blood, don’t they? They kill each other. They destroy this world. We are here because of a deal made between the Devil and Mircea I. Mortals are blind to their own self-ruin. It is time they are put back in their place! They are no better than children who need looking after.”

      Francis gaped at Cicero, his extremities numb. He could not believe what he was hearing.

      “I still do not understand what my part is in all this,” he whispered. “Yes, I destroyed Vladislov. He made my life a living hell.”

      “Is that such a bad thing?”

      He gulped thickly, tensing his muscles to control his shivering. Cicero Drăculești suggested he was a god—a demon. He was suggesting Armageddon. Hell on earth. And he didn’t see anything wrong with that. There was no reasoning with someone like him. Instead, Francis realized needed to speak his language. Play along.

      “If something as important as preserving the human race is at stake, what could I possibly do to assist you? My work is done.”

      Cicero sat back down and rested his chin over his knuckles. He shrugged. “Valek and his girl do not know where we are. You will guide their way. I don’t want her traumatized. I want her to believe this is a safe place, do you understand? Valek is smart. But, you and I together, we can outsmart him.”

      “But…why?”

      “He single-handedly led your coven to take down something as powerful as the Regime. But that was a small battle compared to the much larger war looming on the horizon. The Dark Ages will return. This I promise you.”

      “If you know so much about what’s coming, why didn’t you just take care of them? We are so god-like, after all. The Parliament seems more than capable to handle a couple of Wizards.”

      “Vladislov’s cunning was not something to take lightly. The Court of Myrddin is just as great as our own Order. Just as the source of our powers is divine, so too is theirs. And they still outnumber us. The Regime is vulnerable, but the Light is still great. We must build ourselves up, and strike when we are stronger.”

      Fury erupted from Francis’ core, but he held it in. Though, he was more than ready to rid himself of such wretched company.

      “Several hundred of our kind perished, do you understand that? The Parliament is supposed to be a symbol of resilience. You didn’t bother once to come out of hiding to help us,” Francis accused.

      “You are very bold to address your Liege in such a way.” Oslo drummed his claws on his chin. His silver glare sliced right through the heavy shadows.

      Francis fumed. “I’m sorry, but beloved members of my own family died when you could have easily used these new powers to help destroy Aiden and his army.” He blinked furiously. “Just because some half-baked plan of yours demands you sit on your hands while—”

      “Enough!” Cicero bellowed. The fire behind him cast him in a long, terrible silhouette over the length of the hall. “You will not disrespect me any further, nor will you disrespect Ordo Draconum. Abide by me and you will not face destruction. Heed what I say and you will gain the infinite power we possess and be an elite member of the Parliament. This I promise.”

      Francis, struck cold with fear again, only nodded once.

      The fire behind them calmed to a glister.

      “We need the one you created. Valek Ruzik. The rogue. The dreaded. The natural leader. His bloodline belongs to the House of Bethlen, the sacral prince. He will shepherd us in this war against the Light. And you will be our messenger,” Ophelia instructed coolly.

      Cicero noticeably seethed, but worked to calm himself. “If Valek could take your tiny coven of misfits and overthrow the leader of the entire Central European Magic Regime, then he will be the best fit to lead our army toward the rebirth of this world. The rest of us lack the kind of willpower he possesses. Such an internal strength is exceedingly rare.”

      “Valek Ruzik is shaped by the Devil, as we all are, but he has the heart of God inside of him,” Francis whispered.

      “He has the potential we lack,” Oslo added in a high, clear voice. “He is the ultimate pioneer. We’ve been watching him for a very long time. And while the girl has no real place in our new order, she will become crucial. We’ve delivered her invitation. The plan is in motion. If you do not comply, it will result in your immediate disintegration…above ground…at dawn.”

      “Fine.” Francis breathed at them, his glare moving between each fierce face.

      Cicero had succeeded in backing him into a corner. As he leaned back in his seat, the head Vampire looked pretty satisfied with himself.

      Conflict twisted Francis’ guts into a knot, but then, a newer and cleverer idea crept into his mind—a realization—a memory of a little detail he’d long forgotten. It was precarious, but if Francis took this risk, it just might save them all.

      “There is something else you must know.” He leaned forwarded with his elbows on his knees. “A different kind of secret. One Valek has been keeping for a long, long time. It is the reason he fled the Parliament in the first place. It is something he’s never told anyone…anyone but me. There may be another pawn in this game—one you’re not aware of. And if you’re not careful, that pawn might just take out your king.”
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      Valek heard his name being called from the front of the house.

      “Valek, look!”

      Frantic steps thumped down the hall.

      Stopping his work with a splint and a roll of bandage, Valek sighed, albeit, happily.

      “You’ll excuse me, won’t you?” he said to a Forest Sprite perched on the edge of a gurney.

      At the back of their large, baroque home, Valek worked in an annexed room designed specifically to house his medical practice—a room with white walls and stark countertops, with a large desk, jars of cotton, a gurney, a ticking wall-clock, and old drawings in picture frames.

      “Of course.” Ludo smiled. His forearm dangled at the elbow—nothing but a snapped tree branch. It hung on by only a few thin vines, and though Valek could not empathize with a man comprised of bark and leaves, he imagined an injury like that must have been quite painful.

      Charlotte burst through the office door, eyes brighter than they’d been the night before, her smile wide over cheeks rosy and freckled. “Valek! Would you look outside? It’s snowing!”

      He chuckled, setting down the instruments he’d been using to bind up Ludo’s arm. “Lottie, I told you I’d be working for a bit, today….”

      “I know. But—” She stopped, craning up on her toes and sideways to peer around where he stood, giving a short wave to the other fellow in the room. “Hi, Ludo! Sorry, Valek, but it’s finally the first snow and you haven’t seen it in ages. Well, not in the sun at least. Please? I don’t want you to miss it! It’s so pretty in the light, and everyone’s outside, and—”

      Hearty laughter exploded from Valek’s chest loud enough to roll over her prattling. She subsided looking haughty and folded her arms.

      “Good. Go join the others, then. I’ll be out in a moment.”

      “But—”

      “Come, now, Valek. Not to worry! She’s right,” Ludo added with a nod of his leafy head. “Go, on. My arm isn’t gonna sprout back next minute. It’ll still be broken when you return.”

      Poor Ludo. Guards of the Central European Magic Regime had more than just tortured the inhabitants of the Bohemian Occult City during their relentless effort to capture and kill vampirekind some mere weeks ago. Tyrannical leaders of Europe’s magic societies sought them out, bent on seizing Charlotte and slaughtering Valek for what he was: Dark. A blood-feeder.

      Heathen, they called them. Leaches. Scoundrels.

      For decades, the Regime denied vampirekind from their usual human-hunting pursuits, which brought about the beginning of a war between the Light and the Dark. Anyone who refused to relinquish information regarding the whereabouts of Valek and Charlotte was to be physically punished…or worse.

      Though his arm had been the most minor of his injuries, Ludo was one of the lucky ones. At least he was still alive.

      “But, you must be in pain,” Valek insisted from the doorpost, wincing as half of Ludo’s branchy arm rotated clockwise by one green tendril.

      The Sprite shrugged. “Not too much. Whatever meds you’ve given me seem to be working.” His daft grin made Charlotte giggle.

      Valek threw a dark look at her from over his shoulder. He sighed again and said, “Very well.” He turned once more to the wide-eyed redhead in the hallway. “But just a few minutes.”

      “Great! A few minutes.” She wrapped her warm hand around his and tugged him down the hall.

      Beyond the foyer, past the wooden doorframe elaborately carved with the many faces of creatures and beasts, Valek could see their group huddled together on the porch landing.

      The gaggle of Vampires watched the snowfall with content silence. Each set of shoulders was draped with a different-colored scarf knit by Sarah, the Witch who lived with the coven of misfit monsters in their house at the edge of the forest.

      Their city of magic remained secret from human societies thanks to nothing more than some dense woods, a false graveyard, and a few magic spells.

      “See?” Charlotte sang again. “Everyone’s been waiting.”  She towed him by his sleeve over the threshold, weaving their way to the front of the group. “Look! Beautiful, right? You haven’t seen this for…what? Like, a hundred years? In the sun, I mean.”

      He sighed, but offered a smile down at her as she waited expectantly for some kind of enthusiastic reaction.

      Every day since their homecoming, every chance Charlotte got, she wanted to reintroduce Valek to the world in daylight. Unapologetically, she’d tear him from his record-keeping so they could watch the sunrises together. She’d break Valek from some deep conversation with Jorge to force him out on a trek through the wood some quiet afternoons to hear the birdsong.

      But he didn’t mind. Because it was everything he ever wanted. Though, he couldn’t settle on why his chest still felt so tight and heavy.

      It had been over a century since he’d seen the sun, having been condemned to a life of damnation and the terrible curse that came with his immortality:

      With the sunrise, Vampires returned to their deathly state—their true form—a corpse, only enchanted by the power of night and the curse in their blood. Each daybreak, Valek suffered the same horrible demise…damned to die over and over again. Agony. It meant burning from the inside, suffocating and starvation all at the same time.

      But the Regime and the powers of Light kept a dastardly secret locked away for centuries. Vladislov, the ancient Wizard and lord over the Regime oligarchy, had concealed this knowledge from other occult sects for centuries:

      He held the only cure—the only antidote for the Vampires’ strange affliction. Blood. Blood of the Light. Blood of the royals. The Elves, and anyone who presided within Light realms of magic. Vladislov’s secrets would have died with him if it hadn’t been for Valek.

      The rogue coven attacked the oligarchy—they drank from them—thereby revealing the guarded paradox.

      Now, the group of undead stood in the sharp light of midday, totally unscathed. For the first time in nearly one hundred years, Valek did not die with the daybreak.

      Charlotte was right, of course. The snowfall was worth seeing. Blankets of fine powder glistened in mounds, sanded diamonds under a late-afternoon sun.

      Light streamed across the lawn in bright-yellow beams breaking through the wintery clouds. Thick flurries of snow spiraled down over their house, the speckling of trees, and the city square beyond the narrow path. Snowflakes clumped together in large, cottony tufts as they fell, a few landing in Charlotte’s autumn hair.

      “It never gets old,” Jorge, a younger-looking blond Vampire, spoke from the porch’s second step. His sweater-clad arms folded over his chest as he leaned up against a column.

      “Never thought I’d see it again,” added Dusana, a female whose face was mostly metal for the piercings along her lower lip, her eyebrow, her nose—even pewter studs in her dimples. She effortlessly balanced herself over the thin banister, shaking choppy black hair out of her eyes. “I could watch it all day.”

      “I only wish Andela was here,” Jorge continued.

      The beloved member of their clan perished during the uprising…caught by fire. Though Valek got the feeling Andela had been ready to die.

      “She would have loved this,” mused Sasha, a baleful male with beautiful ebony skin. He towered nearly twice the size of everyone else, though was probably the least formidable.

      “We should make snow angels,” chanted the twins, Ana and Aneta in slow, eerie unison.

      A sudden white blur whizzed past Valek’s nose before it smashed into the side of Jorge’s head.

      Deep and bellowing laughter sounded from the far corner of the lawn as Lusian threw his head back and slapped his knee. “It’s been decades!” he cried, wiping the corner of his eye. “Nailed you!”

      Jorge did not look amused.

      If any of their group fit the typical human expectation of what a Vampire should be, it would have been Lusian. He wasn’t the largest, but there was just…something about him. A certain restlessness lived in his eyes—in the way he carried himself, always hunched over, casing a person, a place. Like…he was always…thirsty. Always. Like killing never fully left his mind, even when he was satiated. Though, the noise of Lusian’s mind was usually just filled with arrogance.

      “Do you like it, Valek?” Charlotte whispered up at him. “You haven’t said anything.”

      He squeezed her firmly into his side and planted a kiss at the top of her head. “Brilliant,” he whispered down at her. “But you are even more so.”

      She was quite odd in her own right—the only mortal in a family of monsters. Valek found her, an infant abandoned by her human parents in the gutters of Prague nearly two decades ago. He’d brought her up in this world of magic. Took care of her. Watched her turn into the woman standing before him. Nineteen years passed in less than a second.

      “Cocoa!” the Witch’s voice sang from behind them.

      Sarah jived her way between Vampires toward the front of the group, careful not to spill frothy liquid from mugs occupying both her hands. The drinks looked festive, topped with swirling foam, garnished by red and white peppermint sprigs.

      Smiling, she handed the first to Charlotte before clanking hers against it. “Cheers!” And then she swilled a large gulp, the foam leaving a bubbling white mustache under her nose.

      “Thank you,” Charlotte said. “These look—”

      “I’ve added some cognac,” Sarah added in a very audible whisper, winking quite obviously.

      “What about me? My twigs are frosting, over here!” Ludo called, still within the foyer, but emerging out onto the deck with the rest of them.

      “Of course!” Charlotte swiveled out from the crook of Valek’s arm and dashed to hand Ludo her mug. “Have mine. Sarah and I have to finish up in the kitchen anyway.”

      “Shouldn’t be on your feet yet,” Valek half-scolded, but Ludo didn’t hear him. Or, rather, chose not to hear him.

      He took the mug in his good hand. Pushing it up over his head, the Forest Sprite said, “Cheers, to such lovely…er…friends!” before throwing it back.

      “I’m not sure cognac is going to mix well with your medic—” Valek started again, but then resigned himself to a, “never mind.”

      The drink went down Ludo’s gullet in a blink.

      It was nice. Even if for a moment, everyone was happy.

      “Yes, yes. Charlotte’s right,” Sarah chirped. “We must finish up. The boys will be back soon.”

      Of course, she was referring to Edwin, the mysterious scarecrow boy made from enchanted burlap and buttons, and Mr. Třínožka, the massive spider Shape-Shifter with a great mustache and a fondness for tea and junk-collecting. The two were in the town square fixing up Brouka General Store after it had been looted during the uprising. Their grand reopening was tomorrow.

      Charlotte followed Sarah back inside.

      “Excuse me, but where do you think you‘re going?” Valek caught Charlotte by her sleeve, tugging her back toward him while she grinned sheepishly. “You interrupt my work—you drag me out here—” When they locked eyes, he felt his otherwise dead heart react. He stroked her cheek with the edge of his thumb, his stomach lifting.

      He’d been more careful recently. He’d been staying away—keeping matters between them simpler—more platonic. He was sure she noticed, but Valek promised he’d stay out of her head. Charlotte always hated when he invaded the privacy of her mind.

      “Only a few minutes…just like you said,” she murmured under a playful smile. “Ludo still needs you and we have to get ready for Yule tonight.”

      Her mention of the occult holiday resulted in a few, small, exuberant cheers from the rest of the bunch.  Lusian was the only one who groaned and rolled his eyes.

      “Going to a lot of trouble for a bunch of people who don’t even like gingerbread,” the rugged Vampire grumbled as he skipped down the steps to help the twins with their snowman.

      Sarah poked her head back outside at once. “Oh, bite me, you blood junkie!” she snapped. “Neither Charlotte nor I have ever had a big Yule. Let us have our fun!”

      Grabbing hold of Charlotte by the sleeve, she yanked her into the foyer.

      “Perhaps I can assist.” Valek was quick to follow, but nearly tripped on Charlotte’s heels as both she and the Witch stopped short.

      “Uh…I don’t know if….” Charlotte began nervously, exchanging a questionable look with Sarah. “Maybe you should stay outside with the others. You know…enjoy the day a little longer?”

      Sarah mashed her lips into a tight line and scratched the back of her head, casting a sideways glance at some worried thought. She refused to make eye contact with him now. Something was brewing and Valek had a feeling it wasn’t just another one of her bewitchments.

      He searched through Sarah’s mind and then groaned laboriously. “What have you girls done?”

      He dashed ahead of them to find—

      Their usually spotless kitchen was now in total disarray. Valek counted three sacks of flour overturned on the counters, dusting wooden surfaces in white like the winter outside. One of the bags’ contents continued to spill out like hourglass sand, creating a heap on the floor.

      There were at least a dozen bowls, some full, some only halfway, with sorts of dough that varied in scents of nutmeg, berries, and chocolate. The oven was lit. There was something inside, though, with the sensory overload, he wasn’t sure what it was exactly. The icebox was left ajar, and copious amounts of fruits, some exotic, overflowed the brim of the skink.

      He gaped as Charlotte and Sarah pushed their way into the kitchen from behind him, giggling with one another.

      “What in Fate’s creation—”

      “Hush, Valek!” Sarah batted her manicured, little hand at him. She’d done up her nails in gold that morning. There was nothing about the Witch that lacked festivity. Even strands of tinsel winked at him through her short brown curls. “Don’t be cynical, like Lusian.”

      “We’ll clean up, right Sarah?” Charlotte sniggered.

      Inhaling, Valek worked to ease the tightness in his chest and rolled his shoulders back. Charlotte hadn’t seemed so happy—so carefree—in a very long while.

      This moment felt so far-removed from their nights of torture and fear, he decided, messy kitchen or not, having this holiday was indeed a good idea, if not unquestionably necessary.

      However, even with the joyous nature of the day, persistent worry still buzzed at the front of his skull. It begged the question…again—

      “Charlotte, how are you feeling today?”

      She frowned up at him. In fact, her whole face fell like he’d sucked the air out of the room. Even Sarah stopped her excitable dough-stirring.

      “Valek, I’m fine. I told you.”

      “Right, of course. I don’t mean to keep bringing about the topic.” He eyed the side of her throat, particularly the area where his own teeth had punctured her flesh.

      While in hiding, Charlotte suffered some mysterious ailment—a terrible scorching pain resulting from his cursed kiss. Her symptoms were fleeting and had not returned since, but the memory of how she’d writhed in pain nagged at him yet. Sarah had found something written about it in an ancient text. Simply an old wives’ tale, perhaps? Valek remained unsure. He’d been a medical professional in both his human life and this one, and he’d never witnessed anything like it. Fixation, Sarah called it, but he still wasn’t sure.

      “You’ll tell me if something feels out of the ordinary, won’t you, Charlotte?”

      Her smile was fleeting and a bit vinegary. “Yes. For the millionth time, I promise I will tell you. Why keep secrets? It isn’t like you wouldn’t hear it in my mind anyway.” She mumbled the last bit under her breath, starting to roll the dough waiting on the counter.

      Sarah did her best to seem preoccupied as well, keeping “busy” in the far corner of the kitchen, though Valek did not miss the way her eyes bulged and her lips pursed.

      Valek folded his arms and sniffed. “No,” he insisted. “I’m honoring your privacy…as you so vehemently requested.”

      “Thank you,” Charlotte said tonelessly and went on with her mixing.

      She’d made it clear time and again she wasn’t super happy about living in a house filled with mind-readers, a family privy to her most vulnerable thought and wills. So, they all did their best to respect her and tune out. Most of the time.

      Exhaling slowly through his nose, he unclenched his jaw and said finally, “When you’re through, clean it with a spell please, Sarah. I’d rather have my countertops and cutlery back to normal again before next year’s Yule, if you please.” He lifted his index claw at the girls. “And don’t get too carried away, because none of us…” Eyeing the kitchen once more, he dropped his hand and sighed. “Never mind.”

      Turning, on his heel, he trudged back toward the foyer to fetch Ludo who still sipped spiked cocoa on the porch.

      He thought of Francis, then, wherever he was. Valek’s creator and oldest friend made leading a coven look so much easier than this.
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      Charlotte watched Sarah shove the final baking pan into the oven, wiping her brow with the back of her oven mitt.

      A few members of the coven still played like children out in the snow, twinkling in the muted blues of early evening. While Sarah rolled, molded, and powdered, Charlotte wandered once or twice to the bay windows at the front of the house to peak out at her monstrous family.

      Lusian and the twins succeeded in sculpting a snowman that looked an awful lot like Valek, though its face was mangled in a sort of evil grimace with a dried twig pressed over the eyes for a unibrow.

      Not a very flattering depiction.

      They’d invited Ludo to stay for dinner, of course. He and Jorge were in the library rivaling over an intense game of Člověče, nezlob se! Valek was still locked away in his office, finishing up whatever paperwork he needed to sort out upon completing a patient procedure now that Ludo was all bandaged up.

      A new normal, Charlotte mused. Not quite her old life…but maybe better.

      Once again, order and peace fell over the occult the same way winter brought quietness to the world. She sighed, toeing back into the kitchen.

      “Almost time for supper,” came Sarah’s voice as she pulled out the roasted duck with golden skin, crisped and steaming, setting the pan over the oven top. She strung the mitt back in its rightful place.

      “Couldn’t you have just whipped up all this food with a swish of your magic sewing needle, Sarah?” Charlotte pulled herself up to sit over the counter.

      “Pish-posh, no! That wouldn’t be any fun at all, would it? Cooking the old-fashioned so much for festive! And I am nothing if not a woman of tradition.”

      She and Sarah had, in all probability, baked over twenty batches of assorted Yule cookies. They might need to pass a few around in the square tomorrow during the store opening. Or, if they were feeling selfish, freeze them and save them for summer. The massive freezer in Valek’s office wasn’t being used for the nefarious purposes it once had been, storing bodies of his drained victims until he could figure better ways to dispose of them.

      Now that the Regime was toppled, there were no more ramifications to keep him from going out to hunt on his own. No more bodies to hide. Most of his corpses landed themselves among the unsolved crimes of Ceske Budejovice, the largest human city just east of where their occult city hid, nestled deep in the Bohemian forests.

      The slam of the front door shook the walls and jingled the golden bells Sarah placed around the doorframes, the banister, and other house nooks.

      “Home!” boomed Mr. Třínožka’s butterscotch voice. “Smells delectable in here! Someone’s been busier than a bee queen!”

      Charlotte, sock-footed, skidded to the kitchen doorway and leaned halfway into the hall, finding the massive spider and Edwin hanging their scarves on the coatrack.

      “Almost done. Hope you’re both really hungry, because we made enough to feed the whole town!”

      “Doubt it, girly,” grumbled the aged spider-man. “We ‘ave ogres in this town. And you’d be surprised how much they kin eat. I’ve seen the improbable, I’ll tell ya that!”

      Jorge emerged from the library then. “But we can’t eat yet. There’s still more decorating to be done.”

      Ludo poked his head out after him, looking a tad miffed as he rocked back on his heels. He must have lost the game.

      Charlotte pivoted to frown at Sarah over her shoulder. “What’s left to do?”

      After all, the Witch had dressed just about everything. There wasn’t a single surface in that house left un-garlanded or un-glittered. Sparkling gold bewitchments swirled along the ceilings, enchanted lights blinking delicately in every corner. The staircase banister was covered in tinsel and poinsettia, red and white candles fluttering in every sconce.

      From the room opposite the library came the baleful Sasha who looked joyful with one of Sarah’s frilly red aprons wrapped around his hips.

      “Table’s set!” he announced proudly.

      They’d finally made use of the home’s opulent dining room, which had mostly gone ignored over the years. With only Charlotte and Valek living in the house, there was seldom any need to use it, though she possessed a few, vague memories of Valek entertaining official-looking men in there once or twice. They’d sipped blood as normal men would sip brandy. She’d been very young. She didn’t know who they were, but she remembered their sharp, suited shoulders and their polished shoes—their long nails. They were like him. Vampires. Perhaps visiting doctors from other Occult cities. Unimportant. The memories were nothing but dreamlike pictures now and Valek never spoke about it anyway.

      “Excuse me, but what about the tree?” Jorge continued, his moon-bright gaze turned to Charlotte again.

      The tree!

      “Oh, goodness me! Of course,” Sarah slapped her forehead.

      “We pulled down yer trunk a danglies from the attic this mornin’,” added Mr. Třínožka, moving deeper into the house.

      “Ornaments?” Charlotte raised her eyebrows, but couldn’t subdue her laughter.

      “I w-want to h-h-help,” sputtered Edwin with a smile. He and the spider disappeared into the library, Jorge and Ludo dashing aside to make way for Mr. Třínožka’s girth.

      “Well, let’s get to it, then.” Jorge rushed up to Charlotte, taking her by the hand.

      “Sarah? Are you coming?” she called back to the Witch.

      “In a moment!”

      The study was just as festive as the foyer, with a healthy fire burning in the hearth, more garland overflowing the mantle and around the windowsills. Bewitchments resembling ivy and icicles dripped and wound haphazardly off every surface in the room, glittering gold orbs hovering in the air. More candles of every size flickered, wax melting down their edges and pooling in heaps over the floorboards.

      With his arm over Charlotte’s shoulders, the boyish, blond Vampire indicated the tree standing bare in the corner between the bookshelves and the window. It was almost tall enough to scrape the ceiling—nice and fat.

      “Needs your touch, Charlotte,” Jorge said gently.

      “It’s perfect!” She clapped her hands in front of her face, excitement swelling in her chest. “Where did you find it?”

      “Hauled it in here myself,” Dusana said proudly, flexing her tattooed biceps as she, and Lusian too, sauntered their way inside.

      “After I helped you chop it down,” Lusian grumbled in an undertone.

      “Could have done it myself.” She shoved him, but then he tugged her forward by her hips and planted a kiss on her that turned up the heat in Charlotte’s face. She looked away at once, thinking bitterly about how Valek kept her at an arm’s distance again.

      “I do not approve of tree-chopping, I should add,” muttered Ludo and Charlotte’s heart plunged into her stomach. Oh no.

      Jorge clumsily stumbled over something between an explanation and an apology, but then Ludo relinquished the smallest smile.

      “However, I suppose…for an occasion like this…I might make an exception,” he said.

      “We’ll plant a new one in its place,” promised Charlotte. She hoped he wasn’t too insulted.

      “Excuse me! Does anybody care about my dinner table? Have you even seen it? My centerpieces are lovely,” Sasha added in his baritone from over the library threshold.

      “You’ve all been very helpful,” settled Sarah as she joined the growing group in the study. Ana and Aneta filtered in as well then.

      Peering inside the old crate, Charlotte found the dozens of shimmering glass globes she and Valek collected over the years. There was a small owl he’d whittled from an elm twig, a piece of twine strung through a loop at the top of its head.

      “This one first. It’s my favorite.” She handed it to Mr. Třínožka who took it in one of his four human-shaped hands and strung it over the centermost branch.

      Valek was last to join the coven in the den, rubbing his hands together, grinning. “Ah, you’ve all started without me.”

      Poking out from behind a crystal star and a red ball, Charlotte found another wooden ornament—a sun—given to her a few years ago as a Yule gift from … Aiden Price.

      The excitable chatter about the room fell hush as all the mind-readers tuned in to Charlotte’s abrupt internal upset. So much for staying out of her head.

      At once, she yanked the ornament from the box and chucked it into the fire, grimacing as she watched the flames blacken its smiling face, consuming it and turning it to ashes. Tears gathered in her eyes as she clenched her jaw. Her heart throbbed.

      If it hadn’t been for Aiden Price, Andela would still be alive. If it hadn’t been for Aiden Price, none of them would have endured the horrors those past weeks.

      But if it hadn’t been for Aiden Price, a distant voice reminded her, Valek would still only exist in the dark, never to see the sun again.

      Valek came up behind her, squeezing her shoulders. “That’s all right,” he whispered near her ear. “We needed kindling.”

      She turned to the rest of her strange family again, smiling, though the dull pain lingered—a broken heart for having been betrayed by a friend. “Anyone want to help me with the higher branches?”

      Sasha and Lusian jumped, diving claw-first into the box until both held armfuls of ornaments. They proceeded to affix them, Sasha starting an argument with Lusian about arranging too many gold ones together in one place.

      “The colors should be dispersed, Lusian!” was what he said but “Lusian, you idiot,” was what he meant.

      Charlotte gathered a few silver snowflakes on hooks when Sarah appeared, offering a full cup of sweet, mulled wine. She was a lush during holidays.

      “Cheers,” she said. “To a new beginning.” And then she pulled a few colored bells out of the box herself.

      Charlotte glanced down at the deep-red liquid filling the cup. “Yes,” she mused. “A new beginning.”

      A swift kiss against her temple surprised her and she looked up to find Dusana smiling broadly. If Charlotte wasn’t so accustomed to the fangs and the demonic bluish-white eyes, the grin might have been frightening.

      “If I have all of you, how could I ever fear anything ever again?”

      Mr. Třínožka responded by wrapping one of his long arms around her middle, sweeping her up from the floor and onto his back. She teetered for a moment, steadying herself before another one of his hands reached up, offering her a silvery star tree-topper. “We feel the same ’bout you, girly.”

      She leaned forward, concentrating on her balance. Wine still in one hand, she placed the star over the tree’s very tip. Then the room exploded in exuberant applause.

      “Terrific!” Ana and Aneta cheered in unison.

      “Stunning,” marveled Jorge.

      Mr. Třínožka placed Charlotte back on the floor. In an instant, Valek pressed her face between his hands and planted a firm kiss on her forehead, some of her wine sloshing over the brim of her cup.

      “Who’s hungr—uh—thirsty?” giggled Sarah.

      With more enthusiastic responses, a few of them tittering off in different various conversations while others caroled a traditional Yule song very loudly, the group left the library, filing into the dining room. It was dressed just as marvelously.

      Sasha really did have a keen eye for table-decorating.

      Large wine glasses filled with blood lined the long table. For Sarah, Edwin, Mr. Třínožka, Charlotte, and Ludo, there were gilded bowls over matching plates surrounded by more garland, candles, apples, cinnamon sprigs, pears, and clumps of cranberries.

      Once they were all seated, Sarah served the first course to those who were eating —a hardy mushroom soup.

      “You know, I could have bothered with goat and boar and all that, but—”

      “Sarah, this is more than necessary,” Valek chided, resulting in more bouts of laughter from the blood-drinkers in the group. Charlotte loved the way the corners of his eyes crinkled when he laughed. Her heart tugged.

      By the time she’d finished with her goose and the traditional Czech potato salad, the Vampires had gone through about a dozen glasses of blood each. A small question about how Sarah facilitated all the ichor hovered around Charlotte’s mind, but she didn’t dare ask. As she peered down at the goose meat still left on her plate, and then over to the half-eaten rabbit stew on Sarah’s, she decided she didn’t really want to know where the blood came from.

      Mr. Třínožka and Edwin disappeared from the group after they’d both cleared their plates. The way they both snickered out of the room was an obvious indication they were up to something.

      “You know,” Charlotte began. “Francis would have loved this. He would have been really proud of you, Sarah.”

      The group responded differently. Both Valek and Sarah frowned in deep thought. Dusana and Jorge voiced how much they missed their brat leader, and Sasha and Lusian saluted a new glass of blood to him, the crystal clinking loud enough Charlotte thought their glasses might break.

      “To Francis! For once, I think even he would say there’s too much glitter,” chuckled Lusian.

      “Nonsense. If Francis were here, you’d really experience a dinner party,” mused Sarah, smiling solemnly. She leaned back in her chair, her hands patting her swollen stomach. “I need a break before desert. Who wants to open gifts?”

      “Gifts!” cheered the twins collectively.

      Bells twinkling from the hallway captured everyone’s attention before Mr. Třínožka burst into the dining room once more. Now, he was dressed head to toe (all four sets of toes) in scarlet with gold trimming. Around his ears, he wore a frazzled, fake beard, his head topped with a pointed Wizard’s hat, red velvet embroidered with gold stars.

      “Har har har,” his voice boomed.

      “Think you’ve got the wrong laugh,” Jorge began. “Isn’t it—”

      “Listen here! I happen ta know the real Saint Nicholas.” Mr. Třínožka wagged his finger at him. “Once good friends, he and I, an believe it er not, the laugh went ‘har har har!’  None a this ‘ho ho ho’ nonsense.”

      Edwin stood meekly beside the great spider, looking sheepish in an emerald green get-up and pointy shoes. “I feel r-r-ridiculous.”

      “Santa of my nightmares,” grumbled Lusian in an undertone, glowering at Mr. Třínožka’s eight appendages and beetle-black eyes.

      Sarah hopped up, grasping Edwin’s shoulders. “Oh, you both look wonderful!” And then she planted a kiss right on his nose. He teetered a bit.

      “Ready!” came Jorge’s voice from the study.

      The group, once more, clamored from one side of the hallway to the other, each of them finding seats around the hearth and the tree.

      Where there wasn’t before, now the floor beneath the fat pine was cluttered with shiny packages. Some tall, some wide and round, large and misshapen. They were all wrapped in shimmering red and green. Valek pulled Charlotte to sit next to him on the fainting sofa, keeping her hand folded in his.

      “I see one with my name on it!” called Lusian.

      “Very well,” Sarah sighed, throwing him the little present from Dusana.

      He caught it in his claws, releasing an excitable roar as he tore the paper to shreds.

      “It’s a new nose ring,” Dusana admitted with a satisfied grin.

      “You’re not supposed to tell me,” whined Lusian. But as he finished unwrapping, his grin grew wider and he crushed her in an enormous hug.

      There were too many presents to pay attention to what everyone was given. Charlotte noticed a pair of matching black dresses for Ana and Aneta from Sarah—the latest in Gothic trends from Prague. Charlotte and Valek gifted Sarah with a brand-new grimoire, a Witch’s book of shadows.

      Sarah opened it immediately, marveling at the intricate purple lettering on the front.

      “Written by Baba Yaga herself,” she gasped.

      “It’s limited addition,” Valek explained proudly.

      “But…the pages are blank.” A little frown creased Sarah’s brow.

      “You have to ask it something specific,” explained Charlotte. “I tried it myself, but it’ll only work if you’re a Witch.” Disappointment blossomed in her stomach, but Valek squeezed her hand tighter, forcing a new smile.

      “Thank you both. So much,” the Witch crooned as she ran her palm across the pages. “This means everything.”

      “Use it well,” said Valek.

      Edwin wrapped up a bottle of the finest maple sap for Ludo, and an entire set of Fae-wing tea along with a new set of cups and saucers for Mr. Třínožka who hurrahed his appreciation for such a thoughtful present.

      Dusana placed some edgy black nail polish into a small box for Charlotte, Valek gave Jorge the entire works of William Shakespeare unabridged in beautiful hard cover editions and an antique puzzle dating back to the Renaissance. The intricate, wooden thing would take Jorge all of five minutes to figure out, but it was beautiful.

      At last, Valek opened his gift from Charlotte:

      It had taken her weeks to make perfect, but she finally completed an enormous graphite drawing of their home and the entirety of their new family. The work was elaborate. The shading itself cost her several afternoons. The house was perfectly detailed. The trees. Everyone was featured. There wasn’t a blank spot. Drawing had always been her gift—there was just something about a blank sheet of paper.

      The whole room marveled at it.

      “Wow, Charlotte. What a talent!” crowed Ludo.

      “B-b-brilliant,” said Edwin.

      Taking it from Valek, Sarah added with wide eyes, “We must find the absolute perfect place for this.”

      Bringing himself to his feet, Valek took Charlotte’s face in his hands again.

      “It’s masterful. You are a sensation.” He kissed her forehead very lightly before pulling away. “Of course, I have something for you, as well.”

      And suddenly everyone’s attention was on the two of them. Nerves turned in her stomach as the whole room fell quiet. Vampire energy was a lot to bear.

      Valek’s smile warmed his whole face. Reaching into his pocket, he produced a velvet box, small enough to fit in the palm of his hand.

      The non-mind-readers in the room gasped. The box was most assuredly ring-sized. Charlotte’s own breath turned solid in her lungs.

      “No, no,” Valek chuckled, shaking his head. “Nothing like that. Lottie…” He stepped closer to her.

      Her throat closed and her chest felt heavy. Maybe it wasn’t what she originally thought, but whatever it was must be something of great importance. The severity in his eyes held her.

      “I want you to have this. I know…she…would want you to have it.” He pushed the small box at her and she took it in both hands.

      Heart hammering, she opened it, revealing a simple golden band. Her breath hitched again. She’d seen this before.

      “But… this is Andela’s,” she realized.

      Valek’s smile remained, though faded into an expression more thoughtful.

      “Yes.” He cleared his throat. “You and I are fated to one another. At one time, this ring was an undying symbol of devotion. Andela gave it to me before she….” He didn’t bother finishing the thought, the strength in his expression fading. “I have an idea about why she chose to give it to me. It was a promise, maybe. Once I found you after you were taken, she never wanted me to lose sight of you again. She wanted you to have it, I think. So you will always feel protected. So you will always feel loved. By her and by all of us.”

      Charlotte batted a tear away from her cheek. She slipped it on her right ring finger. Her fate-line was on her right palm, after all.

      “Valek,” she breathed, admiring the way it glinted in the light. “I love it. I will never take it off. Never. Thank you.”

      He brushed his thumb over her cheek. “Of course, Lottie.”

      “Well, that ended nicely,” said Sarah.

      “Wait, wait,” called Sasha, shaking his finger toward the tree. “There’s still one left!”

      The group silenced again, all peering at the lone package hidden under the lowest branch. Sarah had thrown around so much tinsel the silver box was difficult to notice there.

      “Hmm.” Sarah placed her fists on her hips. “I don’t remember wrapping that one.”

      Mr. Třínožka stretched one of his long arms past Charlotte and pulled the present out from its hiding spot.

      In the firelight, everyone analyzed at the simple elegance of it. Prismatic silver wrapping with faint, swirling patterns surrounded by a black ribbon. Near the bow, there was a tag made of metal. It didn’t match any of the earlier gifts at all.

      “Well? Who is it addressed to?” Sasha asked.

      Mr. Třínožka set the present over the knit area rug in the middle of the room. Everyone leaned in to examine it, but the one who spoke first was—

      “It’s for Charlotte,” Jorge muttered ominously.

      A sudden chill crept up her arms. The only sound in the room was the crackling fire and the branches scraping against the roof outside

      A few eyes turned to Valek, but he only shrugged, looking bewildered. “It isn’t from me.”

      “What say you, boyo?” Mr. Třínožka asked Edwin.

      Usually, the ragdoll boy was good at sensing danger. At the first notion of it, he’d sputter and twitch until he eventually tuckered himself out and collapsed. But this time…

      “I s-say, open it, Ch-Charlotte.” He slid the gift across the floor to her.

      The attention was on her once again. Something still felt off. A chill lingered. She glanced up at Valek. There were still many reasons to be cautious. She couldn’t help but think they should have separated Aiden’s head from the rest of his body when they had the chance—just to be sure.

      This weird present was mysterious to say the least, but there was no reason to believe it was sinister. Still, though, how long would she have to keep looking over her shoulder just in case?

      “It’s all right.” Valek gestured toward the box.

      “You’re surrounded by an entire gang of murderous beasts,” Lusian jeered. “We just overthrew an entire magical government. What could go wrong?”

      Reaching first for the ribbon, she unraveled the bow, which freed the tag. It was embossed. Not silver. Something darker. Pewter? Examining it closer, she found her name scrawled in cursive. She lifted the present into her lap, noting the weight, the size, and how it shifted in the wrapping.

      “It’s a book,” she whispered.

      Dusana snorted. “I was the same way when I was a child. I could always tell when my nan gifted me a book.” She rolled her eyes, collapsing against Lusian’s shoulder looking bored. “At least it’s not socks.”

      “But, I like books,” Charlotte said before she pulled the paper away from the sides and then the bottom.

      She was right. It indeed was a book. But not just any book.

      A few soft gasps resonated in the room when she discarded the paper from the thick volume bound in black leather with silver scrawl on the front and shiny red along the page edges.
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      It looked like a modern edition with a seal on the front cover that read: Regime-Banned Literature.

      How curious…

      The silence about the room grew weightier. Even the crackling in the hearth seemed to whisper at the book’s presence.

      Charlotte’s fingers trembled as they hovered around its edges. She regarded Valek again. Everyone watched Valek.

      His gaze hardened, but his eyes were wide. She could see his chest balloon as he inhaled deeply. His spine went rigid, his fists curling. His jaw tensed and all the sudden, he looked very, very angry.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” It was a deadly whisper directed at her.

      “I-I thought you knew,” her voice cracked. Her pulse picked up.

      “Knew what?” Sarah piped up, sounding worried. She was one of the only people in the room who wasn’t a mind-reader. Save for the spider and Edwin, the rest of them already knew why Valek became so upset.

      Without waiting for more of an explanation, he stormed up to Charlotte and ripped the book from her grasp. She winced and recoiled.

      “Who sent this to you?”

      His eyes were wild as he examined the thing, flipping open the cover and tearing through the pages.

      “It was a note I received months ago,” she rushed to explain, tears filling her eyes as she bolted to her feet. Her knees wobbled, all the blood draining out of her face. “When we first arrived home, someone left me a note. Someone with the initials C.D.” She tore through her memory for more details about the mysterious letter. “Why didn’t you see it in my mind?”  He usually liked to listen to everything in her mind.

      “I don’t know. I don’t know why,” Valek muttered, still fuming.

      He squeezed his eyes shut and pinched the bridge of his nose, the book tucked under his arm. She couldn’t imagine why he was suddenly so affected. Was it something to do with the Regime?

      “Where is it?”

      “Where is what?”

      “The letter!” He exploded and everyone in the room flinched.

      Details of what it said came back to her:

      

      Charlotte,

      Please see Volume Two.

      Yours most sincerely,

      ~ C.D.

      

      “There, now, Valek. No need ta get upset—” Mr. Třínožka attempted to soothe.

      “I didn’t see it in her mind, either,” Jorge offered.

      A tear slipped down Charlotte’s face. “You were…resting. For days,” she rushed to explain. “But the time you woke up, I’d forgotten all about it. I was so thrilled you were okay, and—”

      “My apologies. Please…Lottie.” He held the top of her arms and spoke more gently. “I need to see it. You don’t understand. This could be cause to panic.”

      “More Light magic trickery?” questioned Dusana.

      “No, Dusana. Not this time, I’m afraid,” he said.

      Charlotte couldn’t understand his reaction. Who was C.D? Did Valek know? More secrets. Her heart sank. Months ago, when they were hiding in the bowels of Francis’s townhouse, Valek promised her there would be no more secrets.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, answering her thoughts. “I will explain myself in time.” He was undoubtedly tearing through her mind for an answer. “This is a potential threat to our safety. All of us. Please. Where is the note?”

      Face burning horribly, she indicated the bookcase against the far wall. “The third shelf. I t-tucked it between The Tempest and my copy of Volume One. I’m…sorry. I’d forgotten about it. I was sure you heard it in my thoughts. I meant to ask you about it.”

      Valek bounded up to the mahogany shelf, furiously tearing books away until he clutched the crumpled piece of parchment in his trembling fist. Sarah rushed to gather up the strewn books from the floor.

      Valek visibly shook as he examined the letter in front of his nose before balling it up and chucking it, too, into the fire. The flames reacted with bright red sparks before the fire turned black as swamp bile.

      “Will someone please tell me what in Goddess’s name is going on?” Sarah blanched.

      “You are forbidden from touching this book, Charlotte.” Valek’s voice was a distant thunder rumble. The whites of his eyes flooded red and he blinked bloody tears away. “If I catch you reading this, God help me—”

      “God help you what?” Charlotte challenged. She felt her inner fire race up her esophagus and out of her mouth. “What are you going to do? Punish me? I thought we were beyond that now. But I guess not, considering how you’ve been acting lately.” The last part came out sad. “I suppose there are certain things you…regret.”

      Valek’s jaw muscles tensed and he glowered at her.

      “You will tell me what’s going on, Valek. You will tell me the truth. You owe it to me.”

      Various gazes dashed from one face to the other about the room. Lusian looked like he was rather enjoying this, collapsing back on the couch, a new glassful of blood in his hand and a lazy grin on his face.

      “Don’t touch it, Charlotte. I mean it,” Valek repeated sharply. His anger was quiet again. Blue fire. “Do you understand?”

      “You cannot demand anything of me, Valek. I am not a child anymore.”

      What if there was something this C.D. person wanted her to know? Someone from the Light would never send her knowledge about the Dark.

      Maybe this was someone trying to reach out to her. To help. Vladislov was dead, but the uprising wasn’t over yet. Meredith and the rest of the Price family was still at large. No one knew what state Aiden was in. There were others. Sympathizers. This was the world’s issue, now.

      Valek was in denial.

      Charlotte had been hoarding copies of the Weekly Cackle in her room…searching for any evidence—any sign of the Regime building strength again. Even the smallest sliver of a relevant headline. She could feel it in her bones, despite all the hopeful nonsense Valek liked to fill her head with: Aiden isn’t coming back.

      Yeah, right.

      “I will tell you what you need to know in time,” he whispered. “But for now, I need you to trust me. This is very dangerous. I am serious.”

      Then, a small scarlet-colored envelope slid out from between the pages and fluttered to the floor. Charlotte glanced down at it, and then back up at Valek before dashing to the ground at once, grasping for it. He lunged as well, but she’d already gotten hold of the thing, scampering out of his reach.

      In shaking hands, she unfurled the card. Horrible black smoke swirled up over her head, filling the room in inky clouds shuddering with light every few seconds, electric with enchanted lightening. Thunder even rolled through the house. Everyone else in the room froze. Even Valek.

      The writing on the parchment wasn’t writing—not with ink—but rather branded into the paper. It smelled like a campfire. The embers smoldered, still alight and even a little hot.

      It was a new note and addressed to her. As the stormy smoke dissipated, the letters seemed to cool, turning a shiny metallic—the same deep-red color as the envelope.

      

      Dear Miss Charlotte,

      You’ve been cordially…

      

      But as she tried to read on, her vision blurred.

      She blinked hard a few times, trying to focus. Maybe she’d had too much wine.

      The script grew hazier and harder to decipher. In fact, nothing in the room was sharp. Her hands trembled more violently and next second, she thought she might be sick.

      “Charlotte,” Sarah called to her, though her voice came distant and hollow. Its sound bounced around the edges of Charlotte’s consciousness as she grew woozier.

      And then it came—just like it did the first time in Francis’s basement…

      Fierce burning flared at the side of Charlotte’s throat, the place of Valek’s initial bite. Sirens—an unnatural sound—flooded her ears. She collapsed to her knees as the incinerating tore through her, down her spine, striking her core. Her hands shook—empty. Where was the note? Imaginary flames ate her flesh away from her bones. She wanted to die. Pain exploded, like a brushfire, up the side of her cheek, rolling down over her shoulder and the top of her arm. It tore her body in half.

      It was the same thing she’d felt in Francis’ house, but so much worse now. Months passed. It hadn’t happened again…until now. Charlotte had nearly forgotten about the weird ailment. During the past weeks, there had been dizzy-spells. There had been random aches. Valek’s persistent questioning day in and day out. But nothing was like this terror—this agony.

      Valek nor any of the others dared to feed from her since, relying on woodland animals and the occasional, unlucky village person.

      “Charlotte?”

      Valek’s voice filled with horror as she curled into a ball on the floor, mouth gaping, body overcome. The edges of her version started to go black. She searched for him in the tilting room, but he only appeared a blur against the firelight. She reached for him, gasping, unable to speak. Her fingers were sprawled. Sweat collected at the base of her neck and along her forehead. Everything was numb except the blistering scar.

      And then it all went black. The last thing she heard was his voice, echoing, calling to her from down a long, dark tunnel. In moments, it was joined by a different voice, this one much clearer.

      Charlotte Ruzikova…Child of Light…you will come to the dark city. You will give us your life. You will spill your blood….

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            New Blood

          

        

      

    

    
      Racing the second hand of the wall clock, a gangly boy with choppy brown hair, deep-set eyes, and gaunt cheeks rapped violently at his laptop keyboard.

      Tick. Tick. Tick.

      If Nikolai didn’t finish his Norse Mythology paper by the end of class, Professor Sedlak would fail him for sure—seemed he’d had it out for him since the first day of term.

      Another failing grade and Nikolai’s father wouldn’t hesitate to dismantle his limbs and mount them like hunting trophies. The pressure was enough to make his eyeballs burst.

      With his pulse in his throat, he glanced up over the top of his computer screen.

      As if he could smell the sheer misery from the other end of the musty classroom, Professor Sedlak’s beady eyes glinted maliciously from behind his spectacles reflective in the fluorescent light. His face held a grin that said I’ve got you right where I want you.

      But today was the day. Nikolai worked hard all term. All he did was study. He would rise to this challenge at last. Today was the day to succeed! To conquer! This was it. A passing mark. Not just a passing mark—TOP marks! The Dean’s List! Honors! He could see it now.

      Perspiration dotted over Nikolai’s forehead. He dabbed at it with the back of his sleeve. The clock ticked louder, the sound of the second-hand rattling between his temples—three minutes remaining and not a moment to spare.

      His fingers darted faster than ever across the keys, refraining from even satisfying the nagging itch at his brow. No time. Two minutes left.

      He struggled to tie up his final thought at the end of the last paragraph. The curser on the screen taunted him. Wretched paper. Horrid class. Last line—he had this—he was going to make it—

      Three…two…

      “Whatchya workin’ on, dick-weed?”

      The sickening sound of Peter Huba’s voice, a boy as swollen as an agitated rhinoceros, jolted Nikolai from his focus on his screen. But he didn’t dare look up. Not when he was so close to completing the final paper. He’d deal with Peter after studies were over.

      In the very next second, Peter slammed the laptop hard over Nikolai’s fingers, zapping a nasty pain up to Nikolai’s elbows. He cried out and peeled back his hands, curling his fingers under his chin and hissed through clenched teeth as they throbbed.

      This isn’t happening. Not now.

      Nikolai mustered up whatever courage he had coming to a boil at the bottom of his gut and glared at his tormenter square in the eye.

      “What the hell are you doing you bloated….”  The pain was intense enough to silence him, curling and uncurling his fingers again to ensure nothing was broken.

      Peter flew at him over the front of his desk, grabbing Nikolai up by his collar. “Who do you think you’re talking to that way?”

      Nikolai winced, releasing small frustrated gurgles as he grappled with the two-meter-high goliath, kicking, wheezing, and willing Peter to release him. Blood filled his flattened knuckles, now pounding to the same rhythm of his fevered pulse.

      Nikolai had no friends to come save him. For his whole life, the rest of the world teemed by without ever a mere glance in his direction. Peering down for a second at his trashed computer, he knew his dreams of top marks were done for. Dead and buried. He didn’t dare peek at the clock. This term was as good as trash now. Eighty percent of the final grade. Fuck.

      Peter gave him a violent shake. “Answer me when I ask you something, Marek!”

      This close, Nikolai could see oily beads of sweat forming along the bully’s upper lip. His breath smelled like week-old cabbage and mustard that had been in the sun too long.

      Nikolai gulped thickly, his knuckles aching. He could only imagine how his father, an alumnus from the same Charles University Creative Literature Programme, would react when he got wind of this:

      Another failure. More embarrassment.

      Nikolai’s cheeks sweltered. Fury coursed under his skin. A plot swirled like a furious storm forming at the front of his mind. There’d never been a time when he’d been this fed up—at the end of his tether—

      Rage blossomed. This was it. He’d taken shit his whole life. Enough was enough.

      “Put. Me. Down.”

      Nikolai’s glare locked with the greasy colossus, but in his periphery, he caught sight of Sedlak, all the sudden too immersed in the latest edition of the Prague Monitor to care about the misconduct happening on the other side of the lecture hall.

      Professor Sedlak wanted to see him get pummeled, Nikolai realized. He would have bet a thousand crowns the snively, little man was wearing a big smile behind the lip of that newsprint. Nikolai couldn’t understand this hatred the professor had for him. But nevertheless, he did hate him.

      A mossy yellow grin spread across Peter’s face, which now turned an even deeper shade of purple, his fists winding tighter in the plaid material of Nikolai’s shirt.

      “I’ll be happy to put ya down, Nikki.”

      To his surprise, Peter did as he said and Nikolai’s feet found solid floorboards again.

      “How’s that?” He brushed off his shoulders. “Now…you can repay me by handing over your paper. You see, the professor has kindly allowed me a late deadline, seeing how I’ve been so tied up with hockey practice.”

      Best on the team, Nikolai repeated Professor Sedlak’s praise for famed Peter Huba in his head. Famous goal-keep…nation-wide. It had been the same since they were in junior school—since Nikolai and his family first moved to Prague from Brno—since he’d been the scrawny new kid who, at the seasoned age of ten, had already been dealt a crappy hand of cards in life.

      Nikolai suppressed the desire to roar like a lion in the oaf’s face. Instead, he smiled and shrugged.

      “Sure,” he said casually. “I’ll do that. RIGHT AFTER YOU SWALLOW SLUGS YOU FREE-LOADING, HAIRY—”

      Wham! Peter’s meaty fist collided with Nikolai’s jaw.

      Through the ringing in his ears, he swore he heard a chuckle from the far end of the room, the newspaper shuddering slightly. He wiped at his lip, smearing blood across the back of his hand.

      A typhoon of rage gathered at his center. He saw red, then. Nikolai refused to be that same, scrawny kid from his past. He angled his face down, though kept his narrowed scowl pointed up at Peter.

      “I warned you,” he whispered when he was sure Professor Sedlak was looking. He wanted him to see this too.

      Nikolai waved his arm broadly toward the professor’s desk at the far end of the room. Energy coursed from the center of his chest, down his arm, buzzing electric. Blood beat in his face as he pushed the invisible force with all his might. Levitating off the ground, the massive, wooden desk hovered a moment before hurtling through the air. Pencils flew. Papers spilled from the drawers. The computer hit the floor with a loud crash.

      At the sound of the professor’s gasp, Peter turned in time to see the great hunk of wood whiz straight for him. Nikolai rolled clear as the desk slammed straight into Peter’s chest, throwing him backwards, pinning him to the far wall.

      Dust from the rusty lights overhead rained down and the flimsy plaster cracked halfway up to the ceiling.

      The impact wasn’t enough to kill him, but Nikolai was sure it did crush a few of his ribs. His chest tightened with a sudden swell of guilt.

      What have I done?

      He gaped again at Professor Sedlak, who was now standing from his chair, the newspaper on the floor between his feet a wide length apart, like he wanted to run but couldn’t remember how. His mouth hung open. His fingers were gnarled like he meant to do something, but his face was ghost-white. He looked at Nikolai like he was looking at the devil himself.

      Nikolai fantasized many times about this very event—the day he’d snap—the day he’d lose it enough to expose his incredible powers to those around him for the first time in his life. Finally, he’d stood up for himself, though the consequences would surely be dire.

      His tongue swelled in his mouth. He glanced back down at Peter who still reeled, grimacing in pain. At least he wasn’t dead.

      Flaring his nostrils, Nikolai muttered, “If you tell anyone what happened here today, I will hunt you down.” He punctuated the last word with the jab of his finger, turning again to the still-petrified professor. “I’m out of here. Take your marks and shove them up your ass.”

      Hocking a wad of spit at the broken bully, he slung his rucksack over his shoulder and quickly swept from the room without a backwards look.

      It was a good front—threatening—a bad ass, but it was all a rouse. Inside, his bowels couldn’t be more tangled. He was terrified and felt he might get sick in the bushes outside.

      The doors slamming closed behind him resulted in an echoing boom throughout the corridor while a sickly veil of sweat coated the back of his neck. He swallowed the urge to vomit right there in the hall.

      Several students he didn’t know watched him curiously as he stormed for the front entrance, fuming, tears streaming, bursting out onto the quad and the bright afternoon.

      Hurting Peter wasn’t the right thing to do—of course he knew it, but that was what happened when a person’s been pushed too far.

      Morons. Apes. They had it coming. Nikolai grinded his teeth—the punishment should have been worse.

      Sucking in a deep breath, realization set in even more. His lifelong secret was a secret no more.

      “Holy shit,” he whimpered.

      With his hands squeezed tightly around the straps of his bag, he rushed from university grounds onto a busy street in Prague One, his heart pounding in his ears.

      A garbled announcement from the school’s hallways was muddied and echoed as it reached him all the way to the adjacent block. Though he couldn’t quite make out what the person was saying, it was undoubtedly a response to what just occurred in the Literature Wing.

      Glancing over his shoulder, he found a few students stopping cold to gape at him suspiciously. They started whispering things to each other.

      “Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit.”

      He was sure the police would be called any moment.

      Stupid move, he scolded himself. Stupid freaking move.

      He sped up, his entire life flashing before his eyes in between the mid-day bustle of the city. Cars rushed past, people swerved out of his way—but he barely noticed anything. He began to hyperventilate.

      His own parents didn’t even know he possessed such abilities—such strangeness. He’d never uttered a word about it to a single soul, suppressing them all his life. His pulse almost suffocated him now as he replayed the scene over and over in his mind, the wildly frightened look on Peter’s face.

      Nikolai wondered if he’d be captured and studied by the government? Killed even?

      —His powers were the real reason he’d never fit in anywhere—the real reason he would always be outcast and alone—

      The city streets of New Town were chaotic and crammed shoulder to shoulder with tourists celebrating their winter holidays. Shop windows had been done up for Christmas and Old Town as well as Wenceslas Square were both dressed by bejeweled trees and twinkling lights. And though the pavement glittered with frost, Nikolai still felt sweaty with body heat and his own panic.

      “Money, money, money!”

      He gasped and fell back a step when a homeless Romany, high as a kite, yammered in his ear, his eyes bloodshot and crazed, his skin smeared with poverty.

      Nikolai clutched his chest. “S-sorry. I’ve got none.” It was the truth.

      When police sirens blared off gothic building facades, the rover made haste to retreat back into the crowd, his dumpster-stench following him.

      Nikolai ducked into the shadows of an alley between a boutique and a Polish bakery. Throwing his bag onto the asphalt, he worked to yank from it his tattered North Face sweatshirt he’d stolen from a second-hand store. He pulled it over his head, his arms, and straightened it at over his narrow hips. Slinging the bag over his shoulder again, he pulled the hood up over his damaged face and pressed onward toward his apartment on the other side of town, trying his best to remain unnoticed by anyone.

      “Excuse me.” A policeman stopped a plump mother of three on the sidewalk, holding up Nikolai’s picture on his cellphone to her. “We are looking for this boy. A student of Charles University. Have you seen him?”

      Nikolai’s throat went dry and he picked up the pace at once, tugging the hood of his sweatshirt over his face a little more. Tears stung the corners of his eyes and he wished the day would just be over. So tired of hiding. So tired of pretending to be someone he wasn’t. So tired of having nothing and no one. He was truly the loneliest person he knew—and it was true—because he didn’t know anybody else at all. Not really. Not in the way one person ought to know another.

      He didn’t want to run. That would seem suspicious. But as he walked a little faster, he looked down at his fingertips, imagining he could actually see the impossible energy buzzing under his skin. He scoffed and wondered what made him so lucky.

      “Don’t you have any friends, Nikolai?” His father used to ask over his morning cup of black coffee and a cigarette. He’d always be working on his next article, a sports columnist, when he’d mutter offhandedly, “What about joining the football team, eh? Or hockey?”

      But Nikolai could never explain to his father why the other kids ignored him—why none of his classmates ever wanted to talk to him. He didn’t even understand it himself. Maybe his strange powers gave off a sort of social repellent—a rotten aura regular people could sense. He’d spend most recesses inside reading books about wizards and dragons—wishing—hoping he’d be transported into a world where he might belong. But his eleventh birthday came and went. No owl-delivered letters. No magical wardrobes. No white rabbits running late. Nothing.

      Around the block, sirens blared louder.

      Nikolai broke into a new run. He couldn’t help it now. The soles of his Converse hit the cobblestone so hard the slap of each impact sent an electric pain up his shins. He sprinted through shoppers in Wenceslas Square. His apartment was only a block away now. The heavy rumble of diesel-eating Skoda cars whirred past him. Reaching the corner, he stopped, bending double, his lungs searing.

      Closing his eyes, he let the crisp air cool the heat beating in his face. He shoved his bruised fingers into the pockets of his jeans that were a size too big and inhaled slowly, focusing on one of his most useful abilities:

      Concentrating hard, his thoughts spun round, the vision in his mind whirling a dizzying journey back through the crowded streets from where he’d just come, onto the university grounds, and back into the literature department lecture hall.

      The visual he had on it was clear, though the edges were blurred like a dream sequence in a movie. The police were there, questioning Peter. EMT’s rushed in with a stretcher, but upon seeing the boy’s girth, they stopped, muttering about coming up with a different plan to cart him into the waiting ambulance.

      Peter stammered, panting, his face a nasty shade of green as he glanced wildly around the room like he fought with himself about what the truth was. Maybe he didn’t believe it himself. Maybe they’d take him to an asylum.

      “Go on, you great ass. Tell them. Crazy. They’ll never believe you,” Nikolai whispered and snorted.

      “Umm….” A little voice questioned beside him, ripping his consciousness back to the here and now.

      Nikolai’s eyes flashed open to see a girl of about his age standing beside him on the street, waiting for the light to change across the walkway. Blonde. Heart-shaped lips and a button nose. Dressed in a crème-colored trench coat and very high heels. Nikolai’s breath hitched. She leered at him, for she must have overheard his crazy mutterings.

      He smiled at her and breathed, “H-Hi.”

      “Freak.” She sneered and continued walking, slinging her half-dozen shopping bags over her shoulder.

      He watched her walk away, leaving him there, repeating miserable thoughts at himself. Freak. Psycho. Weirdo. Why would he expect that exchange to be any different than any of the others? Because he finally found courage? Because he finally stood up for himself? No. He wasn’t any less a freak today than he was yesterday. But today, he was a freak in trouble.

      He turned to start on again when he bumped right into a hunched, haggish-looking woman. Her hair was scraggly and gray with pigeon feathers sticking out from her haphazard braids. She peered up at him with one glass eye, a swirling milky white, while she hobbled to remain balanced with her chipped walking stick. Her skirts, purple and black, swept all the way to her bare feet where her soles were cracked and yellowish. She must have been freezing.

      “I-I don’t have any money,” Nikolai mumbled again, sadly. This time, he wished he did.

      She pressed her spindly hand to her chest. “Of the sixteenth generation….”

      What did that mean? “Oh-okay….”

      Reaching into the patched, suede satchel at her hip, she retrieved a single newspaper copy from the dozens she kept tucked there.

      Nikolai frowned at her. She held it out to him, grinning a jagged, mostly-toothless, jack-o-lantern grin.

      “No. Really. Thank you. I don’t have a single crown on me.”

      But she didn’t say anything else. Rather, she gently pressed the article to his chest, smiling broader still. Go ahead, said her expression.

      At last, he took it, nodding his silent thanks before she disappeared back into the bustling crowd. Someone passed in front of his face, and then she was gone. Truly…she disappeared. He searched and searched for any sign of her among the many happy denizens, the many neutral-colored coats and scarves, but the crooked, little woman in shades of purple was gone.

      He stretched the periodical out in front of his nose. The Weekly Cackle. He’d never heard of this newspaper before. Splashed across the front was an unfamiliar gray scale face. A boy—a man, rather—with pointed ears. Strange. In his uniform, he looked important with official seals pinned to his chest and other such things. The bold headline read:

      

      
        
        FALL OF THE CENTRAL EUROPEAN MAGIC REGIME. YOUNG LORD IN GRAVE CONDITION.

      

      

      

      Nikolai frowned. Was this some kind of joke? Advertising for a new play at the Golden Tree, perhaps? He wasn’t sure why he didn’t throw it away. It was intriguing enough, so he folded it instead, tucked it under his arm, and slumped on with his face down, finally reaching his crappy, flagstone building.

      Digging around his backpack for his keys, he found they’d shifted to the very bottom. Shame he didn’t possess more useful abilities…like the power to call up his keys with magnetic fingers…or knowing how to talk to women…or manifesting a Porsche 911 Turbo there on the street in front of him. He sighed, emotionally spent.

      Pushing open the rusty door before making his way up the darkened, creaking stairs, he was safe in his apartment at last.

      His bag landed with a thud on the floor and he flopped down over the flimsy mattress of his pullout couch-bed. The springs whined under his weight. It was the best housing his family could afford so close to the university. It didn’t matter anyway, because he wouldn’t be there much longer.

      Dropping out of school to go join a circus seemed a more plausible idea. He’d make some money as a traveling magician. An illusionist. It would be good use of his powers.

      His stomach groaned its empty protest, but he knew full well the fridge on the other side of the dank room only contained some stale macaroni he’d purchased from the café next door last week. He sighed and rolled over onto his back.

      Maybe he’d vanish himself home to Kojakovice, to his parents and, more importantly, his younger sister.

      She was the only person in the world who even marginally liked him. But she was only seven, so their social interaction was limited. It didn’t matter. She was his favorite person on this planet. He hadn’t seen her since summer.

      His stomach gurgled again. At least in Kojakovice he’d be able to eat three meals a day. His mother liked to bake a lot during winter time, too. He drummed his fingertips on his hollow ribs, blinking up at the mold stains blooming across the apartment ceiling.

      He wondered what that brute was telling police. What about Professor Sedlak? Would officials think the two had lost their minds? On drugs? Closing his eyes, Nikolai fought for the vision to return—to see the lecture hall again—but it was harder to concentrate now. His hunger and paranoia were both screaming in his consciousness as he pushed himself to focus more clearly.

      More muddied and filled with static, like a television antenna in a rainstorm, his mental eye flashed through the city in its current state. It was getting dark. The streetlights were flickering on near corners of intersections as his projection sped past them. Lights were still on inside the literature wing. Mentally, he emerged through the front doors, down the corridor, and into the lecture hall. It looked empty, though, with the serious damage still left in the wall. Papers were scattered along the floor.

      Nikolai squeezed his eyelids tighter, willing himself to focus more closely on those papers—the writings on them—scanning the handwriting for:

      

      NIKOLAI MAREK

      1098/02

      110 00 PRAHA, CZECH REPUBLIC

      

      His full name and address were boldly scrawled across the front page of his unfinished term paper.

      Shit.

      Just then, Nikolai’s eyelids flashed open to the angry sound of approaching police sirens.

      “Oh no,” he whimpered, rolling off the couch-bed and onto the floor on his hands and knees. “Oh no, oh no, oh no.” Raking his fingers through his hair, his mind spun with what to do next.

      Sirens grew louder. They were rounding the corner into Wenceslas Square.

      Crap!

      Why did he do what he did? He should have just left things alone—should have given in to Peter’s idiotic demands like always.

      Coming alarms swelled even louder, their echoing song ear-splitting off stone walls. There wasn’t much time left.

      As fast as he could, Nikolai grabbed his bag, stuffing it with crumpled clothes from his open drawers, pulling several articles from the hamper as well, ignoring their smell.

      He could almost hear the sticky rubber of the tires rolling to a stop on the wet pavement in front of his building…

      Time was up.

      Metallic door slams followed. He slung his bag over his shoulder and moved briskly to stand in the center of the room, closing his eyes.

      Within the enclosed space around him, he felt the wind bend, ruffling the ends of his hair. Focusing on the platform of the nearest metro station, he decided that was where he was going to take himself. He couldn’t vanish very far. Just a few blocks, more or less. If he was especially tired, he could only vanish a few meters. This attempt would knock him out, zap him of his energy, but he’d get to sleep on the train—

      “Nikolai Marek!” thundered a foreign voice.

      It wasn’t the police.

      He gasped, his eyes popping open again. The air, reacting to his dropped focus, stilled back to normalcy, his hair and clothes settling. His gaze flashed to the door and he held his breath. But it didn’t come from the hall outside. It sounded like it was—

      The muscles in his throat tensed in fear. “H-Hello?” He stammered and felt stupid for doing so. He pressed his hands over his eyes and exhaled, mumbling to himself, “Don’t be an idiot, Nikolai, there’s nobody here with you.”

      “Focus, Nikolai. Pay attention.” The strange voice spoke again, deep and penetrating, like it wasn’t just in the room… but in his very head.

      He jumped back, spinning on his heels to meet nothing but the empty corners of the other side of his flat. That time, he knew he heard it. “Wh-who are you? Who’s there?”

      “The more important question is…who are you?” The voice was eerily resonating, but tangible enough so he knew he wasn’t imagining it. Masculine. French? There was a sort of musical quality to it, as if someone called to him through a cathedral. “I’m not even sure you know who you are….”

      Heavy footsteps stormed up the rickety stairwell just outside his door. It sounded like more than one set of booted feet. A squadron. With his focus fixed on the doorknob and a fast flick of his wrist, the lock clicked.

      “Very good. Your abilities are impressive….”

      Nikolai swirled around toward the window, but again, found no one. Panting, he balled up his fingers in the material of his sweatshirt. His heart hammered violently in his rib cage like a weasel in a trap.

      “Show yourself! Who’s there?” He started to hyperventilate again, choking on his words.

      Ghostly laughter encompassed the room, swirling around his head and sending frigid chills up the sides of his arms.

      “WHO’S THERE? COME OUT, YOU COWARD!” Tears gathered in his eyes, his voice gravelly.

      There was a sudden, harsh rapping at the door. “Nikolai Marek! This is the police! We’d like to ask you a few questions!”

      He couldn’t control his breathing—couldn’t focus enough to vanish.

      “Please,” he sniveled. “Leave me alone.” He pressed his fists against his eyes, grinding his teeth.

      All his life, he’d gone unnoticed—undetected—toying with his confusing abilities in the moments when he was sure he was alone, which was most of the time. But now, it seemed as if his hasty reaction to a stupid bully attracted the attention of more than just the Czech policie.

      “Nikolai…child of darkness….” The voice spoke again in its low, rumbling musicality.

      Nikolai turned, at last, to see the tall silhouette of a man leaning against his grimy windowsill. His arms were crossed over his chest, clad in a gray suit. But that was about the only detail Nikolai could make of him through the mysterious, dark haze around his body. Impossible black fog swirled through the room, disguising the details of the man’s face. Nikolai felt like he just might pass out.

      “Wh-wh-who—”

      “Do not fear me,” it continued. “We have plans for you.”

      Was he going mad? Nikolai held his head again, squeezing his eyes shut. “You’re not real. Go away,” he cried.

      He shouldn’t have been second-guessing this turn of events. After all, he was someone who could travel short distances by focusing his energy on another place. He could levitate whole desks, travel mentally down a street, and see the details of a room with his mind’s eye. And if he tried really, really hard, he could even tune into another person’s thoughts. Nothing should have seemed impossible.

      “Mr. Marek?” Questioned the official from outside his door—

      “I’ve known about your unique qualities for a long while, Nikolai,” the shadowed figure spoke again. “We’ve been watching you.” He pushed up from the sill, standing more erect. He was very tall. He stood a head over Nikolai, and Nikolai wasn’t short. Thin.

      “NIKOLAI MAREK! OPEN THIS DOOR, OR WE WILL USE FORCE!”

      “Please,” Nikolai yelped. “If you’re real, then tell me who you are.”

      “You will find out soon enough, my boy. I only ask that you be mindful of the signs. Pay attention.”

      The shadows and mists around the room dissipated as the man toed forward with polished shoes into the dingy yellow pool oozing from the pustule-like overhead light. His slacks were finely-tailored. His shoulders were narrow and pointy. His skin was a remarkably pale shade, his hair as frosty as the trails of winter icing up the window behind him. Tucking his fingers into black suspenders, Nikolai gaped at the length of his nails, pointy, long, and threatening, fingers clad with jewels. His eyes were even stranger still. There was no discernable pupil—no iris—but rather, they were entirely engulfed in malevolent black.

      Nikolai gasped, stepping backward, nearly tripping over his bag on the floor. Demon.

      “I am under strict orders,” the man crooned again in a fine Parisian dialect. From out of his breast pockets, he produced a folded piece of parchment. “They told me to come find you—to tell you not to worry. All will be made evident soon enough. You will find where you belong.”

      He took two strides forward and Nikolai felt his legs turn to lead, his throat closing over his fear. But the man’s expression remained gentle. He only handed him the note.

      “Take this.”

      It looked old, the edges torn. Hesitating a moment, Nikolai grasped it in his quivering fingers.

      “Keep that hidden. Do not reveal it to anyone. There is someone you must find.”

      Nikolai’s mind flashed to an idea. He couldn’t articulate—still too nerve-wrecked. Instead, he turned to pull the newspaper from his bag—the one he’d received earlier from the old woman. He handed it to the angular, silver man.

      He appraised it, his black gaze seeming to dash across the page. His brow furrowed as he glared down at the picture of the boy before his eyes grew wide with some sort of realization. And then, to Nikolai’s confusion, he threw his head back and guffawed loud and long. The sound was as musical as it was dark and it lifted the hairs on the back of Nikolai’s neck. From within his laughing mouth, Nikolai caught sight of jagged teeth.

      “NIKOLAI MAREK! OPEN. THIS. DOOR!”

      Then the man turned the page, squinting down at something else.

      “This. Her.” He handed the paper back to Nikolai. “Her. Find her,” he repeated. “The girl. A mortal among the monsters. An angel among the demons. It is imperative you do before he does.”

      “What are you talking about?” Nikolai winced, looking down at the picture. “Who?”

      Staring up at him now were the frightened eyes of a young woman. Large eyes. Long eyelashes. Freckles. A head full of wild curls. Unlike the man on the front page, there was nothing unusual about her. No pointed ears. And unlike the man standing before him, no sinister fangs were depicted behind her full lips. But, in the picture, she looked frantic and exhausted. Gaunt cheeks. Weary.

      “Who is she?”

      “Focus, Nikolai. Pay attention. For in the Occult…things are never as they seem,” the man’s voice sounded ominously in his head again. “Welcome…to the dark.”

      Nikolai looked up from the picture to find the room was empty once more.

      Without warning, the waiting squadron began to break down his apartment door as promised, beating away at the flimsy wood.

      Quickly, he unfurled the parchment notice. It was a note written on mysterious letterhead. The top was adorned with an indigo wax seal—official looking—a circle with the image of a fanged snake eating its own tail. Elegant script looped and spun, spelling out the words: THE PARLIAMENT in silver ink.

      “What is the Parliament?” The words tasted strange on his tongue.

      One violent crunch made Nikolai jump. The police had successfully splintered half way up the middle of his door—moments from breaking inside. Time to go.

      Crumpling up the photograph and the letter, he stuffed them into his bag and quickly shrugged it on. Squeezing his eyes shut, he refocused on the same train station platform that would take him to Kojakovice.

      Once more, the air bent around him, jacket and hair ruffling violently.

      In a split second the door hurled inward, thrashing against the wall, hinges breaking. But the familiar tugging sensation ensued as his entire body evaporated at once into the musty air…
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      Groggy and full of oatmeal, Charlotte slumped after Dusana and the twins into the foyer. Even the undead seemed to have more energy than her that morning. Somehow, she’d managed to pull on black leggings and an olive pea coat that paired nicely with the color of her hair. It was the best she could do to look presentable, though her head pounded horribly. She wasn’t used to being awake at seven o’clock in the morning, and even so, she was still exhausted from the night before.

      What was worse…she never felt Valek slide into bed with her.

      Not that he ever slept—Vampires couldn’t do that—but usually he lay there holding her against his chest, his claws in her hair. The bed was somehow colder without him, even though he, himself, was quite cold. She missed the sturdiness of his arms, his chest rising and dipping with his focused breathing.

      Since confessing her romantic love for him, their relationship had grown a little more complex. One night in Francis’ safe house it almost became physical, even. But since they’d been home—since Valek had woken up after the battle—things had dissolved back to the platonic and safe. Charlotte was frustrated to say the least, but she couldn’t quite figure out how to talk about it.

      “Everybody here?” Sarah called over a mouthful of toast. She threw back the rest of her gooseberry tea and left her mug on the small table under the mirror before she started counting heads.

      She was particularly coordinated that day, fingers wrapped in wine-colored cut-off gloves. Half her hair was pulled back, the rest curling over the tops of her shoulders with a silk flower pinned near her ear. Her cheeks were rosy, her eyelashes long and black. Charlotte bet a few crowns Sarah had been toying with her enchanted makeup brush.

      I wonder who she’s trying to look so pretty for…. But Charlotte already had a good idea.

      “Where’s Valek?” asked Sasha, tugging a smart-looking suede vest over his shoulders broad as cliffs. He looked handsome.

      “Coming.” Valek’s bourbon voice came from within the library before he emerged into the foyer looking scruffier than Charlotte had ever seen him. “I’m coming,” he sighed most unhappily.

      He pulled on his own overcoat, ascot missing, hair a mess around his shoulders.  Noticing her staring, he offered a cursory smile down at her, the light in his eyes dull and tired.

      “Morning,” he breathed, and the greeting smelled of sweet pipe smoke. Cherry tobacco.

      His hair was loose around alpine cheekbones, rather than tied back by the usual ribbon.

      The overcoat from his three-piece suit was unbuttoned, his ivory shirt undone past his

      collarbone. His suspenders hung down around his hips. Even disheveled looked good on

      him, but it was so out of character.

      “Looks like you’ve been busy,” Charlotte whispered.

      “Preoccupied. Patient files…” His explanation was curt—too flimsy. She knew he was lying.

      Peering around him, she saw the thick spine of The Anatomy of Vampires: Volume Two glaring back at her. It sat cockeyed atop the mantel, one of the pages dog-eared. A tight squeeze around the top of her arm forced her glare up to his again.

      “After so many years, I could almost read your mind,” she grumbled.

      The corners of his mouth turned down guiltily. “How are you fee—”

      “I’m fine,” she snapped, shutting down the conversation before it could begin. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “We will talk later, then.”

      “I’ll hold you to it,” she challenged under her breath.

      “Right, everyone! Look alive!” said Sarah. But blinking around at the gruesome faces, she amended, “Well…as alive as you can, I suppose. Here we go!”

      She pulled open the front door and herded the parade of ghouls out into the winter morning.

      It dawned cold and hazy. A thin veil of mist draped across the treetops. A fresh blanket of snow covered the lawn and naked rose bushes, making the world outside appear as some twinkling, foreign planet.

      Lusian’s hissing titter broke through the quiet as he tailed the group.

      “Don’t even think about it,” snapped Dusana and Charlotte craned her head around in time to see him drop another massive snowball near his feet, pouting.

      It was a short walk through the trees. A dirt path soon turned into a cobblestone road. Up ahead, the square was already full. In fact, Charlotte had only seldom seen it so busy, but their town was different now.

      She noticed the absence of some types of Occult denizens…  That’s to say, there were no Light creatures left. No Elves. No Fae. No Imps. None of the sects belonging to what was considered Light magickind.

      No possible sympathizers to the Regime. They’d all fled.

      Creatures and monsters still left in their occult city after the uprising were darker Shape-shifters (werewolves, and such nefarious creatures), Witches, Ogres, and of course…their coven of Vampires. They’d all crowded in the square now for the grand opening.

      Shimmering garland, like the stuff Sarah draped down the staircase banister, wound up to the tops of each lamppost. The string-less lanterns which usually hovered over the center of the square, had been replaced with floating paper stars, gold light from within shimmering through cobalt paper. Dozens of the Witches and Ogres clamored near the doors of Brouka General Store, still closed.

      They would open at eight on the spot, Charlotte recalled. She peered down at her wristwatch: 7:56.

      In the meantime, merry fiddle-music played by a quartet of talented avian Shifters enlivened the arcades. The fountain in the center of the square gushed, icicles forming inverted silver crowns around its three tiers. Large canvas signs hung over either end of the square, announcing the grand opening in curling indigo letters.

      Charlotte missed the Bohemian Occult City so completely while they’d been away that it

      warmed her to see it in a happier state now. Some inhabitants gathered in clumps, laughing loudly over their morning pastries, some wandering to peak into windows of neighboring shops. It all reminded her of a simpler time.

      Sarah drew a great, shuddering breath of excitement. “This…is…fabulous! Would you look at this turnout!” she cheered with fists clenched in front of her face.

      The spider and Edwin did a brilliant job plastering flyers all about town. Charlotte had done her best to sketch Mr. Třínožka and the boy made of buttons and burlap standing in front of the shoppe looking happy. Sarah manufactured at least one hundred copies of the flyer with her enchanted sewing needle and some simple duplication spell.

      “Burlap Boy Brew!” Ludo’s voice jounced through the crowd’s enthusiastic babbling. “Get yer Burlap Boy Brew right here!”

      Charlotte skipped over to his stand, curious. “Hi, Ludo!”

      “Charlotte! How ya feelin’, lass? Everything alright this mornin’?”

      She forced a smile, his question making her stomach twist. “Sleep made it better. I think we’re all just a little on-edge,” she said awkwardly. “How’s your arm?”

      It was still cradled in the sling.

      “Fine, fanks! Doin’ well enough without the use of it today, anyway. We should both be good as new with Valek lookin’ after!”

      Time to change the subject. “Yeah…uh…so, what have you concocted today?”

      “Gotta keep up wit current events.” He handed off a paper cup wrapped in a strip of burlap to another waiting Wood Sprite. Two handles from sprigs of rock candy jutted out of the foam. Glued to the top of their wooden knobs were shiny black buttons, no doubt meant to resemble Edwin’s eyes.

      “Brilliant. I never thought anyone would try to capitalize off Edwin,” she giggled. “Who knew he’d become the town celerity?”

      “Well, I tried to think up somefin’ for Třínožka too, but spiders aint all that appetizin’, as it turns out.” He pulled a new cup and started filling it with hot, butterscotch-scented coffee. “Wanna try? It’s on the house, a course.”

      “None for me thanks—”

      “I’d like one!” said Sarah from behind her and she dropped three hellars over Ludo’s kiosk counter.

      “You don’ have ta—”

      “Must support our local artisans, mustn’t we?” She folded her hands in front of herself. “Please. Take it. And make mine a strong one.”

      His maple-leaf cheeks fluttered as he grinned and proceeded to whip up Sarah’s latte.

      “Didn’t know you were much on coffee, Sarah,” quipped Charlotte.

      “Been a late night and an early morning, love. Not to mention, I’ve got a bit of a hangover.”

      Her smile was suspicious—a lot of thought behind it. Maybe she’d been helping Valek with the secrets of that dreaded book. Charlotte didn’t recall much after everything went black. Voices filtered in and out while she tried to wake herself up a few times. She remembered being carried upstairs, but it wasn’t by Valek. One of Mr. Třínožka’s massive

      arms cradled her as he scurried up and into Valek’s room while she’d ebbed in and out of consciousness. Sarah had been there too, pressing something damp against her forehead. But that was it. Charlotte fell into a dreamless sleep until about five in the morning when she opened her eyes to find the other side of the bed empty. But she’d been too queasy to go downstairs and investigate.

      As if he’d been listening to her mind—and he probably was—Charlotte felt Valek come up behind her.

      “Sarah…are you the one responsible for decorating the square?” he asked offhandedly.

      “It is I!” She chirruped, sipping her coffee and giggling. “I snuck out—was here til at least two in the morning.”

      “Lovely work,” Valek said before throwing a narrowed look down at Charlotte, as if to prove Sarah was indeed not helping him with whatever kind of research that preoccupied him last night.

      Valek… she thought at him warningly. But he looked away, pretending he wasn’t tuned in to her mind at all.

      Self-playing trumpets blared a triumphant fanfare from the doors of Brouka General Store. At last. They were answered by eight prompt chimes from both clock towers at either corner of the square, their different melodies complimenting one another.

      “Guys!” Dusana beckoned the three of them back over to a denser part of the crowd thronging toward the entry now.

      From the other side of the glass, Charlotte noticed Mr. Třínožka unlocking the doors. He met her eye, waving broadly at them with one of his non-spidery hands.

      Bursts of cheers and applause erupted from the crowd, and when the store was finally opened, the uproar swelled, flocks of screech owls flying up and out from the entry. They did circles and flips in the air before diving back inside the shop to collect their prize—a fresh rat, no doubt. Green and purple sparks flashed at either side of the GRAND RE- OPENING sign.

      “Oops! Excuse me! Pardon me! Coming through!” Sarah weaseled her way closer to Charlotte again, her sewing needle unsheathed from its hiding place in her hair. She jabbed the point at Mr. Třínožka. “Magna!” she chanted.

      A little flash of light flew from the point of it, landing near the spider’s mustache just in time:

      “Ladies and beasts!” His voice swelled in great volume around the square. Bouts of laughter bubbled up in response to the nature of his greeting. “Thank ya so much fer attendin’ our grand re-openin’. Edwin and I ‘re quite proud wif what we done ta the place! We hope you all like it! All Shifter’s salve can be found near the spell books on the second floor. Stones er on sale and we ask ya don’t uncage the spooks. If ya need assistance, come an’ find it! So… without any further stalin’…welcome to the new and improved Brouka General Store!”

      Waving his two left arms wide to welcome people in, he hobbled aside. Dozens of occult creatures rushed the entrance while some hung back to enjoy the morning and fiddle music a while longer.

      “Poor Edwin,” Jorge folded his arms, amusement creating dimples in his marble cheeks. “Not good with crowds, is he? Seems quite overwhelmed.”

      From beyond the windows, Charlotte saw the ragdoll boy looking quite frantic, turning about hordes of customers, asking questions, pointing out new products, trying his best to remain calm. His bow-tie was already askew.

      Sarah squeaked. “You’re right! I should go help him!”

      Charlotte was about to say something clever, but Sarah was small enough to easily wiggle her way through wings and horns and claws and shoulders until she disappeared inside the shop.

      “I see what you did there,” Charlotte said to Jorge knowingly.

      “It’s not my fault. Her thoughts were entirely too loud.” He winked down at her.

      “Why’s everyone so excited about some dumb little shop opening?” Lusian drawled, resulting in a hard punch in the arm from Dusana.

      CRACK!

      Everything went white. Charlotte ducked, momentarily blinded. Her stomach jumped into her throat. Nerves sparking, the jolt of adrenaline created a ringing in her ears.

      They’re back. Valek. It came as a frantic thought.

      She couldn’t find her voice as she waited for the square to come back into focus. She blinked furiously as the spots in her vision dissipated, her fingers reaching, her heart hammering.

      At once, she felt Valek’s arms wrap around her shoulders, tugging her close to his chest.

      “They’re back,” she finally whispered out loud.

      He hushed her, his mouth pressed near her ear. “No, Lottie. They aren’t….”

      All sets of frosty Vampire eyes were on her, but why weren’t they reacting? Cold swept over her from the top of her head to her toes as she shuddered.

      “A-Aiden—”

      “Charlotte,” Valek said more seriously, though his tone remained hushed.

      Pulling her away from his chest, he kept his grip on either side of her face and bent to her eye level. She blinked at him—the beautiful vision of him, unscathed under the bright morning sun. Around them, the music continued. Happy conversation went on. Nothing was amiss.

      “We’re safe. You see?”

      Intense worry turned down the corners of his mouth and slanted his eyebrows. It took a minute for Charlotte’s pulse to calm. She pulled out of his grasp, turning toward the direction where the flash of light had come from.

      Aiden wasn’t there. Not a single Elf. No officers. No hurtling blasts of fire. Everyone looked unfazed, except each member of her coven family stayed fixated on her with the same concerned expression.

      “All right, Charlotte?” chanted the twins.

      “Y-yes. Sorry…”

      She shoved her hands in her coat pockets to hide her quivering white fingers, inhaling to steady herself.

      “Over here! Look at me!” A foreign voice called.

      CRACK!

      There was another bright flash at the edge of the crowd. This time, it was near Mr. Třínožka. A thick plume of smoke wafted up over everyone’s heads.

      “What is that?” Charlotte flinched, shielding her eyes from the sun glaring brighter now.

      The clouds had gone, leaving a clear blue morning.

      “Perfect!” The strange man said loudly. “Now, state your name, please….”

      In any other setting, he would have seemed rather frightening with greasy-looking skin, a greenish-gray color. His eyes were bulgy. His mustache was the color of ink, the ends growing all the way down to his hips like dragon whiskers. His suit was brown and though he was a small man, it was still baggy on him. Atop his head was a matching homburg with a quill pen tucked into the band.

      Dusana frowned. “A reporter?”

      “From the Weekly Cackle,” the twins said collectively.

      Charlotte could see the large contraption in front him then; the box sitting on three, long, insect-like legs was a turn-of-the-century camera.

      Mr. Třínožka looked pleased with himself as he spelled out his full name for the froggy fellow: “A-n-a-n-s-i. My father named me,” he said proudly. “T-r-i-n-o-z-k-a. Yes. Don’t forget the accents o’er the ‘r’ and the ‘z’. Right.”

      “Who is—what is that?” Charlotte whispered.

      He could have been some sort of Shifter, she supposed, but there was something out of place about him—something different. He was sort of like a toad, however his skin was fish- like. He had gills on either side of his neck and stretchy membranes between his fingers.

      “Vodnik,” she heard Valek say.

      And then she nodded because she remembered childhood tales about the creatures who hid in ponds and lakes. The vodnici were a type of troublesome Water Sprite. Whereas other Sprites preferred crystal-clear waters of forest creeks, vodnici frequented marshes and murkier depths. They had a reputation of being oily in more ways than just their skin.

      “Careful,” whispered Dusana. “They like to steal human souls.” She cackled quietly in Charlotte’s ear before tickling her under the ribs, making her jump.

      Charlotte frowned up at Valek.

      “It’s true,” he said. “But only by drowning.”

      “Sure,” continued Dusana. “He can’t hurt you unless you jump into that fountain over there. And then he’ll hide your soul in a tea kettle and display you in his cupboard.”

      “What is someone from the Weekly Cackle doing here?” asked Jorge darkly. “Edwin’s shop is great, but this town is relatively small. Doesn’t seem a large enough event to attract the most prestigious periodical in Central Europe. Don’t you think, Valek?”

      “He’s not here for the store opening,” Valek began morosely.

      In the very next second, his grip was tight around Charlotte’s hand, tugging her out of the square. Panic strained his features.

      “We are leaving. Now.”

      “Why?”

      “’Ey! Charlotte! Valek! Wouldn’t ya know it! The Cackle showed up!” cawed Mr. Třínožka, waving his four arms around in the air.

      And then there was a loud gasp from the damp gentleman—from the vodnik.

      He hesitated a moment, but then… “Could it be?” His swamp-water voice called from meters away.

      Charlotte and Valek stopped. Horror jolted in her stomach.

      The crowd parted for the reporter as he weaseled his way through. His webbed feet slapped over the cobblestone as he neared. With the tripod folded under his arm and the camera clutched firmly to his chest, his lizard-like mouth gaped at Charlotte.

      Strange, indeed.

      Valek reeled her in, his forearm wrapping protectively around her front. She clutched him with both hands. This wasn’t good.

      The Weekly Cackle was biased—known for publishing stories that favored the Light much more than creatures of the Dark. She recalled the unfair headlines from several weeks ago, painting Vampires in a most horrendous image:

      BLOODTHIRSTY BEASTS—MENICES TO MAGIC SOCIETY, LORD VLADISLOV TO DESTROY VAMPIRE THREAT, MORTALS TURNED MAGIC ARE NOT MAGIC, and other nonsense. So how did this vodnik get past Sarah’s border curses?

      The fishy man gazed mystified at Charlotte like she was all-knowing and could resurrect the dead.

      “The infamous mortal girl…” he breathed, reaching a webbed hand toward her, but Valek pulled her back a step. “Charlotte…aren’t you? How curious.”

      He plucked a pair of spectacles from his breast pocket and pushed them up the wide bridge of his nose. The lenses were bottle-thick, magnifying his bulgy eyeballs to twice their size as he leaned in closer, blinking furiously.

      “Yes. Yes. Quite,” he deduced. “The person at the center of the destruction of the Central European Magic Regime and our young lord.”

      Her stomach back-flipped.

      Balancing his camera on one shoulder, he grabbed up her hand in his free one, shaking it vigorously up and down, jostling her out of Valek’s hold.

      “Honored! Truly! May I?” Without waiting for a response, the vodnik pulled his camera up to his eye and snapped a quick photograph, the flash blinding her once again.

      “Excuse me,” Valek growled.

      “Pardon! Oh, how rude! I haven’t introduced myself! Salazar Quipp! Editor in chief of The Weekly Cackle! Oh, I’m sure you’ve heard of it! Pleased to make your acquaintance! Thought I’d only be covering the event—didn’t know I’d be treated to the presence of such a celebrity!”

      “I’m sure you didn’t,” Dusana growled, stepping in front of Valek and Charlotte.

      “Yes, we’ve heard of your tabloid,” Jorge added, doing the same until there was a wall of Vampires between the swamp creature and Charlotte.

      “I beg your pardon,” said Mr. Quipp, looking abashed.

      “Has your news source ever once given an unbiased interview?” jeered Sasha, puffing out his chest to appear even larger.

      “We only report the truth! I assure you!” Salazar’s voice remained jubilant, his mouth gaping.

      “Was it the truth when you reported that our kind massacred entire human cities in one night?” Jorge snapped.

      “Was it the truth when you reported we were stealing Elvin children from their beds?” added Dusana.

      Salazar’s smile fell a bit, but didn’t disappear completely. “Fellows! Fellows! Today is your chance to make right! I apologize if you felt our various reports were…misinformed, but…this is your golden opportunity! Here stands before you the very editor in chief.”

      Unfolding the tripod and fixating the camera over it, the scummy man pulled out a moist notepad from his belt.

      “Care to share a few words about what life as a blood-feeder is really like, then?” he said, hope glistening in his eyes. “Tell us…how’s life now that you’re no long barred by the Regime? Are the nights insatiable, or do you limit yourselves to one or two bodies…”

      Charlotte couldn’t quite tell if this man was daft or just awful.

      This time, Charlotte tugged Valek by his sleeve. “Come on, Valek. You were right. We should leave.”

      Salazar squawked even louder this time: “VALEK? Valek Ruzik himself?”

      The camera flash exploded again, stunning Valek into an abrupt stillness.

      “Splendid! Simply splendid! The Dreaded Vampire Ruzik…come out of hiding!” He spoke the unofficial title with his swampy finger in the air like it was his next headline. “Oh it is my lucky day!”

      “No,” Valek commanded.

      Charlotte shoved her hand out to Salazar Quipp. “Please don’t—”

      He snapped another picture. “Pane Ruzik, if you’ve got a moment for a quick word—”

      “I SAID NO!” Valek roared and the whole square fell silent.

      Mr. Třínožka, who’d been welcoming more people into the store with sample bags of his special teas looked at once toward the source of the hubbub. Even Edwin’s curious face poked out from the shop’s entry. So did Sarah, her expression more than furious, her pink lips pursed.

      Salazar Quipp looked stupefied with his hand stretched over his chest.

      “I have the mind to smash that idiotic contraption at my feet, but I wouldn’t want you reporting that in your next article,” Valek growled quietly. He laced his fingers through Charlotte’s and muttered down at her, “We are going.”

      Though his voice was low, it still felt loud enough for the entire crowd to hear, stunned silent by the interruption. Even the music silenced.

      “My apologies, Anansi…Edwin….” Nodding at the two, his glare on fire, his hand squeezing tighter around Charlotte’s. “We’ll see you at home.”

      Mr. Třínožka and the rag boy both glanced at one another in a heartbroken way as Valek pulled Charlotte toward the outer ring of the crowd and beyond the center’s clock tower.

      After some moments, they were a safe distance away from eager stares, hidden behind the alcoves of some shopping arcades.

      “Please slow down!” she protested, tripping over small mounds of snow.

      “Sorry.” He fell back a step, giving her the chance to catch her breath.

      “Tell me. Why is the Weekly Cackle here?” Her eyes stung. “Really.”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Valek seethed. “That Salazar Quipp is after a much different story. He knew. He knew you’d be here. It was a ridiculous idea to come home. We are far too visible. We should not have come back.” His muttering grew so quiet she strained to hear him.

      “But how would someone like him know? Who would tip him off?” Surely it wasn’t the remaining members of the Regime. Aiden and his family were quite proud. She couldn’t imagine they’d enjoy having details of their defeat plastered all over the presses—the fact that Valek had won and was still at large and living a happy life with Charlotte at home.

      “There are still sympathizers. They will want us exposed. Not to mention dead.” He squeezed his eyes shut and rubbed his temples. “No one is to be trusted. Coming home was not a good idea. We should still be in hiding. I was a fool for thinking otherwise.”

      Her breath hitched. Somewhere in hiding? They had nothing left but home.

      “What else is there, Valek? Where else would we go?”

      “I don’t know yet.”

      “I don’t want to leave again.” A tear escaped. She didn’t want it to, turning and dashing it away before he could see.

      He turned his wild glare on her, but the rest of him softened.

      “Lottie…” He brushed his palm over her damp cheek. He sighed. “I apologize. If anyone took you away from me again…” he trailed off. Pushing the hair from her face, he went on to say, “If we have to leave, it would be for the best. And it would be temporary.”

      “But this…this is home—”

      “No it isn’t.” He almost smiled.

      The way the corners of his eyes crinkled slightly did something to ease the heaviness in her chest.

      “Home isn’t made of walls or floors or…even bookshelves. Home is right here….” He pressed his index finger against her sternum. “Home is always right here.”

      He started to retract his hand, but she grasped onto his wrist and held him there.

      He took one step closer to her, his lips parted—full lips with a plunging cupid’s bow that added to the androgyny of his surreal beauty. From behind them, she could see the tips of his incisors, sharper than the rest of his teeth.

      In the sunlight, he was everything she imagined he would be. Despite his deathliness, Valek was full of color. The way he looked at her—the way he moved—it was with the sort of graceful sensuality she wished she possessed. He was a god of ice and marble. A devil with diamond teeth and a garnet tongue.

      Why didn’t you come to bed last night?

      Casting a worried glance over the top of her head, she could tell he was deliberating.

      “L-Lottie…I—”

      “You’re a world away lately. And every time I want to talk about it, you drift further. Just…tell me the truth.”

      “A lot is weighing on me now. The war is far from over. And I am afraid—” He touched the ends of her curls, his eyes still distant. “Charlotte, there were nights just a short time ago that I… almost hurt you. And part of me wanted to. Then they took you away. I never thought I’d see you again. And now... your pain… what happened last night…. These things are ominous indeed. For the first time, I do not have the right answer.”

      Charlotte thought back to a particular night in Francis’ home. The searing pain at the side of her throat. It came out of nowhere. Sarah found some information about an ancient curse in an old book, but Charlotte didn’t want to believe it was the problem affecting her now. Fixation, Sarah called the disease: Law One always at the ready—guarding the knowledge of magic from mortal kind. Charlotte had been fed on. Now Valek needed to decide; change her or let her die.

      Preposterous.

      “It could be real, Charlotte,” Valek said, responding to her thought.

      “It’s nonsense,” she rushed to say. “It’s got to be something else. Some deficiency. Stress-related.”

      “I fear it will get worse,” Valek went on.

      “There’s no way,” Charlotte argued. She took both of his hands in hers, dragging her thumb over the chilled, snake-scale texture of his skin. “It just sounds ridiculous. Fixation,” she repeated the word from her memory. “It’s not real.”

      “If I ever lost you again, I—”

      “You won’t.” She winced, realization washing over her. “Is that why you’ve been so far away from me?”

      “What do you mean?” But she could tell he feigned ignorance once again.

      “You know what I mean. You don’t—I was worried that you no longer—” The words were difficult to get out. “You never talk to me. Like, really talk to me. I was worried that you didn’t…” She inhaled deeply, summoning whatever courage stored in her guts. “That you didn’t feel the same anymore. I was worried you changed your mind about me, or that you felt we made a mistake, or maybe…you still just want me to be…Lottie.” She exhaled, relieved she’d forced out the truth plaguing her for weeks, but nervous about how he might reply.

      Before she could say another word, his fingers wound in her curls, pulling her to his chest. Her heart jolted to life. Leaning up on her toes, she hooked her arms around his neck, pressing against him as firmly as she could. Releasing her hair, his broad arms circled around her middle, constricting her like a python. She wanted him to kiss her. But he didn’t.

      “Charlotte, please understand,” he began, his voice pained as he rested his chin atop her head.

      It was the first time in weeks he was so close.

      But Sarah had been right…because it came again—the pain.

      It happened whenever he got too close.

      A sound burst from her own mouth unlike anything she’d ever heard. A terrible hissing escaped from her core. She didn’t mean to. She couldn’t contain the agony, nor the sweltering burgeoning in her ribcage. It was worse than yesterday, flaring up the side of her face, in her ears, and down her shoulder.

      Whimpering, she collapsed to her knees.

      “Charlotte?”

      Clawing at the snow, she wanted to curl up in a ball and disintegrate. She squeezed her eyes shut against the shrill note that brought a pulse to her eardrum. Something oozed slickly from the inside of her ear. Blood. Her fingertips, stained red, doubled in her vision. Her lungs were stiff, the air suddenly too thick to swallow. Her mouth was open. Her back arched.

      Valek was beside her at once. He appeared blurry. The entire pathway—the trees, the sun, the snow—it was all hazy again. His mouth moved, that she could tell, but she couldn’t hear what he said. The ringing was still so loud.

      Balling her fingers up in the gravel and snow, she cried out, unsure of how loud she was. Maybe she wasn’t making any sound at all.

      Her face was soaked with tears and sweat. Her whole body smoldered as she fought against passing out. If she allowed everything to go black, it might be the last time.

      And then there were teeth.

      Four razor-sharp blades plunged deep into her flesh at the core of the immolation. Suddenly, a tidal wave of arctic water washed over her, smothering the fire. She peeked through heavy lids. His hair surrounded her in a dark veil, his snowy lips on her skin, pulling.

      Her fingers went numb. Her head swam. Warmth spread through her stomach and between her legs. Electric pleasure. There was that familiar vacuuming sensation—the wet slosh of her heartbeat—her will to survive. She knew she would. Valek knew how to restrain now.

      He pulled away, some of her blood staining the snow beneath them a deep, sultry wine. Smears of it remained at the corner of his mouth and across his chin, his face contorted with horror.

      “Charlotte? Charlotte!” He shook her. Finally, his voice was audible, sounding distant though growing steadily clearer. “Charlotte…” he panted. “Are you alright?”

      Tears continued to spill but she couldn’t say anything out loud.

      Sarah’s right, she thought at him.

      Her forehead and the back of her neck were damp, her mouth dry. Tears welled until more spilled down her face. Her hands shook, the ends of her fingers still tingly.

      Fixation. The curse. Everything the book said was right. I have it.

      Pressing her palm against her still-bleeding neck punctures, her mind spun. She felt her skin stretch under her hand, the bite healing in a matter of seconds. The venomous medicine in Valek’s saliva covered up any indicator he’d been there at all.

      Valek pulled her up in his arms, eyes on fire as he held here there in the snow. “We will find a solution.”

      She felt his arms quivering around her.

      Questions turned to white noise in her mind:

      Did this mean death? Would he change her? Did they have a choice?

      CRACK!

      Another burst of white light flooded her consciousness and created spots in her vision.

      Valek lobbed away from her, growling like an animal.

      “The truth about Vampires? That’s what you said you wanted me to publish?” Salazar Quipp simpered darkly from somewhere nearby. “Got you,” he said in a tone laced with malevolence before he vanished into a cloud of gray swamp-mist.

      Valek roared, bolting toward the smoky plume, but he was too late—hand reaching into the vortex. Time and energy shoved him hard enough away that he skidded back half a meter through the slush.

      Charlotte pushed up from the ground, hand still pressed to her scar, sticky with blood.

      Back in the square, joyous sounds of celebration continued.

      “You are sick,” Valek admitted. “And we have to leave.”
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      “This is an embarrassment!” Cinder Price shrieked, throwing up her arms, which made the scullery maids at either side of her flinch and duck out of the way. “You said you’d keep this quiet!”

      Danek Price looked small and silly seated between Cinder’s father, Balder, and his much larger brother, Dag.

      Irish Elves were undersized when compared to the goliaths of Norway. Even though Danek still towered over most of the women in the castle, he could not compete with Dag’s bolder-like arms or Balder’s chest, rugged and broad like a mountainside.

      “I-I’m sorry.” Danek’s voice shook. “I have no control over what the news media—”

      “Listen to me, Danek!” Cinder roared closer to his face. “I will not allow those of us still in charge to be made a mockery of. Not only is your son’s failure plastered all over occult presses, now the Dreaded Vampire Ruzik has become this celebrated figure!” she scoffed. “Like some child’s bedtime story! It’s ridiculous!” She slapped the face of the newspaper and cast it to the floor of the medical wing.

      Every morning was the same—the entire family went to visit Aiden Price who still lay lifeless in his sterile bed with white linen sheets. His skin was grey now. Purple circles cradled his eyes that didn’t even open with the sounds of his mother’s persistent crying. It had been weeks, and he hadn’t so much as wiggled a finger.

      Clicks and clacks of pudgy, redheaded Meredith Price’s relentless pacing rippled up and down the checkered corridor. The noise drove Cinder to madness. One more clack, and she’d be ready to yank out her yellow braids from her own head to hang herself with.

      “Why don’t you have a seat…d-dear,” prompted Danek as he eyeballed Cinder, seemingly noticing her growing agitation.

      But Meredith ignored him, chewing on her nails, her gaze distant and watery. She’d been muttering things like, “My baby…they’ve destroyed my baby…” for months, impossible to console with neither cups of tea nor words.

      They’d tried to pass her off to the psych wing but Meredith refused, demanding to remain as close by Aiden’s side as possible.

      “Aiden’s stupid face on the front page! Paraded as a sniveling child in front of your entire district!” Cinder continued, face hot with rage.

      She swirled her bearskin cloak off her shoulders and turned to lean slightly out an open window. She closed her eyes and let the cold wind calm her before scouring over the evergreen forests of Romsdalen.

      Snow dusted over the rolling sea of tree tops. A silvery river cut the forest below their chateau in half as it sat perched high up against the side of an enormous mountain.

      Cinder inhaled the crisp air deeply.

      Since the Price family arrived on her doorstep, she’d kept a close eye on how things were transpiring. Maids to delivered various periodicals to her chambers along with breakfast—it was an order. Upon being presented with that morning’s headlines, she’d ordered all the windows open…desperately needing to cool off her mind working on overdrive now.

      “How could you let a bunch of parasites defeat the fearsome cabinet of the great Wizard Vladislov of the Carpathians?” she snapped angrily. “Such an illustrious man. Surely, he’s turning over in his grave so much even the maggots in his ears are dizzy!”

      Danek tucked his chin to his chest and sighed, “He was feeble—”

      “And Aiden!” She glared back at him over her shoulder shielded by a bronze plate.

      “—was weak-minded…” Danek continued.

      “Your son? Weak-minded? Ha! He’s the most stubborn ass I’ve ever met. Just like your brother…”

      “His judgment was clouded,” Danek explained.

      “Clouded?”

      Cinder wheeled at him again, blood coming to a boil at the base of her esophagus. His excuses ignited more fury with every syllable he spoke. She thought about drawing her blade and lobbing off his head.

      “With what? Horse manure? Weeds? Mushrooms…or whatever it is you fancy over there in those backwoods you call a country?”

      “If Fallon were here—”

      “If Fallon were here, he’d laugh in your face before finishing off that weakling son of yours and throwing your wife and the rest of your spoilt children to the wolves!”

      Meredith turned horrified eyes on Cinder, however Cinder really didn’t care much about what the blubbering woman thought.

      “That wasn’t the sort of man Fallon was…” Danek argued.

      “That was the sort of man she made of him!” Balder jabbed his thick finger at Cinder, his great orange beard shaking. “A man! One who never cowered in the presence of shadows.”

      It was a struggle for him to cross one tree-trunk-sized leg over the other, but he did. He leaned back in his chair which groaned under his weight.

      Cinder analyzed Meredith and Danek’s tattered wares, their sallow skin and tired eyes, and wrinkled up her nose. She was at least proud of her family’s presentation.

      The court presiding in Romsdalen always took pride in how they appeared to others. How could anybody lead if they didn’t look like a leader? —it was lesson her mother had drilled into her from a very early age.

      Cinder, Balder, and Dag dressed like gods—gold cuffs in their braids, bejeweled coils around their arms and fingers. Hunted hides of bears and wolves kept their backs warm those winter months. Appraising the Prices, she decided, despite the official sash Danek adorned, they looked like more like peasants than noblemen—robes torn and frayed at the hems, their leathers eroding.

      Shameful.

      “After I married Fallon Price, he became a man. Fit to help me preside over the Western European Magic Court. He changed so much from the brother you once knew, Danek. Shame you were not able to know the person he became before he died.”

      “Aye.” Danek nodded and sat down in one of the iron chairs, folding his hands together under his chin. It was clear he hadn’t slept in weeks. “I wonder what my brother would say now.”

      Cinder decided that Danek Price was the spitting image of his late younger brother. Same ruddy hair, same broad shoulders. Even their facial features were similar, save for the scar marring Danek across his eye from his forehead to his chin. He carried that pathetic mark like a war trophy. It wasn’t something to be proud of. It represented error. Mistakes. A clean battle should have resulted in no scars. An unscathed body was a true badge of honor. Good training should result in no error on the war field.

      “It’s not what Fallon would say,” grumbled Balder. “It’s what Vladislov would say. He’s the only one who’d know how to clean up this mess.”

      “Pity. Vladislov was a great ally. I’m going to miss the old geezer,” said Cinder. “But I told him…” She illustrated her point with the wag of her finger. “I told him oligarchies are messy. Monarchies are much more efficient. Either way, he could’ve picked a better heir, I’d say.”

      Meredith piped up with, “Vladislov didn’t pick Aiden—”

      “Shut up. You’re lucky I even allowed you to take sanctuary here,” Cinder sniffed. Examining her perfectly rounded nails, she went on with, “Caught me on a decent day, I suppose. If it had been a worse morning, I might have thrown you to the wolves myself. Even the Magical Congress of North America is laughing at the lot of you, and with the disasters they have on their hands, that’s really saying something.”

      Danek glared at the floor like he’d swallowed a slug.

      To the left of the hospital wing’s sitting area, a door abruptly crashed outward, jolting the whole group to their feet. The sound would have been thunderous anywhere, but because the surrounding corridor was mostly marble, it resounded like an explosion.

      A horrified-looking nurse skidded to a stop before the entry, her hands outstretched at her sides, her mouth gaping. “Master Price is…” Her stormy gaze darted from face to face. Cinder recognized the apology in her horrified expression and felt her stomach lurch. “…gone.”

      Meredith released harrowing wails loud enough to crack Cinder’s skull, throwing herself into Danek’s chest. “MY BABY!” she sobbed.

      “No! Please, my apologies. Not gone. Your ladyship,” she said to Cinder. “He’s alive…we think…but….”

      “What does that mean, you think?”

      The nurse turned to glance behind herself with her hands pressed to her mouth. Two more maids from the medical wing peeked out into the corridor. They both shook their heads dumbly.

      “He’s not in his bed. He’s…gone,” the first repeated the words like she didn’t understand what they meant, her fingers sprawled at her sides like she’d dropped something.

      Cinder’s intestines twisted in knots.

      Aiden wasn’t supposed to be alright. He shouldn’t have lived. Not when she wanted to take Vladislov’s district for her own. Where in hell could the little scoundrel have gone? How could he have escaped the castle without a single person seeing him?

      “But,” the nurse continued, and her grizzly tone made Cinder’s heart lift. “His condition is still very critical. He’s weak…he must be. There’s no way he can get very far. His blood has been contaminated either by consumption of Dark blood, or perhaps one open wound to another—”

      “Are you saying he might be lying dead somewhere else?” Meredith’s groan was agonized and broken. “Out…there?” She pointed a bloodless finger out the window.

      The nurse’s shoulders drooped and she shook her head. “I’m sorry. There is no way of knowing.”

      “Either way, he must be found and dealt with.” Cinder instructed, throwing a look at her father and uncle. “He could be a potential threat.”

      She produced a pair of leather gloves from where they’d been tucked into her copper belt and pulled them on.

      Danek gasped and shoved his way from behind Balder and Dag.

      “A threat? You must be joking! Only to the Dark sects, I am sure! My son would never attack a member of our party. Do not forget—”

      Cinder unsheathed a dagger in a flash and held the point of it to Danek’s throat. He shut his mouth at once.

      “I am superior to you,” she whispered carefully. “You will address me like you understand that. Just because I don’t have a pair of testicles between my legs doesn’t mean I won’t demand just as much respect from you as the Great Lord Vladislov did. The Light defers to me now. Got it?”

      He gulped, his eyes watering. After a moment, he nodded in silence.

      “Good.” Cinder put her blade away. “Not to worry. Aiden is family.” She suppressed a gag. “We will find him and assess the situation. If his illness is curable, and he will one day be fit to lead again, of course, he will reclaim his position. I respect Vladislov’s wishes above all else. By the order of Merlin.”

      Though the words came out sweet, they tasted bitter on her tongue. She forced them out anyway. Of course, none of them were true.

      “Oh! My boy! My baby boy!” Meredith sobbed again and Cinder’s fingers itched to give her a good smack.

      “We’ve done all we can for him,” the nurse spoke again. “But Valek Ruzi—”

      “DO NOT SAY HIS NAME!” howled Meredith, throwing her head back with her hands over her ears.

      “This is all worse than I thought,” said Cinder. “We must find him. And the Vampire too. Every criminal who remains in hiding. Who will run your district?” Cinder cawed, though secretly, she reveled in this news. Perfect. “We have the Symposium coming up in a few short weeks. Someone must be there to represent the Central European Magic Regime!”

      “Aiden will—”

      “You heard what she said! Aiden is altered! Different! And he is on the run! Your son could have fangs in his mouth for all we know.” She shuddered. “Who knows what he could be capable of?” It was all she could do to stifle her glee.

      “Vladislov chose him,” Meredith hissed furiously. “The throne is his birthright!”

      “But that’s all up in flames now! You heard what they said.”

      “Perhaps, I have a temporary resolution….” Dag laced his thick fingers together.

      “Uncle?” asked Cinder in such a tone that suggested none of this was predisposed at all.

      “Return with them to their district.” He jutted the tip of his salt and pepper beard toward Danek. “Present yourself to Vladislov’s subjects. They need a temporary ruler while Danek’s troupes recover the young lord. Rebuild the Central European Magic Regime.”

      “Yes, brother!” Balder rumbled. “Fantastic idea! You’re already a familiar face, dear—a beloved international figure. Their citizens need someone to believe in. Unfortunately, we find ourselves ravaged by revolution. Fear is the most dangerous thing in the hands of our people. But you could lift the morale, Cinder.”

      She grinned. Each piece of her plan was falling into place. They’d been conspiring since news of the uprising. Whoever was left of the Regime were woebegone and pathetic. Now the only knight she needed off her board was Aiden…and if he was indeed altered…getting rid of him would be easy. She’d have good excuse to kill him, and then claim herself as Queen. Two districts. Soon, all of Europe.

      She fought to keep her excitement suppressed while she gauged Danek’s reaction to their proposal: His eyes were narrowed, his finger pressed between his lips.

      “A woman?” Cinder thought she heard him grumble in an undertone and held herself from gnashing at him like a wild animal.

      Who better than a woman? Men lacked cunning…obviously. All they were good at was offense and brute force. Orchestrating the takeover of Aiden’s district would take cunning and finesse.

      Aiden Price will fall.

      Meredith toed up to Danek quietly, her swollen hand on his forearm. “Might not be a bad idea, d-dear.” She forced out the endearing term, her face looking rather green.

      “The press is having a field day,” Danek sighed. “We are losing morale. I see no other option.”

      Dag pivoted to the chair he’d been sitting in, plucking up the newest edition of the Weekly Cackle. Of course, Aiden’s face was splashed across the front page, but Dag turned it over and held a different picture in front of Danek.

      “The Vampire. The one responsible for all this. He’s being glorified throughout districts all over the world. Dreaded Vampire Ruzik. He’s being heralded for getting away with the worst crime in a century and for holding captive the human girl. Unlimited blood supply with little effort. She keeps him at large. They’re calling him a mastermind. He is a celebrity. Even among our kind—so filled with fear and hatred, but so fascinated all at once.”

      The grayscale photograph depicted the human girl being attacked by Valek Ruzik in broad daylight, his fangs in her throat while she gripped the tops of his arms, her face fixed in a grimace. He looked positively animalistic. A small amount fear scurried up Cinder’s back, but no one would ever know it. She’d stow that away to the darkest depths of her mind. You fear nothing, she reminded herself. You fear nothing.

      “That maniac!” growled Meredith. “What is there to glamorize? He’s as evil as they come!”

      “Everyone loves a good villain,” Cinder muttered stoically.

      Danek grabbed up the periodical in his fists, his lip curling.

      “How? Why?” He wheeled around to Meredith. “The mortal is the one to blame here! She is centric in all this! It goes against everything Vladislov stood for!” He chucked the paper at the ground and rubbed his tired eyes. “I’ve failed him so miserably.”

      “Danek, we have to do this,” Cinder pressed. She placed her hand on his shoulder. It was the perfect plan—the perfect chance. The Western European Magic Court was a small district—easy to run even on her own now that Fallon Price was dead—killed by dragons in the mountains, or so she allowed everyone to believe.

      Aiden Price was a weakling. If he were anything like his uncle, she could take care of him in one fell swoop. But she would have to wait until no one was looking. Or, if enough of the darkness overcame him, she could make it appear as if he attacked her. A self-defense plea. Brilliant.

      But, these were thoughts best saved for later. There were much bigger things that required her attention now. She needed to concentrate on having the rest of Europe’s magic societies fall in love with her.

      More districts. More power. Destroy the patriarchy.

      The moment Danek breathed his hesitant ‘yes’ was the moment Cinder erupted with orders to her staff:

      “Schedule my press conference in Prague for Sunday next. Arrange our travel. Ensure the Regime Palace is dressed and restored upon my arrival. Employ as many Elves as you need. Send a party South to search for Aiden. Check every Occult city from here to Croatia. Move on this! I want the head of every Occult publication at the palace tomorrow. And shine my most modest crown—I want their first impression of me to be that I am humble and charming.”
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      Charlotte’s heart caught in her throat as she ran. Every muscle in her chest tensed and she cried out through the crowded square.

      Valek was nowhere to be found.

      Hexed lanterns twinkled in oranges and reds against the bruised evening sky. They cast eerie shadows over the alleys and arcades. Various creatures and magic beings clustered around her, shoving her aside as they pushed past in the opposite direction. Low, monotonous conversation buzzed while she shouldered against the mob of rushing elbows and heads like a fish swimming upstream.

      Every face seemed un-friendlier than the last. Smog hung thick with the smell of too many bodies in one place.

      “Valek?”

      No. He couldn’t have gone back that way. He must’ve been somewhere near the front of the square.

      She spun in the same direction the crowd headed, fiery curls flying into her eyes. The night was sticky and too hot. She wanted to peel out of her sweater. There was no time to think—no time wait.

      “Valek?”

      Her stomach twisted in an awful knot. The back of her throat was sandpaper-dry, scorching like fire. Grasping at her neck, she dug her nails desperately into her flesh, begging for relief from the incinerating. Where was he? Surely, he was hiding in his guilt for what he had made of her.

      Nobody looked at her as she cried for him. Nobody even acknowledged she was there, panicking, desperate. Elves, Imps, Shifters, Witches, and the rest of those so utterly different from her continued with their collective focus pointed upward, all marching in the same direction down the wide, cobblestone street. Their gazes were blank—lifeless.

      Charlotte grabbed hold to the arm of one tall Witch with platinum hair. She recognized her immediately—one of the Witches her archrival Evangeline used to gallivant with in Howler’s Tavern. Her face was severe. There was no light in her silver eyes.

      “Agatha! I’m looking for Valek!” Charlotte tugged at her.

      But there was no response—no reaction—not even so much as a facial twitch. She merely continued past Charlotte like she wasn’t there at all.

      “Someone!” she cried again. “Help me! Please!”

      Twirling back in the direction of home, she was abruptly bowled over as the great arm of an Ogre slammed her back, shoving her to the ground.

      Suddenly, she was surrounded by a forest of rushing feet and claws and she rolled clear from being trampled, scrambling for refuge behind the large stone fountain in the center of the square.

      Propping her back against the outside of the basin, hugging her knees, she closed her eyes and inhaled deeply, struggling to calm herself. But the heady scent of something savory and metallic made her eyes snap open again.

      The soft skin of her palms stung, bloodied from her fall. Rough granules clung to the shallow cuts. Salty iron wafted up through her senses. Her mouth watered. There lived a desire to press the heel of her hand to her lips and lick her wounds clean but she shoved those urges away and pulled to her feet again.

      Breaching the surface of the sea of faces, she gasped for him again.

      “Valek! Valek! Where are you?” Hot tears streamed down her cheeks. “I’m so sorry!”

      Still, no one answered her. And then she caught sight of the bronze weather vane peeking out over the trees from her house’s one spired roof. Home. That’s where Valek was. She should have realized it before.

      For a brief second, however, something else captured her attention—something blooming brightly over the steeples of the square and all of Bohemia—

      Dawn.

      It came like the opposing army, blasting a cannon hole through the velvet midnight hues, swirling in violent pinks and yellows.

      “No….”

      Her breath caught in her throat and she felt like she might be sick. Daylight—death—was returning. Her flesh started to tighten around her bones. Her right hand burned worse, and glancing down at it again, she discovered her fate line carved deep through the middle of her hand was beginning to disappear.

      “No! Valek! I’m sorry! Please! Where are you?”

      More tears poured down her face as she sprinted in the direction of her house, racing as fast as her legs would move through the rabble to the familiar footpath and finally, her rickety porch steps.

      The lights were on. Valek must’ve been inside this whole time.

      Throwing open her front door, her breath was heavy in her ears, her lungs ablaze. She couldn’t leave him there alone. Not when dawn was coming to claim them. It was her fault for what she’d become. That was why he didn’t appear when she called for him. Yes. That was it. He must be angry with her.

      Despite the pale light glowing softly in the salon and the kitchen, the house felt stark and dead. There was a strange emptiness—an abandoned feeling. It was enough to make her heart sink miserably to the bottom of her stomach.

      She toed in deeper, sensing Valek was upstairs in his bedroom. Choking over her fevered breathing, she bolted up to the second story and down the dusty hall. Her whole body felt like it had been set on fire.

      “Valek!” The ornate mahogany doors of his bedroom crashed inward when she shoved them open with all her might. “Valek, we have to leave! They are coming for us! We have to—”

      Charlotte stopped in a cold sweat when she saw movement within the spluttering candlelight.

      Valek lay belly-up on his bed, his arms and chest bare. A graceful-looking female loomed over him and Charlotte saw a golden wedding band glint on her slender left ring finger while she affectionately stroked the side of his face. Her brown hair twirled down over the perfect ivory of her skin. She was beautiful. Delicate. Human.

      Bile rose in the back of Charlotte’s throat.

      “I’ve missed you so much,” he murmured sweetly up to the woman, his horrid monster claw trailing down her naked spine as she moved over him, breathing heavily.

      Charlotte gasped, recalling the story Valek told her one night while they were in hiding from the Regime—the story of his long-deceased mortal wife.

      Tears flooded the corners of her eyes.

      This could not be possible.

      She gripped fistfuls of her own hair in knots, willing the images before her to be disappear.

      “No!” Charlotte howled until her chest felt like it would explode into a thousand glass shards. “Valek! It’s a trap!”

      The woman heard her. Gripping onto Valek’s chest, she craned her head around, revealing herself to be none other than…Andela.

      But that was impossible.

      Charlotte gasped and fell back a step.

      “The entire universe is wrapped around your finger,” she said.

      Charlotte winced. “What?”

      “The stars align in your hands.”

      “What are you talking about? Andela, we thought you were dead….”

      Next second, right before Charlotte’s eyes…Andela’s milky body dissolved to ash. Charlotte felt like she might be sick as she bent double, however, still unable to pull her eyes away. Even more horrifying, was that Valek followed in kind, skin turning gray before flaking and crumpling into the bed sheets, gray powder drifting up into the air. Gone.

      “NO! NOOO!”

      “Charlotte?” A familiar voice echoed to her. It wasn’t Valek’s. “Charlotte, open your eyes.”

      A warm hand gripped her wrist, tugging her around to face the hallway again. Her gaze met with a tall silhouette. It loomed over her, one distinct pointed ear poking out from feathery auburn hair.

      A new, more horrible, scream rolled up from her depths. He tugged at her and she felt herself flying forward, being ripped through time and space. Everything around her went dark, until at last, she felt herself rocking gently from side to side—floating—drifting. . .

      “Charlotte, wake up!”

      Gasping, her eyelids snapped open to the weird stillness of the ruddy dirt-packed ceiling of Mr. Třínožka’s burrow.

      Her throat was raw. She lied face-up, tears streaming, seeping down into her hairline. Her focus flickered across the spider’s eclectic junk collection; the many brass pans, a few clock gears, and about a dozen or so silver teapots.

      “Th-Th-Third night in a r-r-row,” another voice fumbled near her ear.

      Her senses warmed with the smells and sounds of wood smoldering in the clay hearth. Cinnamon. Then came the whine of a kettle on a stove top.

      When she tried to move her arms, she found she couldn’t, spun tightly in a quilt as one of Mr. Třínožka’s eight, long arms cradled her.

      “I’m s-sorry,” she panted, finding it painful to speak.

      Had she really been screaming… out loud? Her face flushed. Her throat felt ravaged.

      “T’was nuttin’ but a nightmare, girly.” The spider’s normally gruff voice lifted a few octaves higher with his concern.

      “I fell asleep?” She frowned, struggling to remember how she’d gotten there.

      “All night an’ all day,” the great spider-man explained, setting her down in an upright position over one of his squashy web sacks, large enough to be considered furniture.

      “Well, don ya remember? We arrived home affer the store openin’ an yer scar there gave ya a nasty thrashin’. Right blacked out, ya did.”

      “You’ve b-been asleep for the l-l-last day and a h-half,” explained Edwin, plucking a chipped teacup from a shelf on the wall.

      From the shiny, new teapot he’d given the spider for Yule, he poured some steaming water over tea leaves, filling the burrow with an earthly scent. Lavender and chamomile.

      At last, she wriggled her arms free from the crochet entrapment.

      A day and a half? That couldn’t be right. She clutched the sides of her head and shut her eyes, temples still pounding.

      “What time is it?” she groaned.

      Mr. Třínožka yanked his goggles off his forehead, and with another one of his free hands, unwrapped the mustard-colored scarf from his neck. His beetle black eyes glanced up at one of the dozen cuckoo clocks on the wall. They always made quite the racket upon the hour.

      “Damn near six.”

      “Six?”

      “In the evening,” he grumbled concernedly, raising his frosted eyebrows at her.

      “I’ve been asleep for seventeen hours?” she shrieked, kicking the rest of her way out of the blanket.

      “Well, ya weren’t feelin’ well…”

      “Where’s Valek?”

      She stood too quickly. The burrow tilted in one direction, then the other, and she pressed her palms against the hollows of her eyes, waiting for the teetering to stop. It was the most horrible dream she’d ever had, but she wanted to remember every detail of it.

      “Now, now, ya jus ‘ave a seat, girly. Valek aint home from huntin’ yet and you’ve gotta give yerself a minute ta get right.”

      With one of his index fingers, Mr. Třínožka prodded her on the forehead. She collapsed back into one of his webby chairs again, plumes of dust curling up into the air.

      “Hunting?” she whimpered. She couldn’t put her finger on why jealousy twanged so sourly in her chest.

      “Here, Charlotte. H-have some t-t-tea with us.”

      The scarecrow boy placed a cup and saucer for her over the crooked end table, plopping two cubes of sugar into the murky brown liquid. She quietly muttered her, “thank you.”

      His button eyes shimmered in the warm light. It was difficult to tell, but she was sure she saw some amount of worry within them.

      “Valek’s n-n-not too happy…”

      “Oh tosh!” Mr. Třínožka shook his head. “Don’t be worryin’ her with all that. ‘Sgot nuttin’ ta do wit her.” He wagged one of his fingers toward her cup before he tossed another hunk of wood into the fireplace with a different hand. “Drink yer tea, there, Charlotte, an’ don’ be worryin’ so much.”

      Her stomach sloshed. She didn’t feel much like tea. Taking it in her lap, she grimaced down at it, noting the sinking feeling in her gut. Even though it was comfortable there in Mr. Třínožka’s underground home, a chill lingered within her bones.

      She recalled Valek’s fury over the mysterious note and the book on the mantel. Valek’s not too happy. Guilt flared in her chest.

      “I didn’t mean to keep it a secret, you know?” she whispered at no one.

      “He knows that! Course he does. He jus wants ta keep ya safe affer all that happened. Can’t blame ‘em. Stupid thing leavin’ the Price family alive, I think.”

      Charlotte met the Spider’s eyes then, finding they were narrowed under his cavernous wrinkles.

      “I’m inclined to agree with you, but…” She fidgeted with her next thought. “At the same time, we don’t want to solve all our problems by destroying things—by harming people. It would make us no better than them.”

      “’Stupid,” Mr. Třínožka muttered in an undertone, looking away.

      Her heart clenched again. Just because she didn’t want to kill them herself didn’t mean she wouldn’t spit on their corpses if somebody else did the job first.

      A smile cracked Mr. Třínožka’s sun-worn face under his sprawling mustache. “Sagely little thing ya are…”

      Just then, a cracking sound came from above—the tumbling of dirt. The three looked up in time to watch clods of it roll down through the heavy curtains of the burrow’s entrance. At once, the entire wall of cuckoo clocks erupted, each of them blaring, gears and bells clanging, creating an uproar of clashing notes about the den.

      “At l-l-least we know wh-what time it is,” Edwin called with his hands pressed to his ears.

      There was a string of oaths grumbled then by a musical, little voice followed by the fumbling of feet until eventually, Sarah tripped halfway into the den, her face and arms smudged with soil.

      One by one, the cuckoo clocks lulled back to their usual, quiet ticking.

      “Could do with an easier way to get down here,” the Witch wheezed, frustrated, as she smeared the back of her hand across her cheek, only spreading the grime more.

      “Six on the nose. Right on schedule. Tea, Sarah?” The spider offered, holding up the silver pot.

      Charlotte didn’t miss the way Edwin scuttled off into Mr. Třínožka’s kitchen, looking nervous, scratching at the back of his head and even twitching a bit.

      “None for me, thanks.” Her lavender eyes flicked to Charlotte. “I just came to see if you were awake yet. We’ve all been so worried sick about you. I was about to slip you a fly agaric potion, but Valek seemed to think you only needed your rest.”

      She flounced over to another sack nearest Charlotte and plopped into it, tucking her hands under her knees.

      “Poor thing. How’s your—”

      Charlotte caught Sarah’s hand before her fingers could graze the side of her neck. Trying her best to muster up a convincing smile, she laced her fingers between her friend’s dainty ones and said, “Please don’t worry for me.” She turned up to Mr. Třínožka. “Any of you. I promise. I’ll be fine.”

      Sarah and the spider exchanged a weighty glance before Edwin waddled back in, his hands filled with a platter of thickly-sliced bread, each piece slathered with butter, mustard, and dotted with chopped green chives.

      “B-baked it myself,” he offered nervously. “Nothing like f-f-fresh b-bread to anchor the n-n-n-n-n-nerves.” In quivering hands, he nearly dropped it all, though luckily, it landed on a cockeyed coffee table with a loud clatter instead of on the floor.

      “Taking up baking, are we, Edwin?” Sarah asked, sounding impressed. She took a slice to try.

      “W-well…uh…y-yes. I find it r-r-r-r-relaxing.” He adjusted his spectacles.

      “I could use some help in the kitchen, you know?” she said over her mouthful, but Edwin was too overcome to respond.

      He was the strangest of boys, made up of nothing but enchanted, shabby burlap, yarn, and buttons. Charlotte was never certain about what kind of creature he was exactly. Something like an animated scarecrow, or a life-sized rag doll. Mr. Třínožka invited him to come live in his warren upon their return from the Regime Palace, and sadly, upon finding Horris, Mr. Třínožka’s old roommate, gone.

      Sarah giggled which seemed to ruffle Edwin even more, his stuttering coming out worse than usual: “M-m-m-m-must be h-h-hungry Charlotte….”

      But hunger was her furthest concern. Everything inside her felt heavy. She thought about fainting during Yule...then the uproar in the town square.

      “I’m ruining the everything.” She didn’t mean to say it out loud, but the thought tumbled from her lips down into her teacup.

      “What are you talking about, Charlotte?” asked Sarah quietly.

      “Yule. The store opening. Everything. I’m sorry.”

      They all rushed to ease her guilt with overlapping, “No! No…” and “Don’t be s-silly—” and “It was splendid! No big racket!” Though, each of their faces remained pinched with worry.

      “We’ll have you right as ribbons in no time,” Sarah added warmly, smoothing the material of Charlotte’s dress at her shoulder. It was one Sarah fabricated with her enchanted sewing needle out of old scraps of black velvet. “I’ve already come up with a few healing ideas for when it happens again.”

      Charlotte’s eyes watered, the panic threatening to roll down her face. She sat up straighter.

      “Do you think it will? Do you think the book was right, Sarah? Fixation? The curse? Do you think it will keep happening?”

      Rubbing at the side of her neck, Charlotte recalled the first time she’d felt such pain. Sarah had found some answers in Francis’ copy of The Anatomy of Vampires: Volume One. Charlotte wondered if there was any more about it in the new, mysterious volume Valek stole from her.

      “Balderdash.” Sarah shook her nose in the air. “Such archaic information. I’d prefer to do some research on my own. Give it time. But for now…” She lifted her finger as if touching it to the point she was about to make. “No. More.”

      Charlotte knew what she meant. “But we haven’t—” She stopped talking, her entire face searing horribly.

      Details of what she and Valek used to do when they were alone together were far too intimate to discuss in front of the spider and the doll boy who were both leaning forward with lifted eyebrows.

      “All right,” Charlotte sighed.

      She meant to say there hadn’t been any bloodshed since they’d been home, except for the incident in the square. It seemed Valek planned on keeping his distance anyway.

      Pulling her sewing needle from her skirts, Sarah gave a wave toward Horris’ piano. The keys started to plunk some merry notes, but the sound made Charlotte’s eyes sting. She wondered what happened to the caterpillar Shape-Shifter. Without him there, the music sounded eerie.

      At last, Charlotte took a sip of her tea and chose a slice of bread from the platter. Sarah bit off a huge chunk of her own. Edwin beamed at her, leaning more forward still, his hands on his knees…anticipating.

      “Delicious!” she announced.

      Edwin sat back again, looking quite pleased and even a bit relieved. Charlotte understood why. Nobody baked like Sarah. And beyond that, Charlotte noticed the particular way Edwin looked at the Witch, his button eyes lingering a little too long.

      “Have you been awake long, Charlotte?” Sarah continued.

      “Woke up minutes ‘fore ya rolled in, Witchy,” answered Mr. Třínožka.

      “Valek said she n-needed rest, but it didn’t s-s-seem like she had a very good t-time of it,” explained Edwin.

      “What do you mean?” Sarah cast her concern to Charlotte then.

      “My dream—it was awful,” Charlotte explained. “I was in the square. There were so many faces… I searched, but I couldn’t find him anywhere.” The dark images were still so fresh. So real.

      “Hush!” Mr. Třínožka’s gruff voice shattered the reverie as he held one of his hands out to her. “Mustn’t speak of nightmares here, girly. Evil feeds on ‘em, don’ ya know? You’ll bring about bad luck. If ya speak of it aloud…well…it might come true!”

      The giant Shifter with a grandfatherly face and the lower half of an arachnid retracted his hand, replacing it instead with the one holding the teakettle. He refilled her now half-empty cup.

      Strangely, he preferred to remain between his two forms—not all man—not all spider.

      Charlotte considered what he said, sipping once more at her tea, keeping quiet.

      “It’s like me ol’ man use ta tell me….” He replaced the grim lines in his face with a soft smile. “If yer dreamin in that dark abyss…and those waters get rough…don’ ya ferget…yer captain o’ that ship.”

      “I’m not so sure about that,” she whispered. It didn’t feel like she had any control over her dream. But it was a nice sentiment to put in her pocket for later.

      After the four of them finished off the bread and tea, Mr. Třínožka stretched his two front arms wide, signaling his own exhaustion.

      “Gotta big tomorrow! Gettin’ up bright and early to open the store.”

      Charlotte and Sarah bid the boys their “good-nights” before starting back up the dirt tunnel just as the spider curled up into a great web-spun hammock in the corner of the den, Edwin sprawling out over one of the tufty web sacks.

      “Think he likes you,” Charlotte giggled once she and Sarah made it up into the forest of fading twilight.

      “Who?”

      “Don’t play innocent….”

      “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Sarah huffed, though sounding a touch amused and Charlotte was sure she saw her lavender eyes glint in the pink light of dusk.

      Upon entering, she could see the house was still dressed in whimsical festivity. Both Valek and Jorge stood toe-to-toe against the library door frame, their arms folded. Valek’s back was to her, but the look on Jorge’s face was anxious. Charlotte guessed they’d been having some bout of intense mental discourse because it took Valek a moment to notice they were there.

      “Lottie,” he breathed. He swept her up in his arms, pressing her so tightly to his chest it pushed the air from her lungs. “Are you all right?” he whispered into her hair.

      “You’re…not angry?” she asked when his grip lessened.

      “Angry?” He pulled away from her, his eyebrows furrowing. “Lottie, I’ve been so worried! Sarah, did you—”

      “She was already awake when I arrived,” the Witch admitted, both her hands raised near her head.

      “So…you are feeling better?” There was some amount of alleviation as the crease between his eyebrows melted. He ran the back of his knuckles across her cheek.

      She nodded. Wrapping her fingers around his wrist, she asked, “Where’s the book? Please, Valek.”

      It contained answers she needed. She knew it did. But she didn’t want to admit that out loud.

      Every muscle in his jaw clenched. His nostrils flared. “You’re not to touch it. I meant what I said the other night.”

      “What about the note? Who is ‘C.D.’?” she pressed.

      Valek gave a quick glance over his shoulder at Jorge before muttering, “Let’s…discuss it later.”

      Anxiety knotted in her center but she sighed, too tired to argue. Pressing herself up on her toes, she pushed her mouth toward his, but nearly fell forward when he pulled away from her. She frowned at him and her heart sank miserably. She wasn’t sure why she even tried. Humiliated, her cheeks seared.

      “S-sorry….” He shot a nervous glance at Sarah. “You should…go upstairs. Get a change of clothes.”

      Charlotte lowered herself to her heels, crestfallen. “Oh.”

      “Well, I am as filthy as a toad!” she sang, attempting to shift the energy in the room, no doubt. “Think I’ll run a bath.”

      Untying her muddied apron from her hips, she folded it over her arm. Before heading upstairs, she leered at Valek while pointing at Charlotte.

      “Remember what I said. No more. I mean it.”

      “Right. Thank you, Sarah.” Valek grumbled.

      Charlotte burned from her scalp to the tops of her shoulders.

      “And leave that dress in the bathroom when you’re done with it, Charlotte. I’ll fix it up with a spell.”

      It was still caked with dried blood near the neckline and layered with dirt from having spent such a long time in the borough.

      Before Charlotte could ask any more questions, Sarah retreated up the stairs, her footsteps slight but determined.

      “And do not forget…”

      But then the room went still. Next second, Sarah’s words sounded muddy. Charlotte shook her head, trying to dislodge her weird headache.

      “Sorry, what did you say?”

      Sarah looked down at her from the second story landing, looking concerned. “I said don’t forget…”

      It happened again. Her voice came out muffled and distorted. Charlotte took a step forward but then the room turned ninety degrees. Goosebumps flared along her arms and in the next moment, she was freezing. She reached forward, trying to catch herself on anything as the room blurred, but could only fall to her knees, shaking all over with barely enough strength to press up on her hands. It was no use. Her stomach rolled and the back of her neck began to perspire. But this wasn’t the same pain from the other day. This was different. In the distance, she heard a horrible scream.

      Charlotte turned and straightened with her back flush to the floor. Calming her breathing, she kept her eyes closed. A slow exhale through her nose. The burning at the side of her throat was only a dull ache now. A slow inhale through her mouth. She could hear her own pulse in her head.

      Charlotte Ruzikova….

      The sound startled her, but it wasn’t a sound the way sounds usually come from someone else there in the room with her. This was a foreign voice, but it startled her from within her own head. Maybe this infirmity was driving her insane.

      Chaaaarloottttee….

      Her heart jumped. She wanted to move. She wanted to bolt upright, but she was petrified. Paralyzed. There was a weight on her chest, pinning her to the floor. Her face, her feet—everything was numb and tingly. Nobody moved to help her. Nobody panicked. Nothing about the room moved at all, but rather, she felt that time had frozen.

      The strange, mental voice whispered slower than before and it reminded her of the morning she’d held up with Valek in his room before they were found by Aiden’s army.

      Child of light, it said. Darkness is coming for you.

      Charlotte forced her eyes open. Now, her pulse beat in her face. To her alarm, standing near her head was a figure all in black.

      There were no discernable features about his face. He was robed in a mist-like shadow. He did not move. He remained fixated. There was nothing for her to do but lay in terror. Perhaps this was some hallucination—a side effect.

      Death will come. You will not outrun it. You will not outsmart it. Unless you join us. We can protect you. You will find peace in succumbing to the darkness. Find the book. There lies the answers you seek.

      Charlotte wanted to move, to cry and scream that the being—whatever it was—was horribly mistaken. She would never succumb to anything. She was stronger than that. Her will had proven it. Stronger than Aiden. At times, stronger even than Valek. Death had come for her so many times.

      But before she could summon enough force to move, before she could argue, the thing dissipated and the shadowed version of the room fell away to reality.

      She blinked. Nothing had happened. She was still on her feet—still standing normally. Time hadn’t lapsed at all. Except, Valek, Sarah, and Jorge were all staring at her with gross concern.

      “Charlotte?” Sarah asked. “Did you hear what I said?”
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      Aiden Price’s back went rigid when the astronomical clock struck midnight in Old Town. It clanged twelve times. The sound echoed harsh in his new ears, warbling around off baroque fixtures, turrets, and towers, and bouncing around in his skull until it made him crazy. How did anybody get any sleep around here? He needed to take pause. Breathe. He held his head. He wasn’t used to such sensitive hearing and even the smallest cricket chirp launched lightning bolts through his temples.

      Every gear of the clock’s makings was audible, even from this distance. He pictured the little mechanical men and women coming to life as they danced around the astral face. It was the oldest one still operating. Magic kept it running like new, of course, as is represented in all its symbolism. Magic hiding in plain sight right before the eyes of humankind, but they’d never realize it.

      Aiden knew better.

      He continued down the crowded street…on a mission. He had a throne to reclaim.

      His steel-toed boots splashed in the puddles along the ancient roads of a modern world. He’d been stealthy enough to steal them from Dag’s chambers before escaping Cinder’s wretched, Norwegian fortress. He’d stolen those, some pants which drooped around his too-narrow hips, and an impressive leather vest. Snatching an ivy cap off the head of some young, drunk tourist, Aiden pulled the brim low over his eyes.

      “Hey, mate!” the tourist called after him angrily. “What’s the fuckin’ idea?”

      Aiden halted and turned, fastening his Elven eyes to the mortal’s unexceptionally brown ones. The man responded with only intimidated silence, though he squared his shoulders.

      “Fine. Keep it. S’not even my favorite one.”

      Aiden watched the man retreat before he continued without incident. Harsher gusts of wind swept up snow flurries and caused some mortals about Old Town Square to scramble to warmer places while others clung tighter to their coats as they pushed on. Aiden marched on unbothered and determined.  His hair, unrulier than it had ever been, escaped the stolen flat cap and flopped into his eyes.

      Cinder’s castle had been less of a palace and much more an unfeeling bastion—unnecessarily large and portentous with arrows, swords, and snarling animal skins lining the walls. Not Aiden’s style at all. He missed the opulence, substantial mantels surmounted by gilded mirrors, candelabras, scarlet rugs, and crystal chandeliers. The ache for home gripped his bones and tugged him forward.

      The road from Norway to Czech was hellish without the Regime guard force at his aid. What should have taken hours instead took nights. Winter fell harsh, and even though he hadn’t gotten tired—not even once on his journey—he did feel the cold as he braved train stations, busses, the stares of curious people; though, if he kept his eyes down, his ears covered, and his mouth shut, there was nothing too obvious about him. Maybe he was a little bit taller than the average man, but that was about it.

      The square was crowded with dozens of tourists. They all seemed to be getting their evenings started, crowding the good pubs, lingering around the kiosks or the entrances to underground discotheques. Neon light made entryways look like jewels against the stale gray concrete.

      Thunder rumbled somewhere in the distance. Glancing upward, Aiden could see dark clouds swarming over the spires of the Saint Vitus cathedral. One silver snowflake landed on the tip of his nose and then another on his cheek, melting just underneath his eye. He dashed it away at once with the back of his gloved hand. He didn’t cry anymore. He couldn’t recall the last time he did.

      When he’d woken from his death, Aiden found himself in a white room, tucked in matching sheets emblazoned with the Regime’s scarlet emblem. His wounds had been treated, but his throat still felt ravaged from where Valek had torn into it. Even now, Aiden’s voice barely made a sound.

      No nurses stood at his bedside. Not even his mother and father had been there. He’d opened his eyes and found himself completely alone. It was as if they already counted him as one of the dead—a telling display of what little faith they had. How could they doubt Aiden’s will to survive even for a second? How could they think he would simply falter? He’d show them the sort of warrior he really was.

      Nothing would stand in his way now. The savage blood-feeder had actually done him a favor. Upon waking up, Aiden discovered a different Elf staring back at him in the mirror. It wasn’t only because his complexion looked paler, or that he could count his ribs now. His glare was stonier. He stood straighter. There was a fire coursing under his skin. His face and arms were now marked by couple of battle scars and he found it frightening how much they made him resemble his father.

      And then, there were his new abilities… Heightened sight. Heightened hearing. Sharper agility. But one that was most fun, and also the most irritating…was the mind reading. As a million voices, both mental and physical swirled through his head, he struggled for a way to turn it off, or at the very least, have it not be so loud. Mostly-quiet train cars were made unbearable, suddenly privy to the thoughts of every passenger around him. Passing through city crowds made his brain throb so hard he thought his ears might bleed.

      But it was a gift. He would use all this newfound dark power to destroy the very darkness he hated. It would become part of his mission once he found power again.

      Aiden had a plan. A prophecy needed to be fulfilled. Vladislov was dead, but Aiden was still heir to the throne—the only heir. Whoever remained of the Regime needed to be reminded of that. He’d overheard his “Aunt” Cinder and her maniacal plans. She was spoiled and reckless. He knew exactly what she’d try to do. But she was fool, very messy and very stupid.

      There were others left.  There must be. They should have successfully escaped. Bedrich, the bold. Kazimir, the quiet. There was no use to try and reach out to his mother and father now, not when he was unable to understand the magnitude of the effects the Darkness had on him, and not when they were consorting with Cinder and the other members of her dangerous cabinet.

      “Aiden is…gone,” the nurse had said, throwing everybody into a panic.

      What they didn’t know, was that Aiden cleverly listened nearby. They were right, he couldn’t get far. Instead, he eavesdropped on the whole conversation from behind one of Cinder’s mounted hunting trophies—an enormous grizzly with glass eyes and a horrible growl—before escaping the fortress while they were all distracted by their plan-making.

      His father should have waited for him to awaken before making any decisions. His hasty actions showed his disloyalty. It seemed Aiden might have to preen his own family tree of its poisoned branches once he was able. After all, he was about to reclaim his position at the top, Cinder be damned.

      The highest spire of the Regime palace, Gothic and jagged, grew from beyond the tops of the city’s other roofs then. His stomach lifted. At last.

      Marching another block or so, picking up his pace, Aiden nearly stumbled over the front steps of the Regime Palace’s unassuming, outside walls.

      He pressed his palms to the cold, wet stone, the corners of his eyes stinging. He choked over the emotion unfurling in his throat.

      Aiden ascended the steps to the building’s bolted doors. The façade was humble, and made the palace look like nothing more than a bank or an embassy building to the unknowing.

      Awed by the enormity of the heavy wooden gate, he recalled the night when Valek escaped with Charlotte through billowing flames. They’d disappeared into the night like smoke from a snuffed-out candle. The entry had since been repaired, the doors glaring back at him, imposing and great.

      Aiden shuddered with the memory of the dying girl slung over the Vampire’s shoulders.

      He swallowed down the flare of sadness at once. Charlotte no longer mattered. She meant nothing. She had no place in this war or in his heart. He didn’t care about anything except fulfilling his quest to rule.

      Reaching into the leather satchel slung at his side, he pulled out his pocketknife and unfolded it. Gripping it in his right hand and holding up his left, he carved the familiar Regime rune into his flesh, grinding his teeth as the knife pierced his skin. It didn’t hurt as badly as it used to. The blade was ice cold as his blood, now closer to a shade of red than black, spilled out over his palm.

      Once the symbol (Merlin’s sword—half an arrow pointing upward attached to a swirling line at the bottom) was complete, he carefully pressed it to the door.

      Normally, what would happen next was simple—nothing flashy. The door should have swung inward without anybody visibly opening it. It was a way to access the palace in the event of an emergency. The symbol of Merlin’s sword was something of a free-for-all, a skeleton key. Anyone standing behind Aiden would have thought he’d simply pushed the door open. But this time, there was nothing.

      Aiden pulled his palm away and looked down to check if he carved it right. It was the same symbol he always remembered. He pressed it to the wood again. Nothing.

      Growling, he let both of his hands fall to his sides. He sucked in a breath and squeezed his eyes shut. Save your rage for later. Don’t waste it out here. You’ll need it.

      He blinked at the closed door for a few more seconds…

      “Screw it.”

      Lifting his hands, he shot a blast of fire from his palms, incinerating a hole in the wood. Someone gasped behind him. He turned to see a young woman in the center of the street staring horrified, both hands pressed to her mouth. Her purse had fallen with its contents strewn about her ankles.

      “You saw nothing,” Aiden murmured with another blast from his palm he meant as a threat.

      Eyes swimming with tears, she released a small squeal and dashed away, leaving her purse where it was.

      “Idiot mortals.”

      He pushed through the smoldering wood into the desolate great hall. It was swathed in dust and shadow. Only half of the grand chandelier still dangled where it once hung proud. The other half had collapsed to the center of the hall, cracking the marble floor. Shards of broken crystal crunched under his heavy steps. The place was utterly abandoned, pieces of armor and bent weapons scattered about the floor. Even the tapestries were torn in scraps off the walls—something once so glorious fallen to such shambles. Only ghosts lived there now.

      Aiden snorted. Pathetic. How dare they let the palace crumble in such a way. Did they have no pride? Why was the place so dark? Where were the ladies in waiting? Where were the pages? Where was everyone?

      His stomach sank. He didn’t know what he expected. Somewhere deep inside, he knew he’d find his grand sanctuary in ruin. He knew it. He just didn’t want to believe it.

      He moved deeper into the room until he came to the broad, bell-shaped staircase, his breath forming silver clouds of mist in front of his face. He shivered all alone in the palace, dispirited as a sunken ship.

      He made his way up to the second-story corridors, his movements echoing ominously off stone walls and hollow chambers. Something reeked nearby with the promise of death. How many days had these idiots been sitting on this mess without at least gathering a crew come and commence a thorough cleanup? Shameful. He snorted in disgust at the sight of a dented piece of armor he recognized from the water platoon. Kicking it, it skidded far across the stone floor before clanging against the opposite wall.

      Something several feet away caught his attention then. A small shadow sifted around the debris. Coming from it, were distinctive sounds of claws on marble followed by a few tiny squeaks. Stepping closer and kneeling, Aiden found a rat feasting on the flesh of one of those very water Elves. The soldier must have lost his breastplate, because his entire chest cavity was exposed and now made a cozy nest for a family of rodents.

      Stomach churning, Aiden lurched away from the nightmare of the decomposing face of another one of the officers he’d known so well. A warrior even in death, this man’s sallow hand still clutched the hilt of his spear, face frozen in an eternally fierce bellow.

      Aiden fell back against the wall, and before he could subdue it, he got sick all over the floor. He wasn’t sure what he coughed up. He didn’t remember eating anything, but whatever it was came out green. He held the back of his forearm up to his nose to shield from the smell of decay and vomit while saluting the officers with his other hand.

      Who was left?

      The last thing he recalled was his mother’s terrible screams as Valek clung steadfast to his throat.

      Immediately, he dashed back down the stairs and down the north corridor. What of his friends? His squadrons? Was everyone dead? He careened up the spiral staircase of the north wing and rounded the corner to Vladislov’s office, bracing himself by gripping to the ancient bricks.

      The office was completely empty, untouched. All the Wizard’s documents were exactly as he’d left them. Nothing looked damaged or disrupted at all.

      Various globes mapping other worlds continued to spin at unbothered paces on invisible axes. Many theological and historical volumes sat untouched on the now-dusty shelves. Spider webs clung to the corners near the arched, Gothic windows.

      Aiden’s heart slithered up his esophagus. He bent in half, trying to keep from passing out. Though this room seemed at peace, the whole energy of the place tasted of desolation. That unassuming swarm of misfits had been grossly underestimated, for they’d resulted in the Regime’s entire undoing. The panic of his thoughts was just beginning to set in and he reared his head back to the ceiling, fists at his sides let out one great agonized cry.

      “Hello, friend.”

      Aiden whirled around to see one of his best mates standing in the threshold of the study, his hands folded neatly in front of him. Ales. His sandy hair was overgrown and untidy around his sunken cheekbones. His colorless face seemed to carry years now, though he was just about as old as Aiden was. Ales’ lips mashed into a thin line as he stared back at Aiden in apology.

      Unfolding his arms, his voice shook as he said, “They are all dead, your Lordship. All of them. Dalibor. Bedrich. Kazimir. Every platoon. Every troop. Every knight. Dead.”

      “My…family… lives.” Aiden gulped, but the sound of his voice was nothing but kettle steam. There was no tone to it, only a kiss of air.

      But as he spoke at last, it was as if all the jagged shards of ice inside him melted.

      He did not move toward Ales, however. His legs felt numb as he remained fixed to the spot. His friend could have been a hex, sent there by Valek’s little Witch to spy. Or maybe the remaining members of the Regime had seen him coming, and this boy was a mere bewitchment to protect them all from Aiden’s newfound Darkness.

      However badly he wanted to, he did not take a step forward.

      “What’s happened to you, Aiden?” Ales said, his eyes narrowing. He spoke to him then as he used to, back when they were lads together in the occult city.

      Aiden’s resolve wavered. He needed a friend—needed an ally who would truly be on his side. He didn’t care if there would be consequences. He figured he was already dead enough as it was and he couldn’t imagine how things could get any worse.

      At last, he went to him, arms outstretched, and was met with a genuine embrace. A hard thump on the back. He was real.

      “I thought you’d surely perish. I’ve been clinging to every scrap of news I could get my hands on. Hoarding every rumor.” Ales released him, but kept his hand clamped on Aiden’s shoulder. “I’m so glad to see you’re alright.”

      “Did you know where I was?”

      “I received word from an underground partisan your unresponsive body had been taken to the Western Court in Romsdalen,” he admitted. But with a new thought, he added, “But knowing how rough Cinder is I didn’t think you’d make it out of there alive either.”

      The two shared a quiet chuckle, Ales’ hand smacking down over Aiden’s shoulder.

      “And you? Why have you holed up here? There’s nothing left, it seems.” Aiden grimaced as he scoured the hall again.

      Ales saluted Aiden at once. “Once a warrior of the Regime, always a warrior of the Regime. I would never abandon my position. I’d rather go down with this ship then jump off.”

      “Yes. You’ve always been steadfast, Ales,” Aiden agreed. “Foolish and stubborn, but those qualities will serve as attributes now. We might be on our own now, but there’s nothing we cannot fight through together.” His gaze dropped to his feet, before lifting slowly back to his friend’s face. “Even this. I need your help. Your loyalty. We need to rebuild. And I want you on my team as second in command.”

      Ales’ eyes widened and he took a step back. “You’re… sure, my Lord?”

      “Of course,” Aiden murmured. “No one has displayed loyalty as you have. Only Dalibor, but he is gone. You deserve the position. It would have been my plan after the coronation anyway.” Aiden held out his hand. “Do you accept?”

      Ales’ face was severe, his eyes thoughtful. He nodded once.

      “I will,” he announced, grasping onto Aiden’s hand, squeezing as tight as he could. “I accept. I will not let you down.”

      “Thank you,” Aiden breathed. Relieved.

      If he had no one else, at least there would always be Ales. Friends since childhood. Aiden knew Ales would sacrifice his life in the name of the Regime.

      “That monster changed you.” His usually even tone sank into a seething growl.

      “It’s better this way.” Aiden eyeballed Vladislov’s office again, sizing the place up and deciding what he’d leave and what he’d change. “This has made me stronger. I’ll be more of a match when the Dreaded Vampire and I come face to face again.” Aiden grinned with the idea of ripping Valek’s head from his shoulders. He planned to mount it like a trophy. He decided it would look nice surmounting his fireplace mantle.

      “How do you propose we find him?”

      “Oh, I have no doubt where to find him. His location isn’t my concern.” Aiden grinned and lifted his arms, circling wide as she gestured to the room around them. “All in good time. First, we have some other priorities. Thanks to Vladislov, we have before us a plethora of information still to be learned about the Light and what we can accomplish with it. I wish to be unstoppable, Ales.”

      Aiden moved to sit in the same, enormous chair where Vladislov once sat, studying tomes, passing laws, engaging in embassy affairs, and everything else it took to run an occult district.

      “Here sits the new lord,” he said quietly, sliding his still-bloody hand against the desk surface.

      Slowly, Vladislov’s office began to brighten. Candelabras illuminated and a fire in the hearth breathed to life, unfurling a great, fiery tongue up into the flue. The cobwebs and dust dissipated into thin air, leaving the surfaces polished again. Just outside, Aiden could see bits of rubble pull themselves up from the ground and fit back into the holes in the walls.

      “His legacy is ours now! The Regime. All the magic in the world. It is all ours! We just need to learn best how to use it.”

      “Magnificent, sir,” Ales said, awestruck.

      “We will take what is rightfully ours. The country. The world. I will rule without a woman at my side. I will take down those who have committed crimes against the Regime. We will destroy them all. Together, we will rebuild…and then we will take them down. One. By. One.”
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      “Ambassadors from every Occult sect in Central Europe will be in attendance during Lady Cinder’s conference this coming Sunday. Meanwhile, the Dreaded Vampire Ruzik, the very same Vampire who made an attempt on the late Lord Vladislov’s life nearly two decades ago, is still at large. Speculation surrounding the assassination attempt has plagued the Regime for twenty years. Unfortunately, some answers come too late—” an announcer on the old, analog radio reported until Dusana dialed it off.

      “More bad news,” Jorge said in an undertone.

      “It was only a matter of time before somebody would come to claim whatever’s left of the Regime,” Dusana answered. “We knew that.”

      Lusian snorted and pushed away from the wall.

      Charlotte’s thick scent permeated the entire study. It created this infernal hunger in his depths—a starvation that would never cease as long as he lived in that house. An unquenchable thirst which felt very much like hell on Earth.

      Yule and the grand opening—both disasters. Even an idiot could see Charlotte’s disease was progressing. Valek would be better off killing her.

      The girl only slowed them down. The sounds she’d make; hisses and screeches… she sounded more like one of them every night—beyond saving.

      Her aroma flooded every surface in that house; the upholstery, the floorboards, even pages of books. It was maddening after Lusian tasted her on so many occasions during their time in hiding. Sure, he could live under the same roof as the girl. He could even pass her in the narrow hallways, but the impulse was still there. He still wanted her. He and Valek argued about it in secret for weeks:

      “Let me feed on her. Just once,” Lusian begged. “It’ll make her feel better.”

      “Over my dead body,” Valek replied each time.

      “I didn’t hurt her the first time.”

      “You didn’t hurt her?” Valek rushed at Lusian with his fangs bared and in his face. “How dare you? You’ll never measure the amount of hurt you caused—we all caused,” he amended. “Did you know every time her skin brushes against a sharp edge, she flinches. No. Of course not, because you are too selfish to see anything past your own hideous needs.”

      Charlotte was sick. Very sick. So, what good did it do to keep tiptoeing around the fading little flower? Best strike while the blood was hot. Couldn’t Valek see how expendable she was? Couldn’t he see the time being wasted on something so temporary?

      Thanks to their run-in with Salazar Quipp, he’d now and forever be heralded as the Dreaded Vampire Ruzik, a mongrel and a scoundrel. Someone to be venerated by all. He’d made a name for himself in the presses and in hushed conversation as one of the most feared members of the Dark in the Eastern Hemisphere.

      But little did everyone know what a total drip Valek really was.

      They wrote about him like he headed the world’s most dangerous mafia. It was laughable.

      To the rest of magickind, Valek was a total badass. The idiot could hand-select any piece of ass he wanted, and instead he chose to linger over the sniveling, little, mortal insect. The whole thing made Lusian’s stomach roll.

      “I’m thirsty!” Lusian slammed his fist against a bookshelf, wheeling around to find the others watching him.

      “The Light magic in our blood is running out,” whimpered Dusana. “I’ve become weaker and weaker these past sunrises.” She slid her claws down her cheeks in anguish, drawing blood from her snowy skin. Her wounds healed next second. “There’s not been an Elf around this city for weeks.”

      “She’s right,” continued Sasha. “Once the blood’s been absorbed, the magic will be gone. We will die at daylight again.”

      “Sunrise, sunset,” sang the twins.

      “You heard Valek’s warning,” Jorge piped up. “We need to lay low. Especially now that we’re circulating all over occult news, the lower our profile, the better. If that means sacrificing our daylight hours, so be it.”

      “Shut up!” Lusian snapped. “I don’t want to hear it from you! You’re just like him.”

      Valek was a coward. Now he demanded they run—go into hiding again. He and Jorge were making plans to leave. What should they be hiding from? They were stronger and faster than any other occult denizen. Everyone feared them. The coven of rogues had nothing to hide from. They never did. And if they didn’t hunt soon, they’d be reduced to their pathetic old selves—corpses at sunrise—ghouls at sunset. Bones coated with century-old dust magic.

      Lusian missed the city. The air filled with the perfume of a million warm-blooded women, rushing, clumped together, filled with adrenaline. He licked his chops. Out there in the middle of the sticks, there was only Charlotte. Of course he was going mad.

      Her scent—now that he couldn’t have her—made him want to peel the flesh away from his face. Valek wasn’t fit to lead a coven of mercenaries. He couldn’t even control his own emotions. He was a disgusting excuse for a Vampire, doting over Charlotte while keeping everyone else starving under his stupid rules.

      Lusian needed the streets back. Needed the night. Needed the pulses of five whores at once. His insides felt dry. He wanted to swallow a living person’s heart whole—to feel their life exploding over his tongue. He smacked his lips together, feverishly wiping at them with the back of his hand. He made a finite decision:

      No mopey Valek was going to boss him around any longer.

      “I can’t take this. I’m going out. Not just beyond the borders. I mean really hunting. Humans. Elves. Wolves. Pigeons. I don’t care. Fuck Valek. We took down the entire Regime. Why fear anything? Who’s with me?”

      Ana and Aneta looked at each other and grinned simultaneously.

      “Where do you expect to find Elven blood?” Jorge argued. “Prague is far too dangerous a territory right now.”

      “I’m dangerous if I don’t fix this!” Lusian jabbed his talon at the center of his throat and clutched his chest with his other hand.

      Jorge pressed, “But Cinder Price—”

      “—should go back to Norway to churn butter.”

      Dusana shot a dark look toward Sasha, frowning, the pewter piercings on either side of her lips pulling down. What do you think?

      The ebony Vampire slid his eyes over to Lusian. “Where you go, I go.”

      They clasped each other’s claw, arms touching at the elbow in solidarity. His eyes were already awash in black, only a shade richer than his skin.

      “It is not wise. Who knows where there might be empathizers waiting for us to slip up—get careless?” Jorge argued again. “Every time we go hunting, the risk becomes greater,” Jorge argued.

      He was edging on Lusian’s last nerve.

      “We need Elf blood anyway, don’t we?” Dusana threw her arms up. “We are more powerful than them. We’ve proven it time and again.”

      Jorge continued, “You don’t know what they’re devising. They already know what to expect, so believe me, they’ll be prepared.”

      “Then what’s the point of calling ourselves liberated? We are free, aren’t we? Wasn’t that the point of killing the old man—finally finishing what Valek started twenty years ago?”

      “Valek insists we remain in hiding now more than ever.” Jorge insisted. “You saw the papers today. You heard the radio report. Everyone knows who we are. Prominent and big. Everyone knows what we look like. That scoundrel’s done this on purpose—he wanted to put a face to the group of beasts who brought down the Regime. Salazar Quipp isn’t a reporter, he’s a fraternizer. He wants us dead, just like the rest of them!”

      “I’m sick of hunting these tiny villages only to find rats and dogs. I want real blood. Come on…” Lusian stepped closer to Jorge, his leather boots thumping loudly. “One night isn’t going to hurt. We’ll keep to the shadows.” He smacked his hands down on Jorge’s bony shoulders.

      “I agree,” wheezed Dusana. “The thirst is becoming unbearable now.”

      Lusian continued to reason with Jorge. “Remember that young woman you had…the student from Austria.” He stepped close enough to see his face reflected at him in Jorge’s wide, pale eyes. “You took her in broad daylight, at that train station, about two weeks ago.”

      Jorge’s eyes shifted instantly to black with the memory. Lusian knew he had him then.

      “See now? That’s what I thought. Amazing, wasn’t she? Her gushing pulse. You were high for four straight days. That’s all I want.” He fell back, spreading his arms wide, grinnig largely. “A good night. Good blood. A fulfilling catch. What do you say?”

      Jorge clenched his jaw tight. He didn’t answer, but Lusian heard the lust swell guiltily under the surface of his prudence. Jorge was technically older than Lusian—more capable of controlling his urges. Lusian almost thought his restraint was a commendable thing. Almost.

      Arid thirst crawled up Lusian’s throat and burned in the bridge of his nose, then behind his eyes. The sloshy, thick sound of Charlotte’s heart throbbing just upstairs drove him deeper and deeper into a wild hunger. He closed his eyes, imagining his claws ripping through her chest—tasting it—how warm and wonderful it would be as it filled his frozen veins.

      Arguing about it any longer would only make him thirstier.

      “Standing here bickering with you morons is useless. Whoever is afraid can stay here. I am hunting tonight.”

      “But—”

      Shoving past Jorge, Lusian gunned to the foyer, out the front door, and into the early evening.

      The winter wind barely stung his skin as he raced down the narrow cobblestone pathway and into the town square. Festivities from the store opening had been cleaned up, save for a few leftover strands of garland and burlap-covered cups rolling around in gusts of wind circling with snow flurries.

      The night wasn’t cold to him at all. There was just a small shift in the way the air smelled when winter came, the way the frost prickled against his face when he ran.

      Snow, powdery and fresh, kicked up around him, parting in waves as he sped through it inhumanly fast. He sensed Sasha coming up behind him, and soon, he was at his side. Ana and Aneta were quick to follow, matching each other’s pace—as though their minds were fused.

      Their story was an interesting one. He recalled their first night after Francis brought them in from the streets. The coven had tuned into their memories—instantly enraptured by the strangeness of them….

      They’d once been Siamese twins, having been raised for a few years in a rundown orphanage before being plucked by some toothless carnie to join the traveling freak show. Their poor biological parents probably didn’t know what to do with them. It explained their odd sameness. Or their same oddness.

      One night, after a performance, they were stolen—swept away by a man they referred to as the scientist. In truth, he was a Vampire gone mad—curious about what it would be like to transform two mortals conjoined. Lusian shuddered. The odd biology worked through their system, and when they woke again, they’d found they’d been separated, though forever mentally linked. Weird, but kind of hot.

      “Where are we going?” Sasha’s voice was like a sonic boom over the impossible rush of speed.

      “Kojakovice is the next mortal township north. Small enough not to create too much disturbance if people go missing, but large enough for us to get our fix.” Lusian grinned.

      The jumbled sounds of more familiar minds ebbed at him then and he glanced over his shoulder to find the rest of the coven resolved to join them as well. Even Jorge was counted among them. Sort of surprising, but not really. A good hunt was impossible for anyone to resist, even a self-righteous little prick like him.

      Lusian raced even faster beyond abandoned Elven homes and through the tunnel of trees. At last, he felt like the coven leader. It was the way things should have been after Francis left. Before Valek came along, Francis named Lusian second in command. And Valek was clearly too preoccupied with his stupid Lottie to give much of a shit about anything else.

      It was a moonless night, the sky blanketed by thick clouds holding the promise of more snow. Despite the darkness, Lusian could see every indigo and navy detail of the forest around him, the lengthy trunks of the elms, and the bristly foliage. Sasha let out a roar, warning any other rogue monsters in the area that they claimed this hunting territory for their own. The guttural sound sent a jolt of excitement up Lusian’s spine. He hadn’t heard it in a while. It aroused him, setting the tone for the havoc they were about to wreak.

      Their collective hive mind melded together, listening as his thoughts laid out the map for the rest of them—the picture of what Kojakovice looked like and how the homes and taverns were set about the narrow streets and modest gardens. Lusian knew, because he’d been there before. It had been his town, when he was still mortal.

      It was an old Bohemian settlement. No large buildings to scale. Not many people. Just small houses and barns sitting on the same dusty hills for hundreds of years. Once death had reclaimed him, he was able to escape his mundane life of hat-making. Lusian realized his real potential when he found other like him, joining their ranks to slaughter aristocrats of Prague, Moscow, Berlin, Paris. The more he took, the more he wanted. Politicians, opera singers, ballerinas, and billionaires. He thirsted for the fast lane once again. Now that the borders were reopened, nothing could stop him. Not even Valek.

      The group shoved through his head, claiming homes, one by one, for themselves.

      “This will be fun.” The twins smiled at one another.

      “This is how we’ll hunt from now on,” Lusian continued. “We’ll choose the small towns—places that will capture the least amount of human attention. We should be fast and leave absolutely no one behind,” he concluded just as the edge of the village appeared over the hill. “It’s time we reclaim what we really are. Children of the darkness. Monsters. Demons. Blood-feeders. I’m tired of this humanity crap. If Valek hates what he is, that’s his problem. Not mine. This is what I was designed for.”

      The rest of the coven hissed and howled in agreement—everyone but Jorge who stayed solemn, tailing the rest like he didn’t have a choice.

      Lusian could never be what Valek was. Soft. Mortal in a devil’s shell.

      Lusian meant every bit of what he said. He was tired of acting with discretion. With Francis gone, and little threat to his existence, Lusian would be under no one’s thumb. Valek can shove his self-righteousness up his ass.

      Once the group arrived over the foothills near Kojakovice, they slowed, gathering together to appraise the narrow streets, the few golden streetlights speckling over the dark rooftops like stars.

      The entire town was asleep, every house and tavern light turned dim.

      The coven hesitated at the edge of the plowed road, each set of hungry eyes fixating on the first home they’d take. It didn’t really matter whether this town was small or not. The destruction of an entire village would most certainly show up in mortal news. What would they blame it on, Lusian wondered? A religious extremist? A twisted serial killer? A terrorist angered at society—the government—their parents? Whatever explanation they’d try to desperately weave, it would only be a matter of time before humans became aware again of the monsters walking among them. Lusian reveled in the idea.

      Dusana shot off first, northward. Lusian heard in her mind that she’d claimed one of the smaller houses on the furthest edge of the settlement near a cornfield. It was her style, set far back and away from the commotion brought about by everyone else. She preferred to feed alone in quiet. When she’d finish there, she’d move on to the farmhouse a kilometer to the east.

      The twins followed milliseconds after, though they flew to a clump of smaller cottages on the west side of town. Sasha and Jorge went next, until finally, Lusian was the only one left standing on the lonely, cracked road.

      One, tiny house with a smoking chimney stack sat at the very center of his focus. Only one light was on, though it was faint and white. A reading light. A night owl.

      Perfect.
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      Loud arguing startled Charlotte awake.

      “Guess it was a good thing it was just you!” It was Sarah’s voice. She’d never sounded so angry. “If the others had been around, they would have probably torn her limbs off.”

      “It is never a good thing!” Valek thundered back and Charlotte gasped, shooting to sit up in her bed, though wincing as lightning pain flashed up her spine to the top of her skull.

      She clutched the side of her neck, gritting her teeth, leaning back against the headboard, and willing the pain to fade.

      It wasn’t the bed she normally shared with Valek. She wasn’t even in his room. Instead, she slit her eyes to evaluate the lilac walls, the white curtains, and the trunk over-flowing with frothy skirts. She was in Sarah’s room. It was the bedroom that had once belonged to Charlotte before they’d been captured by the Regime. Upon arriving home, the Witch claimed it as her own.

      Charlotte’s head gave another nasty throb and she swallowed a cry. She struggled to pay attention to what Valek and Sarah were arguing about.

      “Do you think I enjoy hurting her?”

      “She doesn’t believe you are hurting her! She doesn’t think any of you have hurt her after the way you’ve rationalized this in her mind!”

      “There is nothing rational about this, Sarah! She is sick!”

      “Yes, because you tricked her into sacrificing something huge, and now it’s even worse because your selfishness has made her ill!”

      “You know there was no other choice when I brought her to Francis!” He sounded exasperated. Exhausted. “You know what the consequences were! Let them use her, lest she die!”

      “Guess he got his way! Look at her! She is dying! And now you want to go on the run again?”

      Charlotte’s eyes welled as she pressed her hand to her lips to keep from gasping. Dying?

      “You’re right. I should not have… done it again,” he mumbled bitterly. “I won’t. No matter what. We just need to find a way to fix this.”

      The last few days were a muddy blur in her mind. Another collapse flung her into a terrible, prolonged dream; just teeth, blood, pain and a black void.

      Oh no.

      Hesitating, her fingers crept to find a bandage wrapped tightly around her neck. Why was there a bandage there? His bites usually always healed themselves. She wanted to tear it off and see what was underneath, but Valek’s next string of words stopped her.

      “I can’t hear her thoughts anymore,” he admitted quietly.

      Charlotte bolted upright again, but that resulted in another streak of intense pain.

      “What?” Sarah whispered back, sounded positively dumbstruck.

      The door was cracked open to the hallway. Charlotte could see their shadows moving against the wall. She watched Sarah’s shadow draw closer to his and rest her hand on his arm.

      “What do you mean, Valek?”

      “When she lost consciousness last night,” he hesitated. “She…dropped. Her eyes lost their light.” His voice wavered as he recounted. “And then everything just went…silent. No thoughts. No pulse. Nothing. For a moment, I thought she…died, Sarah. Her whole body just…froze.”

      The Witch hushed him, running her hand up and down his arm.

      “And then—” Charlotte heard him inhale sharply. “She came back. It must have been ten seconds, but it felt like a lifetime. All at once, she came back. Her heartbeat, the life in her eyes—everything but…her mind. I still can’t hear it. And I don’t know why.”

      “You should have told me before.” Sarah’s shadow fell back, slumping against the opposite wall. Even though Charlotte couldn’t see her face, she could sense her anguish.

      “That is why must go. We need to leave. All of us. Whoever is left of the Regime knows where we are. If we remain in Bohemia, we’re only playing with fire. I will do everything in my power to keep her safe.”

      “Feeding from her is hardly keeping her safe—”

      “When she’s in pain, I respond the only way I know how—”

      Charlotte pressed her back hard against the headboard. Several moments of intense silence passed. Charlotte’s heart hammered in her ears. She felt cold from the top of her head to her smallest toe.

      Why can’t you hear my mind?

      She felt lost—even more barred from him than before. She stood from the bed, and though her legs were a bit stiff, she crept slowly to the edge of the room. With her back against the inside of the doorframe, she slid down until her rear met the floor, her knees hugged to her chest.

      Around the other side of the doorpost, she could see Sarah wrap her arms around herself. Her face was streaked with moisture. Valek’s shoulder and the toe of his shoe peaked out as well. Charlotte shrank back even more so they wouldn’t notice her there.

      “Occult society is no longer safe for her,” Sarah sniffed. “Charlotte was never one of us.”

      Never one of us. The words circled miserably.

      Charlotte’s heart broke in half.

      “Congratulations,” he said dully. “You’ve found my dilemma. And what do you propose we do? How was I to anticipate this?” He jabbed a talon in Charlotte’s direction.

      She jumped, scooting back and curling up tighter against the wall. Clearly, he’d heard her movements within the room. Just because he was barred from her mind didn’t mean his acute hearing had been limited as well. She closed her eyes and exhaled slowly, nausea churning in her center.

      “I told you. The only way to cure her and to solve everything is to change her! She is human, after all, Valek! They grow weak and then they die. What do you expect will happen to her in about sixty years? It is her fate! Unless you change—”

      “Not another word.” Valek’s tone turned twelve shades darker, the most threatening he had ever sounded. Charlotte could tell Sarah’s suggestion had infuriated him.

      Fate caught up with her. Sarah was right. Destined to die. There had been so many times death should have claimed her, yet she had evaded it. She glanced down at the fate line in her palm, the one that linked her eternally to Valek, remembering how it diminished in her dream. What did it mean for them now? Toying and twisting Andela’s ring around her right ring finger, Charlotte closed her eyes, leaning the back of her head against the wall. She inhaled deeply. She must only choose between death and dying.

      “Here…take these…” she heard Sarah whisper.

      “Why are you giving these to me?”

      “Because…it will happen again. And it will continue to come more frequently until she perishes. I know you. You won’t withstand a single minute of her suffering. You’ll give in…even if it kills her.”

      Then it became too quiet. Charlotte wondered what Sarah had given him. She sat still as she could on the floor, measuring her own heartbeat, counting each drum of it.

      The side of her throat itched and she tugged at her bandage.

      Next second, she heard Valek clear his throat and it was quite loud.

      Breath hitching, she glanced up to find him looming over her in the doorway. He looked upset, his brow furrowed and his jaw muscles strained.

      She’d never seen him in such a way. Strung out. Dark circles under his eyes—darker than usual. His shirt was un-tucked, and though she knew it was impossible, he appeared to have aged at least a decade. A single tear ran cold down her cheek as she returned his pensive look.

      Without saying another word, Valek swept her up in his arms, his expression firm. He carried her out into the hall where Sarah was blockading their way to the staircase. Her arms were crossed.

      “There must be a solution and I won’t give up until I’ve found it,” she promised.

      Red welled under the lower lids of his eyes. Vampire tears.

      “Tell me then, if you have all the answers. Tell the doctor…” His words dripped with vitriol. “How do I cure her without killing her?”

      Sarah remained silent, her eyes narrowing to slits. They regarded each other for a final moment.

      Valek proceeded to carry her downstairs. He didn’t blink. He didn’t breathe. Instead, he entered the library, finding the long fainting couch. Placing Charlotte over it, he turned and began clearing ornaments from the tree still situated in the corner of the room.

      The new year was upon them now. Yule was over.

      One by one, he tossed them back into the crate, each one making a sad sort of clink when they hit the wood. The weight of his melancholy pressed down upon her shoulders. Usually, they kept the tree up until the second week of January.

      “How do you feel?” Valek forced a smile over his shoulder at her, though the lines crinkling his brow revealed more of his misery.

      “Why didn’t I wake up in our room?”

      “Sarah doesn’t think you and I… should be in such close proximity,” he sighed, sounding exhausted. He tugged off a few more ornaments, bells clanging, rotting needles raining down over the floor. “She believes my very presence triggers your disease.” His tone was bitter then.

      Then came another hollow thud of a few wooden snowflakes dropping into the crate.

      “Wait!”

      He did.

      Charlotte reached for the one still in his hand—her favorite—the little wooden owl with moldavite eyes (a special stone only found in the Vltava River).

      “May I hold onto that one?”

      Glacier-colored eyes giving it a quick once-over, he smirked before handing it to her. “No reason you shouldn’t.”

      “I remember when you gave this to me.” She turned it over, marveling at the detail.

      “It was our seventh Yule together,” he began wistfully. “You’d been obsessed with owls for some reason,” he scoffed, but the memory seemed to brighten his features a bit. “Drawing them all autumn. You’d filled every page of your journals with wide eyes and wings.” Lines formed around his ponderous smile as he continued to strip the tree. “I remember how excited you were to show me your latest… scampering into my office each night, not caring whether I was taken up by a patient or not.” His chuckle was short and hollow. And then his face fell again and he grew quiet. “Sometimes… you still remind me of that little girl.”

      Her throat constricted as she trailed her thumb over the intricate craftsmanship of the breast pattern in the wood, the tail. She recalled some vague memory of Valek whittling it in front of the fireplace, pipe dangling from his lips.

      “This is still one of my favorite things.”

      “Couldn’t get you any more pencils or drawing books, could I?” His smile widened a bit. “To this day, I don’t believe you’ve used up every page.”

      She appreciated the light topic of conversation, but her mind continued to roll over more crucial issues. Dying. Fixation. Normalcy still ebbed back to her. A dull ache still prodded against her temples.

      “Is it true,” she began again, her voice quieter so Sarah wouldn’t overhear. “Can you really not hear my mind anymore?”

      Valek finished with the last of the silver bells and sighed. Crossing the room, he sat down next to her, the cushion dipping so that their knees touched.

      “You should see something,” he muttered, his smile fading again. “Look at what landed on our doorstep this evening.”

      Bending to the other side of the couch, he produced a large, familiar-looking periodical. He stretched out a fresh printing of the Weekly Cackle in front of his face. Charlotte’s heart plunged into her stomach.

      “Doesn’t take that Quipp very long to smear someone, does it?” he grumbled. “An abomination.”

      Folding the page over, he revealed Charlotte’s horrified gray scale face. The photo took up half the page under a headline that read: WILD CHILD OF THE DREADED VAMPIRE RUZIK: ANGEL OR DEMON?

      “They’ve printed your image all over too, now, Lottie. Other presses are picking up the story now. Some say I hold you against your will. Some allege you’re not human, but rather some sort of Halfling,” he snorted. “They’ve reported I am building an army! What army? All I want is to be left alone!”

      Balling up and chucking the first article into the fire, he produced a smaller inquirer and then a different gazette—the Cackle’s rival paper—the Paranormal Post. Each of them published their own variation of Charlotte’s identity. At first glance, the stories seemed unbiased enough, but the tones of each article highlighted the savageness of her and the Dreaded Vampire Ruzik, or so was his new claim to fame.

      “As you can imagine, this makes things very dangerous for us all,” he said.

      “They’ll come for us,” she whispered.

      “Yes. If they have not set off already, I would be surprised. But, as it seems, Quipp has made me out to be quite the dangerous criminal. A ruthless murderer.” His laugh was dry. “I imagine whoever comes for us will be afraid enough to approach with caution. It is a good thing he does not know about your malady. If they sense weakness, it will be a matter of hours until an enemy appears on our doorstep. I stand by what I said. We should not have come home. And I strongly suggest our departure.”

      “Where do we go?” She gulped, miserable at the thought of abandoning home again.

      Sarah flitted into the room, her face blanched, cheeks stained with the evidence of old tears. She was carrying a tray filled with pastries and a large teapot. Creeping around Valek, she shimmied her way between them on the couch. The tray landed with a loud clatter over the coffee table, the sound dashing an end to their conversation.

      “You should eat something,” she sniffed.

      “I’m not hungry….”

      “That does not mean you shouldn’t eat!” Sarah snapped, her eyes wide and watery.

      Charlotte traded a quick glance with Valek.

      “S-sure. Fine….” Even though her stomach continued to toss, she thought better of arguing further. And she was still stung by what Sarah said: Never one of us.

      Valek leaned forward with his elbows on his knees and sighed deeply again. “My apologies, Lottie. You should not have heard any part of our conversation.” He threw a new glare at Sarah.

      The little Witch folded her arms and padded over to the window, sniffling quietly, wiping at her eyes with her handkerchief.

      “Then it must all be true,” Charlotte concluded.

      The room sat in uncomfortable silence until Sarah hissed, “Drink it!”

      With trembling fingers, Charlotte reached for her teacup, attempting to sip at it. It tasted bitter. Sarah hadn’t bothered to mask the magic with sugar this time. Then something surged at the side of her throat—the scar. Charlotte winced, but tried not to react—to control the urge. This was very very bad.

      “Hurts again, Charlotte?” Of course Valek was the first to notice her flinch.

      Dropping the cup to the floor, tea spilling out, she stood, ripping at the foamy gauze around her throat.

      “What is this? Get it off!” She growled, and didn’t even recognize her own voice.

      The back of her esophagus was on fire. All her muscles constricted. Sharp pain wound up and down one half of her body.

      Valek stepped toward her, but Sarah threw herself between him and Charlotte again, her arms spread wide. “Don’t you even think about it!”

      He paused.

      Against the dull firelight, the room started to lose focus.

      “Valek?” Charlotte managed to croak, but it sent a flare like serrated glass over her tongue.

      “I cannot….”

      “Why don’t you just say it?” Charlotte wheezed. She felt impulsive, like she no longer had control of what she might say. “Out loud. I am dying!”

      “No!” Valek shoved all his hair behind his head, growling quietly, his eyes bulging.

      Her scar flared angrily as if it understood what he said. He dashed out of the room, leaving her alone with the Witch, still trembling. Seething.

      “Please, try and drink some more. It’s one of Baba Yaga’s healing potions from the grimoire you gave me. It’ll help.” Sarah’s voice was small.

      As soon as Valek left, the mark seemed to quell. Charlotte’s mouth fell open. “What’s under this bandage, Sarah?” Tears rolled down her face.

      The Witch fidgeted with her apron strings, pursing her lips. Her lavender gaze touched the floor before bouncing back up to Charlotte’s again. There was something she didn’t want to tell her. That was obvious.

      Charlotte dodged out of the room and into the hallway, finding the wall mirror hanging near the coatrack. At last, she was successful in tearing the wrap from her neck. But the horror she revealed under the bandage knocked her back a step and she stifled a cry.

      A violent red crescent marred her skin. But it hadn’t been made from fangs. It was cut. Cut and stitched. Her eyes flooded. Branching out from the mark, bluish yellow tendrils sprawled, like veins, reaching up to her jaw and down over the top of her shoulder.

      She pressed her fingertips to the stitches and the mark ignited. Hissing, she fell to her knees.

      “Don’t touch it,” Sarah whispered, racing to kneel next to her. “And don’t make that noise. You sound like one of them.”

      Heavier tears streamed from Charlotte’s eyes, her pulse going wild. “What is this?” she whimpered, her voice breaking.

      “It’s medicine. It’s something I had to do when you were… sleeping.”

      “What did you do?” Charlotte asked, horrified.

      “It’s nothing but a simple remedy. A temporary fix. It makes your blood… smell bad.”

      The two girls watched each other for what felt like an age. Sarah held on to Charlotte’s shoulders.

      “I am not going to let you die. I didn’t mean it—what I said—I don’t want you to change. Not really. I promise. We will find a way.”

      Charlotte started to shiver, a strange parched feeling starting in her mouth and under her skin like her veins were constricting. Dehydrated. She wondered what sort of curative it was that Sarah tried to perform.

      “Where are the others?” She noticed how heavy the silence was in the rest of the house.

      “Hunting. After Valek opened your skin again, they left. They couldn’t handle it.”

      “He did?” Charlotte was surprised. She didn’t recall.

      “For a moment, we thought you were dead. You didn’t move. You didn’t breathe. When you came back around, you started convulsing. Valek thought it might calm you down, and he was right, but only because it made you weak. Feeding from you didn’t fix anything this time.”

      “Because it wasn’t fixation. It was something else,” Charlotte explained thoughtfully.

      Sarah winced. “What do you mean?”

      Charlotte met her eye. “Promise me you won’t tell Valek.”

      “But what if—”

      “No. Promise me, Sarah. Please. Is it true Valek can’t hear my mind anymore?”

      Slowly, Sarah nodded.

      “Then I need your help.”

      “What’s going on, Charlotte?”

      “I was… visited by something—someone—the other night. It felt like I’d been possessed. They came to deliver a message. They said death would find me if I did not submit… to the Darkness.”

      Sarah went pale, her mouth falling open. She looked like someone knocked the wind out of her. “Well, what did they look like?”

      “I couldn’t see. They were just… dark. Shadow. Mist. There was no face,” Charlotte explained. “Their voice wasn’t in the room. It was… in my head. But it didn’t happen in my head. I swear it. It was so real. It felt like I could reach out and touch them. Do you have any idea who it could’ve been? Does this sound familiar at all?”

      Sarah’s wide gaze was cast to the floor while she deliberated. “No,” she admitted after a few moments. “No. I’m afraid I have no idea.”

      “Sarah, we have to find the others. It isn’t safe. Something else—something other than Aiden—is watching.”

      “The only person’s safety I care about right now is yours.”

      Charlotte thought for a moment, mind tumbling over the last several days. “Where is the book?”

      Mashing her lips into a tight line, Sarah shook her head. “Off limits. Valek made me promise.”

      “I understand, but somebody is trying to communicate with me—and they aren’t from the Regime. I think, in some odd way, they might be trying to help. I need to figure out who it is.”

      Sarah’s eyebrows knitted. “The Anatomy of Vampires volumes are texts forbidden by the Regime. Meaning, it was sent by a proprietor of the Dark. As it seems many people are after your blood now. The problem for them is…they don’t yet know how tainted it is.”
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      It had only been a few days, but Nikolai swore he’d gained at least five pounds since arriving home for winter break.

      He’d spent mornings glued to the radio, the television, the newspapers—riffling through any form of media for any mention the police might still be looking for him back in Prague. But so far, nothing. Good. He wondered if it plausible to believe his problems had all just evaporated. Maybe they’d admitted Peter Huba to a sanitarium—pass his story off as crazy. The fantasy of it made Nikolai happy, anyway.

      No dark mysterious men had appeared to him since the day he vanished from his apartment. There were no strange messages floating in his morning cup of coffee, no glowing eyes watching him in the night. Nikolai maintained no shred of proof that such a strange day actually happened at all, that is, except for the weird note and the copy of a newspaper he’d never heard of called the Weekly Cackle. Both were still folded within the pockets of his rucksack shoved under his bed.

      He’d read the paper in its entirety twice already. It was filled with strange articles and even odder quizzes;

      
        
        WHAT IS YOUR ENCHANTED OBJECT and HUGO LANGOWITZ, BIRD SHIFTER FROM POLAND INVESTS MILLIONS IN WINGED DIRIGIBLE PROJECT.

      

      

      Nikolai didn’t understand any of it. The only part he cared about was the photograph of the girl, the one he was supposed to find.

      Was she a person like him—someone mostly normal though conflicted and alone with confusing powers? Hope coated his heart for the first time in his life.

      Maybe I’m not the only freak in this world.

      He’d taken a pair of scissors to the third page, cutting out her face and pinning it to the corner of his headboard. He studied it every night, fearing he might see her in a crowd somewhere and not recognize her. Finding her was his only endeavor. And he didn’t even know why.

      “Who’s she?” his younger sister asked as she ran a plastic comb through the brittle hair of one of her dollies.

      “I don’t know,” Nikolai had replied. “But I’ll let you know when I find out.”

      “You’re weird.” And the conversation was over. Understatement of the century.

      Tomorrow was a new day. Winter break was coming to an end. He didn’t know how he should go about searching for the strange girl. Perhaps he’d attempt to use his powers out in the open again—doing so might call upon another mysterious shadow-figure who’d come to provide more answers. It was a shitty idea, but it was all he could think of.

      Stomach gurgling again, Nikolai padded from the living room, where the evening news blared, to the kitchen. But the sound of his parents arguing put a hold on his sandwich-seeking quest.

      “The boy’s just like you, Stela.” His father’s whisper was harsh enough for Nikolai to hear from beyond the kitchen entry. “He always has been!”

      “Hush!” she hissed. “You don’t know that.”

      “I do. He’s been home for damn near a week now! He doesn’t leave the house. Ever. He’s never had a single solitary friend!” He leaned into her, purple faced. “Are you going to stand there and tell me he’s completely normal? You promised your strangeness wasn’t hereditary!” He sounded so frantic and violent, like his accusation was going to rip his throat apart.

      Nikolai peered around the corner in time to see his mother wince, tears gathering in her eyes.

      Strangeness? Hereditary? What did he mean?

      And then realization washed over Nikolai all at once and he gritted his teeth. His father had always been an asshole. Domineering. Controlling. A bully. Rarely did he have anything good to say about anyone. He shared nothing in common with him. But maybe…just maybe… Nikolai shared more in common with his own mother than he originally realized. This whole time, had she been hiding from him what he’d been hiding from the rest of the world?

      “You’re paranoid. You’ve never witnessed a single strange thing….” She turned her back on him, fumbling with the dishes in the sink. Her shoulders were hunched, like he’d punched her in the gut.

      “I don’t have to see anything to know he’s an mutant like you,” he hissed.

      “Don’t you talk about our son that way!” she snapped at him a little too loudly and Nikolai recoiled.

      “Your son. Thank God I came into your life. I was the only one who could ever protect you from yourself,” he sneered and began walking out of the kitchen, but Nikolai’s feet suddenly weighed a ton. He couldn’t scramble away in time, not even if he wanted to.

      His father stopped in the dense shadow of the hallway, regarding him darkly. His eyes were colored in both hatred and some kind of embarrassment, before he continued to their bedroom and slammed the door shut.

      Nikolai peered over his shoulder to find his mother sniffling, dashing tears away from her face, her back still facing him. He didn’t want her to know he overheard. Instead, he rushed off to find Mila. It sounded like his parents had this same argument more than once. Maybe his seven-year-old sister knew more about it than he did.

      He found her sitting cross-legged on her bed in the room they shared. Instead of approaching her, he remained in the shadows near the doorframe, watching.

      “And then, Miss Pudgy, you pour the tea….” He heard her say.

      She picked up the little plastic tea kettle and poured some invisible tea into one of the matching pink teacups.

      Nothing out-of-the-ordinary here.

      “Care to join us, Nikolai?” she addressed coolly and without glancing up at the door.

      He startled. Clearing his throat, he wheeled to stand in the center of the doorway, smiling sheepishly and shoving his fingers into his pockets.

      “H-hi Mila.”

      Her dark little eyebrows pulled down at him. “Why are you spying?” She cocked her head. “Don’t worry. You’re invited. Boys are allowed to like tea parties.”

      He moved quickly to the bed, collapsing over his stomach, knocking a few of the dolls and saucers askew. Mila glowered at him, miffed.

      “You’re right,” he said, taking a teacup and holding it toward her. “Pour me a stiff one, would you?”

      She wrinkled her nose, but did as he asked, holding the nozzle of the teapot to his cup and tilting it. “You’re a weirdo.”

      “So says the world,” he grumbled, taking a big fake swig.

      “What’s got you down?” she asked like the tiniest bar tender.

      Mila’s tea parties often turned into therapy sessions between her and Nikolai. He’d always thought she’d one day make a rather gifted shrink.

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      He rolled onto his back, staring up at the glow-in-the-dark star stickers on the ceiling. For a kid, she was sharp. Intuitive. She spoke like an adult most of the time.

      “You’ve been…different…since you got home. Quieter.”

      “I’m always quiet, Mila.”

      “Not this quiet.”

      He turned over again, restless, balancing his chin on his knuckles as he smiled at her.

      “I might be in some trouble,” he admitted. He didn’t want to burden her with his Peter Huba-sized problems, but he had to talk to somebody.

      “Trouble?”

      “It’s nothing for you to worry about.” He reached up to ruffle her hair. “Mila, you are a very very good sister. Do you know that?”

      She turned her nose in the air and pulled her shoulders up to her ears. “Of course. I’m the best!”

      “Yes.” He nodded. “Yes. The very best. I’m the luckiest brother in the world.”

      She smiled at him, a slight sheen misting in her eyes. “I’m happy you’re home, Nikki.”

      There was a soft rapping at the door. The two looked up to find their mother there, one arm holding herself together, the other clutching the doorframe. Her smile was tired. Her blue eyes were hollow. But there was love in her face. “Lights out.”

      Nikolai hopped off from Mila’s bed and onto his own, though he watched his mother carefully. He wanted her to say something about what he overheard.

      A small line appeared between her eyebrows as her pale gaze brushed the floor. He’d inherited her coloring—her features. Blue eyes, the bluest he’d ever seen on someone other than himself, dark hair, high cheekbones, and full lips. “Goodnight,” she muttered. “I love you…both.” And then her eyes locked with his.

      “Love you, mom,” he returned.

      With a final smile, she closed the door. The lamplight in the far corner flickered off strangely without anyone touching it, revealing the greenish glow from the stickers lining the ceiling. He frowned. He wasn’t the one who’d done that. He wriggled under his bedcovers and tucked his arm under the back of his head, considering…

      “Nikolai,” Mila whispered.

      “Yes?”

      “I miss you when you go away.”

      His chest tightened. She’d never confessed anything like that before. Perhaps he did belong somewhere. Perhaps he just never realized before, but home was where he belonged. Home.

      “I miss you too, Mila. But, I’m not going anywhere for a while.”

      There were some moments of gentle silence.

      “Nikolai?”

      “Yes, Mila?”

      “If we ever get separated… if we are ever apart for a long time… no matter what, we are always connected. Right?”

      He blinked away the water rippling in his eyes. It was hard to swallow suddenly. Where was this coming from?

      “Right.”

      Always connected.

      Connected. Though there were forces now connecting him to something considerably more sinister than what he’d ever realized was possible.

      He thought about the mysterious shadow-man again. Reaching into his rucksack slumped near his bedstead, he fumbled around in the dark until his fingers brushed against the note at the bottom. He pulled it out, squinting to read it in the dim moonlight.

      

      Nikolai Marek,

      Find the girl, find where you belong.

      Most sincerely and with much haste,

      --

      C.D.

      The Parliament

      Abelim, One Thousand Meters Under Prague

      

      His mind circled, but didn’t produce any kind of real answer that made any sense of all this shadow business. With the note gripped tightly in his fist, he resolved to let the thought rest for tonight.

      An uneasy knot lived in his stomach. Too many questions. Too many days looking over his shoulder. He’d read the curious newspaper, read the little note a hundred times, but each time resulted in more confusion.

      A noisy bang in the distance jolted him and his eyes flashed open. One of the neighbors. A dog started barking. Nikolai frowned up at the green star stickers again. Listening hard, the only other sound was his sister’s even breathing. Apparently, she’d fallen asleep fast and hadn’t heard the abrupt racket. Probably just a car backfiring, he told himself, or maybe it was those idiot kids shooting chickens again. He grumbled and turned on his side, pulling the covers up around his shoulders.

      Slam!

      Nikolai gasped and bolted upright in his bed, his pulse in his ears. It was his front door, followed by the sound of smashing glass. What was going on?

      “Who’s there?” He heard his father bellow.

      All of the blood drained out from the top of Nikolai’s head as he got to his feet. Mila was awake again too, sitting up in her bed, clutching her favorite stuffed rabbit under her chin. Her gaze was fixed on Nikolai, pleading and helpless.

      “I’ll call the police!” His father continued. “Show yourself!”

      Nikolai rushed to Mila’s bedside, grabbing hold of the top of her arms.

      “Don’t make a sound,” he whispered and she nodded.

      Nikolai listened hard, but no one answered. After a moment, something like a violent gust of wind rattled his bedroom door. It was followed by a sinister hiss, gurgling, a sick crunch, and finally a thud. He gasped, his pulse pounding in his throat. He launched himself onto Mila’s bed, gathering the little girl up in his arms, enveloping her as much as he could.

      “I’ve got you. It’ll be alright,” he whispered in her tiny ear.

      Suddenly, their mother’s blood-curdling scream echoed just on the other side of the door. Something large smashed to the floor. There was another hiss and a loud, echoing laughter, unlike anything Nikolai ever heard in his life. It raised all the tiny hairs on his arms and neck. It was melodic. Ghostly. It didn’t sound human at all.

      Mila released a tiny squeak, but Nikolai stifled it, throwing his hand over her mouth. Shifting away from her, he put his finger to his lips, his eyes wide. She nodded in understanding. He stood, pulling her up as well by her shoulders before indicating the darkened space under her bed.

      Mila nodded again, dropping to her hands and knees and scurrying until she was tucked within the deep shadows created by her disheveled blanket and her many stuffed animals.

      Be quiet, Nikolai mouthed at her.

      In the very next second, something crunched through their locked bedroom door and he whirled around to see an arm—or rather, a claw—reaching beyond the splintered wood and unlocking it from the inside.

      Nikolai had never experienced this amount of fear. His whole body was cold, his blood rushing through his veins like white water. Every extremity felt numb. He couldn’t lunge at the intruder, not even if he wanted to.

      The door creaked open, revealing a tall silhouette standing before the bleak light filtering in from the hallway. A deep rumble emanated from its chest, its fingers curled at its sides. Nikolai noted the lengthy tapered nails, recalling the details about the man who’d appeared in his flat in Prague. But this one seemed different—less ethereal.

      “Wh-what do you want?”

      The silhouette only shook with snake-like laughter.

      “Please.” Nikolai tried his best to keep his voice even and his stance broad. “You can have anything you want. But let her go.”

      If he knew anything yet about these strange, forceful beings, he knew they were privy even to the things he wanted to hide. They shared his ability to mind read…but they could do it better. This shadow already knew how many people were in that house. And it definitely knew where Mila was hiding.

      “You can kill me. Just let my sister go. Please. She’s only seven.”

      The shadow tilted his head and smiled, revealing silver fangs. He released a new, menacing hiss.

      Nikolai gasped. Lifting his hand, he drove a force through the air that sent the door crashing inward on the figure.

      “Mila! Take my hand!” He reached for her. He’d vanish them out of there—bring them somewhere safe.

      She scrambled for him. The air around the room began to bend, whipping his hair into his eyes. The demon ripped the door off its hinges, which captured Nikolai’s attention again. Hurtling his fist from one side to the other, Nikolai sent his dresser sliding into the figure before it could lunge at them, pinning it to the back wall of the corridor. It hissed and growled.

      “MILA! COME ON!”

      Her little fingers wrapped around his, but it was too late. Nikolai barely blinked before the shadow bolted through the room in a wicked blur. All Nikolai heard was Mila’s scream. Her hand ripped out from his grip. He whirled around himself, but she was already gone.

      “MILA!” He bellowed, racing out into the hallway.

      He nearly threw up his own intestines, bending double, when he saw the darkened figure slumped over something near the kitchen. Nikolai took a single step closer, a frigid tear rolling down his face, his arms trembling violently.

      “M-Mila?”

      He took another step, reaching, but then caught himself on the wall when he saw her limp, little arm protruding from underneath the beast curled over her. Her fingers were ice blue. Lifeless. A slow sob ripped through him and threatened to tear him in half. He shut his eyes, his heart shattering into a million pieces. This was a dream—a nightmare. There was no way this was real.

      Peeking between his fingers, he caught sight of his parents, then. Their eyes were wide open, horribly blank, as they lay strewn across the floor in small pools of something dark and wet. Nikolai retched on his own tears.

      And then the savage was looming over him, his bloodied claws twitching, readying himself for his next victim.

      “Go on!” Nikolai harrowed. “Kill me! Go on! Do it!” He shot to his feet, throwing himself at the man-like thing.

      Before he realized it, he was already being pinned up against the wall. Something jagged and cold dug into his throat as the man’s chest heaved against his. Nikolai’s mouth was open to scream, though no sound came out. All he could hear was his own frantic heartbeat. His fingers turned to ice first, then his toes, before the numbness spread up through his wrists, his shins, his arms. He was being emptied. Sucked dry.

      Abruptly, there came a new screeching sound. Another hiss. The man was ripped away from him and Nikolai dropped to his knees, rolling face-first into the wooden floorboards. Someone else was there. A new monster?

      He was sickened. Weak. If he allowed himself to drop off, he knew it would be the end.

      Willing his pulse to keep going—willing his eyes to remain open, he clawed through a thick trail of his own blood, lifting his head to see the blurry image of one shadow grappling with the other. Again, he opened his mouth, but he couldn’t speak.

      “I will nail you to the wall for this!” A foreign voice cried.

      “How are you still alive?” roared the first as he gnashed in his face.

      “I think the more important question is….” There was the sound of something like bones breaking and the second voice cried out in pain. “What’s stopping me from slaughtering you right here?”

      “P-please!” The first spluttered. “I-I can lead you to Valek. To Charlotte. I can tell you where they are. Just let me go.”

      One of them roared loudly and then there was a heavy smash, which made the foundation of the whole house rumble. “YOU AND YOUR LOT DESERVE TO DIE FOR WHAT YOU’VE MADE OF ME!”

      “A-Aiden, please, listen to me! I know what you want,” the first voice continued to choke and heave. “You should know something. Charlotte is sick. She is dying. Valek is distracted. Let me lead you to him. He is weak with sorrow. You can take him down.”

      “You’re lying. Your kind are nothing but liars.”

      The new pair of boots backed away from the first, allowing the beast to scramble for breath as he dropped to his knees.

      “Believe me,” the first monster choked.

      “I am doing you a favor, Lusian! You will tell me where to find Valek. Go now. Leave here. I will find you. But if you mislead me, I swear on Vladislov’s head I’ll rip you limb from limb and scatter your pieces to every corner of this earth. You will never find rest.”

      There was another ripping sound. A gurgle. A cough. And then a harrowing cry that pierced straight through Nikolai’s soul. The overpowered shadow knelt with his head bowed. There were a few moments of silence before the assailant scrambled back out into the night.

      Nikolai whimpered as the new shadow approached, the toes of his polished, steel-toed shoes coming into focus.

      Nikolai gasped, a gross coppery taste on his tongue. Breathing proved difficult and it felt like several of his ribs were broken. There was a heavy hand on his arm then, rolling him over onto his back. The pain was too intense, but he only gurgled over the blood still pooling at the back of his throat. He still couldn’t see the details of the person’s face, but he could see the shine off his bronze hair. He remained a silhouette, but his edges were illuminated by the golden lamplight above like a hellish halo.

      He needed to communicate somehow, so he attempted to do something he’d done before, though only once or twice. It occurred very seldom, and he really had to concentrate, but he’d die if he didn’t.

      Still…alive….

      Nikolai heard the man’s thoughts echo back to him in his own mind. Once in a while, he could tear through the barriers of skull and skin and listen in on another person’s thoughts. Maybe, this shadow shared a similar ability….

      Who are you? Nikolai asked in his mind, gripping hard to consciousness.

      An ally.

      Where is my sister?

      The shadow lifted his head and then sighed. Your family is dead.

      Nikolai closed his eyes, more tears rolling from the corners of his eyes back into his hairline. He relinquished another sob.

      But I can help you avenge them. Your survival is crucial.

      Why? I’m alone now. What’s the point?

      This man, whoever he was, was one of them. A dark one. There to deliver a message. Nikolai turned his head, twisting as much as he could to see the little girl lying near the kitchen entry, her dark hair a mess around her face.

      Oh God.

      He choked on his tears again. The front door was left open. Snow flurried in from the silent night outside.

      You must stay, Nikolai. There is still something very important waiting for you.

      The man bent to one knee near Nikolai’s head. Between his hands, he clutched the picture of the girl from the newspaper.

      Nikolai’s breath plumed out in silver mist as he shivered there on the ground. Gripping his wrist, the man pried his cold fingers open, snatching the document he was clutching still.

      “How did you get this?” The one the first shadow called “Aiden” hissed frantically, shaking the parchment in Nikolai’s face.

      He was so close to death, demanding a reply was senseless.

      “Boy, can you hear me?” Aiden continued, stroking the hair away from Nikolai’s eyes.

      His throat had been ravaged so brutally, he wondered if he would ever be able to speak again. But Nikolai finally acknowledged him with a sharp exhale, followed by a slight, simple nod of his head. Tears continued to roll.

      Aiden slipped his hand under his head and pulled him from the frosted ground and into his lap. “I am not going to harm you,” he continued. “If you can, answer me with another nod. Can you do that?”

      Again, Nikolai nodded once, struggling to keep his eyes open. His shaking was no longer crafted from the fierce cold, but from fear. This man’s face was stern. He searched for something kind in his eyes, but came up empty. At least there were no fangs in his mouth.

      “You were attacked by something that was not human.”

      Nikolai hesitated for a few moments, questioning his own sanity, and nodded once again. His pulse continued to slow as each second ticked by, only minutes left.

      “Listen to me carefully now, human. And answer me honestly.” Aiden began again. “Do you wish to live?”

      Nikolai didn’t respond. Rather, he let his eyes close—let himself stop breathing. In the swelling darkness, he listened to the rattling of his own dying heartbeat, counting down until he knew he’d reached his last.

      Three…two…one.
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        T h e   D e v I l (Original, But Charlotte attempts to attack Valek, driven mad with fear and her disease)

      

      

      

      Charlotte hadn’t seen Valek since the prior evening—since their exchange that drove a chasm in their bolder-strong relationship. The pit of her still burned.

      “All right?” came Sarah’s voice as she waddled from the kitchen, undoing her apron. Edwin followed close at her heal.

      He’d been hanging around more frequently since the evening prior. Charlotte wondered why.

      I just want to help. I’m not just some weak little damsel, Valek.

      “I’m fine,” Charlotte lied.

      Sarah gave a knowing glance toward the library doors. They were closed to the rest of the house and now seemed an imposing barricade. Challenging. Mocking.

      “He’s in there…brooding still, isn’t he?” asked Sarah. Chewing her nails a moment, she came up with, “He feels horribly for the things he said. But even so, you’re still not to get too close, Charlotte. I’m warning you.”

      But then Edwin put his hand on the Witch’s shoulder. A brief exchange passed between them and the expression in her face changed. Something brightened in her eyes and her features softened. Sarah sighed.

      “I need to enchant my wet laundry upstairs. Edwin, won’t you help me?”

      “C-c-certaintly.”

      With a quick wink at Charlotte, Edwin followed after while Sarah, quite literally, turned the other cheek. As the two disappeared down the hall without another word, the study doors opened a crack…all the sudden, and as if by magic.

      A single moment to make nice. Sarah would allow it, but Charlotte supposed she’d be wracked with worry. She and Valek had never gone a day without speaking.

      Pulling the doors a bit wider, Charlotte toed over the study threshold. Cherry tobacco and pipe smoke hung heavy in the air.

      Hunks of the more unfortunate furniture pieces from the fight upstairs in Valek’s bedroom roasted in the hearth before where he sat in silence. Valek watched them cremate, mourning the loss of what was undoubtedly a valuable antique collection.

      The fire cast the room in a deep sienna glow. Charlotte appreciated the craftsmanship of the way Valek’s armchair was carved—a dozen screaming faces imprisoned in the maple wood between scrawling tendrils crowned with leaves and budding flowers. His taste in everything always lived in the ornate and the dramatic, it seemed.

      One by one, perfect smoke rings billowed up above his head and out of the open window before they each faded into the night beyond the long, velvet drapes.

      Charlotte’s pulse was in her face as she clung to the doorframe, on-looking.

      Valek’s movements slow and somber. He continued to pretend not to notice her while he sat there with one long leg crossed over the other. He lifted his pipe to his full lips with his other set of lengthy claws wrapped around the chair arm, mindlessly chipping away at the wood.

      The sound of Valek’s nails scratch-scratch-scratching made the hair on Charlotte’s arms stand on end. She was addicted to every lethal part of him.

      Every night, when Charlotte would return home from luring Valek’s next meal to their fate, this was where she’d find her Vampire. Every evening, without fail, this was where he’d waited. There was comfort in knowing at least one thing in her strange life was a constant—dependable and unchanging. At least one thing in her life would exist forever.

      Now, somehow, the two of them managed to find themselves back in this very room, alone again. And for this single moment, it seemed as if nothing changed at all.

      Charlotte bit her lower lip a little too hard and suddenly tasted the very familiar iron and salt—

      “Lottie….”

      His voice was the distant echo of thunder. The awakening of a dragon. The deep warning growl of a wild cat. Its sound soothed her burning anticipation. When he spoke, it was like rain when she had not tasted water in days. When he touched her, it was like snowfall over a devastating fire torturing her under the bed of her skin –an addiction literally eating her alive.

      “Charlotte,” he began again. “Come to me. Please.”

      Every muscle tensed. Was he still angry? The shadow made by his armchair stretched long across the wooded floor to the ends of her toes, tugging at her, begging her forward.

      A waiting lump formed in her throat and she crept deeper into the study. She could tell he hadn’t moved from this spot since she’d fallen asleep the evening prior, beating himself up inside, no doubt. Valek had been self-flagellating for these past few months. In truth, Valek had been self-flagellating for the past few decades. It sort of seemed to be his style.

      The fire roared before him, as if there lived a wild beast in the embers. It cast intimidating shadows across the severe edges of his face. As he exhaled, his lips parted ever so slightly to reveal the tips of his lethal incisors. Something fluttered in Charlotte’s stomach as she faces him at last.

      Valek was more than beautiful, crafted by the devil himself to cause Charlotte to do terrible things –unspeakable acts: to hunt her own kind, to sacrifice her life, to drive her to insanity.

      He possessed her.

      The pallid Vampire puffed a new perfect, silver ring into the air above his head, his electrified eyes following it before it eventually vanished. He didn’t say anything.

      “V-valek?” she began nervously.

      Inhaling deeply, he removed the pipe and responded only by releasing another cloud of curling milky smoke from his nostrils. His glare shifted upward to watch the snow slide by the windowpane.

      She gulped. Her heart sank. Perhaps I should go help Sarah….

      “Charlotte,” he began again coldly.

      The sound of her name on his tongue and his sudden grip around her wrist stopped her from leaving. He kept his face turned away, bringing his pipe to his mouth again, but hesitated.

      “Charlotte, you hurt me deeply. The things you said—”

      “Weren’t true!” she insisted, taking a step toward him again. She curled her trembling fingers.

      He released her wrist.

      “They were. Honest feelings make for the clearest thoughts. And believe me…I heard them all loud and clear.” New smoke plumed around his head as he spoke. Its scent was warm and sweet, but the thick, gray veil masked the bottom half of his face and made him look sinister.

      I wish you would look at me.

      Only for an instant did his eyes flick to hers before they darted away again, his jaw shifting from side to side as he grinded his teeth.

      “Guess that was a clear thought,” she said aloud. “I wish I could hear your thoughts.”

      “No, you don’t. Not when I’m angry.”

      That made her heart plummet into her guts. “You’ve never been angry at me before.”

      “I have. Just…not quite in the same way I am now.”

      Charlotte recalled the night she snuck into his bedroom and curled up next to him when she wasn’t supposed to. She recalled the argument they’d gotten into when he’d found out she wandered too far from the city borders.

      Gingerly, she climbed into Valek’s lap and settled herself, her legs hanging over the side of his knees. She could tell her sudden proximity surprised him by the way he tensed. The scar at her throat throbbed dully, though it wasn’t too painful yet. She wrapped her arms around his neck, lacing her fingers together as they draped over his thick shoulder.

      “You’re wrong. Before, it was never anger. It was concern…frustration if I didn’t listen. Now, it is anger.”

      He winced. “Perhaps. I suppose this is an emotion altogether different.”

      Valek still neglected to look her in the eye, his gaze remaining transfixed on whatever distant thought hanging before him. However, that didn’t mean he missed anything.

      “You’re shaking,” he observed, shifting his weight slightly and wrapping his free arm around her, though his deathly skin didn’t do much to make her warm.

      He continued to look stoic and stone-faced in front of himself. Charlotte frowned. She could tell he wasn’t really in the room with her at all.

      “Shall I close the window for you?”

      She cleared her throat, which made her esophagus react with a scratchy discomfort.

      “No. It is not that I am cold…” she trailed off, hoping he would catch on to what she meant.

      She wound one of her fingers around a thick lock of his soft, dark hair. It ran long, like a night’s rain, from his widow’s peak, down past his shoulders to the middle of his chest, curling slightly at the ends; the impossible beauty of his porcelain face surrounded by it.

      “If you crave it so badly again, I can always seek Lusian for you.”

      Oh, his resentment was deadly indeed.

      But his comment didn’t bring about the reaction she might have expected.

      “Are you…did you get jealous?” Her stomach lifted, but she quickly suppressed the feeling. Valek didn’t deserve to be toyed with. Though, still, if he were jealous…it meant he wanted her all to himself. And she liked that idea.

      “Of course I want you all to myself, Charlotte.” His pipe bobbed between his lips as he responded to her thought. He pulled it from his mouth, setting it down on the small table near his chair. “Isn’t that obvious?”

      “Sometimes, hearing the words makes the difference.” She smiled weakly.

      He sighed and more smoke furled from his nostrils. His glare touched hers again, his eyes flashing. “I…want you all to myself.”

      The melodious tone of his voice descended into something of a seductive growl and it made the muscles in her lower stomach clench. His jaw tensed.

      She shook her head. “But it was just feeding. He’s done it before.”

      “No, Lottie. It is never just feeding. You don’t understand what it means to us—the attachments it holds. Because…you’ve never experienced them before.”

      Her breath hitched. “Then, explain it to me.”

      His winced. “I...It is not something I can very easily explain.” He shifted her in his lap, suddenly seeming uncomfortable. Leaning away from her face, he balanced his chin on his knuckles, his elbow rested on the chair arm.

      “Try,” she begged quietly, edging closer anyway.

      He swallowed. She could see his mind turning over some idea.

      “Lottie…I don’t think I can ever truly be what you want me to be.” The admission sounded dry and broken.

      “What does that mean?” The onset of panic tightened her chest. “You’re still unsure about the way things are now—”

      “No. It isn’t that.”

      He tugged at his ascot, continuing to avoid her eye. What was he getting at?

      “I never anticipated how difficult this conversation would be because I never anticipated having it. If every other fundamental reason is not enough, this is the real reason it is so hard for mortal and immortal to be together, Charlotte. It has nothing to do with my feelings. It has everything to do with what I am. You must understand…feeding…it’s like….” He rubbed at his chin. “Our gratifications are different from yours. Do you understand?”

      Charlotte’s eyes widened with her realization. Oh.

      At last, he looked at her, his stare more intense than ever. Finally, he stroked her cheek.

      “Blood isn’t just…food. It is not that simple. It’s life. It’s drug. It’s air, and love, and sex, and passion, and ecstasy.” He dragged his thumb across her bottom lip as he went on. “Everything that could make a mortal feel any sort of pleasure…that is what it means to us. It is the most intense high and the most terrible low. It is anguish. It is relief and release. Do you understand now?”

      “Yes.” Charlotte nodded, her gaze cast to the floor. And, as best she could, she did understand.

      Allowing Lusian to feed from her in front of Valek –it was sort of like…adultery. She was reminded of Evangeline, then. It must have hurt Valek. Bad.

      “You didn’t know,” he muttered.

      “That was why you were so upset about Francis’ request.”

      “There were so many other reasons for me to be upset about Francis’ request, Lottie. They used you like trash.”

      “But…all of your victims—”

      “It is the most horrible addiction you can ever think of, Charlotte. Consider the worst alcoholic—the worst opiate addict in the world—and know that my suffering is even worse. And the worst withdrawal symptom is…a fate worse than death. Eternal agony. There is no choice for me. No escape. But you do have a choice. And I’d rather you choose only me. Because my heart cannot tolerate it otherwise.” The admission came out quiet and very sincere.

      I only want you. She wasn’t sure who might be at the door listening, so she thought it at him.

      He exhaled, smiling at last. Even though it didn’t reach his eyes, at least he smiled.

      “That night…with Evangeline—”

      He closed his eyes. “It was one of the greatest mistakes I’ve ever made. But your feelings baffled me at the time.” He peered at her again. “I’m sorry, Charlotte. Please know, I still remember what it is like to be human. Of course, I do. I know what you want. I’m not saying I lack the ability. What I’m saying is…the way I love is different. I have different needs. Different satisfactions.”

      Charlotte nodded slowly, her mind reeling. “So…you and I have already…”

      “In my mind…yes,” he admitted. Bringing his palm to her face again, he held her stare. His lips twitched with a new hint of a smile.

      She thought about it, the memory of their first night together in Francis’ house. The wind. His claws. Low growls in her ear. The pressure. “And you…you and Evangeline never…”

      He chuckled. “No, Lottie.”

      It was an odd thought. The way she found he and the Witch together had been horrible, but at least she shared something with Valek Evangeline never would.

      Her life.

      But…what if I want you my way? She raked her teeth over her lower lip.

      He smirked darkly but shook his head. “Maybe one day. But not now. My only endeavor is to make you well again. It’s bad enough I can very rarely come within ten steps from you.”

      “I’m sitting in your lap now,” she pointed out.

      Watching each other without acting on their impulses was cruel and torturous. So many notions rolled around in her mind and all she wanted to do was—

      Valek chuckled darkly, making a noise that did everything to unhinge her. She loved the dimples flanking his mouth. She loved his pearly fangs—discrete—and the way they glinted in firelight, his thick, dark eyelashes, the way his hair waved over his shoulders, and the crinkles that appeared near his eyes when he smiled hard enough. She wanted a life-sentence imprisoned in his thick arms. She wanted to hide from the world with her face pressed to his broad chest. His legs were so long. His fingers were graceful, crowned by tapered claws that starred in both her fantasies and nightmares. She wanted to—

      “Charlotte!” Valek snapped, his eyes wide but filled with interest.

      He was still grinning, though maybe he hadn’t noticed because he was trying his best to sound severe. But she ignored it, shifting around and straddling him with her knees on either side of his hips. She held his face between her hands.

      “If I can’t make love to you here and now,” she whispered in his ear. “At least let me do it in my mind.”

      His lips parted. At once, and for the first time in some weeks, she watched his eyes shift from frosty blue to wicked and thirsty black. The lump in his throat dipped as he swallowed. Hard. Sighing, he shook his head no.

      “When I am well again,” she breathed. Her fingers knotted in his hair, pulling lightly. “It is the first and only thing I want.”

      Valek’s jaw tensed again. His brow furrowed.

      “You and…Evangeline….” She stopped talking. She knew she shouldn’t keep bringing it up and it still hurt too much to say out loud. Instead, she recalled the images in her mind—the evening she’d walked in on Valek and the Witch together…in that very library. In his favorite chair. It the same position.

      Valek shut his eyes too, looking just as pained. “Lottie. She wasn’t—”

      “Your charge?”

      “Mortal.” His eyes snapped open and they surged with anger and lust.

      She considered what he meant. “Does it really make so much difference?”

      His nostrils flared as his chest rose. “You’d be surprised.” He was struggling to hold himself together. She could tell by the way he leaned away from her, by the strain in his face.

      Since I was sixteen….

      He lifted his hand to her. “Don’t say another word.”

      “I’m not saying anything,” she admitted innocently. Please, she mouthed the word.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Charlotte. You’ve never been frightened in such a way before.”

      “You don’t frighten me.” She mimicked the words she uttered to him months ago when they were hiding in Francis’ basement.

      “Don’t I?” He continued with an arch of his eyebrow, challenging.

      This time, he wasn’t dying in front of her. This time, there was only his effortless charm—the ease of his sultriness. It was a quality all Vampires had, but Valek carried it with a refined grace that made it hard for her to concentrate.

      Absentmindedly, Valek twisted one of Charlotte’s curls around his index finger

      She wanted him to look at her again. “Do you like my dress?”

      “It’s very pretty,” he murmured without meeting her eye.

      Charlotte leaned in closer to his face. “I hope that you are not too worried for me. I know we will overcome this, too.”

      He blinked once, as if there was something he needed to say, but he remained quiet.

      “I think I am more like you than you know. I take lives as you do, so I am already a killer. I have an addiction, as you do. Why will you not transform me entirely if I am already as damned as you are?”

      Finally, Valek dropped his gaze, though at nothing in particular, his focus distantly fixated at the floor.

      “Your soul is clean, Charlotte. Your justifying murderous behavior is my responsibility. Your belief in the good of what you’ve done is blood on only my hands, for I’ve commanded it of you. Please, do not compare yourself to the likes of me.” His voice was pained, his gaze soft and sweet. He stroked one of his claws lightly across her cheek again and smiled. “And anyway, I prefer a killer in an angel’s body to a shell as beastly as mine.”

      Charlotte trailed her fingers along his jawline, longing to pull his mouth closer to hers. “You don’t look very beastly to me.”

      She kissed him lightly, trailing her fingers up the sides of his face and burying them in his soft hair. The sweetness of his scent enthralled her, but he pulled away after a few moments.

      “You are playing with fire,” he panted.

      “I know.”

      His brow furrowed for a moment. “Why am I sensing that there is something else vexing you? It’s something you refuse to discuss with me,” he prodded, his knowing eyes narrowing at her.

      He was all too observant. He probably didn’t even need to listen to her mind anymore to know when she was troubled.

      Charlotte dropped her gaze, struggling with the next bit of it. “Well…it’s not a big deal now. Just something that happened some days ago.”

      Valek sat straighter, his undivided attention jostled her nerves.

      “It was something I dreamt. Though Mr. Třínožka said we should never discuss our nightmares for fear they might come true,” she started to explain, nervously toying with the hem of her dress.

      Valek squeezed the point of her chin. “That’s silly. I’ve never heard that said before.”

      “There might be some truth to it,” she confessed.

      Her tongue swelled in her mouth as she grappled for the right words, her cheeks burning at one particular memory of her nightmare. She shivered.

      “Tell me, Lottie. I’ll make it better. Let me.” His claw grazed the bandage at the curve of her neck. “Perhaps,” he offered, “it is the only thing I can make better.”

      Bashfully, Charlotte peered up at him. “I dreamt of your wife, Valek.”

      He drew in the smallest breath. He went rigid again, and at once, all his walls were thrown back up. He looked at the floor.

      “She returned to you…in my dream,” Charlotte went on.

      She could see him struggle to conceal his utter shock. New sadness filled his eyes, though he smiled faintly despite it. Softly, he traced the curve of her shoulder with the back of his hand.

      Charlotte dropped her eyes again, blushing with the next memory of the nightmare, knowing he would see it play in his own mind as instantly as she did.

      “You –you welcomed her.”

      She wound her fingers together in her lap as she waited for his response. When he answered with nothing but silence, she looked back up to make sure he was still in the room with her. He only continued to stare forward, eyes narrowed and pained, as though watching her memories like watching a film.

      “You still love her, don’t you?” She twisted Andela’s band around her right ring finger.

      Valek’s eyes nervously darted about the room as though he were searching for the right thing to say. He cleared his throat. Her heart fluttered in her chest. When she saw that he wasn’t responding immediately, panic bubbled in her stomach.

      “There will always be a type of love for her, yes,” he said finally looking back at her. “She was the love of my human life –when I was something different than I am now. Even though I keep those memories, that time in my life is over. I am a monster entirely new now, and you,” he held up his left palm to her, “are mine. You are the love of my life as it is now –the very one fate has brought me to. Don’t you ever forget it.”

      Charlotte relinquished the breath she’d been holding for what felt like weeks. She leaned up and kissed him on the cheek.

      “Thirsty?” she forced out breathlessly.

      Valek sighed, sounding solemn, and almost a little peeved. His eyes narrowed.

      “Your addiction is getting worse.” His words condemned her. They were a cold diagnosis –one a doctor would tell his patient. She wanted to argue back, but he interrupted. “It grows worse every time we do this. Sarah is right to worry for you.”

      “I thought Sarah said there was no cure.” She grimaced. “Aside from the…obvious one.”

      Valek’s expression hardened even further. His gaze snapped to her face, causing her heart to leap into her throat. He traced one of her dark, under-eye circles, trailing down her cheek and her chin to the small dip at the base of her throat.

      Even though she knew it was biologically impossible, Charlotte thought about how much he seemed to have aged recently. Never at rest, his usually bright characteristics seemed to lack their unnatural glow. Constantly turning around dismal thoughts in his head –worrying about the Regime’s next move. Worrying about Charlotte’s condition. Carrying the weight of the world on his too-capable shoulders. She knew these things haunted him behind his eyes set aglow by the harsh firelight. Valek didn’t need any sort of God to send him to hell. He’d already put himself there.

      “I know you hate me,” he whispered so close, his cold breath washed over her earlobe.

      “I don’t,” she managed to get out, though her words were barely audible.

      Valek ran the back of his hand down her arm as his gaze dropped to her lips, parted from the anticipation of him being so close.

      “You’re an awful liar.”

      Valek, continuing to focus on her mouth, slid his one nail down the center of her neck again and watched her shift uncomfortably as a wave of an odd new emotion fluttered down her middle and between her legs. Her fists knotted in his shirt. He chuckled and she could see the full glory of his pearly fangs.

      “I love that I can do that to you,” he murmured, satisfied.

      At last, he closed in. He kissed her with a great intensity, crushing his mouth to hers. Her scar reacted at once, flaring. But it was worth it.

      Pulling away, he grabbed her wrist and drew it toward his face, sliding it along his cool cheek. “Don’t tell a soul.” He inhaled slowly. “I’ve missed you so much. Your taste. Your scent. Your pulse haunts me all the time.”

      Charlotte watched his eyes engulf in black again. He opened his mouth and penetrated her skin delicately, the red pooling up around his lips.

      The pain was rapture. It radiated up her arm and into her face where her cheeks tingled as she watched him. She rocked her hips forward, pressing herself tightly against him. She heard him groan into her flesh.

      Releasing her wrist, he plucked a wine glass from the end table and held it just under her open wounds. Charlotte watched her blood flow in silky, scarlet ribbons down her arm and into the glass –it was the most evocative thing she’d ever seen. She was hypnotized, almost wanting to lap it up herself.

      When the flute was filled about a quarter of the way, Valek brought her arm back to his mouth and ran his tongue over the punctures, keeping his eyes painstakingly locked with hers as her wounds healed shut under his gentle licks. He dropped her wrist at last.

      Then came a light wrapping at the library doors before Sarah’s face peaked through. “Everything back to normal in here?”

      Valek held his finger to his lips, reminding Charlotte to keep their secret.

      “We will continue this another time, Lottie,” he murmured, and sipped casually at the warm red contents as though it were an aged cabernet.
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      Nikolai’s heart slammed hard once against his sternum, causing his eyelids to burst open. In utter panic, he grappled at his chest, willing his heart to beat hard again just to be sure.

      I’m dead. My weird life caught up with me. I’m dead. I’m dead. I’m DEAD.

      But what filled his vision did not meet his expectation of glorious gates, nor clouds, nor cherubs with trumpets in their tiny hands. Instead, he found himself surrounded by dank marble walls, the cavernous ceiling too high to see, but dripping with some unidentified moisture. His back was bear as he rested over a chilled stone slab in the center of a tomb-like hall.

      Fuck. I’m in hell.

      But he still was breathing. Interesting. Dead people didn’t breathe, did they? A dull pain throbbed at the sides of his head, flaring harsher when he inhaled. A concussion? This was impossible. He checked his pulse, feeling the beats go on at a slightly elevated rate. Why wasn’t he dead?

      He sat straight up on the unfamiliar stone bed, blinking at the massive room. It was large enough to fit his entire house. Three times over. He began to count the pillars along the walls, the torches spewing scarlet and gold flames.

      Near the farthest wall, deep in the shadows, a floor-length mirror stood on gold-leaf claws with nails sunk deep into the dirt. He couldn’t see his reflection underneath the thick layer of dust and time, though he swore he could see each and every little crack in the gold leaf. As a matter of fact, he could see every flake of dirt suspended in the stale air. He could smell the weird, earthy moisture, hear water running somewhere beyond the thick walls…but how? Heightened senses had never been part of his mysterious, oddball abilities.

      Horrible recollections burst through his mind like landmines. Death. Destruction. Lots of blood. His family was dead.

      A dry sob escaped past his lips, but he was too terrified to form real tears.

      Oh crap! Maybe someone found him and counted him dead so they stuffed him in some catacombs somewhere. Random basilicas littered the Czech countryside. It was possible.

      But no. That didn’t make sense. Only monks and priests were buried in catacombs. He frowned, holding his throbbing head.

      He closed his eyes, burying his face in his palms. So, where was he?

      He forced his eyes open when the muddy visions of his family flashed again. His mother and father. How their faces looked. His little sister trembling in the shadows of something evil and considerably more massive than she was—a pool of darkness that swallowed her instantly. He remembered reaching for her, crying out, before enduring his own overwhelming pain. Had it all been a dream?

      He struggled to remember what happened beyond all that—how he’d gotten here. Everything dissolved to black after the struggle and all he could recall was feeling cold. Deathly cold. Unending. He did not dream—not even of his family. There had been nothing until now, and he wondered how much time he’d lost. Everything before this moment seemed so hazy and was gradually fading further, sinking in a dark ocean of distant memory. He recalled icy water, or what felt like it, pouring down over his body, extinguishing the flames. Inhaling. And then this. Awakening.

      What was he to do now that his entire family was gone? Ghostly sounds of his sister’s musical laughter reverberated in his memory and he buried his fists in his eyes to keep from bawling. He needed to focus now in order to escape from whomever had done this. He had the feeling, whoever they were, they weren’t far away now.

      Nikolai jumped as something moved in the farthest corner of the room then. He hadn’t noticed it before, for it was still and elusive enough that somehow, as if by magic, it seemed to blend in with the shadows themselves.

      “Wh-who’s there?” Nikolai meant for the question to come out a bit more threatening, but he couldn’t fight the break in his voice. It came with a new layer of tears he swiped away with the back of his hand. Crying burnt what little pride he had left.

      “Evening,” the voice said simply. The tone was young. Masculine. Airing on arrogant. And there was an accent. He sounded…Irish?

      “Who are you?” Nikolai wanted to stand, but was afraid his legs might give up on him.

      He continued to focus on the figure coming into better view, his copper hair catching the muted light from the torches. And then Nikolai gasped, realizing it was the shadow who rescued him from the murderer.

      Nikolai was captured by his fluid movements—the way he walked—it sent a shiver up his spine.

      The man was tall and well-built. His shoulders were broad under his linen shirt, a strange coat of arms stitched in gold over one breast. He seemed something out of an older time. His shoes were polished, made of rich, shiny leather. His brilliant russet hair feathered over his shoulders, like a prince out of one of Mila’s fairy tale books. Nikolai squinted to see the smaller details. The man’s eyes were a summer green. He, at first glance, appeared normal, but Nikolai noticed then the points of his ears. A voice in the back of his mind spoke to him, telling him from where he recognized this man: the strange newspaper.

      Impossible.

      “Improbable,” the man purred his answer to Nikolai’s thought and began walking at a leisurely gait toward Nikolai in the center of the crypt room. “Nothing is impossible.”

      The magic had finally come to claim him. Nikolai swallowed. This was it. His whole life led to this moment, though he couldn’t tell now if his destiny was to live or die.

      “So, how was it?” The man’s tone remained casual. He stopped a few paces from the stone slab and shoved his fingers into his pockets, his thumbs sticking out. He narrowed his eyes, awaiting an answer.

      Nikolai grimaced at him. Could he possibly be referring to his family’s death? So, it wasn’t a dream?

      “How was what?” he challenged. If this weirdo wanted a fight, he…probably wasn’t going to give him one. In all honesty, Nikolai was scared as hell.

      The corners of the man’s eyes crinkled, his lips twitching in amusement. “Your nap, of course.” He clasped his hands behind his back and looked thoughtful for a moment. “I’ve not slept soundly in months.”

      What did that mean?

      “That means,” he answered the thought again, wagging his finger. “I envy you.”

      “Who are you?”

      “An ally. I’m here to help you, Nikolai Marek of Moravia,” he admitted before swiftly moving to the mirror and rotating it toward Nikolai, his fingers digging deep trails into the layers of dirt as he did. The glass underneath was revealed.

      Nikolai gasped at his own appearance, finally jumping to his feet from the stone bed. He did not believe the person looking back at him—didn’t recognize the boy at all. He moved his left hand just to be sure he really was staring at his own reflection.

      His hair was the same, chopped brown and boring around his face. His face, though. It was similar to what he used to know of himself, though exponentially…better looking? (And he felt kind of lame for even thinking that.) He couldn’t break his focus from his own eyes….

      Sure, they used to be blue. But never this blue. It almost seemed like they were lit from the inside—like they were glowing. He blinked a few times to be sure their magnificence wouldn’t disappear. His nose was straighter. His lips were fuller. His jaw was squarer. But his summer tan. He’d worked so hard to achieve it these past few days by the lake. What the hell happened to that? It had definitely vanished, leaving the palest complexion he’d ever seen on himself. Onion skin. Translucent. Iridescent. He almost looked…dead.

      Nikolai immediately turned to the other man in the room who was chuckling darkly, though the sound was nothing more than snake’s hiss.

      “What did you do to me? What did you do to my family?”

      He shook, unable to control the tears pouring shamelessly down his face. He wiped at the stuff dripping from his nose, still unable to pull the image of his sister from his mind.

      The auburn-haired man stopped laughing and straightened himself, his feet shoulder-width apart. His presence was powerful enough to knock over a building. He took a few steps toward Nikolai again. “We saved you.”

      We?

      “We made you better. Stronger.” There was another crinkle at the corner of his eyes. “And considerably better looking.”

      Nikolai peered at his own reflection again and decided he had been right about that, at least. His body appeared stronger, more toned. His shoulders were broader. But all of that wasn’t important. “What happened to my sister? My parents?”

      The man leaned his back against one of the stone pillars, flipping something over his fingers. It wasn’t a coin. What was it? “Long gone, darling boy. Killed tragically. Murdered.”

      “Who did it?” Something in the back of Nikolai’s mind told him the answer. The memory was more hazy and distant by the second, but it was still there, curled around his brain, throbbing and persistent against his frontal lobe. He could still hear the screams—relive the pain at the side of his throat. So much blood.

      The man stepped closer to him still, until he was only inches away from his face. He could feel the chill off his breath. “You know who did it, Nikolai. You remember….”

      “You?” Nikolai sniffed. The man’s face became a blur behind more salty tears.

      “No.” He shook his head. “No. I told you. I am your friend. I saved you from destruction. Because you are very important. Focus. Look to the mirror.”

      Before Nikolai could gather another thought, he turned back to the mirror and the room completely disappeared beneath him, almost swallowed up by the reflection. It was impossible for him to fathom what was happening. Only a few weeks ago he was an average (sort of) college student. Now, he didn’t know what he was at all.

      Colors and shapes swirled around him, though his feet still felt secured to the ground. His stomach sloshed and he gasped upon seeing where the vision took him. How was this happening?

      Suddenly, he was standing back in his own home, the familiar floorboards creaking under his weight as he walked down the darkened hallway. He listened for life, but the house was silent. Maybe he was having a delusion—hallucinating. Maybe he ate a bad mushroom that took him on a crazy trip, and now he was safely back in his own house at night. The thought instantly made him feel better.

      Yes. That’s right. It was only some serious nightmare.

      It was over now. The shadow man, the marble hall, his reflection—it had all just been his wild imagination. He would go to his bedroom and his sister would be sleeping, curled up with her stuffed rabbit. He breathed a sigh of relief.

      But then the front door burst open behind him, the thing wailing against its hinges as it smashed violently into the wall.

      Nikolai shielded his face from the harsh winter wind blasting inward.

      “Who’s there?”

      Nikolai heard his father’s voice as it bellowed from within his parents’ bedroom. Their light flickered on, which illuminated the tiny crack between their closed entryway and the floor. Her heard his father’s heavy footsteps as he raced, probably to fetch a weapon.

      Oh no.

      Nikolai looked to see a baleful figure standing there, blocking the only exit from the house. He squinted at the large man as he moved into the light, noticing the details that made this monster so very terrifying. Both of its claws dug deep into the wooden doorframe until it splintered as he stood there, breathing fervently, snow flurrying in from between his feet and around his legs.

      “Get out!” Nikolai cried to the figure, but got no response. The man’s brilliant pale eyes didn’t even flash in his direction. “I’m warning you! I’ll call the police!” Was he dreaming again?

      His father appeared in the hallway, clutching a fire poker tightly in his right hand. “I’ll call the police,” his voice echoed. “Show yourself!” Just like the first time.

      “Dad, don’t!” Nikolai cried, but his father didn’t notice him, either.

      The figure lunged from the door, whipping right through Nikolai, as if he were nothing but air. He pressed his hands to his own, solid chest. How was this happening?

      He cried out, reaching for his father until he was ripped away, flying again through time and space, until he landed in Prague.

      Prague?

      Why was he suddenly in Prague? He started to hyperventilate, his hardworking pulse suffocating him as it clawed into this throat. He glanced down at his own hands to ensure they were not claws like the monster from his house.

      Sounds of horse hooves clacked behind him over cobblestones. A violent whinny darted chills up his spine and he whirled around to find himself standing in Old Town. Except…this Old Town was really really old….

      He gaped at the Victorian buggies and the storefronts that all seemed familiar in design, though totally different as turn-of-the-century hats and suits filled their polished windows. People around the square were dressed in garb from the eighteen hundreds, each face pale and unfamiliar as though Nikolai were viewing a vintage film.

      “What the actual fuck,” he breathed.

      None of that, scolded the man’s Irish voice in his mind.

      “What is this?”

      Merely a vision. The mirror is steeped in dark magic. It has the ability to push through your mind—using your own abilities to show you things. I suggest you breathe. If you calm down, you might actually learn something about yourself….

      Nikolai hadn’t realized he’d been holding his breath. He exhaled arduously through his nose, his gaze flitting about the strange, however familiar, square.

      Look! Look! There he is! Follow him!

      Nikolai saw a different man—one with long brown hair. He was tall. Well-built. He wore a three-piece suit and a fine top hat. But there was something else about him. He moved differently than the people around him—more graceful—more fluid. Nikolai watched him snake up the steps to an apartment building entry.

      Oh, you are far too slow, jeered the Irishman in a snake-like hiss.

      Again, the vision of the world around Nikolai fell away, dark hues of grays and browns bending until he found himself lurking in the corner of a modest flat. In the first moment, there was nothing but eerie silence, until….

      “MAKE IT STOP! PLEASE!” There was a horrible wailing coming from the other room. A woman. She was shrieking in pain. “I CAN’T DO THIS!”

      “Easy, Marta, I’m here,” cooed a voice Nikolai never heard before. It was of a velvet tongue. Deep. Serene. Masculine.

      His pulse was still frantic in his chest as he clung to the corner. “Are you sure they can’t see me?” Nikolai whispered.

      This is the past, Nikolai. You’re not there at all. This is something I want you to see—things you should know.

      Focusing harder on his breathing, Nikolai screwed his eyes shut, willing his rattling heart to ease before he peeled away from the wall and crept into the adjacent room.

      It was a bedroom, dingy and small. The only illumination was from one gas lamp on the bedside table.

      A woman writhed and panted wildly on the bed, her legs spread, her nightdress upped around her hips. Nikolai winced and moved around to the far corner closer to her head. He knew he wasn’t really there, but this still felt intrusive and weird. His whole face heated.

      The man from the street was hunched over near her shoulders. He was holding her hand, hushing her, running lengthy claws through her hair. Claws. He was one of them—one of those who killed Nikolai’s family.

      “No! He’ll hurt her!” he called to the Irishman.

      Watch.

      “V-Valek…” she whimpered. “I can’t do this. Please.” If her face hadn’t been a sickly shade of green and twisted in pain, she would have been beautiful. Her features were delicate. She was thin, save for the melon-sized lump at her stomach.

      “She’s…is she….” Nikolai’s stomach rolled.

      Yes! Hush up and watch!

      “I am here now, Marta. I’m so sorry. You can do this.”

      “YOU LEFT ME!” she howled.

      “I never wanted you to see me this way.”

      But she was in no way coherent enough to realize what he meant. A million questions deafened Nikolai’s mind, killing his focus.

      “Your hands…they are so cold. Why are you so cold?” she groaned.

      “Please, my love. Concentrate. You have to concentrate and breathe.”

      She winced hard, her back arching, tears streaming from the corners of her eyes as she screamed almost loud enough to shatter glass.

      The man she called Valek cradled her upper half against him, wiping damp hair off her face. He kissed the top of her head.

      “You will be all right. I promise you. Everything is going to be all right, now.” He sounded beside himself, his face veiled in gloom, his eyes distant. Because it wasn’t the truth. He knew it wasn’t.

      From under her, Nikolai could see an enormous pool of blood steeping the sheets in brilliant crimson until the only other scent in the room, aside from the damp air, was thick iron and rust.

      Nikolai wretched with his hand pressed to his mouth, his other arm curling around his ribcage. “She’s going to die,” he whimpered, tears gathering in his eyes.

      She bayed again, validating what he said.

      “It will be all right, darling. Stay calm,” Valek eased again.

      Nikolai looked on in horror as the man lifted his own pearly wrist to his mouth and bit down hard. More scarlet drops gathered around his lips. His eyelids slid closed, as though he were aroused by the very taste. And then, as Nikolai’s stomach leapt up into his esophagus, the man pressed his wrist wound to the woman’s mouth.

      “Drink. As much as you can,” he panted.

      “Please! Stop!” Nikolai begged, turning his face away from the grisly sight, pressing his nose into the corner where the two walls met. “Get me out of here.”

      He couldn’t take it. As he wiped the tears away, what he found was even more horrifying. Trails of blood were left, streaked across his hands. Panicking, he clawed at his cheeks again, only to find more blood. These were no normal tears left on his sleeve. Nikolai rushed to the small mirror on the wall in the hallway to gaze at his reflection again, but this time no one was looking back at him. Screaming, he put his hand to the glass in an effort to return back to the dismal gray room where he’d original woken up.

      What is happening to me?

      This is your beginning, Nikolai. The man’s strange voice echoed in his head. This is where you started.

      “I am dreaming!” he called out. “This can’t happen! I’m dreaming!” No matter how hard he tried, he could not wake up. He pounded on the glass desperately. “I want to wake up! NOW!”

      Nikolai heard the muffled scream of the woman, followed by a horrifying tearing sound. Cracking. Bones crunching. And then there was the wail of a small child. An infant. And then…silence.

      Nikolai closed his eyes and screamed, unable to watch or hear any more. He fell to his knees, his face buried in his arm, as he continued to holler, more blood tears soaking his sleeve. A gentle touch on his shoulder jerked him to open his eyes, and he found he was in the crypt room yet again. He looked down at his sleeve to find no bloodstains there—just the wetness of normal tears.

      He struggled to catch his breath after weeping so hard, his fingers balling into the material of his t-shirt over his chest, trembling.

      Desperate, he got to his feet, grasping at the Irishman’s shoulders. “Where am I?” he roared, seeing red. “What did he do to her? What am I now?” The questions poured from him as he continued to bawl.

      Had he gone insane? Had he died and was he now in hell? Something in the back of his mind confirmed to him the truth about what he had just seen really did happen. It was not dream. It was fact. His family was dead. He was dead. He clawed at his chest again, though his pulse was, indeed, still there.

      The man shoved him off and brushed his collar with a peculiar look of disgust on his face. “It is not what you are now! It is what you’ve always been. You’ve been hiding it. From your family. From yourself. All of your questions will be answered in time.” He calmed, his pinched features relaxing. He folded his hands in front of him. “Your human family is dead. Killed by exactly the thing you have living inside you. A monster.”

      “That’s not true!”

      “I saved you. Brought you back from the door of death. But you are almost one of them, now. Half! Half of the very same thing that killed your sister!”

      “You’re lying!” Nikolai spewed, his fists flying through the air. “I am not one of them! How can I be?” Nikolai could not control his broken heaving. “I don’t want to be one of them! Change me back! How do I change back?”

      “You cannot simply change back,” the man scoffed. “You were born this way, weren’t you? You’ve always had powers you couldn’t explain. But I’ve helped them awaken within you a little bit more. In order to regain any sort of peace, it takes one to kill one. You must find the monster who has committed this crime to carry out your revenge.”

      “Who is it? I will tear him into pieces!” Poisonous spit flew from Nikolai’s lips.

      “I know who killed them, Nikolai.” A new chill was cast about the room as every syllable reverberated off the walls. It was a mix between a harsh wind and the purest sound of anguish he’d ever heard. Each word came out long and snake-like.

      “But you never told me who you are. How can I trust you?” Nikolai’s voice shook as he struggled to keep his knees locked.

      The man turned the mirror to him again. “Because…I want the same thing you do. Revenge.” A small smirk twisted up the corners of his mouth again.

      “I demand to know who you are!” Nikolai ordered.

      Angrily, the man lunged at him, growling, pinning Nikolai to the far wall. There was no way of escaping his strength and he cried against the struggle, his feet swinging around in the air. He couldn’t help but recall that things turned out much happier for the magical boy in his fantasy book series he’d been reading. Where was his awesome train ride to his awesome school of magic with his awesome friends? This sucked. In so many ways.

      “You will demand nothing!” The man’s words were sharp and threatening. “I saved your life! I will be the one who makes demands.” He lowered his hand, causing Nikolai to tumble to the floor. Staring down his long nose at him, the Irishman asked, “Do you wish to avenge your family?”

      Nikolai clumsily got to his feet again, brushing the debris from his T-shirt. “Of course I do.”

      The man closed in on him, standing toe to toe, but he was at least a head taller.

      “I know the very one who committed the crime. I can help you, but you’ve got to trust me.”

      Nikolai frowned. He sensed something else. This strange person, whatever he was, didn’t seem to be the trust-worthiest individual. There was a catch.

      “And what do you want out of me, then?” he asked with an eyebrow raised. “There’s something you need in return, right?”

      The man’s eyes crinkled again. His tongue trailed over his upper lip. “A delivery. There is someone I need you to find—to bring back here. And I have the feeling…you already know exactly who I mean….”
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        C I n d e r (Aiden and the CEMR pay visit to his cousin, Cinder in the Alps of Norway to form an allegiance to fight the dark. “My plan wages on with full force. I’ve sent a hornet into their bee’s nest. A mole. It’s only a matter of time before Valek is destroyed.”
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      Sarah stared up at the speckled sky, her knees curled to her chest, her breaths pluming out in clouds of milky fog. The snow falling around her was gentle and light. Quiet. She had the perfect view of the forest’s edge and part of the town square from her perch on the roof outside the second story window.

      Upset, Charlotte had locked herself within Valek’s bedroom, and Sarah hoped maybe she’d fallen asleep. Rest was the only thing that could serve her now, until Valek came up with a real remedy. Maybe his convoluted scheme would work.

      Sarah climbed out to the tranquil spot from the room where Dusana, Lusian, and the twins kept their things. In an oversized sweater, knitted mitts, and a pair of leg warmers, Sarah tried to meditate, but was distracted with knowing Valek too had been locked away within his office for hours. Brooding. Bloodletting.

      From the corner of her vision, Sarah saw the yellow light from the master bedroom room flicker off, the golden spot it created on the snow going dark. There was no doubt Charlotte had cried enough tears to tucker herself out until morning at least.

      Valek’s words were harsh, but then, the lingering threat was harsher. And fear mixed with ire never did create a prudent word.

      Sarah sighed.

      The sound of glass sliding against wood startled her, and she peered over her shoulder to find a familiar, smiling face of thread and burlap peeking out at her from the gloom of the house. Button eyes blinked behind a pair of thick spectacles.

      She exhaled, unable to resist the smile his presence pulled from her. And just like that, Sarah’s snowy evening became a little warmer.

      “S-save a spot f-f-for me?”

      She patted the space next to her. “There’s always a spot for you, darling Edwin.”

      “You sure? M-m-misfit I am?”

      “Misfit or not.” She grinned as he clumsily hobbled over the frosted shingles, sitting next to her with his legs crisscrossed.

      “Aren’t you c-c-cold?”

      “Are you?” She lifted an eyebrow. “I’d never know if you were shivering or stammering,” she giggled.

      “No, n-no. I c-can’t feel the cold.” His gaze dropped and so did his features.

      “Valek and Charlotte are terribly sorry about what happened at the grand opening, you know?”

      “N-n-never a w-worry. An-anansi sh-showed me the p-p-paper,” he grumbled in an undertone.

      She frowned, resting her chin on her knees. Sighing deeply, she admitted, “I’m scared, Edwin. For the first time in a long time, I’m out of ideas. Charlotte’s sick. She’ll become worse and die if Valek doesn’t change her. But he refuses.” She closed her eyes. “I’m almost tired of talking about it.”

      “S-s-so…let’s n-not talk about it.”

      She looked at him.

      “I f-find…when f-f-faced with a problem…s-sometimes…it’s better to w-w-walk away for a while. Come b-back with a fr-fresh head.”

      “But we don’t have a while.”

      “You’ve g-got a little wh-while,” he offered, smiling again. He put one of his burlap hands on her shoulder.

      She considered that, gazing out into the forest. “I suppose you’re right.” Side-glancing at him, she noticed something amiss. “Oops. Your bow tie’s a tad crooked. Here.”

      She leaned forward, working to straighten it for him. But she didn’t miss the way he tensed up, his back going rigid. She giggled, leaning away again.

      “You are a strange fellow, Edwin. Where did you come from?” She meant the question to remain in her head, but instead, Edwin started sputtering.

      “I-I-I-I-I…it’s a l-l-l-l-l-l-l-l-l-l-l-long s-s-story—”

      She hushed him, smoothing his hair. “Shh, Edwin. It’s all right. I didn’t mean to upset you. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want—”

      He blurted a few more stutters before taking a deep breath and going still again. “S-s-sorry…I w-wish I w-w-was easier t-to t-t-talk to….”

      Sarah rolled forward onto her knees, her heart pattering quicker in her chest. “Oh, but Edwin! You are. You are the easiest person to talk to. In fact, I love to talking to you!”

      He sat up a little straighter again. “R-really?” He lifted his felt eyebrows.

      “Of course!”

      His whole face brightened, if that was even possible for a burlap-skinned fellow.

      “You know, m-maybe you should g-g-go ask the other W-witches. In the b-boarding house on the edge of t-t-town. Th-they might know h-h-h-how to help.” Lifting his finger, he indicated the crooked, purple tower poking out from beyond the trees to the north.

      Sarah gasped. Why hadn’t she considered that? After flipping through her new grimoire for every kind of question about how to help Charlotte, she always came up empty for an answer. But a Witch from a more advanced generation might know better.

      “Edwin, you’re brilliant!” She pecked him on his cheek and he began sputtering incoherently again. Giggling, she said, “I’ll see you later. I’m going right now!”

      Pulling her way back into the bedroom, she leapt over Sasha’s legs as he skimmed through Kafka’s Beschreibung eines Kampfe.

      “Where are you off to?” His voice boomed after her like a passing locomotive.

      “Running an errand!” she called.

      “At this hour?” retorted the twins who were trying on their Yule gifts.

      “Spell shop is open until three A.M. Be back before sunrise! Maybe someone there will know how to help our girl!” Wheeling into the library, she grabbed up her spell book, hugging it to her chest.

      “Sarah! Look alive!” squawked Dusana.

      She glanced up in time to catch the overcoat and the pair of boots she threw at her, tugging them on as fast as she could.

      “Good luck!”

      “Tell Valek where I’ve gone!”

      “Valek doesn’t wish to be spoken to,” Dusana said as she followed Sarah into the foyer.

      Sarah burst out through the front door and into the night, moving as fast as her short little legs could carry her through the snow.

      When she was halfway down the path, a little voice called from behind her. “Hey! W-wait! W-w-wait for m-me!”

      She turned in time to find Edwin clumsily shrugging on his own coat, racing after her.

      “Really? You’ll go with me?” She beamed as he caught up with her.

      “Of c-c-course! I don’t w-want you outside a-a-alone,” he admitted, puffing his chest and trying to look as valiant as possible.

      Sarah hooked her arm around his shoulders. “Fine. But keep up and no fainting! Got it?”

      They both laughed together and pressed on. She didn’t miss how much more at peace he seemed when she was nearby. The thought made something flutter in her tummy.

      The two moved beyond the square and then east through several winding alleyways. The further they got from the center, the weirder and more sordid the shops around them became.

      Purple and blue starlight—bewitchments, obviously—twinkled and swirled around dank bricks. Merry humming trilled out through an open window as they moved past a flat where an enchantress stirred something sinister in a large, bubbling vat. Apothecary windows advertised vials of eyeballs and animal feet. Little creatures skittered around their boots, hurrying to hide in the shadows. They moved too fast for Sarah to see what they were, but she knew they weren’t mice.

      “The b-b-boarding house is a little w-ways further,” Edwin indicated.

      In the colored light, Sarah noticed his peculiar expression. “Edwin? Something the matter?”

      “Oh! Y-y-yes,” he began nervously, pressing his fingertips together. “E-E-Evangeline used to f-fix me up when s-s-somethin’ bad happened. Got s-some dark m-m-memories, is all.”

      Sarah easily recalled the other Witch. Charlotte’s romantic nemesis, Evangeline, though Valek had destroyed her for betraying them all and revealing their location to the Regime. Charlotte once mentioned how Evangeline used to work the spell shop on the first floor of the Witch’s boarding house.

      “I’m hoping some older generation Witch might prove helpful,” Sarah muttered to herself with her grimoire tugged snuggly under her arm. “Can’t seem to find a single word about mortal fixation in here—not much about Vampires at all, actually. All of its answers have been so cryptic.”

      “Asking the r-r-right question is key.”

      “You’re not the first one to tell me that.”

      Enchanted ivy snaked up storm drains while purposefully-placed bubbles hovered near doorsills, bursting before recreating themselves again, swelling to great girth in the air. From one apartment overhead, operatic belting harpooned the tranquility of the evening. It rattled through Sarah’s eardrums, distracting her enough not to notice the poor cat’s tail. There was a harrowing shriek. A hiss. The thing darted off into an empty crate like a streak of lightning.

      Edwin clutched his chest. “Wish you ch-chose daylight to m-m-make this visit.”

      “No fainting! Like I said!” She clasped her hand to his shoulder.

      Sarah had only heard of the Witch’s Spell Shoppe once before from Charlotte, who told her stories about when she went there to stock up on transportation and half-life spells. She remembered her saying it was the worst part of town, but as they passed a drunken warlock slumped near an overflowing bin, this side of town seemed to take on a much more fearsome quality than Sarah anticipated. A dark shadow whizzed near her head and she ducked at once.

      “J-j-just a bat,” Edwin ribbed, chuckling.

      Sarah’s heart thundered.

      At last, they reached the oddest building in town. The first floor was the spell shop, of course. The façade was long, stone flags making up half the wall, the other half wood paneled by squares of misty glass. At the top of a few steps, a doorway was tucked within an alcove illuminated on either side by emerald-flamed torches stuck in wrought-iron brackets. Ferns grew in spirals from the top step, down over the ground. The sign hanging over the front door read OPEN in characters that looked less like actual letters and more like magic runes.

      Sarah craned her head back to survey the rest of the cockeyed tower casting the alley in impenetrable shadow. The Witch’s boarding house. There were many thin windows, some illuminated with honey light, some dingy and even broken. The bricks were purple. From somewhere near the top floor she heard the shrillest cackle, a pop of electricity, and something explode.

      “Do you really think someone here will know what to do?” Sarah squeaked.

      “I c-caught a glimpse of that n-note Charlotte got. The o-one from the b-book. S-saw it before she f-f-fainted. It was ad-addressed from a place…A-Ablim, I think it s-said.”

      “Abelim?”

      Edwin shrugged. “You w-w-won’t know if you don’t a-ask.”

      “Well, that horrid wench did well enough to keep you alive all your life, after all. As much as I hate to admit it, Evangeline seemed somewhat competent. I’m hoping her colleagues can at least help me with a few of these pieces…even if they don’t have the entire puzzle.”

      Sarah ascended the steps and pushed through the shop door. A light bell announced their arrival. Her senses were hit with a wall of burning incense and sage. The floor was a dusty mahogany, layered over by rugs and runners of all colors and materials. A large stone hearth glistered against the north wall, a face carved into the mantle so that the fire appeared to roar within its great mouth. In the center of the room, a multi-tiered surface was cluttered with glass bottles filled with all sorts of curious brews. Rickety wooden stairs led up from the main part of the shop to a lofty platform, which displayed shelves of more spell books, tarot cards, pots of herbs, elaborate crystal wands, and other such paraphernalia. Near the shop counter, there was a glass case filled with sumptuous pastries, though eating one would surely result in some sort of mischief, Sarah was sure.

      A large, fluffy cat with dark fur zapped by silver streaks gazed wide-eyed at them as they entered, his eyes like October suns. His whiskers jut out all over his head like radio antennae.

      Sarah bent with one hand on her knee, the other reaching out toward the frazzled-looking cat.

      “Here, kitty, kitty. Where is your Witch?”

      In the very next moment, and with absolute dexterity, the cat leapt up from the floor, startling Sarah enough to fall backward against Edwin. They both landed with a heavy thud on their rears, dust from the old rugs swirling up around them. He settled on the potion table, not knocking over a single one of the glass bottles.

      “Excuse me! I am not a cat!” he announced quite grumpily in a thick French accent. “I am a Shifter, if you please!”

      “Oh!” Sarah was quite surprised, pulling off and helping Edwin back to his feet while he sputtered incoherently. “I didn’t realize. Pardon, Mr…”

      “Etonne. There! You have my name, now please! Would you fetch my robe? It hangs there on the hook by the door!” His tail flicked and twitched around his feet.

      “S-sure….” Sarah scrambled for the deep eggplant-colored robes, rushing them over to the cat.

      “Place it on the floor. Fine. Now…turn around, please. I am not decent.”

      Edwin tugged Sarah by the wrist, pulling her around to face the door. Behind her, she could hear stretching sounds. Bones cracking. Then, there was a muffled thud. Feet on carpet?

      “Good. Thank you. How can I help you this evening?”

      Both she and Edwin faced him again. Sarah analyzed the gray man in front of her swathed in the robe. Half his face was covered in the salt and pepper fur of the cat that had just been there moments ago, his beard and mustache frazzled out around his chin like a firework. His eyes remained their jewel-bright color, feline slits for pupils. His nails were still sharp too.

      “A Shifter working in a potions shop?” Sarah raised her eyebrow.

      “Watch your tone. My mother was a very gifted Witch. Eighteenth generation.” His glare slid down from her unruly bun to the tip of her boots. “I’d guess you’re merely a twelfth-gen, aren’t you?”

      “Thirteenth,” Edwin chimed, hopping up on his toes.

      “Not much better,” he sniffed.

      Sarah pushed her grimoire out toward him. “If you’re so great, could you help me have a look at this? I need very particular information, but none of my questions are working. I’ve asked every sort of way I can think of.”

      Mr. Etonne moved to the sales desk. Near the cash box, he plucked a crooked pair of spectacles in wiry frames, balancing them on the bridge of his nose. “Bring it over here, please. Let’s have a look.”

      Sarah rushed with Edwin at her heels to the counter, cracking the book open wide to its blank pages. She watched the Shifter expectantly.

      “Well go on,” he jutted his chin at her. “It doesn’t belong to me! I certainly can’t be the one asking it questions.”

      Sarah peered over her shoulder at Edwin. “What did you say to me? In the alley? About the note?”

      “Oh-oh! Yes. A-Abelim. Don’t remember m-m-much else….” Edwin scratched at the back of his head.

      At once, Sarah leaned over the counter and the book, pressing up on the heels of her hands. “Grimoire…where can we find Abelim?”

      Edwin rushed to her side as Mr. Etonne drummed his pointy nails on the counter, waiting.

      Emerald ink swirled round and round on the page, forming each letter one by one:

      To answer the riddle, seek the Bone Mother….

      Sarah grunted, defeated. “You see? What does it mean? How can I do that? Baba Yaga has been in hiding for centuries. No one knows where to find her.”

      “Have you asked the book?”

      “Of course I have! Watch!” She leaned over the book again. “Grimoire, where can I find the Bone Mother?”

      The ink looped and twirled again until….

      Sometimes, it takes a voyage for an answer.

      “That’s the same thing it said last time,” she groaned, her heart sinking into her stomach. She rocked back on her heels.

      “Well? Your answer is quite obvious, isn’t it?” Mr. Etonne’s bushy gray eyebrow arched over his wrinkled forehead. “What’s the problem?”

      Sarah and Edwin gaped at each other.

      “We have to leave,” she mused. It was a horrible conclusion to come to, but— “We need to go find the Wood Witch herself.”

      “H-h-how will we find her? You said it. No one’s s-seen her.”

      “I do not appear to the seeking eye, but to the seeking mind. ~B.Y.” Sarah whispered.

      “What?”

      “It was the first thing the grimoire ever told me…” she drifted off, seeing the image of the swirling letters in her memory. Everything she knew about the ancient hag held true. “She never appears when you want her. Only when you need her.”

      “Well…we really n-n-need her n-now,” Edwin said, his button eyes shifting back to the blank page. It gave Sarah an idea.

      “Grimoire…we really need Baba Yaga. It’s a matter of life and death.”

      The ink rippled for a moment like the pages were made of water and someone disturbed the surface. They began to form something new:

      

      Sarah…meet me in the Forests of Blinking Eyes. Travel on hoof and spell.

      Most magically,

      ~ B.

      

      Sarah gasped her eyes darting up to Edwin’s again. She couldn’t stifle the wide grin spreading across her face. She felt her stomach lift. She hadn’t felt so much hope in months.

      “Baba Yaga! She heard me!”

      Mr. Etonne closed the book, pulling it close to his face to examine it better. He turned it over, frowning at the spine and then the back cover.

      “Hmm…yes. Indeed. Very rare print…. I’ve only seen a few copies pass by this shop. And do you know why that is?” He peered over his spectacles at Sarah.

      She shook her head.

      “These grimoires are a direct line to the Wood Witch herself. I’d read an article about it. She announced coming out of retirement because she believed young Witches would soon need her. Happened right after all the hubbub in Prague recently….” He handed the spell book back to Sarah, his gaze darting knowingly between the two. “Be careful, dear Sarah and Edwin, members of the Revolution.”

      She felt her face heat up. When did he realize who they were?

      “Here you go. Don’t let this fall into the wrong hands.”

      “Let’s head back,” Sarah said to Edwin. “I have to talk to Valek immediately.”

      “Will you be needing anything else?”

      “No. You’ve been so much help! Thank you, Mr. Entonne!” answered Sarah with a smile.

      They watched the Shifter shrink from his robes, the material of the shoulders caving in first, and then the arms, until the entire thing hit the floor. Wriggling out from under the velvet, the cat appeared once again. “If you don’t mind…I hear a mouse trying to claw her way out from out behind the bookshelves.”

      “Thanks again,” Sarah offered, pulling Edwin by the material of his wrist out of the shop and back into the early morning.

      “When d-d-do you propose to leave?” he asked once they were traveling through the alleys toward home again, sounding upset.

      “Soon. But we’ll need to travel when no one’s looking.”
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        C o n s p I r a c y  (This leads into the original scene when Valek wants to discuss his plan to find Francis with Sarah. They come home to find that Charlotte has discovered the second volume. Laced with poison, she becomes paralyzed.)

      

      

      

      Lying flat on her back, sprawled out and sticky atop the covers despite what should have been a frigid January evening, Charlotte watched the swirling purple galaxies Sarah bewitched against her ceiling. How frustrating to have to be kept away from Valek, just when things were starting to make sense! How annoying to have her every move monitored and watched!

      She huffed frustratedly to the empty room and the empty stares of her old stuffed animals. Amazing, she thought at the back of her mind, however, that Sarah could recreate my bedroom in such perfect detail.

      Charlotte recalled the night when she and Valek were almost captured by Vladislov’s army of brutes—how they’d shoved their way through the front door in search of her. She’d hid the freezer, listening with her heart in her throat, while Valek made up lie after lie to get them to go away. They were very nearly found out, but made off by the skin of their teeth after Evangeline seemingly appeared out of thin air and doused Charlotte’s room with magic fire, leaving all her belongings, every tangible shred of evidence from her childhood spent in the vampire’s house, singed beyond recognition.

      But thanks to Sarah, Charlotte now lie restless atop the same lacey duvet, staring at the same sunny, canary-colored walls, scowling at the same stupid dollhouse in the corner. Sarah loved it of course. She’d begged Charlotte to play with it. Charlotte told her she could keep it forever. She didn’t want any more to do with the things that made her a little girl in Valek’s eyes.

      Just then, the door creaked open a hair. She craned her head to see his unholy eyes, aglow from within, glaring at her through the dark.

      “Seems you don’t even have to speak of the devil, anymore,” she harrumphed, turning her face up toward the ceiling once more. “Seems now you need only think of him for him to appear.”

      She wasn’t sure, but it sounded for a moment like Valek chuckled. “I only wish to check on you. How are you feeling?”

      “I’m fine,” she lied and folded her arms across her chest. She ignored the fever beating in her face and the slosh in her stomach.

      “Aren’t you col—”

      “I said I’m fine,” she snapped. “Where are the others?”

      She was trying to coax him to stay—trying to coerce him to enter a bit farther into the room, but he knew all her tricks. He stayed put, one claw gripping the door as it concealed half his face. Careful. Always careful.

      “I’ve sent them away,” he admitted. “They should return early morning. They were growing . . . antsy.”

      But that was the group. Bad influences like Lusian and Dusana always seemed to make the rest of them antsy. Every other topic of conversation was blood, these days. Blood. How to find it. How to hunt it. The right way to drain a person. Sometimes, they spoke in front of Charlotte without any sensitivity toward who and what she was.

      “Do you need anything?” Valek asked when she didn’t say anything else.

      “No. Thanks.”

      “Very well. I shall be downstairs in my office,” he said and finally shut the door.

      Angry tears gathered in her eyes and she balled her fists up in her bedclothes. She wanted him. She missed him. This wasn’t fair at all. At last, they had the entire house to themselves, and Valek couldn’t even touch her. More than that, he refused to stay longer than two minutes to even speak to her. She missed his breath in her ear, the way he groaned her name as his mouth lingered near her artery pulsing at the base of her throat, the goosebumps he gave her as his claws trailed her shoulders.

      A great and terrible warmth blossomed up from between her legs, shooting through her stomach and into her chest. Just thinking about it forced her lips to part, inhaling deeply as she waded through the velvet feeling.

      It wasn’t as if Charlotte didn’t know her body. Of course, she assumed, every girl did. When she were alone with the quiet. When nobody was looking. When she could relax, to put herself in a trance and let her mind drift to wherever . . .

      She sighed, quietly as she could, and pulled up the hem of her nightdress so that it bunched around her hips. No one would know. Valek was all the way down in his jail of paperwork he didn’t need to look at.

      Valek, she thought again, another luxurious wave of ecstasy lapping at her skin as she thought of his mouth—his hands—the beautiful mess of his hair around a face androgynous and sculpted like an ancient Greek had dreamed him up.

      Her fingers explored, dipping beyond her undergarments until she found herself at last, circling around the spot so that her back arched and her toes curled. She gulped, her throat dry, but her mouth watering at the same time, her other hand gripping hard to her breast.

      His shoulders. His arms. His chest. She imagined his mouth on her, searching, licking. Minutes passed and she needed to bite down hard over her lower lip to keep her cries silent as she lost herself in her own throes of rapture.

      There was a creak on the other side of the door, so quiet, she might have missed it if she hadn’t been listening intently for it—a sign that he was there. And he was. She knew he was. She smiled at herself in the dark, at her marvelous cunning. She hoped he was on his knees. She hoped she’d driven him mad.

      

      Valek was as still as he could ever be, lingering just on the other side of Charlotte’s bedroom door. He shouldn’t have been listening. But he was.

      The trappings of Charlotte’s mind were lush. Marvelous. Her scandal made his mouth water and every dead piece within him coursed to life, enlivened by her electricity. Her warmth was almost powerful enough to heat through the door as he remained with his forehead pressed against it, claw lingering over the knob. But he couldn’t.

      He remained there, bargaining against himself even to breathe as he listened to Charlotte’s pleasure—her shallow, fast breathing and the ever-quickening rate of her pulse. Every few moments, it skipped a beat, and the wilder it got, the closer he knew she was getting to finding her end. He could smell her.

      There was nothing he wanted more than to tear the door from the hinges—or, to crash through it. Hell, he would have set the entire wall on fire if he could just—

      No. No, of course he couldn’t. Charlotte was very ill, he reminded himself. But that didn’t keep him from wanting to feel her, from wanting to feel something human again. From wanting to feel a woman that way again.

      The softest of groans resonated from beyond the door, and Valek lost his mind. His hips reacted, pushing toward the wall. He couldn’t help it as he sank his fangs into his own fist and lapped up the blood he drew.

      Auto-sanguination, the act of dinking one’s own blood was not very satisfactory, but to better feel the makings of his own manhood, he needed jumpstart his corpse of a body and that was the best way he knew how. If he couldn’t be next to her, could he very well as much share in her experience? He drank until he was erect, which was a stupid mistake. He wanted to scrape his claws through the walls, but instead he raked them through his hair. There were so many fantasies he kept secret—so many nightmarish, horrible, amazing things he wanted to do to the girl. She could never know he’d stayed there . . . listening. She could never know.

      At last, it happened. Paired with no other sound than the coils of her mattress, the scent of her arousal flooded the corridor as if it had been storm water fast escaping from the space above the threshold. Valek pivoted, gasping as he pressed his back against the wall. He wanted her. Wildly. Madly. Deeply. Oh, how he wanted to tear her to delicious pieces and devour her only to put her back together and do it again. And again. And again. His dead heart gave a great thud as something—it couldn’t have been life, for that was impossible, but something—beat in his cheeks and forehead.

      There were light footsteps. His breath hitched and he froze, stepping away from the door at once.

      It opened. And then she appeared, standing before him in the shadows of the corridor, her feet bear and her nightdress sort of wrinkly as it fell to her knees.

      His nostrils flared for the passion still lingering over the cotton of her undergarments and the pads of her fingers. It gave him half a mind of smack her across the face and half a mind to shove her up against the wall and—

      “I thought you said you were going down to your office,” she said innocently.

      “I . . . I’d forgotten something.” The words came out hoarse as if he’d downed a tumbler full of rotten vampire ashes.

      Her cheeks were a delightful ruddy pink, her lips slightly more swollen than usual. He didn’t miss the way her knees quivered in the smallest of ways. Her eyes were hooded and the way she pressed her mouth into a tight line told him she was still suffering the aftershocks brought on by the demise of her sanity.

      “Was . . . there something you needed?” he asked, trying his best to keep his tone even.

      She smiled when she met his eye. She knew. She knew. “Just going down for a glass of water. That’s all,” she said sweetly before descending, gliding that hand over the banister.

      Charlotte was cunning. Charlotte knew how to bait. And Valek got the feeling Charlotte would one day make a better Vampire than he could ever be. And that was the thing which scared him most of all.
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      “Quick! How are my laurels?”

      With her tongue out, Cinder adjusted her crown of gold-painted leaves.

      “Hold it steady!” she barked at the scullery maid who was beginning to droop and perspire, for she’d been holding the heavy mirror in place for far too long.

      “This is your moment, girl,” Balder rumbled near her ear, his great red beard quivering with his glee. “This is what you’ve been waiting for.” His meaty hands were on her shoulders squeezing and shaking, jostling her a bit.

      She grinned at her father in the glass. “What we’ve been waiting for. Mother would be pleased.”

      “That she would.” He nodded. Clapping his hands, he said, “Big smiles! Like we practiced. Make them love you!”

      Cinder craned her head up, admiring all sides of her reflection. The Regime Palace’s newly-hired salon staff worked all morning to rope her hair in intricate braids around the top of her head, allowing the rest of it to cascade in golden heaps over her shoulder and down her front.

      “Shouldn’t be so hard. People adore beauty and social stature over actual talent and ability any day. Good thing I possess all four.”

      “Good thing, my Lady!” added the young castle maid and when Cinder hissed for her to “Hush up!” she nearly dropped the mirror.

      “Cinder,” came Danek’s voice from the fire-lit corridor. “Any word from the search parties?”

      She snorted, turning to leer at him over her shoulder. He and his rotund wife were really starting to dampen her parade.

      “They’re working as fast as they can, Price!” she huffed. “Don’t see you out looking for your son, do we?”

      He frowned and grumbled, “Thought it better to wait here…in case he…might try to come home.”

      “The Weekly Cackle is here,” announced one of the new pages as he rushed in. “They’d like a few short words with you before you address the district.” With the quick of nod of his head, he waved in a stalky man with pond-grease skin and an oily beard.

      Cinder’s eyes narrowed at him. “You’re rather far from your marsh, Vodnik.”

      He bowed deeply at the waist, a notepad clutched in one of his webbed hands. “Salazar Quipp, editor in chief of the Weekly Cackle at your service, great Lady Price.”

      “Ah!” She wagged her finger. “You were the one who made public my family’s disgrace—who published such rubbish. Dreaded Vampire Ruzik,” she scoffed. “I should peel the whiskers off your face—” Balder’s tight grip on her arm reminded her to remain diplomatic. She straightened herself and lifted her chin at him. “Let me begin again. Paint me in a less-than-favorable light, Mr. Quipp, and I shall eat your frog eggs for breakfast and drain every pond this side of the Slovakian border.”

      His resulting laughter was high pitched and nervous as he tugged at his collar. He shook his head.

      “Not at all, my Lady, not at all. In fact, I wanted to personally thank you on behalf of this district for caring enough about us lowly Central European folk enough to preside over Lord Price’s region while he is…erm…recovering.” The frog-faced man glanced around at the rest of the faces with an apology in his fish-bowl eyes.

      Cinder smiled, smoothing her rippling golden skirts. “Not at all, Mr. Quipp. The people come first.”

      He lifted the pencil from behind his ear. “Can I quote you?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “I will be sitting front row for your speech, you know.”

      “Fantastic. I photograph best from my left side.”

      “Dually noted, my Lady. Tell me…is it true you are still in possession of the Dark Sword? Otherwise known as the Ceremonial Sword of the Order?” He licked at the end of his pencil.

      Her breath hitched with his mention of the artifact. She’d forgotten about it, not having need for it in decades. “I am. It is in my keeping,” she said, glancing over at her father. “The Dark elite cannot initiate any new members into their Order without it—if any of the old members are even still around….”

      “And tell me again, Lady Price, how you came across such a relic.”

      “It was the Darkness’ first attempt at an uprising some years ago during the Crusades. It was bestowed upon me, a gift from Myrddin Wyllt himself, when I brought down the great Sigismund of Luxemburg, also known by the Darkness as Father, the founder of the House of Drăculești.”

      “So, what you’re saying is, the Dark cannot grow in size or strength without such an object in their possession?”

      “Precisely. The mortals display a replica in Hofburg Palace in Vienna, but I assure you…the sword in my possession is the real thing. And I will use it to separate the Dreaded Vampire’s head from his body.”

      “I see. Very poetic. And if Lord Price should not be well again in time for the Winter Symposium, what is your plan of action?”

      Cinder’s gaze darted up at once to Danek’s ghost-white face and then over to her father’s confident grin. “Aiden Price will indeed be well in time for the Symposium,” she lied through her forced grin, though it physically nauseated her to say it. “I am very confident, because our family is resilient. No one fights harder than a Price. However…if in the event the young Lord is unable to fulfill his duties to run this oligarchy, I will remain in charge until the summer solstice. At which time, and by Law Three of the Magic Code of Myrddin, if a district has gone two solstices without a permanent ruler, the people can elect whom they see fit for the job.”

      Her heart lifted with her image of accepting Aiden’s throne. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Danek sulk even more. If Meredith had been present, Cinder was certain her eyes would have been clawed out for mentioning such an idea. But no matter. Salazar Quipp was scribbling away on his pad. Cinder was giddy with the anticipation of reading the next edition of the Cackle.

      “Pardon the interruption, your excellences.” Another boyish page bowed near the end of the corridor where pillars framed the entry to the throne room. “Lady Price, are you ready?”

      “My scepter!” She batted her hands, looking frantically around herself. “Where is my scepter?”

      She could not enter an official gathering without it. It would be most improper. One of the maids skittered up from the back of the group, gripping the long bronze scepter in both hands. It was topped by a huge chiseled quartz, which made the thing a little top-heavy, the maid teetering as she handed it off. But the weight was nothing for Cinder’s superior biceps.

      Another maid readied herself at the end of Cinder’s regal cape, holding it up so it wouldn’t dust the floor as she went. Two more maids flanked her at both sides.

      Balder leaned to kiss his daughter on the cheek. “Like we practiced,” he repeated. “All smiles.”

      Cinder was preceded only by the page and a few more maids flanking her sides. Danek and Balder followed. Meredith was not there, thankfully, having made the very vocal announcement about having no interest in attending an official event until her precious baby was well again. Instead, she remained in Norway, with the rest of her snot-nosed brats to coo and cry over her pathetic, missing Aiden.

      The throne room of the Regime palace had been mostly restored to its rightful beauty after the group of savages turned it on its head, nearly crumbling the palace to its foundation. Evidence of the fight was still left in the cracked columns and marble floor. An entire hunk was missing from the top of Aiden’s throne and one of the furthest windows was smashed, a spidery pattern fractioning the glass.

      There was no eruption of enthusiasm when Cinder and her cabinet entered. Instead, key members of Occult press, representatives from other districts, and various other officials sat in aligned pews, facing the dais where the Regime oligarchy chairs sat empty.

      Solemnity hung thick throughout the entire palace. Thin, black tapers wreathed around the main throne, their flames burning silver in mourning for Vladislov’s passing and for Lord Price’s critical condition.

      As Cinder made her way to the front, there were suspicious murmurs from the knots of creatures huddled close in their seats. Most were adorned in official robes likened to the cultures of their respective districts, some sweeping more traditional garments, while others wore modern blazers with a specific emblem pinned to their lapels.

      She smiled reverently at a few of their stern visages, noticing how they were already scribbling things, their glares assessing what she was wearing. Perhaps she should have chosen something more conservative. But there was no time for second-guessing now. She’d win them over…one way or another.

      Just like we practiced.

      The castle maids adjusted her cape so that it swept fluidly at her toes and not a wrinkle out of place. She did not sit in the Lord’s throne…not yet. Balder and Dag suggested it might be in poor taste. She should first be accepted by Aiden’s people before assuming his chair.

      Instead, she remained standing at the center of the dais behind a podium erected for her from tree roots and vines. A brown-haired Witch wearing a pantsuit and the crest of the Western European Magic Court rushed up and whispered “Magnus,” while holding out her quill pen to Cinder’s neck.

      When she opened her mouth to speak, a surge of warmth spread through the base of her throat like she swallowed a mouthful of brandy and her voice was magnified ten times:

      “Ladies and Gentlemen of the Central European Magic District,” she began in earnest, gripping the edges of her podium. “It is with deep honor, though also with great sorrow that I am here addressing you all today.”

      The hall was so silent one could hear the mortals bustling like rats through Prague’s streets outside. Someone in the fourth row gave a stale cough.

      “The loss of any great ruler is most often followed by a period of faithlessness, a period of desolation for any country, realm, or district. And with the added shock of what happened here during Aiden Price’s enthronement….” Cinder bowed her head. “I mean it when I tell you my heart is as broken as is all of yours. Lord Vladislov was one of the boldest leaders I’ve ever known. He was kind to his people as he was cunning against his enemies. I am proud to say I have counted him among my closest friends. And Lord Aiden—my own nephew….” She pressed her fist to her sternum. “A young Lord with such promise and such ideas.”

      A tan hand shot up from the middle of the room, a dignitary from the Assembly of Magic in Bangladesh. “Is it true Aiden Price is missing now—”

      “But let us not squander our energies in mourning and strife,” Cinder ignored her, rolling right over her indiscretion. “For this is not what these two great men would want. Here, ladies and gentlemen, we are faced with opportunity. In tumultuous times, we are presented with a challenge. Falter under the weight of darkness…or rise? The symbol of this Regime is the phoenix. Resilience. Rebirth. Strength. Life. These are the things the Light stands for.

      “We are faced with a single choice. Hide or fight. The Dark is powerful, indeed, friends. And they are still out there. Our sworn enemy—those who bring darkness and death—those who hunt us now, because really, they too crave the light they lost long ago. As your temporary leader, I will ensure the safety of all Elven kind. I will ensure the security of our borders again, and I will restore hope to the people of this district.

      “Please, I ask you all to do one thing. Put your faith in me. A member of the Price family. A lover of the Light. A successful ruler over your neighboring district. Someone who is honest and true. Someone who will guarantee that Valek Ruzik and his army will be brought to their knees—who will be brought to justice. Put your faith in me, and then allow me to do the rest.”

      Cameras flashed. Quills scratched wildly, some of them hand-held, some of them writing on their own, hexed by spells as their owners dictated, muttering quietly down at their notes. Even from the far end of the room, Cinder could see her father’s eyes glittering with admiration while Danek looked defeated as ever. There was no applause. No rally cries. This was an address. Cinder hoped her message would successfully reach the eyes and ears of these subjects. If she could gain their trust, she could gain Aiden’s throne. Two districts were better than one. The rest of the world would follow.

      One order.

      More districts. More power. Destroy the patriarchy.
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      “I’m fine.” Charlotte struggled to stand up from the gurney, though the stark office tilted and she stumbled forward a step.

      Jorge was in front of her in an instant, steadying her by the elbows. He wanted to help. The others did their best to keep their distance. “You should know by now it’s impossible to lie to us, Charlotte.”

      After a bit more of Sarah’s tea, Charlotte could at least breathe again, though her mark still singed terribly. Sarah had whipped up something from her new grimoire—a potion black and bubbling this time—and smeared it across the brilliant crimson crescent, which still grew tendrils that spread up one side of Charlotte’s neck and down over her shoulder.

      How could Valek think physically cutting it out would solve the problem? This was the Curse, after all. It was in her blood, not her skin. He should have known better.

      Jorge, who’d wandered guiltily back through the front door with Dusana and the twins, jumped to action at once, helping to rewrap Charlotte’s throat in gauze when it started to bleed through.

      He wasn’t a doctor, like Valek, but he was the second most restrained in the house.

      Valek still hadn’t come back from searching for Lusian yet. He was the only one who didn’t come traipsing in with the others.

      “I can’t believe this!” Sarah shrieked, throwing her arms up. “What’s come over you lot? Valek is at odds. When he gets home, you better believe he’ll mount your heads above his mantle! One whiff of blood and you all revert to beasts!”

      Jorge cut a nasty glare at Sarah. “You’ve done enough scolding for one evening. I am trying to help.”

      She shook her head. “Don’t you think I remember what it was like before Charlotte? Don’t you think I remember how terrible it was down in Francis’ basement? A few of you even considered feeding on me.”

      Jorge rolled his eyes as fiercely as he could, exasperated.

      “Where is Lusian? You must know!” she continued to prod. “I swear by the Goddess, when I get my hands on him I’ll—”

      “After taking the town, we agreed to meet up in one spot,” Jorge explained, his wintery claws lingering over Charlotte’s bandage doing something to ease the slight burning. “I’d say the rest of us are satisfied, but you know him. Reckless Lusian,” he lamented. “By the time he comes home, that idiot will be so blood-drunk he wouldn’t even realize it if someone followed him back here.”

      Sarah sighed messaging her temples. “There are so many other variables, now, what with your faces plastered all over the news. Valek warned you. We’re not free yet. Hunting so far away was irresponsible.”

      “I know.” Jorge lifted a claw to her. “A single moment of weakness. I swear. It won’t happen again.”

      “I trust you. It’s the others who are impossible.”

      Blazing pulsations were already returning to the base of Charlotte’s throat and she could tell the pain from her strange disease was not about to release her so easily tonight. The fluorescent office light was beginning to bother her again too, blaring out in obnoxious streaks across her vision. It made the front of her cranium throb, the muscles in her shoulders twisting into tight lumps.

      “Charlotte, you need to stop scratching!” Sarah pulled her hand away, keeping her nails from tearing holes into the new bandage. “Jorge, I think you’d be of better help if you went to hunt down Lusian as well.”

      “Well, I know Valek can’t be far off,” Jorge sighed, his shoulders slumping.

      “Tell him to come home. Between our magic and our clever heads, we’ll figure this one out too,” she offered with a glum smile before turning to Charlotte. “Come…all I’ve got for now is time and temporary fixes.”

      With her arm draped over Sarah’s shoulders, they began to walk together out of the room.

      Charlotte could see Sarah was not about to let any Vampire get too close for too long. It wasn’t easy to miss the scowl in her eyes when she told Jorge to leave.

      Jorge didn’t say much more to either of them. His face hard, his eyes strained, he withdrew from the room.

      Charlotte heard the door at the front of the house slam. Her heart sank a little.

      After three cups of healing cider and some time spent in Sarah’s room “helping” her rummage through her wardrobe, Charlotte felt beyond frustrated. The Witch was only trying to distract her from her most begging questions.

      With Valek out of the house, now was the only time Charlotte had to snoop. If she wanted to find that damnable book, she needed to do it when no one else was looking…or listening. But how could she make Sarah leave her alone?

      “Maybe we haven’t been asking ourselves the right questions,” Charlotte offered as Sarah organized and then re-organized her dresses, still not satisfied:

      Should she order them by color or by hem-length? Perhaps it would be better if she grouped the materials together.

      “Well, what would you suggest? Because I swear I’ve asked the Goddess above about every which way I might be able to fix you.” There was a desperate exhaustion hinging on the edge of her tone and guilt pressed heavy over Charlotte’s shoulders.

      “Maybe it’s not you who should fix me.” Even though she was trying her best to distract her, it was also an honest idea.

      After a life living among magic Charlotte couldn’t wield, the most important thing she’d learned was to ask for help when there was something she couldn’t do herself. Not every monster could perform every ability: Shifters couldn’t mind read. Vampires couldn’t fly. Magic was very finicky. It had its rules. Nothing was as it seemed…ever…and if one wanted a particular answer, the question needed to be just as particular.

      Sarah gasped, her eyes bulging wide. She nearly dropped the dress she was holding. “Charlotte, you genius little devil!”

      Flinging the final garment into the wardrobe, not caring if it landed by color or by hem length, she slammed the paneled doors shut and darted out of the room.

      “Oh, you have no idea,” Charlotte whispered.

      Perhaps this new idea would keep Sarah toying for at least a few hours, she thought. Would it be enough time to seek some answers—to find where Valek’s hidden the Volume Two? Charlotte hoped so. She descended, deciding to start with the first floor.

      Valek and Lusian were still missing. Jorge was still searching for them.

      Dusana, the twins, and Sasha hid about in other various rooms of the house, too groggy and engorged with blood to be snapped at again by Sarah. Edwin and Třínožka had barely emerged from their burrow this past week. The general store remained busy each day since the re-opening, and so the boys always hobbled home, exhausted, but with pockets full of hellars.

      Charlotte scoured the foyer with her thumb between her teeth. He wouldn’t have hid the book in his office. It was the place where he usually studied things, so he’d anticipate Charlotte’s desire to look there.

      He wouldn’t have stashed it in the library. She frequented those shelves too often. For a moment, she considered fumbling through the kitchen cabinets, but no. That would also be a bad idea. He wouldn’t have hid it in there either.

      Her focus slid from the library doors, up the steps again, to the darkened second story landing. There. He’d hidden it somewhere up there.

      Anxiousness rushed over her and she flitted to the bay windows, peeking out at the night, straining hard to see any sign of movement through the snowy darkness.

      Evergreen branches rustled in the slight wind, but that was about it. There were no Vampire eyes gleaming at her from the shadows—no footsteps in the pure white blanketing the pathway.

      The house settled in eerie silence. The study doors were cast open. Sarah’s face was pressed into the crook of her favorite new grimoire as she muttered things to herself. She wouldn’t notice it if Charlotte decided to have a peek around Valek’s room, would she?

      “Sarah?” Charlotte murmured, creeping over to lean her cheek against the library’s doorpost.

      “Hmm?” The Witch didn’t so much as glance up for even a second, flipping a page as she sat cross-legged in front of the healthy fire. Her eyes looked tired, but she remained focused, her eyebrows pulled downward as she skimmed a page, her index finger sliding from left to right. Left to right. Left to right. Licking her thumb, she turned the page again. Left to right.

      “When do you think they’ll be home?” She bit down over her lower lip, hoping Sarah would remain too distracted to read between the lines of her question.

      “I have no idea, Charlotte,” she sounded irritated. Good. It meant she didn’t want to be bothered. “They just left, didn’t they? Don’t worry so much. Valek’s not irresponsible. They’ll find Lusian.”

      “I know….” Stretching her arms wide, she threw her head back and feigned a great yawn. “I’m feeling a little tired.”

      “Go to bed then,” the Witch snapped.

      Charlotte frowned. “All right. Will you—”

      Sarah released an agitated little grunt. “They’ll be fine Charlotte. You’ll see them first thing when you wake. By the Goddess, can’t you stand a single minute without him attached to your hip?”

      Wincing, she opened her mouth to retort, but stopped herself. No. She was on a mission. Sarah didn’t mean it after all. She was under a lot of stress. They all were.

      “Good night, Sarah.”

      “Sleep well,” she sniffed, flipping backward a few pages to something she’d just finished reading.

      Charlotte pushed away from the doors and started up the stairs, keeping her steps measured. She didn’t want her footfalls to sound too hasty or too loud. The quieter she was, the more Sarah would forget she was even home at all.

      The double doors to Valek’s bedroom were left cracked, which was very out of character for him. He liked things a certain way: His bedroom doors shut—out of habit for the many years Charlotte wasn’t allowed beyond them. His office desk neat, all his papers filed and his schedule pushed to the upper left corner. Exactly four good-sized logs in the hearth—the fire should always be going when he was home (and alive). No books were to be left scattered. She recalled how he used to scold her when her room wasn’t tidy enough, primarily if she left her graphite around.

      “This is the fourth time it’s marked your bed sheets….” The memory of his stern voice echoed in her mind.

      For Valek to be distracted enough to keep his doors open…well…something was vexing indeed.

      Crossing the threshold into his chambers still felt naughty, even now that she’d spent nights (and days) sleeping next to him. She still wasn’t used to it. This shift. This exciting change. This delicate new love. But it would all slip through her fingers if she didn’t come up with a way to save herself. She would be a liability—she would risk all their lives if she didn’t find answers.

      The uprising during Aiden’s enthronement was only the beginning. Much more was coming and Charlotte refused to slow the coven down with her mortality. She wasn’t worth it. Sarah and Valek were already too distracted.

      The air in the room was too still. His bed was made up perfectly, the sheets pin-straight like he hadn’t rested in days. The curtains were drawn wide, letting the night in. Until the Light blood wore out in his system, there was no reason to hide from the dawn.

      Chewing on her lip, Charlotte exhaled through her nose. If I were Valek, where would I hide it?

      The room had a way of sucking her in. The bedclothes were black. The curtains were black. The upholstery of the dramatic Victorian headboard stretching up and over the ceiling was black with blossoming gray detail. In the heavy dark, even the wood of the floorboards and the rest of the furniture looked black. On the largest wall, near the windows, Valek put up Charlotte’s Yule gift. He’d framed the drawing in elaborate silver, illuminated by an accent light, making her work seem like a prized fine art piece won at auction.

      Her heart melted.

      The space was steeped with a musty sort of stale scent. It was sweet, like his cologne, but ancient and stuffy, like the inside of a coffin. In the far corner of the room, a quill sat aligned with a stack of parchment on a writing desk. Nope. That was too obvious.

      And then something else caught Charlotte’s eye. It was the only splotch of color in the whole room; Valek’s crimson scarf was draped over the knob of his mirrored armoire. He’d worn that scarf just the night before. It meant he’d been there, rifling through his various articles…or perhaps…rifling for a good hiding spot.

      Charlotte gasped and dove for the little oak knobs, tearing the doors open to reveal a collection of pressed suits smelling thickly of cherry tobacco and more of Valek’s earthy sweetness.

      “I know you’re in here,” she whispered.

      She needed to take care because if anything in that wardrobe was shifted even a single touch out of place, Valek would know. She dropped to her knees, fingers hovering over his polished boots. There were small drawers at the bottom where he rolled up belts, other scarves, cuff links, and such small things. She chose the middle drawer, carefully sliding it open.

      And there it was. Glaring back at her. Challenging. “Valek, I swear, I know you like the back of my hand,” she said in quiet triumph.

      Carefully, and without making any noise, she wrapped her hands around the thick smooth cover of Anatomy of Vampires: Volume Two. At last. Her heart jolted when she touched it. She wouldn’t have much time to read it right then. Instead, her only objective was figuring out who the hell C.D. was.

      She opened the book wide and flipped through the scarlet-lined pages. They fluttered, creating a soft wind over her nose and cheeks. It only smelled like a new edition. There were no other distinct colognes that might give off any clue about the gift-giver.

      But then she reached UNIT SEVEN: THE FATED and the small crimson envelope slipped out, landing in her lap.

      Her mouth fell open. Her pulse was on her tongue.

      She placed the book next to her on the floor before unfurling the lip of the envelope, sliding out the almost-translucent card. This time, she could focus on the looping garnet words.

      

      Dear Miss Charlotte,

      You’ve been cordially invited for council in the Silver City. We can save you. But we need your help.

      Most sincerely and with much haste,

      --

      C.D.

      The Parliament

      Abelim, One Thousand Meters Under Prague

      

      Charlotte gasped. Still no answers. Only new questions were raised. And still no clues as to just who “C.D.” was. What was The Parliament? Abelim? Under Prague? How could a place be under another place? What did it mean? Her mind swam. But they were of the Occult. That was clear. And they needed her help. With what?

      “Satisfied?”

      The chill off his voice launched her stomach into her throat. Her heart froze into ice. She held her breath and dared not peek back at him.

      Oh. Shit.

      She bit down so hard over her lower lip she thought she might bite it off. Her fingers trembled as she slowly pressed the note-filled envelope back into the book, closed it, and slid it back within its hiding spot in the drawer.

      “D-didn’t know you’d be back so soon….”

      He didn’t say anything.

      Charlotte stood up over her wobbly knees and closed the armoire. There, in the mirror-plated doors, was the dark reflection of the angriest Valek she’d ever seen.

      His eyes weren’t black. Instead, they were wide frost-daggers piercing straight through her skull, paralyzing her.

      “How long have you been standing there?” She grinded her teeth.

      His glare hardened still. “Valek…I know you…like the back of my hand,” he mimicked her with perfect accuracy.

      Hearing her own words come out of his mouth sent a zap of horror up her spine. All of the blood drained from her face and into her feet. At last, she turned to face him. Her pulse was so mighty she could feel it beating against the top of her skull.

      “Thought you should know the Central European Magic Regime has taken a temporary leader. Cinder Price. She plans on hunting me with every resource in her arsenal. I wanted to tell you—to let you know everything was going to be all right—that I have a plan. But here I find…you…nosing through my belongings…against my wishes.”

      His seething was slight, almost unnoticeable, which made it all the more frightening. Why was he so furious over this?

      “Why?” He blinked hard at her, hearing her mind.

      She bit down hard on her tongue. She forgot to check her thoughts.

      “WHY AM I SO FURIOUS?” His voice shook. She flinched.

      Sarah’s brisk footsteps approached. She appeared right behind him in the doorway. Her eyebrows were slanted, her expression grim. She shook her head, almost like an apology for not warning her.

      “What’s going on?” Dusana asked from the entry of the farthest bedroom. Ana and Aneta were quick to appear next at the top of the stairs. Charlotte’s entire face scorched.

      “I only wish you could comprehend the danger we are all in. I only wish you would respect me when I tell you something is off-limits. When I tell you not to do something.” His voice was a low whisper, but he spoke very quickly, annunciating each word with razor-sharp precision. “But, no. Nothing is ever off-limits for Charlotte. Because Charlotte always takes matters into her own hands—because Charlotte never needs help—never heeds to warnings. You are not allowed in my chambers, Charlotte. You are not allowed to watch me feed, Charlotte. YOU ARE NOT ALLOWED TO BE NEAR ME DURING THE BLOODY SUNRISE, CHARLOTTE!” He spewed and she recoiled, tears burning her eyes. “Do my words mean nothing?” He barked. “What is the next boundary you’re going to push? What is the next line you are going to cross? Please. Tell me!”

      “I…I—”

      “You only want to help, right? You only want a fairy tale ending, right Lottie?” He went quiet. Charlotte’s whole body felt numb. His usually beautiful face became twisted and mangled in fury. “NONE OF THAT IS REAL! HAVE YOU FORGOTTEN YOU ARE ONLY HUMAN? DO YOU NOT UNDERTAND THAT I AM TRYING TO PROTECT YOU FROM THOSE OUT FOR YOUR BLOOD? THOSE WHO WANT TO KILL YOU? This is the last time I am going to say it. You are sick. You are limited. AND FOR GOD’S SAKE, THE ONLY WAY YOU CAN HELP IS IF YOU LISTEN! You are not allowed in this chamber anymore! You are not allowed to be outside without one of us, and until you are well, you are not, by any means, ALLOWED. NEAR. ME!”

      Valek shook with his lividness. The empty veins in the sides of his neck were mottled and pressed against his skin, but he grew quiet at last. His seething stilled. The storm had passed. And it was a lot worse than she could have ever anticipated. By the time he was through, her face and all the way down to the collar of her dress was drenched. Tears. Her gaze remained fixed on his. She couldn’t even bare to look Sarah in the eye—so shamed it hurt.

      “Absolutely,” Charlotte breathed. “Keeping away from you should no longer be a problem.” At last, she dropped her glare to the floor. “Excuse me.”

      But then Lusian stomped in, a large, fanged grin playing on his jagged face lined with dark, rugged stubble. A miasmic smear remained at his chin.

      “Hello, hello! What’s for desert?” he drawled, scratching lazily at the side of his face.

      Valek looked back at Charlotte.

      She slanted her eyes at him. Perfect. Revenge was convenient and on time.

      He mashed his lips together, narrowing his eyes at her before turning back to Lusian. “I’d say you’ve had enough to drink tonight. Get out.”

      “I’ll tell you when I’ve had enough. I’d ask you to hit me, but I fear you might take that request too literally,” Lusian snickered. “Brought home some leftovers.”

      He shoved forward another figure, sending whomever it was stumbling into the room. Valek and every other blood-drinker in the vicinity went rigid at once. In the dim midnight, Charlotte could see it a mortal woman, frantic and panicking like a hunted rabbit, collapsed onto the floor. Sniveling, her mascara-streaked gaze bounced from one horrible face to the next. She clutched her chest as her wide watery eyes finally rested on Charlotte.

      Charlotte held out her hand to the woman. “Don’t try to run,” she whispered.

      “Don’t be a hero,” Lusian responded, though he locked his glare on Valek.

      Valek moved toward the woman then, who shrieked with surprise for his abrupt agility, her arms jetting up in front of her face, as if she meant them for a shield. Charlotte needed to remind herself that humans weren’t generally used to the unearthly grace and stealthy movements of the undead.

      Gently, Valek closed his hands around one of her wrists as perspiration collected in silvery beads on her forehead.

      “Trust me,” he murmured to her.

      Slowly, she lowered her arms and blinked up at him, her mouth gaping. Struck with his impossible beauty, no doubt. She was moderately attractive. Around thirty years old, Charlotte assessed. She smelled strangely of garlic. She narrowed her eyes at her. Had she attempted to escape Lusian’s capture by utilizing some ignorant hundred-year-old legend? Charlotte snorted.

      Quickly, Valek stood and shoved the mortal woman behind himself, blocking her from the others.

      “If you’ve fed to your satisfaction, I bid you a good evening, Lusian. Get out.”

      “I am sustained. However,” Lusian began again, taking two steps deeper into the room. “As I said before…I did not have dessert.” His glare shot to Charlotte’s face and quickly grazed the level of her shoulders and breasts as he grinned. Her cheeks heated. “And you know what a horrible sweet tooth I have.”

      Charlotte’s stomach tossed with her longing need to be fed from again…by any of them. The scar was positively sweltering now with so many Vampires crowding the small room.

      “Not tonight, Lusian.” Valek blockaded him from Charlotte as well. “I think you both have had enough satisfaction for one night. Consider this my last warning.”

      “Don’t worry, friend,” Lusian said confidently. “I’ll be gentle.” He swiftly darted around Valek, and before Charlotte could inhale again, he was behind her, cupping the bottom of her chin, pulling her back against his chest. “After all, she is such an innocent thing, isn’t she?”

      “Lusian, don’t!” Dusana pleaded from the door.

      Charlotte’s back arched out of human instinct, though her horrible suffering argued back about how badly she needed this.

      Lusian sank his fangs deep and drank.

      Charlotte let out a little sigh as relief rolled down from the top of her head to her knees. She slit her eyes to peer at Valek, watching as he watched her, a stony façade, though she knew he was burning inside.

      The mortal woman shrieked as she watched with both her hands pressed to her mouth, though Valek kept his grip tight around the top of her arm. He wasn’t about to let her go anywhere.

      As Lusian finished, Charlotte groaned and Valek turned his back on her. “You are insatiable.”

      Lusian tore his mouth away, the ichor dripping from his chin, and grinned. “Who? Me or her?”

      “Our turn….” Ana and Aneta pushed beyond the threshold as well, both sets of almond eyes black. They rushed to either side of Charlotte, pushing her backward onto the mattress, each taking a wrist.

      “Get away from her!” Valek roared, lunging, digging his talons into Ana’s shoulder, and sending her hurtling into the east wall. Aneta released Charlotte and gnashed at Valek, who quickly wrapped his arms around the Vampire’s head, threatening to snap her neck.

      Fear completely overtook the other mortal in the room, her shrieks and cries deafening. She shriveled up into the furthest corner and commenced sobbing. She knew she was going to die.

      Lusian swiftly tore Valek away from Aneta before he could act on his impulse to destroy her. Valek’s body crushed his bedside table to splinters. Lusian and the twins regrouped on the other side of the room, smirking, readying for round two, their backs hunched, their claws sprawled like fighting alley cats.

      “So, tell me, Valek. She gives you a piece of that every time you come crawling?” Lusian chuckled. “Lucky bastard.”

      Valek sprung for him again, a terrible roar breaking from the center of his chest. They were going to rip each other apart. The two of them tumbled to the floor, the sound of their fury rolling deep like thunder as another battle cry spewed from Valek into Lusian’s face.

      “I WILL RIP YOUR HEART OUT!” he threatened as Lusian rolled on top of him.

      “Not in this lifetime.” Lusian mocked, pulling Valek up by the material at his shoulders, throwing him a few feet away.

      But Valek was graceful enough, and he caught himself with one hand to the floor as he skidded backward. Quickly righting himself, adjusting his military coat, not taking his eyes off Lusian for a moment.

      Ana and Aneta just watched, completely entertained, a mirrored grin playing on each of their pointy, alabaster faces.

      “If I wanted to kill you, Lusian, believe me, I could do it in an instant.”

      “Why don’t you try, then?” He opened his arms wide in invitation.

      “Stop!”

      Valek adjusted his focus, remembering Dusana standing there in the threshold.

      Lusian rolled his neck, the joints cracking. Charlotte guessed how ecstatic he must have been to be able to act on some of his pent-up aggression and could tell that he wanted to go again.

      “And they say Vampires don’t have reflections. Just look at her! She’s the spitting image of you, Valek,” he chortled. “Right down to the dead soul inside.”

      “Lusian, can’t you contain yourself for one night?” Dusana’s voice cracked. “Why is it that every time I come looking for you, you’re trying claim yourself as some sort of alpha?”

      “Don’t compare me to some stupid Lycanthrope!” Lusian’s playful words turned venomous and angry.

      The tattooed, raven-haired Vampire flitted toward him and grabbed his hand, her face turning a pale shade of green. Her glacier-colored eyes locked with Valek’s. “We apologize for being so careless.”

      Valek widened his stance and folded his arms over his chest. “And might I say how despicable the act was.” This part of his statement was directed straight for Lusian, who merely chuckled and rolled his eyes. Valek heard the curiosity peak in Charlotte’s mind as she wondered exactly what Lusian had done. “You are absolutely disgusting. A poor excuse of what we are.”

      “Not as disgusting as your warped little trampire with daddy issues.”

      Valek roared at him again.

      Dusana glowered up at Lusian before shooting an apologetic glance in Valek’s direction. “We know how you feel about us. We hear it in your mind. I apologize if we seem like such an intrusion, but we didn’t have anywhere else to go. If you want us gone, just say so. But please know we’d do anything for you and the girl. I think we’ve already proven that.” Dusana’s words were sorrowful, though they carried an edge of anger. She silently nodded her “goodnight” before pulling Lusian out of the room.

      The twins simultaneously turned to Charlotte with matching wicked grins. “Dobrý večer.”

      The bedroom door clicked shut and they were (mostly) alone again. Valek wheeled around to face Charlotte.

      The mortal woman had since stilled in the corner, her knees hugged tightly to her chest as her wide eyes bounced between Valek and the doors.

      Charlotte frowned and wrapped her arms around her middle. A large stain of blood remained drying at her throat and ruined one sleeve of her dress. Guilt had taken her prisoner.

      “Are you going to patronize me again?”

      “You don’t need to be patronized! You need to be parented!” he roared.

      Her eyes stung. “I’m glad you think so. I can see absolutely nothing about your feelings for me has changed. You will always think of me as the little girl you rescued from the gutters.” Charlotte lay back on the bed, staring up at the dusty shadows along the ceiling. She didn’t need to yell. There was no point.

      “Yes, Lottie. You are right.” Valek’s gaze lingered on her fac.

      She bit down over her lower lip, forcing the tears to remain in her control. Rolling over, she hid her face in his pillow and could do nothing else but cry quietly. She was an idiot for believing anything could ever change between them.

      “If that’s how you really feel….” Her mumbles were smothered and buried from under the pillow.

      “I’ll always see you for your innocence, Charlotte. Your purity. That’s what I fell in love with. You’re the only glimmering light in my dark world. I cannot reconcile with this darkness within you now.”

      She sat up again, but did not reply. In the corner of her vision, she noticed the other mortal worming her way toward the door. Bitterness flared red-hot in her center. Charlotte got up from the bed and rushed to her.

      From her miserable place on the floor, the woman froze for a moment before squirming to peer back at Charlotte over her shoulder. Her face was a mess with streaks of dirt, makeup, and tears.

      Charlotte clenched her jaw. This person looked so weak—so measly in comparison to the ones she considered her adopted family that it was impossible for her to relate on any level. In Charlotte’s mind, she was nothing like her at all. She didn’t fear death because she was surrounded by it. She’d beckoned it—brought it to the doorsteps of so many mortals before this one in order to satisfy Valek’s nightly bloodlusts. The memory of the things he made her do for him evoked both pride and anguish. He refused to see it—was blinded from it—but Charlotte was a monster just like him. This sad, little woman was nothing like Charlotte at all and she could hardly identify.

      She swallowed her own sour hatred for what she was and muttered, “Where are you going?”

      Slowly, the woman got to her feet, her face distorted with panic. Her mouth fell agape as she stammered. “P-Please, I just wa-want to go home. Please.” The last of her words broke over a dry sob.

      Charlotte had been hunting too long, been a beast like Valek inside of herself for too long, to let this affect her. The pity she experienced for the woman was something more of a bitter realization. Charlotte did have something in common with her. Weak and expendable. This was her home. The darkness. The danger. She lived in it—was unable to escape from it. But, just like the woman, Charlotte was too weak and vulnerable to help herself now that fate had caught up with her.

      Abruptly, and before the woman could protest, Charlotte dug her thumb and index into the sensitive pressure point between the woman’s neck and shoulder. In an instant, she collapsed to the floor. Not dead—unconscious.

      Charlotte turned back to Valek, who scowled at her disapprovingly and tsked as though she were an errant child. “Lottie….”

      Charlotte shrugged before collapsing back on the bed. “Dinner,” she muttered offhandedly. She missed it—hunting for him, how capable she was as she stalked the night like he did. That’s all she ever really wanted. To be like him. In every way.

      “I am not hungry.”

      “Do what you will with her, then. Let her go. Chain her to the wall and save her for later, for all I care,” she said sourly and rolled over. “Let her rot.”

      “That sort of unkindness is not the girl I know. The…woman…who grew up in this house is much sweeter than all that.”

      “Being sweet has clearly gotten me nowhere,” she grumbled.

      “Charlotte,” he began again, quietly. “You do know how I really feel about you. You know now what my true feelings are. Don’t you? What do I do, Lottie?” He enveloped her knee with one of his large hands. Smooth. Cold. She suppressed the shudder that began at the top of her spine. “We cannot keep on like this. Not when I am so in love with you. Not when your mind is too preoccupied for you to comprehend that. How do I fix you?”

      Charlotte sat up, glaring at him, angry tears rolling down her cheeks and dripping off the point of her chin. “You cannot fix me. I am what I am now—like you—a monster. I cannot change back to what I was!”

      “You can.”

      “No! I can’t!” she hollered. “You want me to be innocent little Lottie forever! I can no longer be that for you. I’m sorry. I’ve grown up, Valek. Things are changing beyond my control and I don’t even know how to help myself. I am not your little doll anymore.” Her angered expression plummeted into a pool of solemnity. “Sarah’s right. You have to change me.”

      She got up from the bed and walked slowly toward his writing desk, where a framed childhood drawing sat on a massive cherry wood dresser. Under glass, multicolored pencil lines sketched out a crude image of what was supposed to be Valek’s smiling face. She plucked it up in her hands, analyzing it in the dark light. Specifically, she traced where she marked crude little lines from his mouth that were meant to represent fangs. She was silent for a few more moments before turning back to Valek again, frustrated.

      “You need to figure out what you want, Valek.”

      “I can fix you. Give me the chance,” he begged. “I will fix all of this like I promised.” Valek got up from the bed as well. His large shadow eclipsed her face. “Stay here,” Valek instructed Charlotte quietly before bending to gather the motionless mortal woman up in his arms and stalked out of the room, leaving her staring after him.
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      Valek descended quickly to the first floor, his arms filled with the unmoving body of the mortal woman. Her heartbeat was still strong in her arteries, and it took everything he had just to concentrate. Glancing down briefly, he could see her eyelids twitch. She was trying to wake herself up.

      As he rounded the corner, he nearly collided with a rather shocked-looking Sarah. He stopped as the little Witch’s gaze shifted from Valek’s face to the woman’s, Valek’s claws around her folded body, and finally back to Valek’s eyes.

      “What in Lilith’s creation do you think you’re doing?” she demanded, placing her hands on her hips.

      “Move aside,” he demanded, pressing his lips into a tight line to hide the nervousness he felt for his own, disgusting scheme.

      “Not until you tell me what you plan on doing with that poor girl. I’m sure we’ve all given her a good heart attack already! Let this one go!”

      With Sarah’s shrill voice, Valek noticed the woman’s eyes slit open just a hair. He was running out of time.

      “Sarah, this is for Charlotte’s sake. I’m doing this to save her.” Valek’s pleas were more vulnerable than she’d ever heard him, and Sarah shrunk back at his authority, her face falling at the mention of Charlotte’s name.

      “What can I do?” she whispered.

      “I need your spells. Truffles, rolls, teas. Anything. I just need your magic.” His barking turned to panicked desperation. “But don’t make the spells so strong. I need them weak for this to work fast.”

      Sarah nodded once and disappeared into the kitchen with haste.

      Valek continued into his office at the end of the hall with the woman.

      Kicking the door open, he rushed inside, pressing it closed again with his shoulder. If he was going to follow through with this crazy tactic—which was all too morally wrong, and he knew it—he needed to do it quickly and without Charlotte knowing. This plan was a monstrosity, but what other monstrosities had been committed in the name of science?

      How would Charlotte react if she knew what his plan was? He winced, and shoved his reservations aside. Quickly, he laid the woman’s body out along the sterile, white gurney and worked fast to restrain her. He could hear her thoughts beginning to stir, so worked faster, securing her wrists and ankles to the table by the leather fixtures.

      “This is awful,” he muttered to himself. “You truly are a fiend, Valek. You’ve reached a new low, do you know that?”

      He finished the last buckle at her left ankle just as Sarah appeared in the doorway, carrying the silver tray, piled high with pastries, candies, and a kettle of tea.

      “What are you doing?” She blanched, nearly dropping the tray.

      “Don’t look at me like that.”

      Valek moved to the Witch’s side, taking the items from her at once.

      Sarah rushed to the mortal’s side, putting a gentle hand on the woman’s cheek. “You better explain yourself right now, Valek! How is torturing an innocent person going to help Charlotte?”

      “I know how horrid this is.”

      Valek began to pace, biting the knuckle of his index finger while his other arm folded behind his back. He needed to perform this procedure in a concentrated fashion. Perhaps there was a way to speed up the process so it wouldn’t take a series of months, as in Charlotte’s case.

      The process came together quickly in his mind, though, each step falling into place. But he needed to keep this little experimentation inside the four walls of his office. Charlotte didn’t mind that he needed to feed in order to survive, but he knew how much she hated it when Vampires “played” with their food. He stopped pacing and met Sarah’s judgmental glare as she watched him expectantly, her arms folded across her chest. “This is Charlotte.” He indicated the woman with both of his hands.

      Sarah frowned, one eyebrow raised.

      Valek moved to the woman’s side. “I need to study the addiction process in another human being so I can figure out the best way to cure her, or ultimately, find out was the conclusion is. Understand?”

      “So, what will you do? Vivisect the poor thing?”

      Valek looked back to the woman, narrowing his eyes at her. “Probably. Close. I am not sure. Parts of my plan are still coming up vague.”

      Abruptly, Valek grasped hold of the back of the woman’s neck, and plunged his fangs deep into her jugular, the hot, sticky ambrosia seeping out around his lips. Her heard Sarah give a tiny shriek behind him. His dead pulse jolted to life with reaction to his arousal as he drank. Beneath him, he heard the woman wail. She was awake and had begun her attempt to fight him off, only to find that she was miserably chained down.

      “Valek!” He heard Sarah cry over the mortal’s fluttering pulsations and gargles.

      Truly a test to his will, Valek yanked himself away, splashes of blood following on his chin and shirt.

      The mortal’s screams were wet and gargled, tears streaming down her face. Valek winced at the horrible tortured sight. To him, in this moment, that was Charlotte. That was what he’d made of her—the only human he’d ever fed from and did not bother to kill in the end. The muscles in his throat tightened.

      “But what about the book. Volume Two. It surely has answers for you, doesn’t it? You don’t need to resort to this madness,” Sarah tried to reason.

      “The last page in the unit is blank—as if someone wiped the words of the page.”

      “You should have me take a look then—”

      “Fine. I’ll get it for you. Just get Charlotte away from the door.”

      Hearing Lottie gasp, he spun in time to catch a glimpse of the little redhead darting away from the threshold. She’d gotten there in time to witness the bite, but she hadn’t gotten there in time to hear his plan, thankfully.

      “You know better than that, Lottie,” he murmured darkly, his back turned to the entrance of his office.

      Quickly, Sarah dashed toward her. Without looking, he heard the Witch rush the girl away with a very quick and vague explanation. Then she closed and locked the door.

      The other mortal woman glared at him. Her eyes, large and watery, held a look of death. Her mouth was clenched tight. She was damning him in her mind. Sending him straight to Hell for what he’d already done, and undoubtedly, what he was about to do.

      “It’s no use, poppet,” he began softly, answering her thoughts and stroking her hair. “I’m already in Hell.”

      Her response was a thick wad of spit that landed directly between his eyes.

      He turned away from her, hissing, wiping it away with his ascot. He felt her stolen blood boiling under his skin. Narrowing his eyes and exhaling slowly through his nose, he turned back to her.

      “Please. I would like to treat you with as much compassion and humanity as possible. Do not make this more difficult than it needs to be.”

      The woman said nothing, but continued to fume, breathing heavily. Apparently, she didn’t believe actual communication with him would save her life. Her thoughts mentioned something about it being impossible to communicate with the devil.

      Valek snorted. The devil. If she only even knew.
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      “Why hasn’t anyone thought of this sooner? It’s perfect! Aiden should have sent for me the instant he was inclined to slaughter the blood drinker! He should have known I’d be the most skilled assailant to carry out his mission.” Cinder pulled out her hair from her shoulder armor, a palace maiden finishing up the laces at her iron boots. She liked the frothy dresses of an aristocrat, but when she was in her armor, she felt like she was in her second skin. “Deliver a note to my friend Salazar! I’d like to invite him to a royal dinner –tell him he’s brilliant!”

      “But why? I still don’t understand.” A brown-haired Witch named Dot skipped up on her heels to keep in step with Cinder as she tore down the corridor.

      “The sword!” Cinder curled her fingers into exasperated claws around her head. “My prized sword. Why haven’t I thought of it before?” She pulled a new copy of the Weekly Cackle from her bronze belt and smacked it into the Witch’s chest.

      Dot unfolded it, her emerald eyes darting across the image. “Is this really you?” She held up the picture of a more muscled version of the Elven woman.

      She looked fearsome, her face mangled in a war cry. One of her booted feet crushed the dismembered head of a bearded Vampire, both her hands holding up a long blade high above her head.

      Cinder giggled. She loved that photo.

      “Yes! Of course, it’s me, you twit! Such an old picture. Quipp must have unearthed it for his article. You know, it was only a month afterward I received an invitation from Fallon Price insisting I attend his solstice ball. I won his heart on the spot. I still keep it in a box on my nightstand to this very day,” she sighed happily. “Father!”

      “Here I am, darling one!” He sang, appearing from the adjacent corridor. “The sword was delivered only a moment ago. So sorry to have kept you waiting.” He rushed it to her, handing over the blade of silver swaddled in black silk.

      She beamed at him. “Thank you, Daddy.”

      Unsheathing it, she marveled at it glinting dully in the orange torchlight. It was magnificent, the cross guard shaped into a wicked serpent, the hilt encrusted with finely-cut onyx and jet stones fixed among beds of garnet shards.

      “Ah, feels good to ready this thing for battle again. How ironic. Manufactured by the Dark, but utilized to destroy it. Dot!” she barked. “Is my transportation spell ready?”

      The little Witch scrambled to pull it from her breast pocket. “I’ve got it right here.” She held the glass vial of swirling color to Cinder. “This will only bring you there. Once you release it from the vial, the spell will be unusable again.”

      “No matter,” Balder answered. “A troop will follow soon after on horseback.”

      Cinder felt sorry for the horse he’d assign himself to. His girth would surely break the animal’s spine.

      This was the perfect plan. With Valek’s head in her fist, everyone would forget all about Aiden Price! She’d win the prize of the Central European Magic Regime’s throne and become Vladislov’s heir. All of Europe would fear and revere her. She’d become an icon. Indestructible and unforgettable. More immortalized than any Vampire could ever be.

      “Once I find the heathen,” she began. “Scoring his head won’t take me very long. I’d ask you all to wish me luck, but I won’t need it.”

      “Not at all, princess,” Balder cooed. “Go get ‘em.”

      Without waiting for more of a response, she smashed the vial to the floor and the colorful smoke swallowed her whole.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Unmagic

          

        

      

    

    
      Nikolai sat on the edge of the bed, trying to breathe through the jagged pain of grief hanging on the edge of his every thought. He laid back and laced his fingers together behind his head while he blinked up at a stark ceiling. He had surely died and gone to hell. Who knew hell had ceilings?

      No other pain he could manage to inflict upon himself could distract from the raging that was scalding him from the inside out. His family’s screams haunted him so heavily.

      His eyes dusted the room around him. Again, somewhere new. Where was he? Should he try to vanish out of there? But where would he go? His chest was on fire. His heart felt like it was going to ashes. The pain was sharp and relentless as it spread up from his sternum to the sides of his throat. He continued to count his pulsations. One –two. One –two. That was the only thing keeping him even remotely sane –counting every last beat of his still-living heart. The bruises on his back, left over from the night his family was murdered, bothered him slightly when he shifted in the bed.

      He’d been awake for what felt like hours, finding himself alone in this strange new bedroom. It was old, its furnishings antique, like he’d been transported into another time. Everything was garnet and gold. The tapestries. The bedclothes. The man must have brought him there somehow.

      The last evening Nikolai spent conscious was the strangest he’d ever endured. After the odd boy finished his explanation, and his request, he’d left Nikolai alone in the catacombs to digest all of this impossible new information.

      He said his name was Aiden. Aiden Price…an Irish name. Very odd. Nikolai didn’t expect this seemingly all-powerful being to be called something so…normal. So human.

      Upon examining this new chamber further, Nikolai found that Aiden had locked the door. Not that it mattered much. Nikolai decided against trying to escape, for he had no idea what city he was in, let alone what realm he was in. Nikolai’s own ignorance was the thing that barred him most of all. Not Aiden, the ethereal man with inexplicable ability.

      The only other person with super powers Nikolai had ever met.

      The evening in the catacombs had been so eerily quiet and still. He lay on that stone slab, reliving the memory of his family’s slaughter over and over and over. He didn’t know how long it was going to haunt him, but he clung to each desperately, for it was the only way he could continue to see their faces. They would probably continue to haunt him for the rest of his existence, and if that was call he could have, he’d take it.

      He wondered when he’d fallen asleep long enough for this Aiden person to transport him here, a place still strange but considerably cheerier.

      He wanted so much to die.

      Another hour drew by before the bedroom door creaked open. Nikolai stared at Aiden as he entered. A devilish smile played across his lips. He was still adorned in the same dark suit with the brilliant coat of arms on the breast. His hair was shiny. In normal lighting, he was rather good looking. He was followed by a similarly-dressed fellow with choppy dark hair, his ears the same weird pointed shape. What were they? Demons? Angels? Nikolai pulled to his feet.

      “We are ready to leave,” Aiden said, pushing feathery, copper hair behind one pointed ear.

      “The plan is in motion,” the other man spoke in a deeper voice. “Cinder’s been gone for over forty-eight hours. We should leave. Now.”

      “Please,” Nikolai managed to choke out, reaching to them. “I can’t take it anymore. You have to kill me.”

      Abruptly, Aiden sent the hard back of his hand across Nikolai’s jaw. It sent him tumbling to the floor. He stared down at the disgusting mixture of blood and saliva spewed from Nikolai’s mouth. “Do not be so pathetic!”

      Nikolai glared up at him like a tortured animal, his face damp with a fusion of sweat and tears.

      Aiden looked back with a glint in his eye and a sort of understanding smirk. “Spitting image of the blood-sucker, aint he, Dalibor?”

      “Aye, he is,” chuckled the other man.

      “Yeah, but I got better plans for this one,” Aiden spoke again.

      With a wave of his hand, he magically lifted Nikolai back to his feet. He grappled with some force he couldn’t see as it seemed to hold him up by his throat.

      “I’m sure you’ve heard the proverb, “to know thy enemy is to become thy enemy.” Haven’t you?”

      Nikolai couldn’t answer. Paralyzed by fear, he was unable to spit out anything more.

      “That is exactly what I’ve done.” Aiden grinned darkly. “I have become my enemy. I understand him better. Now, it is your turn.”

      “But what am I to become?” Nikolai panted. “What am I, exactly?”

      “You have a gift inside of you. It is something you were born with. It’s what your mother possessed. It’s what your grandfather possessed. And your great-grandfather.” Aiden’s eyes narrowed at the last part.

      He released him from the ghostly hold, and Nikolai stumbled back on his feet, gasping for air.

      Nikolai gaped at him, not believing what he’d just heard. His arms dropped to his sides. “Wha-what? My mother?”

      “Yes.” Aiden gave a cocky smile and tilted his head to one side, almost as if he resented Nikolai in some way. “But you already knew that, didn’t you? You had a feeling…. Someone like you only comes around maybe every thousand years. Maybe. I needed to do a lot of research –pull a lot of records, read a lot of ancient accounts. You are what we call an Indigo.” Aiden began to pace. “You are human for the time being, unfortunately, but you have the Dark inside of you. Your powers are dormant, but they are there.” His voice grew quieter. “You are going to be very useful to me.”

      “It doesn’t feel like they’re dormant. I don’t think my friends could do most of the things I can do.” Nikolai snapped his fingers. The antique bedside table exploded to splinters. “Whoops,” he said sarcastically. “Hope that wasn’t worth a lot of money.”

      Aiden chuckled dryly, turning away from him. “It’s nothing I can’t afford to replace,” he said to the one called Dalibor who smirked and shrugged. “And anyway, you may be able to pull off a few magic tricks now, but it’s nothing compared to what your potential will be when you’re fully turned.”

      Nikolai winced. “What does that mean?”

      “Nikolai.” Aiden paced slowly. “Did your mother know her grandparents?”

      Nikolai winced. What an odd question. “No. I don’t…I don’t know. I never thought about it.” My great-grandparents?

      “Ah.” Aiden nodded. “You’ll come to know more about your family tree soon enough. I’ll introduce you to your great-grandfather.” His grin was crooked and thin. “The Dark is strong. It lingers in the blood.”

      Nikolai shook his head. Was this guy insane? “What is the Dark?” Nikolai asked. “What do you mean by that?”

      Aiden looked at him with a brighter gleam in his eye. “Vampirism.”

      Nikolai gasped, because the word impacted him like a gust of glacial wind. It evaporated the air from his lungs. That wasn’t what he’d hoped for after he’d spent most of his childhood identifying with a fictional boy wizard.

      “It has been inside of you for generations. It lives in your family. They just never told you, because perhaps, they didn’t realize what the truth was themselves. Or they didn’t want to realize it. You didn’t have a good relationship with your father, did you?”

      Nikolai was nothing more than a prisoner to this strangeness, though it felt familiar somehow, like a nightmare he knew well from when he was a child. He never belonged anywhere in his life. About that, he was positive. And even though he was more miserable now than he’d ever been, there was the odd sensation of belonging.

      “I am afraid this is your destiny,” Aiden said.

      He grasped Nikolai’s palm. Turning it over, he traced the intricate system of lines.

      “You were never meant to be anything more than a monster. But not to worry. You’ll find purpose in all of this soon enough.” He sat Nikolai on the bed, eyes burning into his. “There is one more task left before you take your first human life and become whole. You possess fantastic powers, Nikolai, but you’ve never been entrusted with the opportunity to make them even greater. There is something I can offer you.” He placed a heavy hand on his shoulder. “I am about to relieve you from your torment. I can make you belong.”

      Nikolai frowned, not knowing at all what Aiden meant by that. He leaned away from  him.

      “I don’t think so.” He could see how dangerous things were about to become. “I don’t want anything you’re offering,”

      But someone like Aiden proved too impossible to resist. Unsheathing a silvery blade from his belt, he flashed it in the buttery light given off by the gaslight on the bedside table.

      Nikolai flinched away from the weapon, thinking the worst. But instead of attacking him with it, Aiden turned the thing on himself, slicing open his wrist. An odd sort of black liquid bubbled from the wound.

      “Drink from me. Do it. Don’t be mindless. This will open up an entire world of power for you. Embrace what you were always meant to be.”

      Nikolai shot to his feet, backing away.

      “No! I’m done. I’m leaving! I don’t want to belong to some weird cult, or whatever bullshit operation you run. This isn’t for me. I’ll figure out a way to survive on my own.”

      He raced for the door, but as soon as his hand reached the knob, something of an electric shock reverberated through his body, slamming him back against the far wall and to the floor.

      “Do not hurt my feelings!” Aiden bellowed, approaching with nothing but smugness on his face. “I’ve offered you a gift, so I expect you to take it.”

      Nikolai gasped for air, all the wind having been knocked out of him.

      “You’ve got a funny way of gift-giving,” he choked.

      “I’m tired of talking, idiot.”

      Aiden raced to him, holding him down to the floor. Dalibor helped by holding his shoulders, pinning him there as he struggled. Aiden pressed the dripping, black contents of his veins to Nikolai’s lips, and it gushed past his teeth, though he fought with all his effort to spit it out. It was bitter—what he imagined cartoon poison might taste like. Nikolai gurgled against it as it dripped into his mouth. Salty. Most of it slid down his throat despite his efforts.

      “Don’t resist,” Aiden whispered harshly against his ear. “You must listen to me, or you’ll become lost in this world. I know what’s good for you. You need it. Just look at yourself. You’re so weak, it’s disgusting.”

      The aftertaste was sour, the scent dominating, invading. It overtook everything else in the room. It wasn’t disgusting; it just did nothing to draw him in. It should have been deeper, he told himself. Richer. It didn’t smell…warm. Nikolai felt ridiculous for even thinking these things. None of it made any sense. What the hell was happening to him?

      “You will get the real thing soon enough.” Dalibor chided while he and Aiden shared in a new wicked chuckle.

      “Take it.” His tone grew more demanding as he pushed his wrist harder against Nikolai’s mouth. “Take as much of it as you can,” he growled.

      Nikolai’s body began to react. He started to shake with the hunger. He reached up to grasp Aiden’s head, his arms and shoulders trembling with both the taste and the idea of what he was actually doing. He could see his artery throb under his skin. Nikolai’s gums ached as more of the stuff gushed over his tongue.

      “Take it,” he heard Aiden will again, and all at once it seemed every vein tendril in Nikolai’s body was alit.

      The feeling was incomparable to anything he’d ever done in his human life. He was losing all physical control. Aiden’s blood was cool as it ran thick. Nikolai shuddered with the boldness, wrinkling his nose. He could taste other things about it now. It was nutty. It softened the knot in his chest. His stiff joints began to ease as he fell deeper into ecstasy. He didn’t feel so tired anymore and he found that pulling away from the rich life-flow was much more difficult than he anticipated. It filled his senses—sang its lullaby to hold him there.

      Nikolai inhaled deeply, his eyes rolling back as a delicious wave rolled through his center. He clung to Aiden’s wrist with all his might, his back arching as he continued to suck it in. But Aiden began to grapple violently against him.

      “Enough!” Aiden roared and sent Nikolai hurtling into the bookshelf behind him, crushing the thing to splinters and throwing heavy books everywhere about the floor. “Didn’t you hear me, you vile garbage? You insect? Enough, I said!”

      Aiden’s voice boomed through the chamber, his auburn hair wild over his frenzied eyes. His other hand gripped at the hemorrhaging wound at his wrist, the black blood oozing out from between his fingers.

      Nikolai could only glare up at him through his dizzying drunkenness. The vile liquid twisted around in his guts –or was that just the bitterness he felt toward the dark and evil man? Nonetheless, he wanted to wash the taste of him off his tongue, though he was thankful for the way it affected him. He rubbed the stain away from his mouth with his sleeve.

      “Listen,” he wheezed. “You’ve got to stop doing that. I don’t know what your fascination is with tossing me against walls—”

      Aiden’s overbearing shadow eclipsed Nikolai in a pool of darkness.

      “The more you disobey me, the more walls I’ll break with your spine. I’ve fed you enough to last you for some time, mongrel. It should be days before you begin to feel weak and beg for more. One last thing.”

      He kneeled before Nikolai, grabbing a fistful of hair at the back of his head. “There is something else I want you to see before we leave.”

      Suddenly, he pressed his palm over Nikolai’s eyes. His whole body went numb. He couldn’t feel his extremities. A sound rushed at him like it was being called down a long tunnel. It started out incoherent and windy, though he could tell it was a voice—garbled, but natural. The sound began to form into words.

      Valek! Don’t leave me. Valek!

      The voice sounded female and completely unfamiliar. Nikolai didn’t recognize it all, he noted, as he tried to keep himself steady against the sensation of his mind being controlled.

      Aiden pulled away in the very next second, his mouth twisting into a new deviant smirk. “Perfect,” he said. “That is exactly what I wanted to know.”

      “What’s that?” Nikolai cried through clenched teeth. He held himself up against the bed posts, trying to calm his dizziness. “Who was that?”

      “You’ll find out soon enough.”

      Aiden turned his back, deliberating something.

      “You have the power of seeing. That’s interesting.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “I mean mentally, you can travel through space. You can see anything and anyone you wish to see at any given time, is that true?”

      “Yeah. Came in handy a few times when I caught my girlfriends cheating. They had no idea how I found out.”

      “Girlfriends, huh?”

      Nikolai slumped. “Okay, fine. When I was spying on girls I liked,” he muttered. “Wait, can you tell me how to mind control? How did you do that?”

      “Shut up. Your imprudence is annoying. Dalibor, are we ready to take leave?”

      “On your order, sir.”

      Sir? Nikolai pressed his palm against his forehead. It throbbed horribly.

      “Hey, you should be nice to me if you want me to stick around. I have the power to vanish into thin air.”

      Aiden turned his deadly glare on Nikolai’s face. If it were possible, the look would have been enough to kill him.

      “Exactly. And that will be my next command.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Static

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hush up! Hush, Jorge, I mean it,” snapped Sarah who dialed up the volume on the small radio in the far corner of the kitchen.

      Jorge pressed his mouth into a tight line, having been prattling on to Sasha about the financial state of the European Union and whether or not he thought Czech would buy into their unified currency proposal.

      “Listen, listen, here she is.”

      Charlotte leaned forward, her hands in her lap, straining to hear the voices under the waves of static.

      “And what action do you plan on taking over these next few weeks before the Symposium on January twenty-first? Do you anticipate the young lord being well by that time?” A stoic male voice asked.

      Charlotte’s breath caught in her throat.

      “The plan is to use every resource we have to seek and slaughter the Vampire Ruzik. He is public enemy number one to all Occult Society, now. Even followers of the Dark should think twice and be wary of such a manipulative villain.”

      The voice beaming over the radio most assuredly belonged to Cinder Price. Charlotte could tell by the slightly snobbish lift in her words and the Norwegian dialect. She sounded like an aristocrat, and that was not a compliment.

      “Lord Price is still missing—” Charlotte, as well as a few others in the room, gasped. “—It’s been several days. His condition is complex. We do not know how the savage blood has altered him. There is a chance he may be dangerous and still be too unfit to lead. During this time, though, my team and I are working over a stratagem to bring order back to the Light societies of Central Europe—to bring down this extreme terror group and their ruler, and to find Lord Aiden Price. Once we have Valek Ruzik’s followers in our custody, we’ll be able to gain intelligence. We will know how to better help Lord Price, and the rest of those effected by the Dark. It is only a matter of time.”

      “Terror group,” Valek snorted in the far corner.

      Charlotte grinded her teeth and curled into a tighter ball.

      “And how do you propose to find the Vampire Ruzik?”

      A heavy pause lingered over the static. Charlotte counted each one of her pulsations nudging against her temples. Fear tied a knot around her heart and squeezed.

      “We will hunt the mortal girl. Once we have her, the Dreaded Vampire will be quick to follow. I alone possess the Sword of the Order,” Cinder’s voice announced proudly. “I alone can strike the Darkness down and silence him once and for all. This time, he won’t be able to resist our efforts.”

      Valek snorted again. “If you’re so clever, you should have guessed I’ve been lounging at home all this time.”

      Sarah hushed him ferociously.

      “Very well. Thank you kindly for your time away from your efforts to allow us this interview….” The announcer rambled on some facts about the Western European Magic Court and about Cinder and where followers of the Light can access more information. He finished off his report by saying, “And if you have any tips about where to locate Occult society’s most wanted criminals, send post by way of the DEWS, the Dispatch of European Witchery System.”

      “What is the “Sword of the Order”?” Charlotte asked when Sarah turned down the volume.

      “We cannot stay here.” Valek pushed away from the wall, nostrils flaring. “They’ll be on our doorstep before dawn. We cannot wait, Sarah. We need to leave! As soon as possible.”

      “I won’t go anywhere without Lusian!” Dusana fought.

      Lusian had gone missing again. He’d been missing for about three nights, now. His lack of respect for Valek’s orders and for the safety of the coven was apparent. The thirst was Lusian’s highest priority.

      “He’s probably been captured by now. He’s far too reckless,” Jorge growled.

      “What is this symposium she’s talking about?” Charlotte pointed her next question at Sarah.

      “Well you must know after living all your life in Occult society, Charlotte,” Sarah dismissed, her terror-filled eyes flicking over to Valek, but he wheeled around and fled the room without another word.

      Each crystalline gaze followed his trail. Soon, one by one, all the Vampires marched out after him.

      Charlotte blinked back at Sarah expectantly. “Tell me. I don’t know.”

      “Really? Valek’s never educated you about the way our government works?” She sounded tired again, her eyes drooping as she frowned at the radio, a jingle about Shifter Soother now blaring: Take the backache out of shifting! She rushed to switch it off completely.

      Her question sort of made Charlotte feel like an idiot.

      “Well…the basics. I guess he figured there were more important things for me to know.” A small surge of anger rolled through her. “I suppose he didn’t want to discuss a system he didn’t much agree with.”

      “Doesn’t mean he should have made you ignorant to it.”

      Charlotte grimaced at the floor.

      “The symposiums are huge events that happen during the winter and summer solstices every year. Leaders of Occult orders all around the world meet for this great big conference. It always takes place in a different country.”

      “So, it’s like the United Nations?”

      “The what?”

      “Never mind.”

      It occurred then to Charlotte that Valek probably wanted her to know more about her own world than his. Maybe he’d always anticipated her leaving once she reached adulthood. Maybe he’d expected her to venture out into human society to attempt a normal life. Maybe…he never wanted her to be a permanent fixture in his life at all. Just temporary. Just a pet. The idea stung and sounded absurd in her mind.

      “Go on.”

      “Of course, this year, the winter symposium is to be held in Prague. It was supposed to be hosted by the Regime’s new lord. But we’ve blown that plan to smithereens, haven’t we?”

      She pulled her sewing needle from her skirt and, chanting something in an undertone, whisked it through the air. Pots, pans, and cutlery began to gather in mid-air and stow themselves away in various wooden crates. She was already starting to pack up the house.

      “From what it sounds like, the Regime, or what’s left of it, doesn’t plan on missing a single step,” Charlotte grumbled, her guts sloshing with the thought of leaving home again.

      Back on the run. Back in hiding. Never safe.

      “The show must go on, as they say.”

      “So, what happens during this conference?”

      “They discuss things—mostly topics that bore the snot out of me. World finances, various laws, the status of current leaders and their positions on this, that, and the other thing, blah blah….” Sarah yawned wide. “Most years, nothing changes. But this one was supposed to be a tad more exciting. Aiden would have made some great speech, introducing himself to the other orders as the youngest Occult leader ever, or some such boastful nonsense.”

      “And now…this woman…Cinder…she will take his place?”

      “Cinder Price is Aiden’s aunt by marriage. She and her late husband, Aiden’s uncle Fallon, ruled over the Western European Magic Court in Norway. But thanks to our upset, now the Regime needs a face. Or, rather, to save some face. Cinder Price is perfect for the job,” Sarah huffed. “She is positively stunning. She puts on her princess mask for the press and the public, but don’t be fooled. The woman is ruthless—less of a princess and more a wild pig, I’d say.”

      “How do you know all this?”

      “Word travels fast among Witches. One of my second cousins works as a magical consultant for the Court. Dot tells me Cinder Price is positively horrid.”

      “So, she’s acting like a spokesperson?”

      “Yes. Something like that.”

      Charlotte’s mind turned over. “So…she’s a threat.”

      “A big one. And not just to us. Cinder Price has always been ambitious, even when she was coming up in the ranks as a young Elf in the Court’s guard force.”

      “The guard force? A woman?”

      “Especially a woman.” Sarah’s eyes bulged. “Are you joking? Men would underestimate her power so much they wouldn’t have time to blink before she lopped off their heads…or other parts.” She shivered. “I remember it well. Another crusade against the leader of the Dark some centuries ago in Romania, when Cinder was a lot younger. The Weekly Cackle had a field day with her. There is even a national holiday for her in her district. One thing’s for sure, the presses can’t get enough of miss Cinder Price.”

      Just then, Charlotte heard a harrowing roar come from the front of the house. And then a crash. She and Sarah exchanged a quick horrified look before sprinting down the hall and into the foyer to find the others standing between the library and dining room.

      “If you cross that threshold…one of us will most assuredly kill you,” Valek whispered to the frantic mortal woman.

      She looked maniacal, panting, her eyes bulging, one hand gripped to the doorknob.

      Charlotte couldn’t believe how different her appearance was from just a few nights ago. Her skin was yellow and considerably paler. Her eyes were so sunken, the seemed closer to a grave-walking ghoul. Her cheeks were cavernous, her arms skeletal. The only thing keeping her up was pure adrenaline. There was also, most notably, a bright red crescent marring the skin at her throat. It was nasty looking over a massive, purplish bruise—so large, the bottom of her jaw swelled and made her face look misshapen.

      “Don’t come near me!” she rasped with one hand outstretched. “If you take a single step, I swear I’ll—”

      But the rest of the coven just cackled and guffawed. She was of no match to the rest of them. Charlotte knew all too well how this was going to end.

      “Let her go!” she wailed.

      “Get her out of here,” Valek whispered.

      “NO!” Charlotte struggled as Sasha worked to restrain her. “Valek, she’s done nothing! How could you do this? Please! I know what I said before, but this isn’t worth it! Let her go!”

      Sasha didn’t wait for another order. He began to drag her up the stairs as she kicked and fought with all her might.

      “RUN! WHOEVER YOU ARE! RUN AS FAST AS YOU CAN! THEY WILL KILL YOU!”

      The woman tore open the door. The last thing Charlotte saw before being locked in Sarah’s room was the woman bulleting out into the night…

      And Valek running out after her.
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      “Francis,” Valek whispered somewhat to himself, “you’ve got to help me. I cannot accomplish this alone.”

      Valek hadn’t seen his creator—his friend—in months. He’d gone to Abelim, a place that existed mostly in myth. So, whether Valek’s prayers to Francis could be heard or not was up for argument.

      Sarah entered the room in a huff, her arms crossed over her chest.

      “Valek.” Her normally musical, little voice was now shrill with fury. “You’ve got to end this experiment now. We need to leave this place as fast as we can. Charlotte is furious with you. The girl is dying. You promised you weren’t going to hurt her! I think you should go in there and have a look. I can’t take any more of this horror show!” She stomped her foot.

      Valek exhaled slowly through his nose. After the woman attempted to escape, Valek made easy work of restraining her in his office again. But it was not without revealing more details of his horrific experiment to Charlotte who was now outraged and sulking upstairs.

      “It is too late for her. This was the experiment. It proves my theory. That woman is Charlotte. She represents, on a faster timeline, the process that Charlotte’s body is going through. I’ve tried everything.”

      And it was true. He’d even fed her Vampire blood, which, without her being almost completely drained, wouldn’t have changed her in any way. He hoped it would have only made her stronger. But it didn’t. He’d never felt so tired in his century of existing.

      Sarah’s eyes glittered as they filled with water.

      “You meant to kill this person?”

      “Sarah, I mean to kill a lot of people. If you haven’t noticed by now, it comes with the real-estate.” Valek smoothed his hair and adjusted his ascot. “I didn’t know it would ultimately culminate in death. I was hoping there would be another option.”

      “She is on her last breath, Valek.”

      “I’ll judge that. She is my patient.” he sighed stormed past the Witch.

      “She’s not your patient, she’s your victim!” Sarah grumbled after him.

      On his way out of the library, Valek noticed a gaunt-looking Charlotte standing stiffly by the staircase. Her face held a sort of green tinge now. She already seemed like a ghost to him, the indigo circles under her eyes nearly swallowing her irises whole. She glared at him, a deathly look he’d never seen before.

      “Will you finally tell me,” she seethed, “What kind of monstrous experiment you are working on in there?”

      Her large eyes flashed angrily. Though the volume of her voice didn’t rise a single decibel, this was the most furious Valek had ever seen her.

      “W-what is it you want to know, exactly?” He straightened, readying himself.

      “Everything.” She narrowed her eyes at him.

      More garbled screaming resonated from the back of the house.

      “Excuse me. We will discuss this later.”

      He bolted into his office, turning to lock the door before facing the stark, white room. The freezer door was open a crack. It was how he’d left it upon tying the woman up again.

      He took a step forward, listening for thoughts. They were present, though very, very quiet.

      He rounded the corner to peer inside. The woman lay there on the gurney. She was still, her breathing shallow, he fingers flexed into claws and she seemed to be staring death straight in the face. Dried blood clung to her hair and her torn shirt. An IV filled with fluids and antibiotics was inserted into the artery at her wrist. A bowl of Sarah’s truffles sat on a small worktable to the left of the gurney, Valek’s rolling chair just next to it.

      He cringed slightly as he moved deeper into the room. There was still a slight chill, though he’d shut off the power so the mortal wouldn’t freeze to death. He needed her to last a little bit longer.

      “Hello,” he murmured, seeing that her eyes were open.

      She stared blankly upward, her skin a sickly shade of blue. Her lips were curled back over her teeth in silent agony. Valek put his hand on the side of her face, which was considerably cooler, though still warm according to his own unnatural temperature.

      Slowly, her gaze shifted to his face. It wasn’t an angry one. There wasn’t much expression in it at all. She closed her eyes once and reopened them again as her stare moved slightly over the various details of him. He could see she was studying him, perhaps in an effort to remember what killed her when she finally went somewhere else.

      He sat down in the chair, their gazes still locked on one another. Her breath formed in puffs of mist in front of her nose.

      “Here,” he offered, removing his jacket and laying it over her body, tucking it under her sides.

      She was attractive, as he’d noted earlier. Wholesome looking—with pin-straight brown hair and dewy blue eyes. Her skin was pale around her thin frame. Her coloring reminded him somewhat of a fawn: wounded, helpless, small, hunted. She looked much thinner than when she’d first arrived.

      He sighed at his own horrible doings. Rubbing at the bridge of his nose, he spun around on his chair, reaching for one of Sarah’s truffles from his medical bag. He turned back to the woman, who continued to stare tiredly at him. He took mental note of how slow her pulse had become and wondered if she had family—a lover. He wondered how afraid they were for her, if they were looking for her. How many posters they’d plastered of her face all over their town. The next town.

      “Open your mouth please,” he said.

      She parted her lips slightly. He popped in a truffle and clutched her jaw, holding it closed until he was sure she’d swallowed it down. He turned her head to the side to better examine the bite area.

      The inflamed crescent mark, identical to Charlotte’s, was raised at the side of her throat. What was more interesting was how the scar began to thread out, as if some odd creature had embedded itself into her skin and now its tendrils were growing deep into her veins. The infection was spreading. Ruby vines twisted up from her neck, growing along her jaw and the lower half of her face, and all the way down to the top of her shoulder.

      Valek swallowed the hard lump in his throat as he watched the perspiration form on her brow. The yellowing color of her skin. He pressed his fingers to the artery that lived just under her jaw, feeling her pulse slowing further.

      “Please, do it,” she finally whimpered.

      Valek withdrew his hand and frowned at her. She turned to look at him again. Her eyes swelling with fresh, new tears. He tuned into her mind, hearing how much pain she was in.

      “Do what?” His mind flashed instantly to the memory of Charlotte, begging him to feed on her. He never felt eviler.

      Her lower lip trembled as she turned her face away. He could see then, just how the mark was swallowing the rest of her. Burning her from the inside. This is what Charlotte would become in just a few weeks. Valek and Sarah were running out of time.

      The night he’d started the experiment, feedings had been administered together. More concentrated. There was a direct correlation with the addiction and how often each feeding came, and how often the human was healed again by Sarah’s magic. It was a certain way the body reacted to the biology of Valek’s infection. This woman had been the perfect subject. She was about the same height as Charlotte—the same weight. She was even close in age.

      “I n-need you to d-do it.” Tears streamed down the side of her face. “I-I can’t be this way anymore.”

      Valek could see just how much her cheeks had hollowed out—how sunken her eyes were. He could sense how close she was to death—almost as if he could smell it coming.

      “Please,” she begged again.

      Valek pressed his mouth into a hard line, folding his hands together in front of his face. He closed his eyes.

      “Tell me your name.”

      A line formed in between her eyebrows as she frowned weakly at him.

      “Eva,” she barely whispered.

      “Eva,” he returned softly, “I am so sorry.”

      Charlotte appeared in the doorway, though he didn’t bother to turn around to acknowledge her. He heard the familiar sound of her rapid little pulse, heard her stammered breathing. He inhaled her familiar tea rose scent.

      “I’m so sorry for the things I’ve done,” he whispered, his eyes washing in a red that streamed down his face and stained the collar of his shirt. “I’m so sorry for the pain I’ve caused.”

      Valek worked to free one of Eva’s small hands, and gripped it in both of his, pressing it hard, enveloping it.

      “I’m so sorry to tell you that, yes, you are dying,”

      He heard Charlotte gasp from behind him. Though he was unable to utter the truth to her face, she’d figured out to whom he was really speaking.

      Suddenly, Eva cried out and threw a hard punch across Valek’s face with her free hand, though the crack he heard was not from his jaw, but from the bones splintering in her knuckles. It was a desperate attempt to escape.

      She arched her spine and cried out louder. She shrieked in both fury and pain as her expression turned wild. Saliva flew from between her teeth as she struggled to get the rest of herself free.

      “Kill me, then!” she cried. “Kill me or let me go, you devil! You demon!”

      She spat at him, like she had the first night.

      Calmly, Valek placed his cool hand on her hot face again as she continued to pant and seethe like a person possessed.

      “I cannot release you, darling. You’re far beyond saving.” He launched at her at the same speed lightning would strike down a tree.

      “Valek, stop!”

      He heard Charlotte howl from somewhere behind him. Her voice cracked on her words. The sound of it nearly made him choke on the blood gushing into the back of his throat. He needed to drink it. All of it. He needed to kill her.

      But Charlotte raced up on him, her mind flicking to something that glinted on his office table. What was it? He filtered through her garbled, desperate thoughts. A letter opener. His dead heart gave one lurch in his chest. What did she plan to do? Was she to save this person?

      She ran up behind him, holding the blade high above her head as he heard her clear plan to plunge it down into the center of his back. Immediately, he released Eva’s throat, catching Charlotte’s wrist just in time with his firm grasp, stopping the plummeting knife in mid-flight.

      “What in God’s name do you think you’re doing?” he roared, blood spewing out and around his mouth.

      Eva arched and twisted against her restraints on the operating table, her life still ejecting from her open wound and onto the floor. She gasped and choked as some of it started to ooze from the side of her mouth as well.

      Unadulterated fury rolled through Valek’s chest and launched itself toward Charlotte. He’d never been interrupted mid-feeding. Especially not by someone endeavoring to stab him in the back.

      “What did you mean to do? What did you mean to do? Now she is going to die painfully and because of you! What has gotten into your head?” He demanded harshly into Charlotte’s tear-stained face.

      She continued to grip the letter opener as she stared at him, the many thoughts zipping past her clouded gaze.

      “I-I don’t…” she stammered. “I’m tired of it!” The words broke from her at last. “I’m tired of all the teeth! All the monstrosity! I told you, I just wanted you to let this one go! Why did you have to do this to her? I can’t take it anymore!” She clutched her stomach as if she was going to be sick. “I just wanted you to let her go!”

      Valek narrowed his eyes at her, watching the pain contort her doll-like features. He peered into her mind again, hearing Charlotte compare herself to this unfortunate person –seeing herself go through the same agony.

      The woman fell silent, her rigorous struggle gradually becoming limp and quiet. The drum of her pulse in his ears dimmed to the lulling sound of Charlotte’s quiet whimpering.

      “You are quite the Vampire hunter, Lottie,” he began again, tossing the letter-opener to the floor. “Did you mean to steak me through the heart, or just take me by surprise?”

      Charlotte glowered at the ground, but said nothing. She looked to him in that moment like the little girl he knew so well –the one he used to comfort in the event of a Fairy attack or the occasional thunderstorm outside.

      Charlotte could barely hold herself with the weight of knowing she was doomed. Her broken sobs crushed him as she wrapped her arms around herself, squeezing tightly for support.

      Sadness weighed down his words as he leaned his emotionally-exhausted head against the heel of his hand.

      “You tortured her for days. There was no reason for it,” she cried, wiping at her face with the back of her hand.

      “I did it for you.”

      “Nothing justifies how heinous this was! You did not make any grand discovery, did you? She died in vain. Nothing’s changed. My prognosis is the same.”

      Valek grimaced, dropping his gaze.

      “I am sorry for the suffering I’ve inflicted, but do not forget so quickly it is a God-honest fact I mean to save you, Charlotte.”

      “You cannot speak about God after what you’ve done,” she said darkly.

      The glare she cast him could not have been more sunken in hatred. It was enough to burn him worse than the morning sun. So, he was right. She did hate him.

      “Charlotte, you could break me to pieces. Do you know that?”

      “You think you are so powerful and so above us that you can use us simply as lab rats? Your test subjects?”

      “You say us like you identify more with the mortals now than you do with me. I don’t remember you ever feeling that way before. To me, you were never one of them, Charlotte.”

      “But I am one of them! You can’t see that? That’s why I’m breaking so easily now. Unlike you, I have a limit!” She turned to leave. “And you’ve pushed me to it!”

      “Once again, I am sorry. I am going to fix this. You won’t end up like her, Lottie. You’re stronger. I made you into what you are.”

      “You haven’t made me into anything! You refuse!”

      “Charlotte, it’s because I love you. It’s because I would give anything to be warm living flesh again, like you. Aside from being with you, that is my biggest wish. To not be this abomination anymore!”

      Charlotte’s temper quieted on that last note. Valek could see her whole chest collapse.

      “Why did you ever take me in, Valek?” she cried quietly. “Why would you put your own life at so much risk?”

      “Because I needed to redeem myself. It was a selfish reason, I know.” Valek struggled. “I’d taken so many human lives over the years, I needed to feel like I was redeeming my soul for extinguishing so many –for protecting and preserving at least one. That’s why I took you in, Charlotte. For my own selfish reasons. I just happened to fall in love with you along the way.”

      Charlotte’s sad stare touched the floor. Tuning in to her mind, he could see she didn’t know what to say to him next. She loved him just as well. Perhaps more, if that was even possible, though her emotions in that moment were so conflicted.

      She struggled to catch her breath as she looked up at him.

      I do not want to talk to you.

      With that, she spun on her heels and dashed out of the room and down the hallway.

      Valek’s dead heart finally severed into two pieces as he heard her footsteps clamor all the way up the staircase.

      There was nothing left to do. He needed to figure this out, and fast. He didn’t have time to talk Charlotte off a ledge and also devise his plan of action for leaving again. Where would they go now that Francis was nowhere to be found?

      “I am going to solve this,” he declared adamantly to himself. Valek just needed to prove it.

      The rest of the coven all huddled together in the library like a pack of savage wolves—behavior learned from so much time confined to Francis’ cramped basement.

      “There is an entire rest of the house for you all to inhabit, I hope you’re aware,” he mumbled to the lot as he entered.

      Jorge, the only one of the coven Valek considered to be anything of a friend, sipped a cup of one of his emergency blood packs warmed up by the fire. He scoured the thick Volume Two for answers to something, and did not acknowledge anyone as he did. Ana and Aneta scrimmaged over the other blood pack like a pair of vultures. Sasha was a statue near the window, peering out at the night, thick arms folded across his chest. Dusana was curled up in Valek’s armchair. She was worried. Worried about Lusian. Worried about everything.

      “He’ll come back,” Valek murmured to her.

      “I don’t know,” she grumbled back and whipped away a blood tear. “He was acting crazy before he vanished –overcome by something more than just the thirst. Power. Bitterness. I don’t know. I don’t have a good feeling, Valek.”

      Her words were concerning, but Valek didn’t know what else to say. Instead, he made his way to the small Witch sitting cross-legged in the corner with her nose buried deep in her new grimoire.

      She did not look up at him, but her brow gave a frustrated, little twitch.

      “Sarah?”

      “What?” Her response was biting. Maybe he deserved that.

      He glanced around at those who remained of the coven –his mismatched family. Each set of glacier-colored eyes was locked on him, fishing through his thoughts –beseeching him for another way out of this mess. Coven leader. He never wanted the responsibility. He’d sought seclusion is whole life for this very reason, yet there he stood.

      “I’m…thinking,” he sighed at them.

      “Thinking will only get you into trouble. It’s doing that needs to be done,” muttered Sarah.

      “And what do you propose?”

      She still wasn’t looking at him, something in her book holding her focus. Valek attempted to tune into her thoughts, but they were rolling over some ancient, magical language he didn’t understand.

      “Would you please accompany me outside?” he whispered down at her.

      “No,” she snorted and dug her nose deeper into her book.

      Valek gritted his teeth. “Yes. You will,” he insisted, hoisting her off the ground by one arm. It wasn’t much of a task.

      Sarah dropped the book at once, squealing, and he let her arm go. She rubbed at it, shooting another dirty look at him.

      “If that bruises tomorrow, I’m poisoning your blood supply!”

      She smacked him hard on the chest.

      “I’m sorry,” he said in an undertone, turning his back to the rest of the group. “Please. Accompany me on that walk, won’t you?”

      His tone feigned politeness as he quickly linked arms with her, tugging her into the foyer.

      “Where are we going?” she snapped.

      “I need some air.”

      “I cannot believe you’ve kept this from me! The Parliament? That is quite the secret, Valek Ruzik!”

      He growled quietly. “I’m not proud of my past, Sarah. It was something Francis dragged me into a long time ago. I got out as soon as I could.”

      “Jorge told me everything he heard in Lusian’s mind. I cannot believe you. What happens if Charlotte starts asking questions? She will never speak to you again!”

      Hearing a meek, little voice call for him, Valek stopped and turned to look up the darkened staircase. There was Charlotte, standing on the last stair quietly with her hand gripped to the banister. Valek realized it hadn’t been her voice that called for him, but rather, her mind. It was like the violent roar of wind and hail assailing the top of his head, filling his ears. Deafening. He immediately released Sarah’s arm and the sounds stopped.

      “We are devising a plan for leaving, Charlotte. You should spend time gathering whatever things you’d like to take. I don’t think…after tonight…we will ever be coming back here again.”

      The admission tasted sour on his tongue, burning as he regurgitated it.

      He continued pulling Sarah out into the night, ignoring Charlotte’s many mental questions burgeoning like a tornado, zillions of tiny voices overlapping one another.

      Once outside, Sarah’s teeth started chattering. She yanked herself free from his grip.

      “I’m going to get my coat.” She whirled around, but Valek caught her and spun her forward again. This time, he draped one of his arms around her shoulders, not to make her warm, but to keep her there rather.

      “I need to speak seriously with you, and I want to do it right now It won’t take long, Sarah.”

      He removed his own topcoat and gave it to her. Winter didn’t bother him. Anything he decided to adorn was to maintain the lie that was his gentlemanly façade.

      She wrinkled her pixie nose at him as she shrugged it on.

      “I should probably remind you that I am not your house Witch. I don’t have to listen to what you say. If I want to go back inside, I will!”

      Valek stopped walking, wheeling around to face her. He held her face in his hands.

      “I do not mean to speak to you as a slave, Sarah. I am asking you as my friend. I need your help,” he begged, watching her glare finally go soft. “May I take you for a drink?”

      He tried to smile.

      She pulled away from him, arms flying up in the air. “No!” She clasped her hands around her throat. “Get your Light magic somewhere else!”

      Valek sighed.

      “I meant, can I treat you to one at Howler’s?”

      He indicated the small tavern wedged between an arcade of shops and the old Elven church tucked near the far corner of the square. The doors were set open, welcoming patrons to an escape from the frigid air for a spirit or two.

      “Oh.” Sarah’s cheeks flushed and she dropped her hands. “I can’t be too sure anymore now that your palate has been trained for…other tastes.” She looked him up and down.

      “Witch’s blood is of a darker magic. You do not appeal to me at all.”

      He didn’t want to sound impolite by going on to explain how sour Witch blood tasted. It smelled like rancid milk disguised by lumps of sugar.

      “Well, neither do you, bub!” She put her hands on her hips.

      He chuckled, grasping her elbow lightly. “About that drink….”

      “No, thank you. I don’t drink. And at any rate, I am mad at you!”

      “Right. You’re not the only one,” he sighed.

      “How come you never said anything? How could you hide something so huge?”

      “How could I ever anticipate this would come back to haunt me? That part of my life was over one hundred years ago!”

      “You had a son!”

      “I gave him up! I delivered him—brought him to an institution. I was newly-created. My addiction was terrible. Insatiable! How could I have ever cared for a child?”

      Sarah gasped, her hand flying over her lips, her eyes growing into large lavender moons.

      “Charlotte!” She punched him in the chest. “That’s why you took her! That’s what you meant about redeeming yourself! It wasn’t for all the lives you claimed…it was because of your son. You’d been punishing yourself all those years. You found her all alone in the world. Vulnerable. It was your chance at redemption!”

      Valek inhaled slowly, his gaze falling to the quiet snow. With his hands in his pockets, he slid his eyes closed.

      “I am a nightmare.”

      Her tiny hand pressed against his sternum and he snapped his lids open again to find the little Witch frowning sadly at him.

      “You are,” she nodded. “But your heart is still good, Valek.”

      “My heart is dead.”

      “You can make this right.”

      “They want me destroyed. They’ll be watching the borders. They’re forming attack plans. How do we leave?”

      She sighed. Her eyes lifted toward the bar again. “Fine. We’ll talk. But no alcohol and I’m still mad at you.”

      “Tea, then. You will have tea. And you can stay angry,” he offered and glanced over the top of her head at his home.

      Just as he expected, Charlotte was standing in the bedroom window watching them. She still looked terribly hurt.

      Sarah refused to budge. “What are your conclusions about her disease? That she is uncontrollable? Her desires are almost as bad as yours!”

      “The conclusion is that she dies,” he said. “If she suffers when I am around, I have to give in lest she be in unimaginable pain. Her addiction is not an addiction at all, but rather an incurable disease that consumes her from the inside. It’s a virus, Sarah.”

      His shoulders slumped. He truly did feel desperate. The future seemed auspicious once they’d been successful in thwarting Vladislov. Occult creatures could cross borders freely and without fear. There was finally a sense of liberation among the Dark kind.

      “Fine. Come on,” she called as she started ahead of him. “But you will listen to everything I say.”

      Valek caught up with her easily and they made their way farther down the snowy path.

      “I will not change her, Sarah. I’ve made up my mind about at least that.”

      “I think we can avoid something so drastic,” Sarah said. “But we’ve got to leave Bohemia as soon as possible.”

      Valek and Sarah entered through the open archway to the gloomy inn. Even this tavern, which only a few short months ago had been crowded to capacity every night, now fizzled to a mere coterie who all seemed to know each other well.

      Firelight and spluttering candles in the iron chandeliers overhead cast dancing spots of gold on the dusty oak floors. As Valek made his way deeper, Sarah at his heel, an eerie hush descended. Every face was shadowy and quiet. The room filled with modest wooden tables and bearskins felt gimmer under the fallen whispers of taciturn speculation.

      Glasses stopped their clinking. Ogres and various types of Shifters stared maliciously at him as he advanced toward the bar. It became so quiet Valek swore he could count each of their sloshy pulses.

      A pair of portly Trolls sitting at one side of the bar glared Valek up and down. They sneered at him before turning to each other. One whispered, “What’s that leech doing here?”

      “We should turn ‘em in!” said the other.

      The first called a little louder, “There ain’ no blood bein’ served at this bar.”

      They each chuckled quietly to each other before turning their attention back to him.

      Valek grabbed hold of Sarah’s arm, stopping her from taking another step. He watched them slowly stand from their bar stools. One of them cracked his knuckles—a warning that he intended to act should Valek chose to stay.

      “Hey!” one called out to him, reaching around to itch his rear.

      His paunchy gut, covered in sparse black hair, poked out from between his stained shirt and tattered slacks. Thin, leather suspenders stretched over his tremendous size. He snorted the thick contents of his nose, gulping it down his throat. It was enough to make even Valek nauseas.

      “Blood suckers aren’t welcome here! ‘Specially you, Ruzik!”

      The Troll gripped the neck of his ale bottle and chucked it toward Valek’s head.

      Valek swiftly dodged it, the glass shattering all about the floor, beer splattering against the far wall. The rest of the tavern patrons reacted to the noise with hoots and quiet jeers.

      “Won’t be long now til Cinder lops off yer head an feeds it to Meridith and Danek Price of supper, aint it?”

      They chortled again.

      “For a dreaded Vampire, they’re not too afraid of me, are they?” he muttered down at Sarah.

      “They’re drunk. You’re always braver when you’re drunk.”

      He lifted his hands in surrender. “Gentlemen, I do not seek trouble here.”

      The other Troll hocked the slimy contents of this mouth to the floorboards and said, “How unlucky for you, then, parasite. Trouble is exactly what ya found.”

      The two slowly pursued Valek, Sarah frozen behind him.

      “Well, isn’t she a pretty thing….” The other grinned when he noticed the Witch. “Bring her here!”

      Valek’s eyes shifted black as he crouched low like a wild cat. His talons seemed to lengthen as a minatory hiss slipped from his throat. If they took another step, he would tear out their jugulars and empty them there on the tavern floor.

      The larger Troll pulled an axe from his belt. The other one shouted, “Chop off his head!”

      Valek roared, baring his fangs—his best weapon.

      They lunged at each other, the Trolls’ masses seeming to be of no hindrance to their agility. Despite their stealthy moves, the floorboards thumped under their immense weight as they ran at him.

      “Congelo!” Sarah blanched with her arms raised into the air, one hand pinching her needle.

      The entire world bent to her command with a wave of light that seemed to explode from her hands. Valek, as well as the pair of Trolls, hung suspended in mid-air as time stood still. A twinkling purple light formed in the space between the Witch’s arms, stretched above her head. It spun and swirled, the bright, white center seeming to plunge downward like the dripping sands of time as she walked slowly forward. Things that had been in motion seemed to take on an odd sort of liquid form, slowly rippling like a pond surface in slow motion.

      Valek was conscious in the freeze, but the sensation was strange. He’d never experienced anything like it, like his solid body had suddenly been reduced to something gelatinous.

      He watched as Sarah carefully lowered her arms, the light still hanging brilliantly above her in the air as if she were balancing it there. It gave her divinity –set her eyes and skin aglow. She dipped her hand into its starry center and pulled out a fistful of the glittering white. Sniggering with delight, she blew it like grains of dust at the Trolls, causing their flies to unzip, their pants to drop around their ankles. Quickly, she moved around back of them and with one, swift kick in each of their inflated rears, the two hurtled out of the tavern doors and into the center of town square.

      “Impetus!” Sarah chanted, flicking her needle, and Valek dropped to his knees.

      Time came back to him. He attempted to stand up, but regaining his balance after what she’d done proved difficult. His knees still felt like jelly.

      “Sarah!” He gasped. “Where did you learn to do that?”

      “From the fabulous grimoire you gave me,” said Sarah with a wink.

      She dashed to the tavern doors and pushed them closed, bolting them together with the giant wooden barricade.

      He was behind her in an instant.

      “But they’ll return! They’ll try to get back in!”

      “They won’t! If they do, I’ve got worse magic tricks up my sleeve. That’s the end of it. I have no tolerance for racism.”

      She dusted off her hands and flitted back to the bar. A large female Troll, the bartender, stood with pudgy hands clasped over her mouth.

      “Black tea. Straight. No sugar,” Sarah demanded. She peered over her pointy, little shoulder at Valek, who still gaped, astonished. “You?”

      “Nothing for me.” Valek grinned at her.

      “Oh. Right.” She blushed and turned back to the barmaid. “Quickly.” She tapped her nail down on the polished surface. “Or I’ll do the same to you and retrieve the drink myself!”

      In a few moments, the two of them were seated by the fire and the barmaid delivered Sarah’s tea in trembling fingers.

      “Hold on. Here’s your tip,” Sarah offered.

      The barmaid stopped.

      Sarah leaned over the arm of her unnecessarily tufty armchair and whispered, “Leave now, and I won’t turn you into a toad and use your legs in my stew.”

      The barmaid quickly obliged and scrambled for her things behind the bar before making her way out into the night.

      Howler’s Tavern was suddenly empty.

      Valek leaned up on his elbow in the chair across from Sarah, unable to stop the surge of amusement forming itself in the enormous grin across his face. “You are fabulous. Have I ever told you that?”

      “You don’t have to,” Sarah said with her own satisfied grin and sipped her tea. “Francis taught me not to take abuse from lowlifes and degenerates. Ever. Now,” she began, “tell me why we could not discuss this at home.”

      Valek leaned forward, his forearm on his knees. “I did not want to discuss this at home for fear that Charlotte would try to listen. Sarah…you’re only finding out some of my secrets. If Charlotte knew about my past, she’d hate me forever. Even worse, I fear she’d want to leave and would never trust me again.”

      “But you can’t go on lying to her, Valek—”

      “I know. But certain things need to be explained at certain times. Please. Also…I didn’t want her to see this.”

      He pushed a small piece of parchment across the table toward her.

      

      Valek Ruzik,

      

      We know your secret. Your bloodline is alive.

      You’ve broken a law most sacred.

      You will answer to us.

      Eventually….

      

      Yours truly,

      C.D.

      

      “The boy,” Sarah mused.

      Valek nodded slowly. “The note is from Abelim –the Dark City…it’s from Cicero Drăculești—Francis’ creator.”

      Sarah frowned. “Drăculești. Why do I know what name?”

      “Order of the Dragon,” Valek sighed toward the fire. “It isn’t the name he came into this world with. The Drăculești dynasty was the greatest of our kind. Cicero is undead royalty. He is horrific. Very dangerous. In my earlier days, I used to work under him –perform his bidding. If someone needed to be destroyed, they called upon me. I’ve done horrible things, Sarah. Horrible things to countless people.”

      Her eyebrows lifted, though remained silent.

      “He is liege of the Parliament, the greatest secret society on earth. He’s the only one who knows how to help Charlotte. He says so in his note to her. I have to seek counsel with him, but if I do…I am his. He will not let me go free again. He’s been hunting me longer than Vladislov. But I do not wish to turn Charlotte, and she cannot die, so the Parliament is our only hope I fear.” Valek frowned down at the floor struggling with the idea that Sarah might find him evil –more so than even before. “I can already feel the shackles around my wrists.”

      “Maybe not!” She sat up straighter in her chair, proceeding to explain more about the other night—when she and Edwin went to visit the Witch’s boarding house and what her grimoire had revealed to her. “Baba Yaga has come out of hiding, too. The uprising has stirred a lot of people awake, Valek. Perhaps, the Parliament isn’t our only answer.”

      He gulped, his dead heart lifting. “Your serious?” She nodded. “Please. I’d like to find her, Sarah.”

      “Then that’s what we’ll do!” She clapped her hands.

      Valek leaned even closer to the Witch, glancing around to make sure no one was listening. “What I shared with you is between us. Cicero’s lure is a trap. You must understand why I so vehemently do not want Charlotte knowing too much. Abelim is one of the most dangerous places in the world. The city of death. It is a place of perpetual darkness, home to the seven original Vampire covens. They don’t want her help, they want her blood.”

      “Many of our kind thought Abelim to be mere legend,” Sarah admitted. “And long since destroyed by early Light leaders. I don’t know any Witch whose even stepped foot over the city’s border.” Sarah’s whisper grew just a bit quieter. “If you think our little coven is bloodthirsty, I can’t even imagine how the oldest coven in the world would react to your human ingénue.”

      “Do you really think the hag will know what to do? Can we trust her?” His voice quaked.

      “It is the only thing we have to hold on to. How are you going to protect her if you’re the one who keeps hurting her?”

      “You’re right.” He closed his eyes and inhaled slowly through his nose, sobering himself. He didn’t want Sarah to see him upset. “I never meant to hurt her.”

      She sat back again in the armchair. “You can either change her—”

      “No.”

      “Or you can kill her.”

      Valek scowled at her.

      Sarah’s response was a simple shrug. “Then we must go. Even if the Bone Mother herself has no solution, she is ancient.”

      “So?”

      “So she has ancient friends. Bring your Anatomy of Vampires. Both of them. Show her what you’ve discovered. Either way, I have faith that your best bet lives with her.” She hopped up from the chair and placed two coins on the table next to the teacup. “We’ll pack up the house. We’ll leave by the morrow. But we cannot bring Charlotte with us.”

      “Why not?” Valek gasped.

      “Because! Tell me that isn’t a bad idea! She is ailing. There are people hunting you, now. She will be safe with the coven. Mr. Třínožka will look after her. I’m telling you. If she comes, she is dead.”

      Considering she was right, Valek got to his feet and lumbered after Sarah out of the tavern. He glanced back at the bar left in havoc. A stool was in splinters. The ale bottle was still smashed over floor. All of the other patrons watched them in utter horrified silence.

      “What about the boy?” he asked, mostly to himself.

      “What did you see in Lusian’s mind?”

      “He nearly killed him. The final image is the boy bleeding on the floor of a darkened house.”

      “And then?”

      “And then….” Valek frowned with the curiousness of it. “Lusian’s memories fade to black.”

      “He’s family, isn’t he?” Sarah asked from over her shoulder.

      Valek nodded reluctantly, disbelieving. Gruesome memories of the night his wife died in childbirth circled around his mind as though it happened yesterday. “He is. My grandson…six times removed.”

      “And his immediate family?”

      “Dead.”

      Sarah frowned. “Then, he’s one of us now.”
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      Chapter ThirteenDegrees of Separation

      

      A day and half passed since Valek’s little exchange with Charlotte. He’d kept away from her on purpose, working with Sarah to discretely pack away things they’d need for their journey. But the closer they got to leaving, the more guilt clawed at him. He needed to talk to her.

      Coming down from his bedroom, Valek found Charlotte in the library with Edwin and Mr. Třínožka. Charlotte, dazed and vexing over a million issues, sat beside a chessboard in play as the two went at it in an intense round. The spider ruffled his giant, knobbed mustache as he moved his pawn forward.

      “Wrong m-move,” Edwin sputtered, grinning as his shaky hand pushed one of his knights forward.

      Their game was silhouetted against the dying glow of the fire. Charlotte’s curls were messy around her lovely alabaster face with freckles as faded as the stars at sunrise. Her gaze remained extremely distant, as she was lost inside her own mind, replaying the tragic scene of Valek Kills the Poor Human over and over again in her mind. He must have entered too quietly, for she didn’t look up at him at all. How fortunate he was, to be able to watch her so candidly—to get to witness every emotion, reaction, and thought play within her giant eyes, without her having any sort of knowledge he was watching her at all. It was for this ability he was able to know her better even than she sometimes knew herself.

      Valek deliberately approached her at a steady human speed, so he wouldn’t startle her.

      His little doll finally glanced up at him, a sad and tired smile turning up the corners of her pale lips. He was more than surprised to see that smile. Apparently, she’d already forgiven him for his horrific stunt.

      “Where did you and Sarah go?” Her gaze flickered toward something just behind him. Valek sensed it was the aforementioned Witch, who appeared behind him in the library doorway. He heard her shoes on the wood as she flitted off  at once down the hall into some other part of the house.

      Valek extended a hand toward Charlotte. “May I steal you for a moment?”

      She blinked at him once before taking his hand, allowing him to pull her to her feet. Edwin and the spider stopped their game, both turning to Valek with curiosity.

      “No, you cannot steal her. Who will be here to witness my win?” Mr. Třínožka grumped.

      “I will have her back shortly, gentlemen.”

      Mr. Třínožka muttered something unintelligible and moved his queen to the F7 space on the board. “Check Mate,” he said to Edwin, his mustache bristling over a massive grin. Edwin began to sputter.

      Valek led Charlotte out of the library by the hand, noticing as soon as they walked out of the room, Sarah slipped back into the library behind them. Her thoughts told him she was taking a few of her spell books for their journey and did not want Charlotte to see her doing so.

      Valek stopped just before the staircase, thinking for a moment, though not letting go of Charlotte’s warm hand. He hated this plan. He did not want to simply leave her. He looked down into her wide confused eyes as she searched his face. His initial goal was to just be alone with her one last night before he and Sarah stole away to go find the Wood Witch, but he decided being in that house, with all of them listening was not exactly being alone. He needed to find a way to tell her about his plan without upsetting her.

      His eyes began to swell with blood tears and he turned his face, hiding from her. He seemed to be doing a lot of hiding those days. It was his best and only defense. He feverishly blinked them away as he thought of a place he’d rather go. His memory traveled back over the previous weeks and months until he locked on a favorite memory in particular. It was the night Charlotte admitted what her true feelings were –the same night she’d found him with Evangeline, the night they had their conversation by the fountain outside of the Elven cathedral. In spite of his digression, the memory truly was a happy one.

      “Grab your sweater,” Valek whispered, though he did not wait for Charlotte to respond as he reached up to tear her cable-knit sweater from the coat rack.

      “Where are we going?” She asked, her voice small as she shrugged it on, quickly fastening the wooden hook.

      He pulled the door open and ushered her out into the night. “I need to get out from these walls. They’re driving me mad.”

      Hearing her pulse pick up, he realized he sounded rather manic. He pulled her down the crooked porch steps and back into the snow, where only her footfalls made wet hurried sloshing sounds.

      “You’re acting strange,” Charlotte accused, wrapping her free arm tightly around herself. Her teeth began to chatter. “What did Sarah say? Where did you two go?”

      Valek found it increasingly difficult to make eye contact with her. “The tavern.”

      Charlotte lifted an eyebrow at him. “Why would you go to the tavern?”

      “Sarah wanted to go and she wanted company.”

      She frowned up at him. “Why didn’t you invite me?”

      “We thought you might have been too tired to go. At any rate, I thought you were furious with me.” Lying to her was as uncomfortable as holding his breath –doable, but distressing. “Speaking of which, how do you feel now? Is your scar bothering you?”

      “It throbs just a bit,” she admitted. “But it isn’t hurting me right now.”

      Valek pulled her along a bit faster. “Good.”

      They walked past the center of the square that had once been so busy, you could barely move through it. Ogres, Elves, Phasers, Witches, and any other imaginable creature of the night would crowd there, peddling items from their fruit and deli carts. The smell of smoked meats used to hang on the air among the bustling sounds of inhabitants bartering with one another. Those sounds and smells were now only ghosts in his memory as he and Charlotte began to approach the Elven church wedged between Broucka General Store and the tavern.

      “What are we doing here?” Her glassy stare focused on the gothic façade and then darted from one screeching gargoyle to the next until it rested on Valek again.

      He could hear the fear build in her mind. She was thinking that Aiden could perhaps be hiding in the bowels of this cathedral. While that made sense, Valek knew he wasn’t. If Aiden were anywhere within the Occult radius, Valek would surely know. He imagined the Elf’s thoughts would be so loud because of some unbridled passionate rage he’d be able to hear him coming from a kilometer away.

      Valek thought back to the enthronement, both dreadful and brilliant. Charlotte clad in a champagne gown, the most glorious vision against the light of the coming day. That had been Valek’s first sunrise in more than one hundred years. That memory was branded into his mind for eternity—the enamoring vision of Charlotte’s scarlet curls and emerald eyes against the pale yellow light, her beauty set aglow by it. Each and every time Valek looked at the sun now, that was what he saw.

      They did not enter the church. Instead, Valek led her by the arm around the side of the cathedral, down the cobblestone pathway, and into the garden. He would never forget that night, either. All of the confusing impulses. Her exhaustion. His embarrassment.

      This garden was the only thing that remained consistent about their Occult city now. It looked just like it had when he’d originally found her there, crying by the fountain, face buried in her delicate little hands. The place was probably under some spell, he’d suspected. The jasmine continued to bloom against emerald green leaves and grass. In spite of the snow falling all around them, the season had no effect on this small paradise, like it was tucked safely under the shelter of a glass globe.

      “Valek, why did you take me here?” she asked, as he listened to the many happenings inside of her mind.

      She was confused –afraid of him, even. She had every right to be. But the beauty of the spring that lived in this oasis, paired with the white winter coming down all around them, was enough to ease her, if only a small amount. Her gaze finally left his face as it trailed around where they were. For a moment, Valek’s peace returned as he watched her appreciate it.

      “Because I do not know where else to truly be alone with you.” He released her hand.

      Charlotte looked at him expectantly as he circled to the front of her, taking both of her hands in his. “Valek—”

      “I need you back. I need the real you to return to me.”

      Charlotte gaped at him. “But I am the real me.”

      “You aren’t. So much has changed, and I feel like it’s all my doing. Lottie, I am so sorry for what I’ve done to you. I created this.”

      “You didn’t! I’ll be fine—”

      Suddenly, she groaned, gritted her teeth together. It was coming back. The pain was so palpable it almost became physical for him as well. He could sense the burn begin at her throat and spread all the way across her chest and shoulders. Her thoughts screamed it at him as she bent double. Panicking, he grabbed up her hot hands in his cool ones again, willing the incineration to stop. This was it. He refused to experience another night of putting her through this. Sarah was right. This needed to end.

      “You are sick,” he argued. “You are dying, it’s true.”

      “Is that what you and Sarah were talking about?”

      Valek didn’t want to answer anything further. Instead, he shut his eyes as tightly as he could and continued to tune in to her immolation, wanting to be punished by it as well –wanting to experience the pain along with her, as she did. He hoped it would distract from his overwhelming guilt.

      “Valek, did Sarah tell you to take me here?” Her fingers knotted up in the lapel of his overcoat. “What is going to happen to me?”

      He didn’t answer.

      “Valek!” Charlotte shook him a little. Silvery tears slipped, glimmering down her face.

      They were leaving the next evening. It would be his last and most desperate attempt to save her. There was no other choice. But he wouldn’t just abandon her. He needed to say something. He pulled her against him. She resisted slightly, but he pulled until she collapsed into his arms.

      “You are acting so strange.” She whimpered against his chest.

      He placed his claws on either side of her face and kissed her once on the cheek. “I have to fix you, Lottie.” He pressed his lips to her forehead, feeling her small hands wind around his wrists. A light tugging sensation suggested that she was trying to fight him away. “I promised that everything was going to return to normal. I won’t break my promise.” He couldn’t look her in the eye, so he just held her even tighter to him. “I’m leaving tomorrow, but I promise I will return,” he confessed.

      “What?” Charlotte tried harder to pull away from him, an overwhelming hurt bubbling underneath her words. It was a different kind of hurt. He couldn’t stand it. “I don’t need you to fix me. I need you to stay with me! Please!”

      “I cannot stay.” He moved slowly toward her again. “You are very sick and growing sicker. Soon, you will mentally begin to lose yourself as that woman did. Her fate will be yours, which is why I am leaving tomorrow…with Sarah. I want you to know why I won’t be here when you wake up. I cannot lie to you. I cannot stand the guilt.” He heard an immediate reaction within her thoughts, so he answered it. “You cannot follow us. I’m doing this because I love you.”

      She began backing away slowly from him. She was afraid, he sensed. Afraid of him. Human intuition was so keen. So quick. Like a rabbit sensing a snake in the grass. He experienced the same with every one of his victims.

      He quickly opened his arms to her. “Come to me, Lottie.”

      “No.” Her eyebrows pulled together as more tears rolled down her reddening face. “You can’t leave! I promise I’ll be fine.” But another addiction-pain waved through her body and she bent in half, crying out.

      “You won’t,” he countered, sadness tightening up the muscles in his throat. He knew she wasn’t about to let her guard down. Not now. Her addiction was heavy. He could see the need for him build again in the look in her eye, but she was fighting it.

      “Come here to me. I’ll make it better.” He beckoned again.

      “No!” she hollered. She resisted with every ounce of strength within her, tears dripping off the point of her chin.

      Her pulse slammed louder in his ears as tiny beads of sweat, almost microscopic, formed along her forehead and at the hollow of her throat. It was absolutely arousing.

      “Forgive me, then.” He whispered and flew toward her.

      Charlotte screamed as she somehow managed to dodge him, racing for the gate. It was only inches before her, her hand outstretched for the wrought iron as he grabbed at her ankle. She screeched as he yanked her back, her face falling to the grass, her chin slamming hard into the dirt. It must have split open, because the vinous scent of iron, copper, salt, and life hit him square in the chest. He dragged her toward him as she continued to kick and cry, and gripped her tightly underneath the arms. Valek whirled Lottie around to face him.

      “Please! Please stop!”

      Fresh blood poured from her mouth, as she had also bitten her tongue upon the impact. He could really see it then, the mirror image of him –the beast she would become if he ever gave in to her deepest desire. She looked the part; pale, beautiful, and covered in blood. He vowed silently to himself he would never usher her into that sort of hell –into becoming the very thing he hated most. Himself.

      Before Valek could see her move, something plunged deep into his chest. He hissed, releasing her at once as an abrupt tinge of pain bubbled up and out of the open wound. He glanced down to see a large crude hunk of wood protruding from his center.

      He moaned in pain, the borrowed blood from his veins seeping down his clothes. He wrapped his claw around the makeshift stake. “You are quite the Vampire hunter, Lottie,” he murmured darkly before ripping it from himself. Fast, so that he would not draw out the sting any longer than he needed to. Lurching forward, he dropped to his knees. Bending in half, he tore open his shirt to watch as the wound sewed itself up, the cascade of blood remaining along his chest and stomach.

      Valek yanked off his overcoat and shirt, tossing them to the grass, before he looked up to find nothing but the silence of the empty courtyard. Charlotte had learned a thing or two from so many years with him, that was for sure. She had already taken off, her fevered thoughts still audible, however. She was running. He could make out her rapid pulse, her breaths hastily flying from her as her footfalls slammed into the packed snow.

      

      Charlotte burst through the threshold, slamming the front door back on its hinges. Immediately, Sarah poked her head out from the library, book in hand. Charlotte glanced down to see that she was clutching the Anatomy of Vampires: Volume Two.

      “Backstabber,” she hissed at the Witch.

      “What on earth are you talking about?”

      With hot tears streaming down her face, fists balled up at her sides, Charlotte seethed. “If you were really my friend, you wouldn’t be doing this! Why would you try and take him away from me? Why can’t I come with you?”

      She didn’t let Sarah reply before she bolted up the staircase, tearing open the door to the upstairs bathroom, and slammed it closed as hard as she could. It caused all of the surrounding walls to shake.

      Charlotte gripped the sides of the marble sink, gazing at her grubby image in the mirror. Along her lips and down her chin and neck ran her own blood. Her tongue swelled inside her mouth, but no pain, not even her scar, matched the pain on the inside. Her breathing was fevered and broken. Streaks of dirt smeared down her skin.

      She pushed through her tearstained frustrated sobs to turn the hot water faucet in the modest bathtub that must have been at least eighty years old. Like everything else in that house, it was antique, porcelain with pretty fixtures and beastly feat. Violently, she yanked off her dress, now grass-stained and packed with dirt and blood, and threw it to the floor. How could he do this? And with whom was he leaving her? The likes of Lusian? Did he really think he was keeping her safe by doing that? She continued to sob, but the tears ran dry. She’d run out.

      Large spouts of steam began to cloud the small room. It eclipsed the mirror in fog so thick she couldn’t see her reflection anymore. It didn’t matter. She detested the sight of herself anyway.

      She didn’t get into the bath. Naked, she leaned forward with her hands gripped to the brim of the tub, her head hanging down between her shoulders. Defeated. Devastated. Once Valek made up his mind, there was no changing it back. She knew that very well. Her scar wasn’t the thing tormenting her most now. It was the utter deceit from the only one she’d ever trusted. Too much to take. She wanted to tear a hole in her flesh and rip out her beating heart, just so she wouldn’t have to feel it anymore.

      Finally, she put one leg in and then the other, wading through the hot water. She reached over and closed the curtain around herself, hoping to block out the rest of the world. She flicked the knob that let the water run through the showerhead and buried her face in her hands. The rest of the tears she thought were no longer there commenced again. For a few moments, she was away from the world –alone with herself and the quiet of the running water. She focused only on her breathing. It was the only thing left. In and out. She couldn’t lose herself –couldn’t let herself fall away. She needed to fight. In and out.

      From the other end of the room, she heard the knob turn, the door creaking open. She didn’t flinch. She didn’t even look toward it, already knowing who it was. She was surprised, however, by her own bravery. Slowly, he entered, the door closing almost silently behind him. Charlotte could make out his silhouette behind the shower curtain as she peered out from in between her fingers still covering her face. The edges of his body were fuzzy in the waves of steam.

      “Lottie?”

      Her heart crawled up into her throat as she watched him move nearer to the bathtub, realizing just how vulnerable she was. So, maybe she wasn’t so brave after all. Her face started to grow hot, all words eluding her as she dropped her hands to her sides. Should she reach for a towel? Scream at him to leave once and for all?

      Her legs stayed frozen as the shower plummeted around her, her pulse hammering in her ears as she watched the shadow of his claw reach up and pull back the curtain. She couldn’t speak. Couldn’t breathe. It was as if he was moving in slow motion. She began to tremble, willing him to leave.

      There he stood, his snowy eyes fixed on hers, but filled with deep sorrow. It created a crease in between his eyebrows. He stared at her for a few more silent moments, a thick bed of dark eyelashes cradling the depth of his icy stare.

      Before Charlotte could think of something to say, Valek stepped in with her. She looked up at him, confusion and slight embarrassment filling her as he refused to remove his gaze from her own. All of her rational thought disappeared. She would forever be enraptured by that stare.

      The water rained over him, causing his strands of dark brown hair to cling to his face and neck. Charlotte’s breath caught in her chest and she remained immobile and embarrassed, unsure of what to do next. That eternal sadness didn’t leave his face as he grasped the back of her head and pulled her forward, crushing her to him with a kiss she knew he meant as a goodbye.

      Reservations left her as she reached up, knotting her fingers in the locks of his hair, her lips moving slickly against his. She couldn’t breathe. Her whole body started to quake with the utter nerves of what was happening. She bear before him in every sense of the word. Valek’s other hand moved to the small of her back, pressing her tighter to him.

      Finally pulling away from her, Valek placed both of his hands to the sides of her face, almost bending so that his gaze would meet her same eye level.

      “What are you doing?” she asked breathlessly.

      “You’re upset with me.”

      “No,” she said. “I’m upset…period.”

      “I’m not going to let anything happen to you.” He cupped her cheek with his cool palm, a stark contrast to the heat of the water. “Why are flushing so?” he chuckled. “You have no reason to be embarrassed, Charlotte. You’re beautiful.”

      She opened her mouth to say something but her throat constricted. “You shouldn’t be here. Sarah wouldn’t like it. You’re too close.”

      “You’re pulse is going wild,” he mused, his eyes narrowing. His hand slid down between her breasts, lingering over her sternum and he was right. Her heart slammed to life. “Do I really have such an effect on you?”

      “H-haven’t you noticed before?”

      “Yes. But it is still nice knowing. Are you…all right with me here? Like this?”

      “I’m fine,” she gulped. She wasn’t able to control her breathing anymore. “Is it…what you expected?”

      “It is exactly what I expected, modest little doll. I knew you’d be frightened.” He turned his hand to graze her cheek with his knuckles, trailing them down her bare shoulders. “You’re playing with fire. You know what happens when you make me feel this way—”

      “But this is working. I’m consoling you, aren’t I? You’re not as fraught as you were moments ago.”

      Charlotte sobered. He was, in fact, still leaving. Her heart sank again until he hooked his finger under her chin and lifted her face to his.

      “Lottie, I love you more than this existence itself.” His words were broken, almost like they were sobs, though he refused to cry. “This is not a ‘goodbye’. It is not even a ‘goodbye for now’. It’s an ‘I’ll be back soon’.”

      Charlotte’s heart constricted, new tears beginning down her face. She couldn’t understand why he was refusing to take her with them.

      “It is far too dangerous. I would feel better knowing that you were safe within these walls.” His claws ran down the length of her arm again, sending shivers up her back. Valek reached for the brass knob, turning the water off. Charlotte wracked her brain to come up with her next move. Hugging her arms tightly around herself, a chill suddenly crept in to the room, causing all of the microscopic hairs on her body to bristle. She was in utter disbelief and complete panic. Everything inside of her told her it was a bad idea.

      Pants and hair sopping, Valek stepped from the bath and grabbed one of the ruby-colored towels. She stood there, holding herself together as he extended one of his hands to help her out of the tub and draped the oversized towel around her shoulders, wrapping it around her so it enveloped her completely. He swept her from her feet in one fluid motion. She watched silver streams of water run like metallic veins down his face, perfect in all its sorrow. He continued to gaze at her as he carried her from the bathroom and into the hallway.

      Charlotte’s heart plunged into her stomach, her fingers twisting in his hair. “Don’t! They’ll see,” she protested, curling up into a smaller ball in his arms.

      “They won’t. And I don’t care.”

      He continued down that same corridor she knew so well and through the double doors into his bedroom. Charlotte noticed immediately that the bewitchments over the bed had changed from little stars to streams and streams of glimmering currents of varied light and color, more glorious than the aurora borealis. She knew exactly who’d put them there. Worse was that the rest of the room was illuminated by hundreds of candles in every shape and size. What was Sarah trying to do? Suddenly, her stomach did a back flip. Her nerve endings became electric as her gaze shot to Valek’s face. Oxygen didn’t come so easily this time.

      Though she had expected to find a smirk there, he was all but light-hearted. Instead, his face looked hard and strained, like he was deliberating something very serious.

      Gently, he placed her down on the bed, the towel still hugged around her. Charlotte studied him as he stood before her in the pale stream of the nighttime glow, his pearly skin almost illuminated. She could see his sculpted form through the shadows drenched in dancing golden light. His hair stuck in thick wet wavy locks to his jagged marble cheek. He was a holy vision and all she wanted to do was sin in the worst of ways. She could barely stop herself from reaching for him.

      “L-lottie, I, umm….”

      She’d never seen her Vampire this way. Normally so even-keeled, she could see he was completely at odds with himself now. He was going to pieces, just as she was. She knew this couldn’t be easy for him, either. The only other time they had ever been apart from each other in her life was when she was very small and he had been called to a neighboring Occult to help with some magical epidemic inflicting their people. She remembered how difficult that had been, and it was so many years ago. And of course, when she’d been taken from him most recently.

      “Lottie,” he began again, nearing the bed. She could see his spine go rigid, as if he was forcing himself to remain in one piece. She knew how he hated when his emotions got the best of him. He sucked in a deep breath through his nose. “I want you to trust me. I hope you trust me—”

      “I do,” Charlotte said impulsively and a little too quickly. She clenched her jaw to suppress another outburst.

      “I need to stop going on like this. As if I were human. As if I had no power in this situation. I don’t have to play the cards we’ve been dealt. I know I can change our hand. You need to let me try.”

      Charlotte bit her lower lip and nodded. Something about that hurt. She was human. Did he feel like she had no power in this—like she was helpless? In all her life, Charlotte had never been helpless. She could fight.

      “More importantly, I want to stop feeling guilty. I do not want to deny what this is anymore.”

      Charlotte sat up, a different kind of heat rolling through her. In fact, she had completely forgotten about her scar. “Nothing about what this is should cause you guilt.” She pushed out the words that were increasingly difficult to say. “You are mine.” She held her palm, the one with the line in it that proved this to be fact. Her other hand still clutched the towel intact around her. “If others object, it is because they don’t understand and I don’t care. I don’t want them to understand.”

      Charlotte grabbed his face and pulled his mouth to hers, feeling one of his hands move in between her shoulder blades to support her to him. Her fingers quickly moved down to the buttons of his shirt, hastily undoing them, but he stopped her, already moving her back toward the bed. Her scar began its transgression at the base of her throat, the burning starting out faint, though getting worse by the second.

      “Listen to me carefully, Lottie.” His voice wavered and began to change. It grew deeper and rougher with each word he spoke. “When you wake tomorrow, I will be gone. But know I will be thinking of you each and every moment I am away. I am just as afraid as you are.”

      

      He gazed directly into her fearful eyes before biting down, fiercely clinging to her throat. Her garbled screams were drowned out by her rapid pulsations in his ears as it gushed over his tongue. Normally, he was always very careful…gentle. But this time, he needed to drink enough to knock her out, to give him and Sarah enough time to be a safe distance away. He was certain she was going to try and follow them in spite of his warnings.

      Her pulse continued to pound rapidly, like the hum of a thousand angry hornets in his ears, as he held her in his arms. He lurched forward over her, still gripping her tightly. Her protests finally began to quiet as her body grew limp. Her pulse was slowing as well. Suddenly the world around him seemed too quiet and he knew she was almost gone. It proved to be very difficult, as her seeping savory life provoked him to stay stuck there. But he forced himself free.

      He tore away, coming up for air, craning his head as the remaining blood slipped down the back of his throat and he could feel his eyes shift back to normalcy again. That was the one thing he had the most trouble revealing to her; the way he did know how to love her was not the way she, as a human being, so desired. Her needs were not misguided, or wrong in any fashion. They were natural, normal, and beautiful. He recalled distantly they he felt when he, himself, was human. In his mind, he had made love to her a hundred times before. For every time she sacrificed a bit of her life to him, that was what it meant. Connection. Love.

      Charlotte lay there cradled in his arms, her skin aglow as he wrapped her among the pallid sheets, her breathing slight and staggered. The thick bed of eyelashes sealed her pretty eyelids shut. Her pulse beat faintly, like the wings of a dying butterfly.

      Valek sat up in the bed, focus not leaving Charlotte’s face. Her head rested delicately on the pillow as he tucked the thick, wooly blanket around her. Her scar from his first bite was red and inflamed, and as her eyes twitched, he could sense that the pain was still dying down.

      Keeping one arm tucked beneath her sleeping body, Valek reached for his coat, which hung carelessly from one of the bedposts. From the pocket, he pulled out the two chocolate beads Sarah had provided him for the possibility that someday, he might go too far. She’d handed them to him only a couple of days ago, telling him to keep them safe. It was as if she knew this day was coming. He squeezed his Lottie’s jaws open and popped one of them into her mouth, lifting her head so that it would slide down her throat. The magic in them would help her blood replenish slowly.

      Overwhelmed, he inhaled deeply through his nose. Cool, blood tears rolled down the sides of his face as he cradled her in the deafening silence. He licked at them as they fell down his cheek. In the past hundred years, not one night had gone by that had been more solemn than this. He reveled in it at the same time as he mourned its ending. It took every ounce of strength he had to leave her there. He lowered his mouth, pressing it to her fevered lips in a fierce kiss that she could not return. It was his final good bye.

      “I will not be gone long, Lottie,” he growled into her hair as he held her against him. “You know I love you. I will always return. Find a safe place. Do not trust the others. Do not believe what they say. They only want one thing from you.” He knew his words sounded bitter, but he meant every one. After every disgusting act he’d witnessed committed by his own kind, not even his adopted coven was counted among friends anymore.

      The bedroom door creaked slightly, and Valek looked to see Sarah standing there, with one foot inside the room. Her expression was dismal, her gaze heavy. Immediately, he pulled on a new shirt. He could hear the tired apathy in her mind.

      “I have packed everything we’re going to need.” Sarah walked deeper into the shadowed room, the darkness swallowing her normally luminescent face. An ominous crease between her fine eyebrows replaced her bright smile.

      “Please, give me just a few more minutes with her,” he pleaded.

      “Until dusk, then,” she sighed and closed the door behind her.

      Valek wheeled around and walked back to the bed and let out the long exhale he’d been holding. He crawled in again beside Charlotte. The sound of her light breathing mixed with the hushed beating of her heart pacified him temporarily, and he realized he was quickly running out of moments with her. Inching closer to the half-dead girl, he pressed his nose to the side of her head. He reached around, pulling her body close to his and held her there, feeling her warmth against his chest. He twined his claws around in her soft, vermilion hair. How could he ever depart from her for so long?

      “Charlotte, if you can hear me, I am going to make you a new promise. A few months ago, I promised that soon everything would return to normal and you and I would be alone together again. I’m not sure if that is possible anymore. So here it is. You are going to be happy. No matter what, you will be happy.”
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      Valek, who had been absently watching the fantastic, new bewitchment twinkle above the bed for the last several minutes, rolled over to find Charlotte still sleeping soundly next to him. She appeared a bit healthier than the night before. The dark circles under her eyes had disappeared only slightly, but any amount of progress would do, and the color returned slightly back to the apples of her cheeks. It must have been the power Sarah added to those chocolates. One of her arms was tucked underneath her head as the other gripped the comforter, pulling it up around her shoulders. She was cold, he heard in her mind.

      Valek smiled and began to stroke her hair. “I am going to miss you so much, my Lottie.” He leaned down, his lips lightly brushing against her cheek. “I promise I will make everything right again.”

      Her eyes fluttered slightly and a soft moan trailed from her lips. Valek immediately pulled away, afraid he might have awoken her prematurely.

      “Valek…” she murmured quietly, though her eyes did not open. “Don’t leave….”

      “It’s okay, Lottie.” He eased away. “Sleep now.” Gently, carefully, he grabbed on to her wrist, pulling it up to his mouth. He bit down gently and she let out a soft little half-asleep moan. The red seeped up in a small, delicate pool over his lips. Even the smallest amount of her washed him in brilliant new ecstasy. He could hear her fairly normal heartbeat begin to mellow once more and he released her arm. “That’s it,” he whispered, kissing the wound closed.

      Gingerly, he pulled out the other chocolate bead from his pocket, made her swallow it, and got up from the bed. He laced up his shoes and adjusted his overcoat. He bent to retrieve a thick, wool comforter he kept under the bed for her on colder nights, unfolded it, and draped it over the sleeping girl. Walking to one of the large windows, he pulled back the drapes to reveal a brilliant winter dusk. Snow had fallen again during the day, and it twinkled like finely sanded crystals across the lawn, covering the cobblestone footpath completely. A full moon hung low in the sky, casting the Occult town in hues of light pinks and lavenders. He looked at Charlotte asleep in the bed one last time before exiting.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Sarah standing by the open door, one leg outside. She looked up at him, small bags and suitcases around her feet.

      “Ready?” she asked.

      “What’s all that?”

      “Never want to be ill-prepared,” she insisted. She waved her sewing needle through the air before her. Valek watched as the various articles of luggage shrank down to an impossibly tiny size and the Witch gathered them within the pocket of her skirt. “See? Not a problem.”

      “At least you travel light.” Valek looked toward the other chamber that held Lusian and Dusana. He heard him just on the other side of their door, waiting for him to leave. He balled his hands into fists at his sides and looked back to Sarah.

      “I change my mind. We cannot leave just her alone here. I know the others will take advantage of her.”

      Mr. Třínožka emerged from the library and began scaling the staircase with his eight enormous legs.

      “Not on my watch! Not no how,” he grumbled, bypassing Valek on the top stair and standing readily in front of the master bedroom door. “You see now, Valek, I’d never let anythin’ happen to our girl! You kin count on me!” His massive, knobbed mustache ruffled.

      “Us!” Edwin amended valiantly as he also began to ascend the staircase from the foyer.

      Valek looked down to Sarah once more. Sarah nodded at him. We have to go without her, the Witch thought at him. You have two choices. If she comes with us, she will die quicker than if she is left here without you. It’s up to you. How much time do you think she’ll last in your presence?

      Valek narrowed his eyes at her, but made a fast decision. “Spider, you must do me an additional favor as well.” Valek stepped once toward him.

      “Anything.”

      “You mustn’t let Charlotte follow after us. Please. No matter how much she begs you, which she will. No matter how much she…cries.” Valek’s throat tightened, but he fought back his misery, his fists clenching at his sides. “You cannot.”

      Mr. Třínožka lifted his front, right hand. “Not a problem, Valek. She’s under my watch now.”

      Valek heard Charlotte begin to stir again, tossing in the bed, behind the closed doors. She was already waking up.

      “You’d better go.” the Spider’s words came out somberly this time. “I’ll take care a her, Valek. I swear it.”

      Valek only looked at him, unknowing of what to say next.

      “You’ll be back soon,” he continued, his voice low and warm. “And when ya walk through that door, she’ll be here. Waitin’ fer ya in better condition than what ya left her in.”

      Valek smiled at him, nodding once, before descending the staircase. His gait to the front door was slow. All he could think about was the grim possibilities he faced now.

      “Valek, he have to leave. Charlotte will wake up any minute,” Sarah pleaded.

      Valek turned to look behind himself, one last time up the staircase. They would succeed, he assured mostly to Charlotte, who slumbered a story above. He had no other choice but to achieve a cure and find the Bone Mother. “Thank you,” he offered up to Mr. Třínožka and Edwin. He stepped over the threshold and out into the night, closing the door behind him.

      Walking away from that house felt so wrong, like he would never see it again. But he saw how Charlotte rolled in pain every night—saw how she suffered. With so much danger awaiting the two of them, Charlotte needed to be at full health, if he didn’t want to risk losing her forever.

      “I’m not happy about leaving her either, Valek. Do you think I want to leave the only family I’ve ever known? The only one who’s ever treated me like a friend and not a slave? It hurts just the same.” She threw one end of her scarf over her shoulder. Afraid of actually becoming emotional, Valek couldn’t respond to her. He swallowed his pain and continued stoically down the footpath.

      Sarah and Valek walked silently next to each other for the last time through the empty square. He listened to Sarah’s laced, leather boots as she trudged through the packed snow. There was a rustling sound down a dark alley between shops, and the smashing of what sounded like a tin trash can and a hiss. A lizard Shifter chasing dinner. The sky since opened up and small flurries once again began to fall over the enchanted city. It was a peaceful wonderland, in contrast to the storm revolving within him. Valek noticed the little Witch walking too silently next to him again. She was only this quiet when something was severely bothering her. She wiped a few sparkling tears away from her high cheekbones.

      “So, where exactly are we headed now?” he asked with a pained smile. It was his effort to distract her. “Are we marching our path to Abelim?”

      “Nope! My grimoire gave me some inspiration.” She grinned a little more enthusiastically this time. “It told us to travel on hoof and spell. Well, you’ve got spell.” She indicated herself. “Now, we need hoof.”

      The two neared the town stables that sat at the very end of the square, just before where the residential distract began. Valek could hear the horses moving around inside, their hooves crunching in the fodder. Sarah rounded the front of the stable, the large, wooden doors creaking as she pried them open.

      “What are we doing?” Valek dropped the bags in the snow and moved to her side.

      The stable smelled like cut hay and something foul. It was encased in darkness until she magically illuminated the candle within the little glass jar that hung from the center of the wooden beams. There were five different enclosures with a horse in each. One of them, a mare with a jet-black coat and a long, unruly mane, eyed Valek, whinnying and backing up within her stall. She began to rear and kick, screeching louder.

      “She’s afraid of you,” Sarah mused.

      “Rightfully so. What are we doing in here?” Valek asked again.

      “You’re not going to approve,” she warned him, crossing her arms over her chest.

      She walked over to the startled horse, reaching deep within her apron pocket, and pulled out a sugar cube. She hushed the animal, holding the treat out to it. “There, there.”

      Valek stayed as still as he possibly could and the horse calmed after a few moments. It ate from Sarah’s palm as she reached up with her other hand to stroke its nose.

      “That’s better.” She giggled.

      “You want to steal a horse?” Valek chided. “Fine. Why would I not approve?”

      “I want to steal two horses,” she explained and spun around to face him, her eyes bright. “Two Vampire horses.” Her lips formed into the most sinister smile.

      Realization smacked him hard across the face. Valek backed away from her. “No. No. No.” He shook his head. “Do you know how reckless that would be? It is positively the most asinine idea I’ve ever heard. What if they run? There will be two demon horses terrorizing Europe! Animals are uncontrollable. Unpredictable.”

      “Valek,” Sarah pleaded. “Just listen! We’ll get where we are going faster. You’ll get back to Charlotte faster. And they’ll be indestructible. We can run for days.”

      “Terrific plan. Except you’re forgetting one thing.” He lifted his finger to her. “How are we going to run for days, when you’re dealing with one Vampire his damned harras?”

      Sarah’s grin grew twice its size. She reached into a very familiar canvas satchel.

      “That’s Charlotte’s.”

      “Brilliant deduction, inspector.” Sarah pulled out two syringes and two vials filled with a bluish, black liquid.

      Valek recognized what it was instantly. “Fae blood?”

      “Yep!” Sarah said triumphantly and pulled out another jug full of the stuff.

      “How did you acquire so much of it?”

      “Went hunting…just like you do.” She smiled and tucked it back away. “Honestly, you think I’m only useful in the kitchen. I trust you still have enough in your bloodstream to be safe for now. I’ll just save this for a sunny day. Now, hurry! Change them.”

      Valek looked toward the large animals in disgust and rolled up his sleeves. His stomach bubbled. He had never taken blood from a horse before. There had been the occasional rat, but that was only when he’d been particularly desperate. As he watched the animal buck and rear in the stall, he imagined this wasn’t going to be the easiest thing in the accomplish. Animals, like mortals, had a keen intuition. They knew when they were going to die. They knew what was going to do it, too. The horse watched his movements with fevered eyes as it bucked and whinnied again.

      “Quickly! Someone’s going to hear all of this commotion. We have to move fast,” Sarah whispered, peering over her shoulder.

      Valek curled his lip and moved slowly toward the horse with his hands up in an effort to make peace with her. He hushed her. Reached to pat her. Nothing worked. The animal continued to cry as it tried desperately to kick out the back wall of the stable.

      “Now, Valek! Attack it!”

      This couldn’t be a graceful effort, he realized, lunging for the animal, wrapping his arms around its massive neck to try and get a lock on it. The other horse in the next stall screeched and thrashed harder. Valek sank his teeth into the first, the unappealing ichor seeping down his gullet. He winced, noting the thicker, drier texture of it. The nutty aftertaste. Gamy. It was revolting, but he continued to drink as the animal’s massive heart slowed and slowed. It finally stopped bucking and he released it, gently helping the beast lower itself into the hay.

      It tucked its hooves underneath its body, making slight noises as its round shiny eyes blinked heavily. Valek helped to keep its head up, patting it on the nose.

      “It will be all right,” he soothed and patted the side of its jaw.

      Sarah grunted and crossed her arms over her chest. “Take your time. Great idea! You know, I’ve honestly never met a humanitarian Vampire before.”

      “Sarah, if I do not keep the animal awake, it might die and you’ll have to come up with an alternate plan. Let me do this my way,” Valek argued before he bit down on his wrist, and watched the blood slide from the puncture wounds down his arm. He held it up to the horse, but she only turned her massive face away.

      “Well, you can lead a horse to blood….” Sarah chided.

      “Funny.”

      Valek was well aware they were running out of time. The longer he remained away, the worse danger Charlotte was in. So many obstacles. So many enemies. Valek gripped the horse’s jaw and forcefully propped it open as it struggled against him. Such a keen intuition, he thought again. He bit down on his free wrist one more time, as the wound had already closed, and quickly ran it across the horse’s tongue. It ripped itself out of Valek’s grip, whinnying again, as it rolled onto its side, shoving its hooves against the stable wall.

      “What’s happening now?” Sarah approached slowly, her eyes fixated on the suffering animal. Valek heard how bad she felt for it, but this had been her decision.

      “It is dying. This is what happens. They suffer. They die. And then they are reborn.” He recalled quietly his own agonizing transformation. The feeling of going under. Drowning. The eternal burning, like he had walked straight through hell and come out on the other side, a new being. The transformation seemed to last for lifetimes before he’d opened his newborn eyes to a completely different reality than the one he used to know.

      “Quickly, while she is changing—do the other one.” Sarah pointed to the second horse.

      Valek walked into the other stable while Sarah lay in the hay with the first dying animal. She stroked her massive nose and hushed her tenderly.

      “Careful,” Valek warned her. “When they are new, they won’t know the difference between magic and mortal. Living is living. Blood is blood.”

      Sarah slowly and cautiously moved away.

      Valek drained the other animal, feeling the massive pulse in its neck throb against his lips. The taste was just as gamy and unpleasant as the first had been, but this feeling against his mouth still drove him crazy. He heard Sarah’s voice from somewhere behind him, calling for him to stop and he did, quickly feeding the animal from himself and allowing it to make its transformation as the first had done.

      From somewhere close outside the stable door, Valek’s ears pricked with the sounds of footsteps. Someone was coming. He turned to look at Sarah, who was already staring wide-eyed at him.

      “When will they be ready?” She looked to the first horse that had grown completely still in the stall next to her. The second one continued to thrash and cry.

      Valek stood, monitoring both of the animals as well, though he continued to tune in to each pursuing footfall. “Every experience is different. Depending on their strength, their vitality, it could be minutes. It could be hours,” he explained. “It could be days.”

      “Days? We don’t have days!”

      The footsteps stopped, sounding to him like whomever they belonged to stood just outside the barn doors. Valek could hear Sarah’s pulse intensify. Quickly, he wrapped her up in one of his arms. “Be silent,” he whispered and clawed up one of the barn walls. In an instant, he found a shadowed corner between a thick rafter and the barn ceiling. Valek crouched there among the cobwebs with the Witch still tucked under his arm. Her gaze burned into the side of his face, but his focus remained on the front doors. “Hush,” he reminded her.

      The doors swung open as one of the Trolls from the tavern incident the other night staggered in, clearly suffering from a recent intake of too much ale. He snorted, and spat into a pile of hay.

      “Lovely, creatures, Trolls are,” Sarah muttered.

      “Quiet.”

      “Come on, Beta,” he grunted, shuffling forward through the mess. “Time fer supper.”

      Valek couldn’t see the horse as he spoke to it. He wondered if she was still seemingly lifeless on the ground. A whimper answered that question, followed by what sounded like a hoof carelessly brushing through the dry grass. Valek watched the Troll approach the stable door.

      “That’s it, girl. How are ya, this evenin’?” he offered soothingly. Another small whinny was followed by a clomp against the wood. Valek cringed, wanting to look away, though he couldn’t, as the Troll slowly stretched his hand out to pet the animal.

      And then it happened. There was a cry of horror as Valek heard Beta thrash and howl. He could make out the dark edge of her nose as she lunged forward, the door crushing into splinters beneath all of her weight. She had the Troll in her jaws as he garbled and screamed, collapsing to his knees and clawing against the floorboards in an effort to escape. But it was no use. The ton-heavy animal proceeded to drag him backward into her stall.

      Sarah shuddered against Valek at the tearing sounds of the Troll’s nails as he wailed. It was followed by the sick sound of unseen bones crunching, another horrified bellow, until there was nothing else than the distinctive gulping and slurping Valek recognized all too well.

      He was just about to jump from the rafter beam, until another stable wall splintered under the impact of something, followed by a second gulping sound. The other horse was transitioned as well and was now sharing the Troll for dinner.

      Valek glanced over at Sarah, whose watery eyes were fixated on the floor below.

      “They are going to kill us,” she squeaked.

      “Well, this was your plan. At any rate, they shouldn’t. I am their liege. I wonder if they’ll recognize obey me.”

      “Valek, they’re animals.”

      “I know. This should be interesting.” Valek swung down easily from the rafter, Sarah still in his arm. He set her carefully on her feet. She glowered at him.

      The horses were finishing up their first hellish meal, when the first of them looked up and locked eyes with him. Valek could hear Sarah’s mental cringe when her gaze fell upon the mutilated body of the Troll in the hay. She hid her face in her hands as he took one commanding step toward Beta. You are in my command now, he thought toward the horse. You will do as I say and follow my order.

      Beta slowly lowered her head, as did the male horse. Valek smiled, satisfied.

      Sarah tugged hard on the sleeve of Valek’s jacket. “Excuse me. Please inform those of us less equipped what is going on.”

      He shrugged. “Trust me.” Valek walked over to the demon horses, which had changed considerably in appearance. Beta’s coat now seemed infinitely more lustrous, taking on its own sort of midnight glow even in the shadowed barn. Her black hair looked as glossy as the Vltava at dusk. The male horse’s hair was now a striking white, though he used to be an odd sort of slate color. Valek decided to name him Jiri. Both of their large eyes seemed a bit more slanted and were the same as Valek’s illuminated, glacier blue.

      Valek walked over to Beta. He had more of a connection with her for some reason. “Saddle up,” he said, beginning to lay down a blanket and pad before strapping one of the leather saddles to her back, fastening the bridle as well.

      “Done this before?” Sarah quirked an eyebrow at him.

      “Once for twice,” Valek pursed his lips and tried not to smile too broadly.

      Sarah started the same way on Jiri, who made a threatening grunt when she came near. Hesitating, she glanced nervously at Valek. He simply nodded at her to proceed. She did so, with Charlotte’s satchel slung across her shoulder. “Cesky Krumlov is the next and only major city to the North,” she explained.

      “Good. So, it should not be too difficult. With these beasts, we should be there in an hour.”

      “Remain vigilant. You never know who might be trailing us.”

      He nodded. “We’re off, then,” he murmured before mounting his chosen horse. Sarah quickly followed suit and they trotted out of the barn.
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      Charlotte’s hand smacked down on the empty space beside her. The undisturbed comforter was cold, more like slate and less like satin, as she sat up and assessed the all-too-quiet room. Thick velvet drapes over the windows had been left open, letting in the soft starlight, creating silver pools on the dusty floor. She sat up in the cold bed, realizing just how void the room was. Eyeing very possible corner of the bedroom, she clutched the wool blanket under her chin, realizing she was completely alone. A chill must have crept in through a crack in the window, for she could see puffs of mist form in front of her nose with each nervous breath.

      The damp towel was still tucked under her, which didn’t help much. Quickly, she ran to Valek’s wardrobe and tore through it for one of his old sweaters. She selected a gray one and tugged it over her head. She toed over to the large glassy pane. Peering outside, she found the pathway was just as empty as the bedroom. She listened hard, but didn’t hear a bit of stirring anywhere. There weren’t even any clanks and bangs coming from the kitchen. Where was everyone?

      This night seemed blacker than usual, the darkness overwhelming. Even the trees were motionless with the lack of wind. It was almost…scary. She never used to view nighttime like this. It used to be easy for her. Day was the thing that had been unfamiliar and frightening.

      Frowning, she turned on her heel to see a very tall shadow looming suddenly near the bed. Her heart leapt as a smile spread across her face. She squinted through the thick shadows as she stepped once toward it.

      “Valek?” She cocked her head and hugged her arms around herself. Her heart lurched in her chest when the shadow clucked at her, its large head shaking fluidly back and forth as it finally took one step into the light, which glinted off his nose ring.

      Charlotte stopped walking when she found Lusian’s slanted glacier eyes were the ones staring back at her. Immediately, in reaction to him being there, her scar at the left side of her neck began to throb. She pressed her hand against it. Charlotte’s throat felt drier than sand and she struggled to get her next thought out.

      “Th-thirsty?” She choked.

      Lusian’s grin flashed across his smug face again as he stepped steadily closer to her. She froze, eyeing him carefully, his body only inches before hers. The intensity of the way he looked at her forced her gaze to the floor.

      A dark chuckle resonated from behind his clenched jaw. “Not really. Though you wish I were, don’t you?” He stopped only inches before her and ran a silver claw from the hollow at the center of her collarbone down her middle, withdrawing just before he reached a dangerous place. It made Charlotte shiver. Her cheeks began to burn.

      She frowned. Something wasn’t right. “Where is Valek?”

      Again, Lusian’s only reply was a smug grin and a deep chortle that was so low, Charlotte questioned if she actually heard it at all.

      “Won’t you tell me?” She fought to say the words as sweetly as possible in spite of her tongue going dry –in spite of her addiction that grew steadily worse with each passing moment she looked the Vampire in the face. In spite of how afraid she was of him. She held her breath, struggling somehow to overcome her mortal limitations and break through the walls into his mind. The scar smoldered under her hand. Where is Valek?

      The Vampire reached to her and tucked a stray curl behind her left ear. Her stomach rolled, but not in the good way it did when Valek touched her. This was more a sick guilty feeling. Lusian disgusted her far beyond anything else. Yet her need still lingered behind the apprehension, behind the hatred, behind the contempt. She was drawn to him, as she was to all the rest of them, perhaps because that was the predatory effect they had on all human beings –to lure them in. His sapphire eyes flashed inches away from her face and she could tell he was listening to her mind.

      “Valek’s gone,” Lusian said simply and widened his stance. He crossed his tattooed arms over his chest, and though it was only very slight, Charlotte noticed his eyes harden.

      Charlotte frowned. “Is he…hunting?”

      “No. He left with Sarah just minutes before you woke up.”

      There was an odd sort of finite feeling to the way Lusian said this. She could tell he was being truthful. What was he talking about? She pressed her lips together as she struggled to tear through her own mind. The recollection of the night before hit her abruptly. How Valek had betrayed her, led her to the cathedral garden and—

      “He…h-he is not to return?” she asked as she felt herself begin to fracture in pieces. Images from the night before flashed in half-second increments like flash bulbs bursting in her mind. He left. Panic lit up her nerve endings and the room tilted. She needed to sit down. She nearly choked on her shock. The salty water gathering in her eyes stung the bridge of her nose. She wound her fingers into tight fists as she fought the nausea away.

      Lusian shrugged and turned from her, his gaze shifting about the room. “Don’t know.”

      “He didn’t tell you?”

      “Nope. His thoughts were heavily guarded too, so I suppose it wasn’t something he wanted any of us to find out.” He turned his glare back on her. “I guess that includes you as well.”

      “No,” she said mostly to herself. “No, he promised he would come back.”

      “And I am certain he will keep his promise,” Lusian said with a sugary feigned kindness.

      It was becoming harder to breathe. How could he just leave? How could he leave without her? Something glinted in the silver moonlight in the corner of her eye. She shifted her gaze to the headboard, where she saw a mess of metal chains and manacles that had been fixed there with large, silvery bolts. They were the same binds from the gurney in Valek’s office. The same ones he’d used to lock up that mortal woman for his bizarre experiment. It looked like they had been torn from their original place to be fastened there to the bed. Her heart plunged from her throat to her bowels as she looked back at Lusian’s disgusting grin again. Something instinctive told her she needed to run.

      Charlotte raced out of the bedroom, her bare footsteps thumping down the long upstairs hallway. She plummeted down the staircase and into the study where she found all of the familiar, bloodless faces that had become like fixtures in the house. Every familiar set of blue eyes, every extreme jaw line and set of claws and shiny incisors. All of them –except for one.

      Dusana, Jorge, and Sasha, and the twins gazed back at her from different areas of the room, though she didn’t lock eyes long enough with any of them to register what kind of emotion was playing on their faces. The world started to spin with the heavy feeling of Valek’s absence. She tore through her memory. The image of him and Sarah hurrying through the town square the night before. The image of Valek’s burning eyes as he watched her grapple with the pain a few nights earlier. As he watched Lusian….

      She spun to face the entry where Lusian stood, his massive form blockading it. “You know something! He told you where he was going! I know he did!” she hollered. “Tell me!”

      Lusian rolled his eyes. “No, stupid girl.”

      The rest of them remained silent.

      Charlotte’s gaze dashed about the room, searching for him again in a frenzied panic as though he might somehow magically appear. He didn’t. Valek had to be coming back, she thought. He would never abandon her. Not in a million years. Not with these predators. Never.

      She shoved past Lusian and ran around the stairs, through the kitchen, and into Valek’s white sterile office. Empty. Valek’s papers were a mess around his desk. Charlotte shuddered when she thought about what was left over in the freezer. The woman.

      She looked to the office door, but a makeshift barricade had barred it. Various chunks of metal that looked to have been dismantled from other parts of the house were mangled and bolted there by inhuman hands. Charlotte gripped the twisted metal with all her might, trying to make it budge. She needed to get outside –to escape –to go after Valek.

      “Mr. Třínožka!” she pounded on the small window set into the east wall. She was in so much trouble. “Mr. Třínožka! Edwin! Can you hear me?” Something was more than wrong.

      Charlotte flew backward and raced again to the front of the house, tearing open the front door and bolting off the porch and down the walkway to the outside until a very large hand grasped her at the back of her sweater

      “Let me go!” She screamed and thrashed.

      “There is no use trying to chase him, Charlotte.” Lusian sighed, like he had already become bored with her. “Besides, I’m going to need you here with me.”

      “You’ve done something! I know you have! He would never just leave me here with the likes of you!” Charlotte screamed and lunged for him, pounding on his chest. “You’ve done something to him!”

      All of the sudden, the ground disappeared from beneath her feet and she found herself kicking around in mid-air. Lusian was holding her up under her arms as she swung at him, though he easily evaded every punch.

      “You’ve done something! Why would they just leave?”

      “I’ve done nothing!” he yelled into her face.

      Her arms and legs went limp and she was quiet. Silent tears streamed down her face and dripped off the angles of her jaw. She just glared up at him as he continued to hold her there as though she were some stray animal.

      “Lusian, drop her!” Dusana ordered from the threshold of the door. “I’m not going to let you do this.”

      Lusian snorted, one corner of his mouth twisting up in the most crooked of smiles. “Yeah, yeah.”

      Charlotte could see the cogs turning in his head as he studied her for a minute.

      Before Charlotte could blink, Lusian swept her body up so that he was holding her in both of his arms. “There now,” he crooned at her. “You’re my little doll now.”

      “Lusian!” Dusana hollered again, but he was already racing up the stairway, though it was nothing but a dizzying brown blur to Charlotte.

      In an inhuman second, Lusian made it through Valek’s bedroom door. He tossed Charlotte from his arms, though she landed perfectly on the bed, bouncing against the mattress. She looked in the direction of the guttural, gnashing sound of two Vampires fighting. Her pulse pounded as Lusian struggled to lock Valek’s doors, Dusana fighting him tooth and nail.

      “I won’t let you do this to her! We made a promise to Valek!” Her claws dug into the wood as her fangs chomped only inches away from his face, animalistic growls emanating from both of them. Of course, Charlotte thought, Abelim. Valek and Sarah had gone to the Dark City to save her.

      Lusian grabbed at Dusana’s edgy, black hair. “Why are you trying to be the good guy all of the sudden? Your thirst is worse than mine.” Charlotte couldn’t see Lusian’s face, but Dusana’s eyes were fierce and black. With a swipe of her claws, she managed to slash a giant wound across Lucian’s perfect cheek. Three distinct lines dripped with fresh blood.

      Finally, Lusian shoved his foot so hard into Dusana’s center, her body flew backward down the hallway before slamming with a sickening crunch into the wall near the stairs. Bits of ceiling and wood splinters sprayed down around her and he succeeded in shutting the doors and locking them.

      “Women,” he grumbled sarcastically.

      A bitter mix of bile and fear rose up in the back Charlotte’s throat. Valek really was gone. He would never have left her alone and in this sort of danger. Her heart hammered in her ears and she tried her hardest to fight the tears back, not wanting her vulnerability to show through. Her fists balled up in the material of Valek’s sweater as she scowled at him. He neared the bed, the look in his thirsty eyes suggesting he was about to do something horrific to her –more horrific than just feeding. She had to fight –to get away so she could run. She had to find Valek, wherever he was.

      Lusian swiftly leaned one knee up on the bed and grabbed a fistful of Charlotte’s hair, yanking her downward to the mattress. A sharp cry tore from her as she shut her eyes. The low growl rumbled in the back of his throat.

      “What’s the matter Lottie, love?” She could hear the grin behind his words, double-toned with thirst and savage lust. “Finally afraid, are you? Finally afraid of the monsters? Took you long enough.”

      Lusian began to fasten her wrists tightly in the manacles and then her ankles, locking her flat to the bed. There was no escaping. He tucked the small ring of keys into his jeans pocket and chortled again.

      Charlotte could only glare at him, hoping her look alone would cause the nightmare before her to finally drop dead. She choked on the pain of both her scar and the shame she was experiencing, though she refused to cry anymore. She would not show him her weakness. She would overcome this. Whatever his plans were for her, she would grow beyond it.

      “What?” He cocked his head to the side, feigning concern. “Do you honestly think I would ever hurt you, my Lottie?”

      Charlotte closed her eyes, seething. “Do not call me that.” She wondered if the others, aside from Dusana, were in on Lusian’s hostile little takeover. They weren’t rushing to aide her. Now that Sarah and Francis and Valek were all gone, no one was left to save her but herself. She would suffer, but she would get out of this alive. After everything she had already fought through, dealing with this wanna-be gangster was going to be a walk through the park, she told herself. There was no other choice. Strength was the only option. She inhaled.

      Those thoughts of self-preservation must have distracted her, because suddenly she felt the Vampire’s cool claws slide down the side of her leg, felt the hem of Valek’s sweater being pulled up around her hips. Don’t cry, she reminded herself, you cannot cry. Nausea rolled deep. Her mind quieted as she glared at him again.

      Lusian straddled her, his knees pressed to the mattress on either side. He hushed her as he ran his other set of claws through her hair and bent so his face hovered directly over her ear. “Little Lottie was afraid of the dark….” he murmured in a singing tone that sent a shiver up her spine. She clenched her jaw over wanting to vomit. Closing his claws around both her wrists, he pinned them to the headboard at either side of her head. The manacles nipped her. He ran his tongue from the base of her neck to the flesh just behind her earlobe and she felt the skin of her arms prick with sickening goose bumps.

      She lurched to the side, trying to shake him off but stiffened again as one of his hands released hers in order to cradle her face. He opened his mouth and very carefully—almost lovingly—sank his fangs into the flesh of her throat. At first, the intense pain shot from the top of her head to her toes. She didn’t cry out. Instead she clenched her jaw, refusing to give him the satisfaction. Her fingers wound into tight fists, though her scar sang for it. It was disgusting. Horrible. She wanted to set him on fire. At first, she noted the hard pinching pressure before the feeling of freezing cold underneath the bed of her skin. The chill traveled up the side of her neck and completely numbed half of her face to her shoulder, like pins and needles. A lack of blood. The rest of her extremities began to numb as the blood rushed out of her and into Lusian’s mouth. He locked to her, his body twitching with the pleasure she now knew they felt from feeding. Her lungs heaved in involuntary silent gasps. As it always did, her pulse swelled in deafening tones in her inner ear –that and his deep, controlled breathing was all she could hear until he finished and pulled away from her.

      “I don’t want to take to much,” he crooned. “I want you to stay awake –to feel everything.”

      She kept her hands in tight knots, her jaw clenched. She glared with all of her rage and fury cast up at the ceiling, refusing to give him the attention he desired.

      “There, there, little doll.” The Vampire ran a cool finger across her cheek. She jolted away from his touch, the sharp movement of her head making the fresh wound at the side of her neck sting horribly. Her heartbeat reverberated in her lower stomach. He hadn’t taken a lot from her –just enough to make her weak and hazy. He was clever. He knew exactly how to control her.

      “I saw what Valek did to that poor girl.” Lusian soothed and stroked her hair. “The experiment was…inspiring, to say the least.”

      “Where’s Edwin and Třínožka?”

      “Now, now.” He forced one of Sarah’s chocolate beads into her mouth, gripping her jaw open and pushing it between her lips, holding her like that until she swallowed. So this was how he would torture her, she thought. Take a little. Heal her. Take a little more. He would kill her slowly. “No questions.” If she did not escape, he would make her his own personal pet –keep her alive just for the mere sake of feeding.

      Her gaze remained on the blank space in front of her, the dark room, the dust particles on the silver shafts of light. She could feel his frosted eyes fixed on her face, but she still didn’t glance once in his direction.

      Angered, he gripped her chin and yanked her head front, forcing her to acknowledge him. His mouth was only centimeters away from hers.

      “You taste so good, Charlotte,” he whispered. “Pure, somehow. It makes me wonder….”

      The fear came back and the shame spread in warm pools against her cheeks.

      “If you’ve ever been touched in a different way.”

      His breath was like snow flurries on her skin. He released her chin and began to slide his claw up her bare stomach under the sweater.

      “Please don’t,” she whispered as tears finally broke from her, though her words came out hard and stoic. She imagined herself cast in granite. Hard. Secure. It was her own way of self-preservation. To suddenly disappear far enough inside of herself until she felt nothing. She anticipated doing just that.

      “What’s the matter, darling?” His voice was rough and ragged in her ear as he cupped her breast and pressed until it hurt. “Aren’t you strong? Can’t you fight your own fight? You’re not a girl anymore, Lottie, are you?” His laughter sounded piercingly metallic as he pressed his lips against her ear, continuing until he’d torn the sweater in half and discarded it to the floor. She couldn’t take in air fast enough, her breathing coming in broken involuntary breaks. Her fingers wound in tight knots again above her head as her heart hammered deafeningly. She clenched her jaw, wincing, as he pressed his lips firmly against hers. Disappear, she told herself, just disappear.

      His cold fingers trailed along her skin, causing goose bumps down the length of her body. She started to shiver, unable to control it. She had the urge again to spit in his face, but he would surely kill her.

      He relinquished her lips, only to continue his selfish and deadly kisses down along her neck.

      “Please, stop,” she murmured again, the tears rolling down her face. “Please.”

      He didn’t listen. It seemed like her words hadn’t even been audible to him at all as he kept advancing. Charlotte, with her eyes shut tight, did exactly as she told herself. She disappeared—not even remaining in the same room with the monster. Instead, her thoughts took her to a distant summer day. She was alone at her waterfall. It was warm. She could feel the heat of the sunlight on her face. Her fingertips skimmed the top of the water’s surface.

      She wrinkled her nose against the sting of her tears. No, she repeated, disappear.

      She could hear the birdsong in the trees. It was so peaceful. She was not afraid. She was not hurt or unhappy, alone in her clearing once more. There, no one could touch her.

      Abruptly, she felt Lusian move off her, though she refused to open her eyes. She kept her breathing steady and even, swallowing down a new pouring of tears. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. She was a stone. She was invisible.

      “Do not worry, little doll. Valek will return soon. I’m sure you have figured out that he only wishes to help you.” He continued to toy with her. Lusian was a snake. She mentally willed him to continue speaking, however, for there might be a clue in what he was about to say. “He can no longer bear to see you suffer, which is why he left so abruptly.” The edges of his claws stroked affectionately across her cheek again, but she moved her face away.

      Charlotte opened her eyes as she stared blankly forward at the space before her. “I know that. Did he tell you where he went?” Her voice wavered sweetly, but her stomach rolled. If she was nice to him, she might get more information out of him.

      She remembered what Valek had done the night before in the garden. She just couldn’t remember all that he had told her. Until she could figure out a way to escape, she would have to force herself to hang on to that thought. That Valek was coming back.

      “He went with Sarah.” She heard the reluctance in his voice. He didn’t want to tell her much, but she knew the information was meant as some kind of reward, as sick as that was. “To find Baba Yaga,” he continued. “She is Europe’s oldest and most powerful hag and is perhaps the only one who will ever know how to fix you.” He explained it as though he were speaking to a five-year-old child. He ran the back of his claw up the side of her rib cage, which made her shudder. “Just know, Charlotte, that if I were Valek…I would have never left you alone with the likes of me. Never.”

      He feigned a yawn and got up from the bed, an apathetic look suddenly spread across his face. He didn’t leave before he wrapped the chains twice around the bedposts, making it impossible for her to move even an inch. He drew the curtains closed, and turned around with another smirk to her, as if he liked the looks of her bound there. Her stomach sloshed again. Perhaps he wasn’t finished with her.

      “Don’t worry. I’m leaving you…for now.” He chuckled darkly. “Don’t miss me too much.”

      He stood there before the bed and watched her watch him. She glared at him with as much rage as she could muster, trying to actually manifest flames to shoot from her eyes, but it was to no avail. She never thought she could hate anyone more. Not even Aiden garnered so much loathing. She pulled and stretched and twisted every which way to get the manacles to come loose, but they were clasped so tight, the only ting she ended up doing was cutting the metal deeper into her skin. She closed her eyes, not wanting to see him any more.

      Lusian ensured that every thick, black curtain had been drawn so that no amount of light could creep into the bedroom. That was his strategy, she thought. To keep her weak. To keep her questioning. He preyed on her fear and on the worried thoughts in her mind. The bed dipped as he sat next to her. Though Charlotte did not open her eyes, she could feel him staring at her, studying. Like he could see right through her.

      “I thought you were leaving,” she grumbled without looking at him. He didn’t answer her. She opened her eyes to glare at him, but only found the empty quiet darkness before her. Completely alone with herself. She must have not noticed him leave. Weird.

      She lamented what she had done just a few evenings before, begging for more, and when Valek didn’t give it to her, she got it from Lusian. She recalled how much pain Valek’s eyes held as he watched Lusian feed from her. Her scar singed a little at the side of her throat as she pictured Valek’s face there before her in the darkness. She finally allowed her eyes to well up with fresh tears and recalled her nightmare. So far, the prophecies were fulfilling themselves. She was alone, and Valek was nowhere to be found. Now, she half-expected his corpse bride to come into the room and do away with her for good.

      A tear seeped from the corner of her eye. The coolness of it trickled in between the strands of her hair. He had done what he said he would never do. He’d left her. He’d promised. More tears rolled. He promised.

      She closed her eyes and tried her best to imagine that he was there, that he would burst through the door and do as he always used to do –save her. She didn’t feel safe anymore. The lack of his presence was absolutely mind numbing. It left her so hollow, like he had taken half of her body with him and left her there to die over and over again. Now she finally knew what it was like to be one of them. To have an addiction. The feeling of death on your lips.

      She was freezing, she noted, longing to slip underneath the covers.

      Suddenly, she heard the sound of footsteps thump in the far corner of the room. Stretching her neck to see who was there, the darkness was too thick for her eyes to focus. “Lusian?”

      There was no answer. Her heart crawled up into her throat and she rested her head back on the pillow. It’s nothing, she told herself, probably just Lusian being a creep, not trusting her to remain in that room alone. Maybe he was sick, or bored, enough to stand there and study her. He probably had nothing better to do.

      “Child of light.” A deep voice rumbled just inches from her ear.

      Charlotte would have jumped ten feet into the air if she hadn’t been chained there. Her heart slammed in her chest as the oxygen escaped her lungs. She did not recognize this voice. What was happening?

      “You are safe,” it said again.

      It was low and velvet. Much deeper than any voice she’d ever heard before. Another Vampire, she noted, recognizing the hypnotic texture to the sound. But who was it? “Wh-who’s there?” she stammered.

      “That is not your concern right now. The plan is being carried out. All is well,” it offered soothingly.

      It did nothing to calm her nerves, however. “Can you get me out of here? Can you release me? Where is Valek?”

      “In good time,” it said, “and beware your line of fate.”

      A cool brush of air swept across her legs and the presence in the room was gone. On her right hand, there was a dull sort of burning that began through her palm.

      No.
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      The discreet colors of dawn transformed into a bright and garish morning as the demon animals continued to trample the snow beneath them. It sparkled like diamonds in the harsh light. Soft and silver, it melted down from the trees to the forest floor as they continued to ride on in silence.

      Something in Sarah’s mind told him she did not wish to speak. Her nerves were too rattled. She had no words because she had no certainty. One thing Valek knew for sure about Sarah was that she hated being uncertain about anything.

      The day washed over the bruised sky through the canopy of leaves, like God had spilled its brilliant reds and pinks from a can of paint. Valek knew this was a sight he would never take for granted again. Sunrise. Perhaps nature’s most impressive phenomenon. Earth turns. Earth revolves around one shining beacon in the center of its universe. Earth revolves around one, glimmering star. There are millions of stars, Valek thought. Billions and trillions. But out of the whole universe, Earth chose this one to be its source of life –its gravity. Without it, there would be perpetual darkness. And as the Earth was married to its revolution, and night is married to day, Valek could not deny the sensational gravitational pull that was yanking him back in the direction of home.

      The hell-horses’ new hooves did not make a sound as they trotted swiftly through the blanket of fresh snow in the dense forest. It was still dark under the dense trees. Though they didn’t have a plan or a path in the vegetation, Valek trusted Sarah’s intuition as she led them forward. He listened again to her mind, tuning in as though it were a radio station.

      Fear. That was the first thing he heard. Fear and uncertainty. With her grimoire propped open in front of her, she was letting it guide them.

      “What does it say?”

      The little line formed between her eyebrows again. “No words. All I see are…footprints.”

      “Footprints?”

      “Well…chicken feet?”

      “Sarah, are sure—”

      “Yes! Don’t you know the legends of Baba Yaga? Her hut travels atop chicken feet. The book is just telling me where she is.”

      “Are we getting close?”

      “Soon.”

      There was another piece to her thoughts—perhaps an alternative agenda, though Sarah kept that part carefully guarded. She must have guessed he was listening, so he immediately tuned out, though he was still curious.

      Though Valek continued to stare straight in front of him at their path, he really watched Sarah intently in his perfect peripheral vision. Her gaze was forced and squinted, like she was so buried deep within her thoughts that even if he started to speak, she wouldn’t have become distracted from them. It reminded him of the night in Francis’ house when she had received the vision of Aiden and Charlotte getting married. Valek wondered if Sarah was receiving another vision now. She was so still. He wondered if the fates were speaking to her.

      They’d decided run fast from the borders, but once Valek deemed them to be a safe distance away from the area, they continuedon at a normal, human pace just after Sarah injected the animals with the light Fae blood.

      Valek was uncomfortable about testing the limits with such newly changed creatures. At any moment they could rebel and take off, much like any other freshly cursed blood-drinker. And he didn’t want there to be a couple of demon beasts prancing around a world of mortals. He needed to assure himself they were obedient to him first. With Aiden at large again, he was sure it was only a matter of time before something would begin to snowball and steer off course. He didn’t want to be responsible for anything that might become the catalyst for something terrible.

      Valek glanced over at Sarah once again, noting Charlotte’s satchel hanging from the Witch’s pointed shoulder. Even from this distance, his acute nose picked up the scent that the bag still carried. It smelled just like her and an overwhelming feeling of regret spread through his chest again. Any time he pictured her sad eyes in his mind, that same feeling was resurrected. The feeling of regret.

      She was probably waking up now without him there. Probably bitter, wondering where he was and how he could have gone without her. He imagined she was absolutely furious.

      A noise forced Valek out of his reverie. Charlotte’s face rippled away as though it were a mere reflection in a pond and someone had tossed a stone.

      “Valek!”

      “Yes! Wha-what is it?” he replied finally, though he didn’t look at her. He continued to fixate on the forested path before him.

      “Jeez, what is wrong with you? I’ve been trying to get your attention for ten minutes! I resorted to throwing snow!” Sarah chirped.

      “I apologize. My mind was…elsewhere,” he said and finally turned to look at her. “What can I do for you?”

      “Look. There!” She stretched her index toward a tree trunk. Valek noticed a strange image etched deep into the bark. “And over there.” She indicated a different tree with the same rune. It looked like…an eye in the wood.

      All of the sudden, Valek noticed every surrounding tree had many eyes carved deep into their bases. And there was something more. Were they…blinking?

      “What is this?”

      “They are Witches’ runes for protection and staying hidden. They let us know who draws near. She knows we’re coming.” She smiled in utter excitement, leaning up on the stirrups. “We must be close!” Jiri snorted at her in frustration and she leaned back again.

      Valek’s gaze flew across the thousands of wooden eyes blinking back at him from around the forest. “She’s watching,” he mused.

      “Her many eyes,” Sarah murmured softly.

      And then, in the distance, Valek’s sensitive ears caught a different noise among the soft breeze rustling the pine needles and the whining of the tall swaying birches. It was a chorus of screeches and cranks. Metallic. What was it? Gears? Yes. The sound of iron heavy trappings cranking against one another and then something else…like a train horn. But it wasn’t as loud as one of Czech’s typical boxcar trains. This sound was smaller. Valek searched through the breaks in the trees until he noticed the narrow cobblestone footpath revealing from under brushes of snow winding down the shallow hill. As the cranking and howling advanced, small orange lights spluttered on along the path. They flickered like candlelight, though seemed dim and eclipsed by something. Through the heavy snow, Valek could see the candles hadn’t been situated within lanterns, but rather…human skulls.

      He pulled Beta’s reins to slow her to a stop before hopping off. Sarah did the same with Jiri, her boots landing in a thick mound of snow.

      “Are you sure she wants to help Charlotte and not cook her for dinner?” he asked the little Witch as she marveled next to him with her hands clasped under her chin.

      “I’m not sure of anything anymore.”

      At last, a smoking chimney emerged from behind the thin blue mist veiling over the treetops. The snow also ceased to fall, and Valek could finally see narrow windows aglow through the fog. Their beacons grew nearer and nearer as a curious three-story cottage came into view, trees bending at their sides, allowing it to pass through.

      Sarah had been right.

      Valek gawked at the four gargantuan chicken legs moving across the forest floor, carrying the ancient house above them –a place of legends, even to someone like him. It had many rickety doors leading to nowhere, swinging and banging around, nearly falling off their hinges. The shingles on the vaulted rooftops were layered in uneven dirty rows. As it came into clearer view, Valek could see the chicken legs were actually not chicken legs at all, but instead were industrial and comprised of bolts and clockwork. A laundry-line of oversized bloomers stretched from one window to the other as wind chimes twinkled, hanging from the eves. This was most certainly the house of the child-eating hag. Valek shivered with the human memory of his mother’s bedtime stories. It was just as he always imagined.

      “Is it as you thought it’d be?” Sarah smiled proudly, her eyebrows raised.

      Valek merely nodded as the hell-stallions threw their heads back and whinnied. He thought of Charlotte again. She too grew up with stories of Baba Yaga, like most other Slavic children. She would have marveled at this.

      Apparently, the Wood Witch had been in the Yule spirit, because she’d strung glittering white lights haphazardly around her porch banister and some across the second-story windows. There was also a wreath of green needles, pinecones, and cranberries at her door.

      He leaned over and whispered to Sarah, “Are you sure about this?”

      She only shot him a look, suggesting she knew exactly what she was doing, and continued to grin upward as the cottage came to rest over a flatter part of the forest floor several meters in front of them. Black smoke spluttered from some sort of exhaust in the back as the mechanical bird legs folded up, the foundation of the house lowering until it rested at last in the snow. Perhaps it was Valek’s imagination, or maybe it was the way the windows were situated around the doors, but it almost seemed like the house had a face…and it looked very tired.

      Valek suddenly felt something he hadn’t in quite some time…horrible nerves. If the Bone Mother failed to provide the answers they sought, Valek believed there was little hope left. Returning back to the Parliament would be the only answer. Even if they’d help Charlotte, Cicero would never allow him to go free again.

      When Beta whimpered, he moved next to her, patting her on the jaw. She slowly turned her massive head to gaze at him with her matching glacier-colored eyes. The expression they held painted vivid concern for him, and he knew there was nothing safe about the idea of entering that rickety hut.

      “I’m aware, girl. Don’t you worry.” He slid his hand down the front of her nose. “We will return. Please behave. Don’t move from this spot.” The other animal yelped his response, swinging his great head around.

      The fat cobblestone chimney continued to puff balls of gray smoke up toward the sky. From the base of the front door, wooden stairs sprang like an accordion out into the day, landing right before Valek’s feet. He tuned into Sarah’s mind, curious of what was running through it. She was afraid too, as was expected. But exactly what it was that scared her surprised him. She was afraid of failing—afraid of looking inadequate in font of her mentor. And Sarah knew, after all of these years of being Francis’ house Witch, so out of practice with her true talents, Baba Yaga would surely shame her.

      “She’s the eldest and most talented Witch in history. She is feared by so many of us…” Sarah whispered hastily to Valek. “I was very very lucky to be gifted with her counsel. I have no idea what the consequences are going to be if I disappoint her.”

      “It will be all right, Sarah.” Valek frowned. “You’re very gifted. Dedicated. She will see that.”

      “I hope so,” she breathed.

      The two ascended the dozen porch steps without any more words and stood at the door separating the peculiar abode from the cold outside. The many cobwebs lining the corners suggested it hadn’t been dusted in about a hundred years. Sarah reached forward, and grabbed hold of the massive doorknocker—a rusted iron lion head. He recalled the double-tailed lion that had manifested in the fire to Sarah and Charlotte in the parlor of Francis’ home many months ago. His mind wheeled over what possible meanings could have, until his focus was shattered by—

      She thudded three heavy knocks and quickly stepped back, holding her breath. Valek glanced at her face, now wide-eyed and frozen, her spine rigid.

      Slowly, the wooden door creaked open on its great rusty hinges exposing a thick darkness with only a faint cast of golden light from the parlor. The inside appeared much larger than the hut’s modest façade initially let on. From down a long corridor, he could see a hunched figure hobbling toward them, shrouded in a dark muslin robe with frayed wine-colored trim. Beads and stones rattled near her dropping breasts. Her knobbed fingers clutched the top of a gnarled cane Valek guessed was made of a rare rosewood because of its dark cherry color. Her yellowed nails wrapped around the petrified head of a hissing cobra. He wondered if the thing was merely used to steady her gait or if it held much more significant purpose.

      There was also a peculiar odor steeping the peeling wallpaper. He wrinkled up his nose in disgust. It might have seemed impolite but he couldn’t help himself, his senses too agonizingly acute to welcome a scent like broiled cabbages and sour eggs.

      Remaining completely silent, the hag beckoned them inside with a wide wave of her free arm. Her one good eye remained fixed thoughtfully on Valek. He slipped past her quickly without turning his back, not trusting her for a moment. The door whined horribly as the hag shut and locked it.

      She was just how all the old bedtime stories depicted her, except she was not at all portly like some suggested. Rather, she was bony and crooked. It was rare that human fantasies told it accurately. Or maybe she just hadn’t the chance to gobble up any children recently. Valek chuckled very quietly to himself.

      “Do you find my appearance amusing, Pane?” Her voice sounded as rickety and as gnarled as she looked. It conveyed a bitter though worldly wisdom, like wind over the Black Sea. Though her words were scolding, there was also a strange level of humor playing in her tone.

      Valek answered quickly. “Not at all, madam.” He bowed at the waist. “I thank you very sincerely for welcoming us from the cold into your home.” He managed to glance sideways at Sarah who was still frozen with her hands folded respectfully in front of her.

      “I doubt the winter has any effect on the likes of you, Vampire,” she grumbled. The end of her cane thumped rhythmically on the warped wooded floorboards as she turned and hobbled past them and into the parlor off to the left. “So…you find yourselves in horrible trouble, no doubt.”

      Down a stretch of hallway, Valek discovered the glimmering yellow light belonged to a roaring fire. With Baba Yaga faced away from them, he threw a quick look to Sarah that begged her to take over the conversation.

      Her mouth fell open, her mind circling over the best ice-breakers, but as her eyes fell over the sagely hag, she screwed her lips shut again.

      He cleared his throat and she threw a new glare at him. Don’t press me, but then decided to open her mouth at last. “Madame Yaga, we come to you seeking answers. Charlotte is gravely ill. I know you can help her.”

      The Bone Mother stopped short in the middle of the hallway, the two of them nearly running into her heels. The glow of the fire created a halo around her shrouded head. She remained with her back to them, though Valek saw her fingers squeeze tighter around the top of her cane. But when he tried to tune into her mind, he found it was mysteriously silent.

      Don’t even try it. Sarah’s thoughts spoke to him as she glared in his direction. She’s much older than you and she knows well how to keep the likes of you out of her head!

      “I have the answers you need!” the hag snapped, leering at her over her bony shoulder.

      “Thank you, Bone Mother,” she bowed her head.

      Valek wasn’t used to this Sarah, so meek and unsure of herself. She spoke to the ancient Witch as though she were begging for her life.

      Without so much as another grunt, Baba Yaga continued into her den, eclectic with collections of volumes, potions, and bewitchments that made Sarah’s seem like cheesy illusions.

      An enchanted oak sprouted in one corner near the fireplace, it’s branches reaching across the room against the ceiling. Lanterns and more wind chimes dangled from its various sprawling fingers. Valek’s library back home paled against her stacks and stacks of grimoires, records, recipes, and archives. But unlike Sarah’s study, these shelves were very orderly. He didn’t know why, but he’d assumed all Witches were as disorganized as she was. He counted each book in a matter of minutes, seeing that they had been shelved alphabetically and dusted down to the last speck of silt. What was most strange about the room, though, was that it lacked furniture. He glanced around for a place to perch but came up empty.

      “You will stay here for the time being. There is much to discuss. The journey ahead is treacherous.”

      “Thank you, Bone Mother,” said Sarah. “That is very kind.”

      “I am hospitable when it serves me.” She frowned at the two of them. “What are you waiting for?” Baba Yaga gestured to the floor, her long fingers pressed together. “Have a seat….”

      Tree roots twisted up from between the cracks in the floor, vines protruding and growing with them. Lush, emerald leaves sprouted among the foliage, folding together to make upholstery, as Valek watched in amazement at the growth bending and transforming into five chairs. From the corner of his eye, he saw Sarah’s mouth twist up in an excited little smile.

      Cool, huh?

      Valek nodded slightly at her thought before he took his seat.

      Excited now, Sarah crossed her legs and enthusiastically bent closer to Baba Yaga. “It is an honor for me to be in your presence again Madame—”

      “Let’s keep the adulation down to a minimum. I do not have the time and you’re so sweet it’s giving me stomach pains.” Baba Yaga batted her hand at the little Witch before rubbing at the bridge of her pointed nose. She turned gingerly to Valek. “You are very strange, pane Ruzik. I have been watching you since I first learned you’d try and visit me.”

      Valek couldn’t stifle his smirk. He’d always been thoroughly amused by witchery. Some he knew were legitimate, though most were full to bursting with their own egos and hot air. So he decided to have a bit of fun. “Have we been quite the entertainment in your crystal ball, madam?” He flashed his fangs as he feigned politeness.

      The room instantly darkened and sounded with thunder. The fire washed out with the enchanted rain as Baba Yaga shot to her feet, leaning into Valek, her long silver hair billowing into his face, threatening to encase him.

      “How dare you regard me in such a manner? I warn you, heathen! Respect the curse of the Wood Witch or else fall into your own misery!”

      The walls gave a horrible scream, the sound very familiar. Valek slammed his eyes shut, realizing exactly what the sound was. It was his most gruesome memory—the most tragic event in his whole life. His wife. His wife’s screams rattled between his temples. She called his name. He cried out, retching. But in a lightning flash the room went back to normal, the fire rekindling itself in the hearth. Valek was left panting.

      Sarah dashed to his side. “I warned you,” she whispered. “Are you all right?”

      Valek sat with his back pressed tightly against his seat. “My apologies.”

      “I had known of your visit for long, now, Vampire!” She spat every syllable. “I have been waiting for you for nearly two decades since the night when your fates shifted. And I hate to wait, Valek.” Her shoulders began to relax.

      “Surely, you are speaking of the night I found Charlotte?” When he uttered her name, something painful jabbed at his dead heart. He refused to let her face flash in the forefront of his mind, aggressively shoving it back.

      “Yes, the human girl. That was the night your course shifted and your face appeared to me in a vision. I’ve been watching both of you. But there is something you don’t know. She is in grave danger.” Baba Yaga waved her hand, causing a small table to grow next to her chair. A cup of tea on a saucer flew in a blur from out of another part of the home—what Valek guessed to be the kitchen. The dark liquid inside the cup steamed as the hag sipped at it.

      “We know, Madame Yaga. That’s why we are seeking your council. She is ill with fixation. We’re trying to save her.”

      Baba Yaga’s mystical, purple glare snapped swiftly in Sarah’s direction. “I did not address, you, did I? Remain silent. You have disrespected me by allowing yourself to fall into the servitude of a Vampire. As far as I am concerned, there is nothing for you and me to discuss.” She waved her hand once, causing the pearly pink lips of Sarah’s mouth to completely vanish off her face. Sarah’s hands flew up to the space, which was now merely skin stretched over her mouth cavity, a terrified scream emitting itself from behind the layer of flesh. Baba Yaga turned her attention back to Valek. “And besides, I already know about the girl’s disease. There are other things racing to claim her fate.”

      Valek nodded solemnly. “I am aware of those, too.”

      “You are aware of very few things, Valek, so don’t get cocky! That is what I dislike about your kind. You know much less than you think you do, yet you parade about like you know it all. But there is more that will surprise you. Charlotte’s life has a bounty, now. There’s a price on her head. For some reason, this mortal has become a very valuable prize.”

      Valek stayed silent, but nodded again.

      “The Regime is in shambles, but there are still a few members at large…as I’m sure you know.” She meant the last part sarcastically.

      “I do. Yes.” Valek lifted an eyebrow. “Is there anything more you can inform me on that matter?”

      “No. There is not. Their magic is much stronger than even mine. They keep their actions and their future paths heavily guarded. I used to be the oracle for the Regime, you know.” She took another swig of her tea, her eyes going distant.

      “And then what happened?”

      Baba Yaga’s good eye glanced back at Valek, and she almost grinned. Almost. “You.”

      Valek swallowed thickly. Had they fallen into a trap?

      Baba Yaga’s belly rumbled under a massive cackle that seemed to cause the whole house to shake. “Not to worry. You noticed how this forest tends to watch you?” She smiled again and winked. “That is my protection from them finding me. If any member of the Regime happens to come seeking me, I simply pick up and leave.”

      Valek’s eyes widened. “The chicken legs.”

      “Precisely.”

      “So…you haven’t any idea about where Aiden might be hiding?”

      “Aiden is untraceable to me now, so I have no idea where he is. But Aiden should not be your main concern at the moment. What you fear most is happening at the hands of one of your own. A brother. Someone close to Charlotte.”

      Valek straightened in his chair instantly. “Who do you mean? She is not safe?”

      “You did not leave her in the finest care. Funny. I always thought you to be more vigilant than that. You seem such a thorough character.” The hag shrugged. She tilted her teacup, eyeing the remaining contents of it, before twisting and tossing it into the fire. A tealeaf reading, as Sarah had done.

      The flames billowed higher before flashing in a more brilliant yellow. It licked and danced until a definitive image was formed in the fire. Valek watched in horror as the image of a face appeared from the blaze. Its mouth was stretched in a long and anguished scream as parts of the fire colored itself in a deeper red. Blood, he recognized.

      Immediately, Valek leapt up from his chair. Something sharp lurched in his chest and crawled up to this throat. His eyes pricked. “Lottie….” He’d done it again. Failed her…again. This was becoming a vicious cycle. He needed to go to her at once.

      “Yes. You left your love in misery. More than just broken skin, you left her with a broken heart.” Baba Yaga’s words echoed and swirled about the room until the fire eventually dwindled into ash. The room became dark.

      Baba Yaga waved her hand at Sarah again. A harrowing cry ripped from the little Witch at last, skin stretching wide until it separated in fleshy strips, revealing her mouth. She felt around her lips, doubling over and sobbing.

      “I have to go to her. Sarah, we are turning around!”

      “No, we can’t! She’ll die!”

      “She will die anyway if we continue on as we are! I’d rather her be in my care! I’ve already failed her. What is the point of this journey if I come home to find her already dead? I have been careless and idiotic!”

      Sarah’s face fell as though someone had pulled a dark veil across it. The fates had once again taken control of her mind, displaying for Valek the hell he had left Charlotte in. The images were far too graphic and disturbing and left Valek with a sick sloshing feeling winding around in his gut.

      “I’ve made a huge mistake.” He began for the door.

      “Relax, Vampire!” With a thump of her staff on the floor, leafy tendrils exploded from the branched chairs and wrapped around Valek, pulling his rear back into his seat. “Your kind is far too moody and emotional for my taste. And anyway, I will see that the girl is delivered to us.”
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      Charlotte could do nothing but lie still, drifting in and out of consciousness, in what had become a freezing room. At certain moments, she could have sworn she was awake, replaying her final moments with Valek over in her head, the harrowing images haunting her, for that was all Lusian left for her to do. Most of the time, she couldn’t tell if they were reveries or actual dreams as she begged herself to fall asleep again so time would move by faster. A very tiny piece of her blamed Valek for her imprisonment. She felt like he, in all of his immense knowledge and power, should have predicted this.

      How could he have just left her there like this? How could Sarah have let him? Maybe Lusian would kill her fast instead of dragging this out longer than he had to.

      She closed her eyes, feeling nothing but exhausted. She cried so much over the past several days she felt like her eyes had gone dry, unable to bring the emotion out of herself anymore. All of it had been taken from her. Sucked from her. Her heart was so numb as she lay there waiting for fate. She’d like to believe that Valek would come back for her, but something spoke to her from deep inside –something rational that told her that was probably not going to happen. The odds were too heavily against him. Aiden was out there. Cinder was out there. And they were both hunting.

      The sound at the front of the room forced her eyes open again. The door creaked. A small shaft of yellow light pierced her sight, which had become so accustomed to the dark. So it was daytime, she mused sourly. That was something that was nice to know since she knew nothing of what was happening outside of her chained prison. She winced away from it as a tall, thin shadow moved forward enough to eclipse it.

      Lusian snaked in, followed by Ana and Aneta. Charlotte didn’t react at all. She was too weak. The room around her was dizzying shades of gray that all seemed to blend together. Sarah’s lovely bewitchment had disappeared, just as she did.

      “Morning, Charlotte,” Lusian said cheerfully.

      “Is that what time it is?” Charlotte muttered bitterly.

      In an instant, he had one knee on the bed with her entire face clutched in one of his hands. “Don’t be a smart-ass. If you’re nice, things will go a lot smoother.”

      She went silent again.

      Ana and Aneta sat on either side of Charlotte on the bed. She distantly wondered what Lusian had done to Dusana. It seemed he had no use for her anymore with the evil twins at his flanks. This had been the third feeding in the last twenty-four hours. She knew that because she hadn’t yet fallen completely asleep. They were engorging themselves—taking full advantage of Charlotte’s imprisonment. They just kept refilling her with Sarah’s magic before taking it again.

      She tensed slightly as the scar at the base of her throat began to singe slightly with their presence. But as they drew nearer to her on the bed, the door flew open on its hinges as someone stormed into the room.

      “Charlotte!”

      It was Jorge.

      “Go back downstairs!” Lusian spat, immediately launching to his feet.

      Jorge lifted his hands, “I am not here to cause trouble, Lusian. The others have already left without you. I’ve just come to warn you of the sunrise.”

      Lusian’s face dropped. Ana and Aneta got up from the bed to take their positions at his sides again. He clutched at his throat as his brow wrinkled, debating something. “What day is it?”

      “The thirteenth. It’s the last day of the cycle. The light is running out in your system…and fast,” Jorge explained. “You should be hunting Fae.”

      “What about you?” he accused with his pointed eyebrow lifted high on his forehead.

      Jorge placed his hands on his hips. “I’ve just returned. I have a taste for something else now.” He turned his gaze to Charlotte.

      Lusian deliberated something silently for another minute. He and Jorge exchanged looks before Lusian and the devil’s twins flew out of the room, the door swinging closed behind them.

      Charlotte slouched back down into the mattress and turned her head away, preparing for Jorge to begin feeding on her.

      “Charlotte,” he began again. “You’re a mess.”

      She looked at him, her mouth falling open, though no words came out. Jorge’s gaze fixated on her body. The mattress beneath her held so many varying bloodstains, they had all began to run together into a single massive one.

      To her surprise, tears began down her face. What an obvious notion—that she was a mess. How could she not be? Her cheeks burned harsher than her scar, and suddenly she didn’t care at all whether he fed or not.

      “I don’t want anything from you.” He admitted and ran a finger across her cheek.

      Charlotte saw an odd mix of dried blood and tears left on the tip of his claw. She met his gaze again, finding that it was one of concern, and she softened immediately.

      “Charlotte,” he started again. “I am going to help you escape from here.”

      He sat next to her on the bed as she continued to study him silently. His face still held that sweet smile a brother would have for a little sister. The same uncomfortable smile he’d showed to her when they were all safe again, back in Valek’s house that first night home from the battle at the Regime.

      Charlotte frowned at him. “You’ve always been so nice to me. Why?”

      “Because I do not understand you. I read incessantly. I study all subjects. I’ve seen the world. I understand everything—except for you. I really appreciate the fact that you’ve completely stumped me. It’s hard to do.” His words came out quiet and slow, like he wanted her to soak up the meaning of every syllable of what he was saying as he worked to free her from the manacles. “I have never seen anything like you, Charlotte. And I’ve been watching you from the day I met you—trying to figure you out.”

      “I thought you hated me,” she admitted. “That you thought I was just some stupid little girl.”

      Jorge chuckled. “Not at all. I mean, perhaps a little…in the beginning. You are mortal, yet you fight against impossible things in spite of the fact that they can and will kill you. You are surrounded by danger, yet you will yourself alive. In many ways, you are more powerful than the rest of us could ever hope to be. I can’t predict the future, Charlotte, but I can count the patterns. Something very dangerous is coming. There’s another fight right around your corner. Study everything. Trust no one. Pay attention. You’ll find Valek. I am absolutely certain of that.” He reached into the pocket of his pressed slacks and pulled out a strange, tattered piece of parchment. “Answer me honestly, Charlotte. Was a messenger here?”

      Charlotte winced at him. “A what?”

      “A messenger? From the Dark City? Was there someone here you didn’t recognize?” He eyed her incredulously, his face getting ever closer to hers.

      Her memory flashed back instantly to the presence—when it felt like someone sat on the corner of her bed. Maybe it hadn’t been her imagination. Perhaps someone had really been there in the room with her. She narrowed her eyes at Jorge. “I’m not…entirely sure.”

      He flipped the torn letter over to reveal a strange logo imprinted on the paper in indigo wax. The Parliament, it read, with the symbol of a snake eating its own tail. “This is incredibly important. This will get you to Valek. They are waiting for you.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Charlotte!” He grabbed her shoulders and she winced. “I know everything. You should have noticed that by now.” Jorge didn’t give her the time to respond. Not that she could have, in all of her shock over what he was saying to her. He stood from the bed and finished unfastening the manacle around her left wrist, digging his sharp talon deep into the keyhole. He was going to pick the locks open. Charlotte guessed Lusian had been guarding the key ring very carefully. The manacle fell open after a few seconds, and her wrist collapsed into her lap. She hissed, realizing the pain of her arm being stuck in one position like that for too long with the twisted metal digging deep into her flesh. She wound her joint around in circles, leaning her head back against the headboard as she worked out the pain. Her skin was blue and purple where the manacle had been too tight.

      “Where are they?” Charlotte asked through her clenched jaw. Finally, her right hand was freed too, and she began rubbing at it with her other hand. It felt so good to move.

      Jorge began at her right ankle. “Far enough away. I’ve scared Lusian enough to be out for a few hours to stock up on Light blood,” he explained quickly. “They are at a safe distance away.”

      “But you will be punished when Lusian returns and finds me gone.”

      “I don’t care. He keeps blathering about freedom, and liberation, and this and that!” Jorge shook his head. “I’m not any more free in this house than you are.”

      Her first ankle was free and he began working on the other one in silence for a few moments. Charlotte couldn’t believe all that he had said to her.

      Finally, her left leg was free and she slowly shifted so she sat upward on the bed. Bending joints that had been otherwise straight for so long was very painful, though it was nice to be free. She wound each ankle around a few times, and bent in half so that her spine could stretch.

      Jorge reached into his trouser pocket and pulled out something she instantly recognized. Her whistle. Her hand immediately flew to feel her empty chest. She’d been so distracted she barely realized it was gone. He held the little silvery dangling thing out to her and she reached for it. “Sarah instructed me to give this to you when we finally met our window of opportunity. She said it would protect you from that which is coming.”

      Charlotte studied it as it twinkled in her hand. “But why? What’s coming?”

      “She always takes precaution. Always. She would never leave you without being protected, Charlotte. She must have gotten another vision.”

      Charlotte gazed wide-eyed at him. Maybe she knew Lusian would do this to me….”

      “Not exactly. But she’s smart enough to know that something would go just a tad wrong when one human is left alone with a gaggle of the world’s most irresponsible blood-drinkers.” Jorge flashed a fanged grin.

      She wrapped her hand around the whistle as she dangled it from her neck. Charlotte had a new thought. She smiled back at Jorge.

      He abruptly ceased his grin. As she expected, he’d heard her latest thought. “Oh, no,” he countered. “No, Charlotte. That is between you and Valek. If I change you, he would surely decapitate me!”

      “But Jorge, it just makes sense! I could find Valek so much more easily if I were like you!”

      “Forget it, Charlotte.” Jorge’s forehead crinkled. “You will find Valek exactly the way you are now,” he concluded and sat on the edge of the bed again. He leaned in closer to her, taking either sides of her face in his hands. “I want you to take Třínožka and that little rag doll with you. You can do this. You are more powerful than you think you are.”

      “Can’t you go with us? Lusian is going to stake you when he gets home anyway. You know it.”

      “It would be too complicated if I went. We’d have to constantly stop to hunt for light magic…not to mention what I might need from you.” He dropped his gaze uncomfortably. “Besides, Vampires are still so heavily discriminated against. I’m more trouble than I’m worth, trust me.” He chuckled.

      Charlotte frowned. She had never seen this side to the bookworm Vampire, so easygoing and charming…and talkative. It was like she didn’t know him at all. She really liked him and lamented not allowing him to be more of a friend sooner.

      Jorge glanced over his shoulder for a split second and then back down at her. “They’re returning sooner than I thought they would. It seems Lusian has somehow picked up on my plan. I can hear it in his mind, even at this distance. I’ve collected these for you, at least. I found them in Lusian’s room. You’ll need them.” He handed her a small, lavender pouch. “We should fetch the spider.” He lifted hastily from the bed. “Put these on!” He threw clothes at her. They were a mess of articles frillier than what she was used to and she guessed they’d been items Sarah left behind.

      “Wait,” she ordered before he could dash away.

      He stopped, looking at her expectantly.

      “Thank you, Jorge.”

      His lips twitched, as if he were about to say something, though he only grinned at her. He shrugged his shoulders. “I told you, Charlotte. You’re a hero. After reading about so many heroes in all of my books, I think you’re my favorite. Valek needs you,” he concluded before whooshing out of the bedroom.

      Getting out of the bed proved to be a little more complicated than Charlotte imagined. Putting one leg over the side of it before the other, she found the room began to tilt steeply to the right and she felt as if she might fall backward onto the mattress. A sharp stabbing pain began at her temples. This was in no way an affect of her addiction, but rather a condition of her dehydration, weakness, and exhaustion. She closed her eyes tightly for a minute and waited for the contents of her brain to shift back to their normal places.

      Quickly, she opened the small, velvet pouch by its drawstrings. Just as she thought, there in her palm was a collection of about a hundred of Sarah’s chocolate beads. She popped one into her mouth, chewed, and swallowed. And then another, and another. She must have eaten nearly a dozen before she started to notice the strength replenishing inside her body. It seemed Lusian had been keeping her right at death’s door. She gripped the edge of the bed, the cool sheets bunching up between her fingers. She needed a moment to herself—silent. Closing her eyes, she took in a deep breath of air. This was it. It was time.

      “Charlotte!” Jorge’s voice called fervently up at her from downstairs.

      Staggering, she pushed herself from the bed, arms outstretched before her as her legs wobbled. She could do this. She could go find Valek. She could.

      Charlotte stepped one foot forward. For that’s how all good quests begin, she thought. When someone sets out to accomplish something seemingly beyond themselves, it always begins just that simply –one foot in front of the other. Tugging on Sarah’s dress and wool stockings as quickly as she could, she reached back into the velvet pouch and scooped out three more of the chocolate beads and swallowed them. Lusian was very smart. The strength returned more to her legs as she began out of the room and down the staircase.

      “Charlotte!” Jorge called for her again from out of Valek’s office.

      She turned the corner, sprinting down the hall to find the bookish Vampire leaning near the office door. He’d pried it open, all of the metal torn and mangled around the open doorframe. A harsh wind gusted in, tossing Charlotte’s curls around her face.

      “Put these on!” He threw a pair of boots at her. “The coven is returning. They’ll be here in minutes. I’m not sure your spider friend is going to make it.”

      Charlotte stopped. It felt like claws squeezing around her heart as all of the air in her lungs vacuumed out and into the room. What did Jorge mean by that? Was Třínožka dead? Though she stayed staring silently at him for a few moments, her mind was spinning a million miles an hour. There was no way her faithful spider friend was dead.

      “Come with me! At least to the burrow! Maybe you can help! Please!” She ran out into the forest, Jorge rushing after her until they both reached the familiar mouth of the strange, little abode. Just like the office door, this entry had also been barricaded with everything Lusian could find –scraps of furniture, more metal from the freezer, and other things, so the spider couldn’t come to her rescue.

      “Scoundrel,” Jorge muttered under his breath. He clutched two of the metal pieces on opposite ends from each other. She could see that Lusian, or whoever had committed this, had done a thorough job as the ends were buried deep in the dirt foundation and the surrounding tree roots. He continued to tug until the metal gave way. The jagged ends ripped, pulling out chunks of dirt and wood with it. Jorge grunted as he released the rest of the heavy entrapment and tossed it to the ground. He looked at Charlotte expectantly. “All right. Go down there. See if he’s okay, and leave as soon as you can. I’ll hold them off up here.”

      Charlotte took a moment, just looking at him. There were so many things she wanted to tell him. She decided she only had time for another simple “Thank you.” She wrapped her arms around him and he returned the embrace after a moment of hesitation, resting his cool cheek on the top of her head.

      “You can do this, Charlotte,” he whispered.

      Unable to imagine what the consequences were going to be for setting her free, she could only nod her “goodbye” to Jorge. If she opened her mouth, it might have opened the floodgates. In spite of the breaking feeling in her chest and the salt tears gathering in her eyes, she turned her back to him and lowered herself deeper into the burrowing hole.

      Carefully feeling around the dirt sides of the tunnel, the toe of her shoe caught the end of a protruding tree root and she used it as leverage. The tunnel seemed longer and darker than it was before. Looking up, she saw Jorge gazing down over the rim. He waved silently at her as she continued to descend, slipping into the dark shadows of the spider’s home. The sound of bending metal caused her to look abruptly upward again, only to see Jorge refastening the bars to the hole. That trick was probably meant to buy her a little more time. She dug her nails deep into the dirt walls to find anything she could cling to. Had Třínožka tried to escape by re-burrowing? Where was he? Where was his warm den and Edwin?

      Eventually, as she continued, she couldn’t see the forest above her anymore. Though she didn’t stop moving, she did try her best to quiet her breathing to see if she could hear what was going on above. There were a few faint noises, but they were fairly indecipherable to her. Nothing sounded violent yet. She knew she had to move a lot faster than this, however, and she quickly peered down to what was beneath her. It was still too dark to see the bottom, but climbing down at this rate would take way too much time.

      Charlotte weighed the decision to jump, freezing for a moment as she clung to the walls. Looking down, she tried to gauge through the darkness how much farther she had to go. There wasn’t much choice. If she didn’t move, they’d catch her for sure. Her heart slammed hard in her ears as she made the snap decision to push herself from the wall with her arms and legs stretched out, scraping through the dirt. Clods of earth and tree roots collapsed from the sides of the tunnel down around her, only slightly slowing her fall as she plummeted.

      Something crashed hard into her from the bottom, causing her to collapse and tumble down through a different, much less steep, tunnel. Charlotte saw nothing as she rolled, various parts of her body bumping against stones packed in the floor, until she found herself suddenly stopped and sitting completely upright with her legs straight out in front of her, battered and sweaty.

      It took a moment for her head to stop spinning. She shut her eyes tight, burying her face in her knees to recover from her disoriented state more quickly. Finally, the sick, swimming motion stopped and Charlotte stood, gazing forward down the abyss.

      “Hello?” The only sound that answered her was the sound of water dripping over stones. Here, the hole was less soft dirt and more cavernous rock.

      This tunnel was dismal. Dreary. It seemed entirely black and gray in the dense shadows as her eyes began to adjust. Enormous patches of glimmering silken spider webs clung to the corners of the tunnel, and at least it was wide enough for her to stand up.

      Charlotte began forward again, the stuff not failing to cling to her, especially to the material of her dress. She tried to pull it off, though it stretched relentlessly as it stuck to the palm of her hand. Desperately, she wiped it off anywhere she could, which only made matters worse. And what was more, in the dim light of the long cave, Charlotte could make out a few dozen tiny long-legged spiders crawling up out of the web material. She let out a stifled shriek and tried to shake the creatures off. Quickly giving up, she proceeded, remembering the need to escape quickly.

      Leaning forward, she strained her eyes to see farther down the long passage. She continued on, though absolutely nothing about it seemed familiar. Where was this taking her? Glancing behind herself, Charlotte found that the curve up the tunnel to her forest above had disappeared and she was now gazing down an infinite opposite direction. This was impossible! It was as if this tunnel were an enchanted maze, changing each time she turned her back.

      She had no other choice but to press forward, so she did.

      Dirt crumbled from the ceiling of the passage down over her, and she decided it was only a matter of time before the entire thing caved in. Perhaps she should pinch herself in the event she was experiencing another nightmare. She might wake up in the bed with Lusian looming over her again.

      “Třínožka!” she called out as she continued to put one foot in front of the other. “Mr. Třínožka! Where are you?” Another massive clump of dirt collapsed over her head and she coughed out the bit that had gotten in her mouth. She rubbed the stuff out of her eyes and glanced over her shoulder again. “Edwin!” Jorge had been wrong. There was no way she could do this alone.

      A new thought appeared in her mind, the little whistle glimmering under her grasp in the lack of light. She pulled the thing up on its chain, looking wondrously in front of her and wondered exactly what would happen. She pressed the tip of it to her lips and blew, the familiar, musical sound emanating all around her. It seemed to travel limitlessly down the long dark space. It twinkled its enchanted note until it eventually faded. And Charlotte waited.

      “Charlotte?” A familiar, velvety voice called out to her. “Where are you, girl?”

      Charlotte gasped and glanced behind herself instantly upon hearing that voice. Lusian was coming after her. Her heart jump-started in her chest. If she wanted to escape, it was time to run. However, now that he was hot on her trail, running would be an attempt in futility.

      But she reared herself anyway, stumbling forward before breaking into a desperate sprint, ducking under more thick clouds of webbing. Her breath caught in her throat as she pushed herself though the darkness, not glancing even once behind herself. She didn’t want to look. She couldn’t, in fear that she would find him just behind her, reaching to drag her back to that hell again. She would fight it to her death.

      “Charlotte,” the menacing voice called out for her again. “I can smell you, Charlotte. There is no point in running!” A glass-breaking laughter shattered her eardrums from down the hollow tunnel. The feeling of fear scraping itself up the length of her spinal cord felt like the very tips of his icy talons. It sucked the air right out of her chest and she found herself drowning in the chase.

      “Leave me alone!” Reaching up to the earth-packed walls, she tore down clods of dirt with her fingernails to try and create more obstacles for him. Another useless attempt, she knew. Living with this mortal limitation was growing more difficult by the moment. However, she could at least tell she was headed in the right direction. Various trinkets began to scatter the ground and she found herself tripping over teapots and clock gears.

      “Help! Mr. Třínožka!” He couldn’t be very far ahead.

      “You’ve been a very very naughty young lady, Lottie.” The beastly voice was almost a growl in her ear now.

      She gasped, the air burning in her lungs. Thinking quickly, Charlotte grabbed onto the nearest thing by her feet. It was a large metal car wheel from decades ago. Immediately, she pivoted to find herself nose to nose with Lusian, his grin wide and dragon-like.

      “I’ve got you now.” His black eyes shimmered with some faint undercurrent of a red glow.

      Shrieking, Charlotte slammed the metal wheel over Lusian’s head, the thing catching around his neck, seeing in the darkness that she had disfigured his face with the jagged spokes. Dark blood rippled down from the deep slices in his skin, and even though the details of his face were difficult to make out, it looked to her like the winding metal had permanently blinded him. A gasp caught in her throat as she released the wheel, stumbling backward. Tears welled in her eyes as the demon before her wailed in pain, grappling to pull the wheel up from around his neck. She was a dead woman.

      “Charlotte!” A new voice rang out, this time before her. “Run, girly! Hurry!”

      “Mr. Třínožka!” she cried.

      “Here!” His calls sounded weathered and exhausted, though he somehow still sounded as cheery as he always did. The spider always knew when to appear, right in the nick of time. “Run toward my voice, Charlotte! Faster! He’s just behind you!”

      She yelped, for she could see nothing—feel nothing—in the darkness. But she didn’t dare stop.

      “D-d-d-danger,” she heard Edwin’s voice sputter.

      “I know, Edwin! Can it!”

      Finally, she slammed hard into something massive, but didn’t even have time to fall backward from the impact as an enormous hand plucked her from the ground. They were already running again before she could think, starting to bullet further down the tunnel. The giant hand placed her somewhere she guessed was atop his back. She clung as tightly as she could to the material of his scarf.

      “Not to worry, darlin’. I’ll have ya outta here in a jiffy.”

      “What happened to you? Where do we go from here?” she called up to him over the rush.

      “We w-w-were trapped down here –forced to d-dig our way out!” Edwin’s call answered hers.

      “Right! After that idiot hog-tied us and sealed my confounded door shut!” Mr. Třínožka concluded.

      “He’s h-hot on our t-trail!” Edwin warned.

      Charlotte could still see nothing.

      “Don’t worry yer heads! I’ve got an idea!” the Shifter declared proudly.

      “Those last four words always mean something d-dangerous.” Edwin grumbled.

      “Hold on tight, kids!”

      Charlotte shut her eyes as he leapt upward, thick chunks of packed dirt plummeting down around them. She kept her face pressed tightly to his back so no more of it could get in her mouth, however, he hair was absolutely caked with soil and bedrock.

      At once, there was light, and as she opened her eyes, she found they were running through the dense Bohemian woods just as dawn was bursting through the gray clouds. Charlotte straightened. It had been so long since she had been outdoors, let alone seen the sun. So accustomed to the stifling smell of her own, drying blood in Valek’s stuffy bedroom and unable to control her excitement, she leaned forward and sucked in a huge breath of the fresh, wintry air.

      “We’ve l-lost him!”

      He’d be back. Charlotte had the feeling.

      “Huzzah!” Mr. Třínožka bellowed. The giant spider slowed to a halt and pulled Charlotte from his back. As soon as her feet gently touched the ground, she ran to him anyway, wrapping her arms around one of his front legs.

      “Thank you! It’s so wonderful to see you alive.”

      “Thought I was a gonner, eh?” He chuckled.

      Edwin slid easily out from the front of Mr. Třínožka’s vest and ran to Charlotte as well. “But not n-nearly as m-much as we thought you w-were a gonner, Ch-charlotte.” He pulled her out of his tight embrace but continued to keep his hands grasped firmly around her shoulders. “W-we overheard all of the ar-arguing before V-valek left. Among some other things.” His eyes narrowed at her. “What’s happened to y-you?”

      “Oh,” A wave of heat enveloped the apples of her cheeks as her blood rushed to her face. She looked down at herself and was reminded of the feebleness. The weakness. The very things she swore to herself she would overcome. “I’ll be fine. I only just lost myself for a minute.” Her gaze locked with Edwin’s concerned one again. “I’ll be fine. I swear it.”

      “We’re taking you to Valek,” Mr. Třínožka interrupted.

      Charlotte’s gaze shot to his face as he said this, her mouth falling open. “Really?” She stopped again and thought about that. She crossed her arms over her chest. She couldn’t shake the bitterness. However, all she wanted was for Valek to appear in that clearing—to just be pointed in his direction and she would start running. She knew she should be angry, and for a slight moment upon hearing his name, she was.

      Something moved in her periphery, then. Though she heard Edwin continue to try and explain how he and the spider struggled to fight off Lusian, the next thing her eyes met caused the entire rest of the world to disappear into the background. It was as if she had gone blind to the world around her. The rest of the forest seemed to blur into the background, because all she could see was his glorious silhouette waiting for her just up ahead, his long, graceful form leaned up against the trunk of a tall birch. But she didn’t understand. Had Mr. Třínožka known Valek would be waiting there for her? She didn’t care. Her legs began moving even before she told them to.

      “Valek!” she cried and bolted desperately forward into a sprint again. She could see his tall, shadowed form just on the edge of a sun-soaked clearing. “Valek! I’m here!” All of the bitterness she harbored against him for leaving, all of the anger completely subsided when she saw him.

      She ran to him, throwing herself against him, at long last feeling his arms around her. Finally, she thought, I am never letting you leave my sight again.

      “Charlotte, n-n-n-no!” She heard Edwin call from somewhere behind her.

      “Who is Valek?” an unfamiliar voice asked down at her.

      Abruptly, Charlotte backed away, though the strange boy continued to hold her by the wrist. Her heart sank. Looking up into his face, she found he was not at all the person she thought he was. Now that she was close enough, she could see he was definitely not her beloved guardian, though his facial features and the length of his body were eerily similar. And what was more, he wasn’t even like Valek…or so it seemed. In fact, she didn’t think he was magical at all. Charlotte was staring face to face with another human, with Edwin and Mr. Třínožka, two monsters from the Occult, not too far behind.

      Uh oh….

      A screech sounded suddenly somewhere above them, and before she could look to see what creature had created it, a falcon swooped down from one of the trees and landed obediently on the boy’s shoulder. She continued to stare are him, mouth gaping.

      With questions in his eyes, the boy stared back at her. Those eyes were the same crystalline color as the rest of her strange Vampire family, though they were not as ungodly illuminated. She frowned, noticing they were just a mere beautiful normal blue. His jaw clenched into an intense sort of grimace, as if he were fighting himself over some impulse, a strange and angry line forming between his eyebrows. It made Charlotte take another step back.

      Her heart slid up into her throat when she realized his grasp was still around her wrist, the touch of his skin warm on hers. He wouldn’t release her. The hair on the back of her neck lifted, her lips parting. She could feel her scar begin to throb at the side of her neck again. Oh God, she thought, it was starting to happen again. She winced. But why was it happening in the presence of a human? Was he a Vampire? She was so confused.

      Finally, he released her.

      “Hello….”

      “I apologize.” Shyly, she dropped her gaze. Again, all of the sounds of the forest disappeared and the only things she could hear were the sounds of her own frantic pulse and her static breathing. “I thought –I thought you were someone else.” Nervously, Charlotte took another step backward, tucking a stray curl behind her ear.

      She guessed he was around twenty or so. Such familiar features, she thought. The same square jaw line. The same chiseled cheekbones. But his complexion was just a normal pale. His hair was cropped short, bangs feathered over to one side. And he wore rather beat-up looking plaid and a torn pair of jeans. He looked like any one of the victims she would have brought home for Valek, though she probably would have ended up developing a crush on this one.

      “It doesn’t matter.” He shrugged, though he continued to stare at her quizzically, with those dark eyebrows mashed together at the center. He looked at her like Valek did when she had done something that confused him –like he was searching for something. There was also something sort of…sad about him.

      “I’m Nikolai.” He offered his hand to her.

      “Ch-charlotte!” Edwin and Mr. Třínožka slid up behind her simultaneously. The strange boy didn’t seem at all affected by them. What kind of magic was this? He could not have been any normal person. Any normal person would have run away screaming.

      She glanced over her shoulder a moment to see them studying the boy as well. When Edwin didn’t seem to nervously combust as a result of any sort of impending danger, Charlotte turned back to Nikolai and finally shook his hand.

      “I’m Charlotte.” She froze a bit when his skin met hers again. Her scar instantly reacted and she retracted her hand.

      Again, the falcon at Nikolai’s shoulder cawed at her and cocked his head.

      “This is…Ears.” Nikolai gestured to the winged beast as it continued to stare at Charlotte like it was about to fly at her and peck her eyes out. She hated birds.

      “Ears?” Charlotte lifted her eyebrow at the same time Ears cocked his head at Nikolai as if also wondering why on earth that would be his name.

      “What brings you about these here woods, Nikolai?” Charlotte could hear the skepticism in Mr. Třínožka’s voice from behind her.

      Nikolai shoved his hands in his pockets, glancing down for a moment. Charlotte’s breath caught in her throat. Even his mannerisms were weirdly similar. She hadn’t been so far off in believing for a moment he was Valek.

      “Actually, I’m not sure,” he began. “I just sort of found myself here after wandering around for days.” He sounded tired. Vexed. He looked boldly into her eyes. Charlotte frowned at him again, her heart thundering hard against her sternum. “I don’t remember much. My family was murdered in the night. The attack was the last thing I remember before waking up…somewhere else. And now I really don’t know what I am.” Scouring the trees, his gaze flashed to Charlotte again.

      “I’m not sure if…I know what you mean.”

      “Well…I can do this….” Closing his eyes, a new bout of wind ruffled his hair before there was a zap of energy and he was gone, leaving the bird floundering around in the air without him, screeching in surprise. Charlotte gasped, searching until she felt something tap her shoulder and she whirled around to see him standing behind her, a dimpled grin on his face.

      “Good show!” cheered Třínožka.

      “So…you’re not human?” Charlotte breathed.

      Nikolai shrugged, Ears perching on his shoulder again. “I don’t think your run-of-the-mill human can do that.”

      She considered that. “No. I suppose you’re right.”

      “You d-d-don’t remember h-how ya got here?”

      Nikolai mashed his lips together. “I remember being attacked. I have these abilities, but I still get tired. Hungry.” He quickly reached into his shirt pocket. Charlotte backed away at the abruptness of his movement, but he froze with wide eyes on her, and proceeded to move more cautiously. He pulled out a hunk of bread. “See?” He offered. “I eat…normal things. Here,” he held it to her, “Looks like you can use this more than me.”

      Charlotte took it from him and quickly tore into it, not having eaten anything solid in days. “Perhaps, you’re a warlock.”

      Nikolai chuckled like that was the most ridiculous thing he’d ever heard. She frowned. “I don’t know. To be truthful, I don’t really understand all the rules yet. When I finally opened my eyes after believing I was dead, I was in a place unlike anywhere I’ve ever seen. It was so strange.” He leaned his back against the trunk of the nearest tree as though he really was exhausted. “I didn’t know if I was in hell, or if somehow…I was on a different plain.” Absently, he stroked Ears’ wings, causing the intimidating bird to coo softly.

      “So where’d you get the bird?” Charlotte folded her arms over her chest and lifted an eyebrow. She didn’t trust him yet.

      “I was being hunted. There was this…boy. He followed me along with his pet.” He indicated the falcon. “He was strange…like you are.”

      “I resemble that remark.” Mr. Třínožka drew himself up.

      “And he had these odd, pointed ears. He started throwing things at me—balls of fire. I couldn’t figure it out.” Nikolai’s eyes narrowed at the memory. “When he got too close…I killed him.” Nikolai unsheathed a pocketknife from his jeans. It was stained with a blue-black sort of blood. “The falcon adopted me, so I named him Ears –for his strange owner.”

      Charlotte felt all the blood drain out of her face. Impossible.

      “Ha!” Mr. Třínožka instantly burst with laughter loud enough to cause little flurries of snow to rain down from the lower tree branches. “You killed an Elf! Come ’ere, boyo!” The Spider grabbed Nikolai up off the ground in a giant embrace. “Any Elf-killer is a friend of ours! Ain’t that right, Charlotte?”

      Charlotte’s mind flashed to the image of Valek clinging desperately to Aiden’s throat on her almost-wedding day. The horrified look of death in Aiden’s face –the dark, bluish liquid that had seeped from his throat…Valek’s skin had cracked and singed to smithereens and she’d thought she’d never see either of them again. Could that Elf have been Aiden? Had this mere half-human really dispatched the most ruthless warrior with a mere pocketknife?

      “Charlotte?”

      She pulled herself away from her reverie to find the three creatures staring at her. Nikolai, in particular, looked at her with the strangest curiosity, the intense frown distorting his features again. The way he looked at her with so many questions. It was as though he knew her.

      “Are you all right, there, girly?”

      “Yes. Of course.” She forced a smile and shrugged, her cheeks blooming.

      Of course Nikolai looked at her that way. He was probably wondering what another mortal could possibly be doing with the likes of these odd two.

      Sorry, she thought in his specific direction. He didn’t respond. His eyes only slanted further at her. Maybe he was unable to read thoughts.

      “Great! You kin join our band a misfits, Nikolai! Affer all, we can’t jus leave ya out here in this awful chill, kin we?” The Shifter offered warmly. “You’ll catch yer death…or…sumfin’.” He laughed louder at his horrid joke, pulling Nikolai up onto his back and then Charlotte. He tucked Edwin back into his vest. Ears launched himself overhead, circling around the bunch on the ground and screeching. Charlotte’s stomach lurched. Something didn’t feel right.

      “I hate riding up front,” Edwin mumbled.

      “Good. Wandering around alone was growing tedious,” Nikolai admitted. “I didn’t know what to do next.”

      “So, you have no idea who tried to attack you?” Charlotte asked, already gripping tightly to Mr. Třínožka’s scarf. “The one who killed your family?”

      Something else flashed in his eyes, but quickly dissipated. “I don’t know. It was too dark. The memory is too hazy.”

      Mr. Třínožka’s massive body rocked as he moved over rocks and knolls. Awkwardly, Nikolai wrapped his arms around Charlotte’s middle. Surprised by his bold action, she stiffened against his touch. Noticing this, he instantly released her.

      “I-I’m sorry,” he stuttered nervously. “I’ve just never ridden atop a…spider before….”

      “No.” She shook her head. “No, I’m sorry. That was my fault. Just an initial reaction.” She smiled politely and faced forward again. “No, you need to hold on, or else this guy will throw you off at full speed. Trust me.”

      Mr. Třínožka chortled his response. She thought she heard Edwin harrumph. Again, though a tad more cautious this time, Nikolai wove his arms around her middle to secure himself there. She tried very forcefully to guard her thoughts, just in case, as she felt his breath stir her hair. The muscles in her throat tightened. Her stomach turned upside-down.

      “So, is that what you think I am?” he murmured to her. “A Warlock?”

      The tiny hairs on the back of her neck prickled, her skin tightening into chill bumps and she hoped he wouldn’t notice. She cleared her throat. “Well…it’s a theory,” she whispered back.

      “Look!” She heard Edwin cry.

      The oddest house she’d ever seen appeared through the trees just ahead of them, the smokestack billowing up into the sky. It stood, rickety and unkempt with crooked gangway stretching down from the front door and into the snow. Charlotte’s eyes grew wide at the sight of it as she cocked her head. What the heck kind of a place was that?

      “Ew.” she heard Nikolai say from behind her. Ears cawed just above them. Charlotte looked to see that the trees in the forest were enchanted—strange eyes were carved into the bark, blinking back at her. These woods seemed heavier than the ones in her Occult. Somehow, they were more malevolent. Darker. How far had Mr. Třínožka’s tunnel stretched and where did they end up?

      “Mr. Třínožka, where have you taken us?” She called.

      “I jus followed the smell of tea and crumpets. It’s a friendly smell. I know my tea and crumpets, lass. And these days, we need sumfin’ friendly, don’ we?”

      Edwin gasped at something in the distance. Her gaze snapped up to spot him. This time she knew it was him. It had to be. There couldn’t possibly be a second Nikolai. Stepping through a thicket of trees into the large clearing, his tall form eclipsed the light filtering down, freezing Charlotte in all of her wariness. Nikolai went rigid behind her as well, but she didn’t care to pay much attention to him. Tears pricked in her eyes, the anger and every ounce of bitterness returning. She did not expect that reaction. That was not how she’d reacted earlier, when she thought Nikolai had been him.

      “Stop, please,” she said quietly to the spider. She saw Valek’s silhouette freeze from where he stood down the path. Though still unable to see the details of his face, she knew he was looking right at her. A lump swelled up in her throat again, but for a completely different reason this time.

      Mr. Třínožka plucked her from his back, silently setting her on the firm ground. She wound her fingers into tight knots at her sides, the tears streaming down her face in those moments of utter stillness. They felt so warm on her skin in spite of the fresh winter air she hadn’t smelled in days. She could only stand there, studying his silhouette against the…light. Apparently, Valek had been keeping up with his own addiction to the daytime. She wondered how many Fae he’d slaughtered. The dust particles filtered in the golden stream of sun around him. Her knees were locked, refusing to push her forward. If this were another mirage, she would be heartbroken.

      Suddenly, he began advancing toward her, slowly at first, beginning in a staggered, broken walk before breaking into a human-paced run. She couldn’t move –could barely breathe. She could only stand there and let the tears burn into her face. But it was Valek this time. She recognized the insurmountable guilt that weighed down each of his steps. The fluid, almost human movements.

      He finally reached her, his body striking her as lightning would. His arms enveloped her, crushed her –swallowed her into him.

      She couldn’t have dreamed this in a million years. Her mind wasn’t capable of making up so much fantastic detail. The familiar musk of his hair. The honey smell of his breath. The cold feeling of his skin and the electricity that lived in his fantastic inhuman eyes. He was really there before her again. He set her feet back into the snow, though continued to cradle her face with both of his hands. His gaze bore into hers so sadly.

      “Lottie, I am so sorry. I should have never left.” He crushed her lips to his, which caused her jaw to instantly go slack as she sighed, feeling his fangs slide along the edge of her bottom lip. Her heart raced as her blood did, her joints condensing to gelatin. But then….

      WHAP!

      She sent her hand sailing across his face. His mouth fell open. The look in his eye was a fusion of both shock and despair.

      “How could you?” Her whisper shook with furious electricity.

      Valek looked at her. There he stood, in all of his magnificence before her. An angel of both death and mercy. He had returned to her, and now she was going to give him hell.

      She suspected he probably perceived her strike like he’d been pelted with a sheet of paper. But it was the feeling behind it that counted. “How could you do that to me?” she growled again through gritted teeth.

      Valek pulled away from her, a deeper sadness instantly filling his expression. “Lottie, you’re right. I am sorry. It was such a mistake. I believed I was doing the right thing—”

      Her eyes stung. Her breaths started to come in involuntary gulps. “How could you just leave me alone? Just like—”

      “Please, don’t say it.”

      “My parents.” Charlotte silenced herself and dropped her gaze from his. He moved in, grasping the sides of her face again.

      “Charlotte, you have to know, I would never just leave you. I had every intention of returning. I would never leave you alone if I knew you would be in any sort of danger. By now, you must understand that.”

      “Really?” Bitterness buzzed in her chest. “And what if something happened? What if you found yourself in some sort of trouble? Or what if—” She dropped her words and wrapped her arms around herself, stepping back from him.

      “Lottie?” He moved a hair closer, lifting his hand to her chin, but she shoved it away.

      “Please, don’t touch me,” she murmured.

      Valek fell silent. She didn’t miss what he was doing when she felt that slight, however familiar, pulling headache at her temples. Any other human would not have noticed the sensation at all, but she recognized at once that he was tapping into her mind.

      “And please get out of my head,” she warned with a glare up at him.

      “Charlotte,” he began, affirmation filling his eyes. He had already heard the thing she wanted to hide. He paused for a minute, studying her face. “Lottie, did…someone…hurt you?”

      There was a dangerous energy in the way he said those words. Charlotte bit her lip, tears rolling over her lower eyelid. She turned away from him to look back at the spider, Edwin, and her newest friend, who continued to watch her in wonder.

      Immediately, Valek grabbed her shoulders and whirled her around, pulling her close to him again. She felt his cool, soft cheek rest atop her head. They fell silent as he held her for a long moment, listening to her mind in spite of what she said.

      “I’ll kill him,” Valek whispered, his voice breaking.
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      Chapter TwentyNight at the End of the Tunnel

      

      Valek’s words weighed a ton. Dangerous. She knew there was probably so many other profanities he wanted to say, but only those three words came hissing out like wind. Not a threat. Not a warning. A promise. The sound of it was dark and deep.

      Finally, he pulled away from her again, glancing up to acknowledge Mr. Třínožka and Edwin. “Thank you for bringing her to me. I wasn’t sure the trail the Witch left would work.”

      “Not at all, Valek.” Mr. Třínožka’s massive mustache bristled. “We were happy ta get er outta there. I only followed the smell of Earl Grey. That’s the easiest way to get me to come a callin’!”

      “And we were happy to escape as w-well,” Edwin concluded.

      “What’s up?” Nikolai jumped off the Spider’s back and rather humanly (clumsily) landed on his knees in snowy ground. Valek, who had apparently not noticed him, appraised the new guy, not breathing while his gaze scoured his ragamuffin appearance. Charlotte noticed again that Valek’s expression seemed somewhat surprised.

      “I apologize. I suppose I was a bit distracted, uh—”

      “The name’s Nikolai.”

      This time Nikolai didn’t offer his hand. There was something angry and territorial about his stance as he studied Valek’s features. Charlotte’s gaze flicked back and forth between the two. Ears screeched from a tree branch above them, the sound reverberating off the surrounding forest.

      Valek looked expectantly at Charlotte, who did the very same back at him. She was hoping he might have more of an insight into this stranger’s mind, but Valek only shrugged. Apparently, he heard nothing of much interest.

      “We found him after escaping the house.” Charlotte’s cheeks scorched again with the memory. “We happened to bump into him—”

      “Quite literally,” Nikolai added.

      Valek took a curious step toward the boy. “You are new to our…society?”

      “For the most part,” Nikolai said blankly, his stance still broad and unwavering. It almost looked challenging.

      Valek’s eyes narrowed. “And who…made you this way?”

      “No one made me this way,” there was a sharp edge to Nikolai’s tone. “I’ve always been like this. My parents had no idea. And then we were all attacked.” Nikolai’s voice dropped on the last word, as if it was supposed to hold some significance for Valek.

      Ears crowed high above them again. Valek’s eyes widened. Charlotte suspected it was upon seeing something of importance within Nikolai’s mind.

      Valek’s mouth went slack, falling utterly still as he continued to study the boy’s face. “Do I…know you?”

      Nikolai shrugged and looked past Valek. “I don’t see how you could, being that I thought I was human before all of this. Being whatever I am comes with some interesting perks. Having insight into everyone’s mind. You get to learn a lot.”

      So he could read minds, Charlotte deduced.

      “What I do know is that I am famished, and at the risk of snacking on your girlfriend, or whatever she is to you, I’m wondering if there’s any food inside that hut. Any food. I’m not picky.”

      Charlotte gaped at his brazenness.

      Valek cleared his throat. “Yes. Yes, of course.”

      The falcon cawed eerily again. The more noise it made, the less and less she liked the thing.

      “You’re coming with me, now.” Valek hoisted her into his arms and began weaving back through the dense alley of trees from where he’d come. “I’m not letting you out of my sight again.”

      She didn’t answer. She merely proceeded to study him. He looked as magnificent as in every single one of her nightmares. The sun did something to the unnatural fairness of his skin, and the electric color of his eyes, just somehow magnifying the effect they had. She could see every crack of every scar from his battles at the Regime. They were normally cleverly hidden in the shadows. Thinking he was handsome was not enough of an accurate description. God, or the devil, whoever was truly responsible for Valek’s existence, had no idea what they’d created. The world’s most threatening thing. The most dangerous predator. And he belonged to her.

      Valek gazed down at her, a small somber smile playing in his eyes as he regarded her, though his mouth remained in a serious line.

      “How can you think of me in such a way?” He spoke quietly as he ambled through the afternoon, the reaching tree branches casting wicked shadows, like veins, over his face. “After everything I have done to you. After everything I have put you through, you still adore me?” The expression on his face was distorted, almost sickened even. “You should hate me.”

      Charlotte averted her gaze. Of course she could never hate him. No matter what happened, that would be impossible. But she was still very angry and wanted to change the subject. She didn’t need to cease her anger in order to adore him. It was automatic. Involuntary. Unconditional.

      “You should hate me, Lottie.” He returned to the argument. “Do you even comprehend what I’ve caused? I’ve broken every promise I’ve ever made to you.”

      “It’s not exactly your fault,” she offered quietly at last, still not looking at him. Even thought she agreed she wanted to keep the peace for now. “You assumed you were doing the right thing.”

      “It is my fault!” Charlotte could have sworn she saw him blink back a wash of red in his eyes. “You’ll never realize it, Charlotte. You’re far too forgiving. You’re naïve.”

      “Only when it comes to you.”

      “That’s the problem. I’m the one you should be the least forgiving with!” His tone was beginning to build, get angrier.

      “What do you want me to say? That it’s because you left I will never be the same? That I can never forgive you and I never want to see your face again? Can we please change the subject? How did you know I was coming? How did Mr. Třínožka and Edwin know where to go?”

      “Baba Yaga told me to go outside and wait at the start of her clearing. I suspect Mr. Třínožka’s knowing where to take you was her doing as well. She’s very powerful. She said my constant whining was driving her mad, so she sent me out. I don’t mind. I couldn’t remain in her stuffy little hut any longer.”

      Charlotte grimaced. “Is she…nice?”

      Valek laughed slightly, though the sound was hollow. “She’s an ally.” He thought for a minute. “For the most part.”

      Charlotte wondered what that meant.

      “Sarah is there, waiting for us as well. They are devising a plan.”

      “For what?”

      “To cure you. Baba Yaga believes she knows how to fix you.”

      Charlotte clenched her teeth. That never failed to make her blood boil. “You don’t need to fix me,” she muttered.

      Valek sighed, but fell silent. Gray moss hung from the low-growing branches, like cobwebs on the trunks of the impossibly tall trees that stretched up to the sun. The hut was just a few steps up ahead. She wondered what time it was.

      “Nine.” Valek answered warmly, glancing down at her with a fleeting though devastating smile that made her pulse flutter.

      Her teeth chattered. She wound her fingers around material of his coat, burying her nose in it. Valek stopped walking.

      “Cold?” he asked, though he didn’t wait for her to answer.

      Swiftly, he set her down, her flimsy boots sinking into the deep, wet snow. She hugged her arms tightly to herself, though she was more focused on the surrounding beauty than her own condition.

      Quickly, he shrugged his coat off his shoulders and wrapped it around hers before sweeping her back up in his arms again.  Valek’s brow furrowed as he hugged her tighter. He kissed her forehead.

      “It’s really her,” Charlotte whispered, her breath curling in a silver mist in front of her nose. “It’s Baba Yaga.” She said it like she was six years old again as she marveled up at the impossible-looking cottage.

      “Don’t be frightened.”

      “I’m not, but….” She thought of poor Nikolai, behind them, swept into the chaos of all the magic and danger. She was sure he was more frightened than he let on. Funny how she didn’t empathize much with him. If anyone on the outside ever asked her if she was human, her initial response would be ‘no’. It was a mere reflex, because for her entire life, she’d never felt that way.

      “That’s why I will always love you, Lottie,” Valek whispered.

      “Why? Because I belong everywhere and nowhere? Because I am the world’s outcast?” She huffed.

      “Because you are different from anyone else who exists on this planet. Because you belong with me and only with me.” He pressed his nose to the top of her head and inhaled deeply.

      Bitterness bubbled up within her and she swallowed the acid that filled her mouth, hoping he hadn’t heard that reaction in her mind. She couldn’t help it. Once again, everything changed, and even the feeling of being carried in his arms made her queasy. She tried to focus on the forest, until eventually they started up the footpath that wound up a grassy knoll. It was edged off by various lanterns. The morning light twinkled off the frosted glass. “Chicken legs?” she asked Valek, noticing the great mechanical claws tucked under the home’s foundation.

      “Remember all the stories I used to tell you? Baba Yaga is the oldest enchantress in the world, and one of the most famous legends. She sees everything. She knows a lot. She is very powerful.” His voice grew quieter with every step they drew nearer to the front door. “She is the wood hag who eats mortal children for their youth, to keep herself alive. Her house moves at her whim. No one can trace her. No one gets close.”

      The door swung open, as if she’d caught the very last syllable of Valek’s final word. She bowed them in, the band of magical misfits entering into the dank and gloomy cottage. Charlotte’s eyes barely had time to adjust as Sarah ran up to her.

      “Charlotte! Are you all right? I’ve been so worried! Valek, the Madame, and I were just coming to discuss her ideas when you all arrived. She has a plan,” she said excitedly before flitting off into the far room where Charlotte could see there was a fire going. From behind them, she could hear Ears cawing violently outside the hut.

      “Wh-what’s the matter with him?” Edwin asked Nikolai.

      “I don’t know,” Nikolai muttered.

      Valek set Charlotte feet-first on the floor. His hand remained at the small of her back. “Are you all right to walk?”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “I’m fine.” She snapped, agitated.

      “Come in, mortal.” What she assumed was the hag’s twisted voice beckoned to her. “I wish to see you.

      Charlotte led the group into the room with the roaring fire. She saw the Witch in the corner sipping tea. She sat in the tallest chair, made from vines and tree branches. Even in all of her ancient lines and cavernous wrinkles, she was lovely in a way – put together from the jet piece in her silver hair to the turquoise and moonstone bangles at her wrist.

      “Come here, dear. Sit here,” she instructed. “Wait while I pull up your chair.” This was quite literal. As she made a lifting gesture with one of her bony hands, a new chair seemed to grow from the floorboards, larger leaves collecting at the bottom to cushion the seat.

      Charlotte turned to look at Valek, who nodded that it was all right. She walked forward a few paces and sat down.

      Baba Yaga eyed her sympathetically, her sweeping eyelashes batting as she grabbed one of Charlotte’s hands in both of hers. She patted the top of it. “How are you, darling?”

      Charlotte frowned. “I’m…fine.” She attempted to take her hand back, but the Witch refused to release it. There was a sudden, sharp prick at her index finger, which caused her to yelp. At last, Baba Yaga released her, revealing a tiny pin and a vial she was concealing in the other hand.

      “You should be more wary of clever magicians, mortal. It seems you get yourself ensnared in the trap far too often.” She wagged her finger and dripped the droplets of stolen blood into the beaker of swirling magic. She watched Charlotte’s blood steep. The others gathered around as well. “For those of you wondering,” she announced to the room in her rustic voice, “a blood reading will give me a faster and more accurate knowledge of her true fate. While a tealeaf reading is good,” she glanced toward Sarah, “it is not always the most accurate, and it is easy to misinterpret.”

      Sarah humphed and put her hands on her hips.

      Charlotte glanced at Nikolai to gauge his reaction to the fresh smell of her blood hitting the air. She noticed Valek’s eyes were already black, but could tell it was just a natural reaction and not anything that actually bothered him. Instead of thirsting for the dripping mortality at her fingertip, she found Nikolai chomping into a big one of Baba Yaga’s crumpets. She left a plate of them cooling on the coffee table. He wasn’t joking when he’d said he was hungry.

      “Since the uprising, I’ve been watching. You destroy the greatest leader in European Magic civilization, you capture my attention…like it or not. I’ve been waiting months for you to seek council. Vampire, you should not have been in hiding all this time, you should have been acting! You could bring balance back to this world! You have the will.”

      “It’s my fault,” Charlotte spoke up. “I’m…ill. He’s been preoccupied with ways to help me. Valek and Sarah want nothing more to do with the Regime. None of us do. We just want to be left alone to live in peace.”

      “Ah, but I’m afraid we’re much past all that now, child.” Baba Yaga waved her hand, causing a small table to grow next to her chair. “More tea and crumpets,” she announced as more cups and saucers flew to various bark surfaces about the parlor. A new plate of steaming pastries flew in and landed on the coffee table as well, as Nikolai had cleared the first of all but crumbs. Mr. Třínožka was content at last with his cup of Earl Gray. “Dinner will be served promptly at midnight. We’re having rabbit. Oops! Almost forgot! Blood for the gentleman.” The dark liquid inside the glass flute sloshed when it landed in Valek’s claw in the next moment. “Now, girl, your fates have been set since the day you were born. Child of the Light. You may not know this yet, but you are meant to play a more important role in this revolution, Charlotte Ruzikova. More important than you’ve ever dreamed. Look at your palm.”

      Charlotte did as the hag asked, turning her hand over to find that her fate line was bright red, as inflamed as her scar. “Wh-what’s happening to it?”

      “I understand you are in grave danger. It can sense that, too.”

      “I am being sought by the Dark City,” she admitted. Valek’s face fell.

      “But we’d like to avoid the Parliament at all costs, Madame,” Sarah added.

      Baba Yaga held the vial of blood and magic up to the glimmering firelight. She looked at it as though it spoke to her. “Cinder Price has a more powerful tie to your Parliament than you care to realize, Valek Ruzik. She is a great and terrible villain and she is hot on your trail.”

      Valek considered that. “What do you know?”

      “During the last uprising, Cinder proved herself to be quite the adversary.”

      “I know she is singularly responsible for destroying Sigismund,” Valek admitted. “And driving the Order into hiding.” From the other end of the room, he heard a flood of new questions crash over Charlotte’s mind.

      “Very good. So you’re educated. It would be an overstatement to tell you I’m impressed.” She took another swig of her tea, her eyes going distant. She shook the vial around and squinted at it.

      “Then we’ve got to let her find us,” Charlotte concluded at last, remembering Cinder’s vow. “If she endeavors to lop off Valek’s head, we’ll give her a good fight.”

      Baba Yaga’s good eye glanced back at Valek, and she almost grinned. Almost. “Do not underestimate her, Valek. Do not forget so easily how she destroyed Sigismund, the man your kind calls Father—the man who was historically the most powerful Vampire to ever exist.”

      Valek straightened in his chair, eyeing the dead branches scraping against the window outside.

      The hag shrugged. She eyed the contents of the vial again before chucking into the fire, similar to the tealeaf reading Sarah had done. The flames billowed higher before flashing a more brilliant yellow. They licked and danced around each other until a definitive image was formed. Charlotte and Valek watched in horror as the image of a face appeared from the blaze. Its mouth was stretched in a long and anguished scream as parts of the fire colored itself in a deeper red. Blood, he recognized. It was Charlotte’s face.

      Charlotte began to mutter something and the room became quiet again. “Please see Volume Two….”

      “What’s that, Lottie?”

      Her watery eyes lifted to find his. “Volume Two. The first note I received when we arrived home.” He gaze shifted to Baba Yaga. “It was from somebody with the initials C.D.”

      “Ah…you are being beckoned by Cicero, are you?” She flashed a mossy grin to Valek. “He can help her just as well as I can, you know?”

      “No! If we bring her to the Dark City, they’ll destroy her!”

      “She will die anyway if you continue on as we are! Now, where is it?” She snapped her fingers and with the wave of her hand, called, “Give me the account of Orsolya Nadasdy!”

      Valek was about to ask whom she meant, but the thick black Anatomy of Vampires: Volume Two flew up and out of the satchel in Sarah’s lap, landing in Baba Yaga’s steadfast grip.

      Throwing the book up in the air toward the middle of the room, it seemed to be caught by some unseen force, hovering before all of them.

      “Rad,” Valek thought he heard Nikolai whisper.

      “Unit Seven!” Baba Yaga announced and the pages began to flip. “To the end!” They continued flapping and turning until they rested on that infernal blank page at the end of the section. “At last! You know…I was a ghost-writer for this one,” she giggled shrilly. “Orsolya was far too busy too—”

      “Who on Earth is Orsolya?” Valek was beginning to grow more frustrated by the second.

      “Hmm, not as educated as you let on…. Orsolya Nadasdy. Daughter of Queen Bathory herself. Otherwise known as Ophelia Drăculești of the Order.” The corners of Baba Yaga’s purple lips curled up. “You’ve met before, I’m sure.”

      “What is she talking about, Valek?” Charlotte asked.

      “Ever wonder why this page was blank, pane?” All Valek could do was glare at her. “Perhaps, all Cicero endeavored to do from the beginning was help. He intended this book to be given as a gift, after all.” She arched her salt and pepper eyebrows.

      Then, Charlotte remembered the rule about Sarah’s grimoire. In order for any of the information to reveal itself, it needed to be asked by the person it was gifted to. He turned his focus to Charlotte who already knew. Slowly, she got to her feet. “She can’t know about the order!” he growled.

      “Why?” She wheeled on him. “Why not? What are you hiding this time, Valek?”

      “You need to trust me, Charlotte! This is more danger than you realize!”

      “Oh, give the girl a little credit, Vampire. After all, if it wasn’t for her, you’d be dust in the wind today,” Baba Yaga sniggered. “Go on, Charlotte. Ask it a question.”

      “Oh…well….” Her hands quivered, more tears gathering in her eyes. “I…am…very sick,” she admitted slowly to the room. The words tasted sour on her tongue. “How do I…get better?” One of those tears slipped beyond her eyelid and rolled to drip off the point of her chin.

      The room watched as splotchy red ink began to swirl around on the page. Sarah leaned forward in her chair, though more green tendrils snaked across her chest and held her back. Valek didn’t move.

      

      THE SWORD OF THE ORDER TO PIERCE THE HEART AND STEAL THE CURSE.

      

      “Ask where it is,” Baba Yaga insisted.

      “H-how do I find the sword?”

      

      CINDER PRICE.

      

      And then the ink shriveled away and the page was blank again.

      The entire room froze. The tension was absolutely deafening.

      It was just like Sarah said. There was only one answer. And Valek would never yield to it. The hag was right. Charlotte could feel herself fading, could physically count every dying minute. Perhaps it was all in her head, but after the old Witch confirmed it, it was as if her body physically acknowledged the dying process. Growing weaker. Fading. Like her own body was betraying her when she had so much more to give.

      “Charlotte, could you just keep your mind quiet for a second! Please!” Valek growled, raking his claws through his hair.

      She dared not glance in his direction. She knew whatever expression his face held would be one that might destroy her. Instead, she attempted to turn her watery eyes to the winter scene outside the window and focused on that instead.

      “If you don’t want the girl to die now and by the hands of someone near, you must find the sword and bring it to me.” Baba Yaga’s voice echoed throughout the room. Storm clouds swirled against the ceiling, sending Sarah’s curls thrashing around her face. “Fetch me the Sword of the Order from Cinder’s grasp, and I will heal Charlotte’s curse.”

      “How long do we have to find the sword?” Sarah turned her face, desperately trying to shield herself against the wrath of the hag. Bewitched lightning thrashed around the room, striking deep within the floorboards near Charlotte’s feet, making her jump.

      “To gain knowledge, first you must seek wisdom. Find me the Sword of the Order and the next step in your path will be revealed. Until that time, your road will be a long and perilous one.” The ominous, booming sound of her voice reverberated on her last words.

      Charlotte bent in half, covering her ears from the wretched laughter as the tempest began to suck up various things within the house. One of the massive armchairs almost took off her head before it disappeared in the eye of the storm raging above them. The laughter continued to ensue. A bookshelf and a coffee table followed the armchair soon after.

      “Get out of the house!” Valek roared from one corner of the room.

      Charlotte looked to see him waving his hand toward the front door. Nikolai had already grabbed up Edwin in his arms and was making a sprint for the exit. Valek quickly swept Charlotte up before the fireplace mantle crushed her.

      “Go! Quickly!” he called to Sarah, who had frozen in her place.

      Stumbling over her feet, Sarah began running for the front door. Nikolai slowed, only for a moment, grabbing her hand before racing with both her and Edwin to the outside. Valek and Charlotte were not long to follow, along with Mr. Třínožka, who trailed quickly behind them.

      The group made it out in time to turn and see the hag’s abode swallow itself up in the forest clearing. The awful storm swirled Charlotte’s hair around her face as she watched the house virtually disappear. And then there was silence once again.
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      Chapter Twenty-One Frost

      The sun was already beginning to set. The group ventured only about five kilometers to the north. Valek led the group on horseback with Jiri trotting at his flanks, carrying Sarah. Charlotte and Nikolai talked for a long time on the back of Mr. Třínožka. Ears followed overhead. Valek didn’t anticipate the twinge of jealousy he felt as he heard her soft laughter at some joke the boy was telling her. He hadn’t heard that laugh in a while, pure and carefree. They seemed to be getting along, perhaps finding a lot in common. This was complicated and he prayed Nikolai didn’t have an inkling of who he really was.

      “So you’ve always had these abilities?” Valek heard Charlotte ask the stranger. “Even when you lived with your family, they never had the inclination that you were something different?” Her voice took on a mystified sort of quality as she spoke to him, like she genuinely took interest in his strange story.

      “Yes. From as far back as I could remember,” Nikolai answered, a smile playing around his words.

      Valek’s chest felt tight.

      “But even when you were little –when you were small, your parents must have noticed something about you. Something that was not normal. You must have inherently done something as an infant or a toddler that would tip them off?” Charlotte continued to pry.

      Valek heard it in her mind –the notion that Nikolai was like a breath of fresh air. In her whole world, she hardly had anyone she could relate to. Out of everyone, Sarah had been the closest, but now Nikolai’s story sparked something new within her, some sort of hope that perhaps she wasn’t the only mortal in this universe that carried the weight of this knowledge on her shoulders.

      “Perhaps,” Nikolai dismissed. “Maybe that’s why my father always hated me. Maybe that’s why I never truly felt like I was a part of that family.” His voice as he trailed off. Was he seeking sympathy from her? Why was he divulging all of this personal information to her so quickly?

      Valek peered over his shoulder at the boy, narrowing his eyes as though that might make it easier to see directly into his soul. He heard nothing of any danger within his mind. He furrowed his brow, just as Nikolai turned his gaze away from Charlotte and glared directly –knowingly—at Valek. Turning back to face front, Valek noted the heat from the warning signs as they flared up in his mind. He knew.

      Halfway through their trek, Valek noticed Charlotte was growing fatigued –could hear her heartbeat begin to slow and the tired, dazed thoughts within her mind. Most of those thoughts centered around Nikolai and what he told her of his past.

      They made their way into a clearing on the outer borders of Tyn nad Vltavou. The surrounding trees were denser, and taller there and Valek decided it would be a good place to stop.

      “We should rest!” Valek announced to the group, slowing Beta’s walk beneath him. “It’s best if we break here for the night and continue to Prague in the morning. If we want to find Cinder, she’s probably at the palace.

      “So, who died and made this guy boss?” He heard Nikolai chide quietly from the back of the group, elbowing Charlotte in the ribs. She only laughed politely before glancing immediately in Valek’s direction, knowing he was privy to the boy’s snarky comment.

      “I’ve got it taken care of Valek,” Sarah offered before she turned to start rummaging through Charlotte’s borrowed satchel. “Hold on, it’s not in there.” She turned forward and pulled a small mason jar out of her skirt pocket.

      As Sarah waved her sewing needle over the thing, the group watched as the jar swelled into the size of a small hut, becoming enlarged in the snow. Magically, she etched in a door into the glass, wooden floorboards along the bottom. There they had shelter.

      “M-magnificent,” Edwin cheered at her.

      Mr. Třínožka helped Charlotte to the forest floor, Nikolai confidently leaping off of the Spider’s back by himself. Valek had to suppress rolling his eyes upon seeing Nikolai stumble forward over clumsy legs. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but he didn’t like him.

      Just then, a stronger thought impacted Valek from somewhere else in the group, and he shifted his focus to see Charlotte gripping the side of her neck, gritting her teeth. Quickly, he approached her, his arms extended, but she only lifted a firm hand to him, stopping him in his tracks.

      “I’m okay Valek,” she said, her gaze lingering warily on his face. “I promise, I’ll be okay.”

      Valek winced, noticing how palpable the rift was as it grew between them. He looked back to Nikolai who regarded him with a creepy sort of smirk, crossing his arms over his chest. A low growl rumbled in Valek’s throat as he wheeled away from him. It was so frustrating. Why couldn’t he hear this boy’s true intentions? There was something he was hiding. He knew it.

      Sarah walked up to him slowly, “I’ll get Charlotte settled inside,” she said with a concerned glance in the ailing girl’s direction. Valek was close to her again, and that meant her scar was going to start its unyielding symptoms. “I think it’s better if you leave for a while. Perhaps if you go find some wood for a fire, it will give her enough time to fall asleep, and she won’t have to be so affected,” Sarah offered.

      With another glance toward his little love, he saw Nikolai had once again struck up another lively conversation, provoking a tiny giggle from her before a more resounding laughter at something smart he’d undoubtedly said. Even though she continued to grip the side of her throat, at least he was distracting her from the pain.

      Something quaked inside Valek’s chest. “Fine. I think that is a good idea. Just see that she gets her rest,” He snarled before turning to disappear between the pines on his quest for firewood. Ears cawed overhead.

      

      Upon his return, and with his arms full, he could see Charlotte lay sleeping peacefully in the center of the enchanted glass lantern, like Sarah had promised. He breathed an easing sigh, the muscles in his shoulders unclenching. The freezing night surrounded the glowing beacon, softened by Sarah’s golden orb bewitchments twinkling down the sides of the walls like melting honey. They illuminated the indigo and silver hues of the night.

      Valek’s black shoes padded silently through the winter as he slowly neared Sarah’s creation in the center of the clearing –bright, like a candle on black, ocean waves. He wouldn’t wake Charlotte yet. She needed the rest. He’d build the fire, go back out to hunt something for the non-blood-drinkers to eat. Tomorrow, they’d start back out bright and early to confront Cinder once and for all.

      But something else stopped him. He clutched the splintered firewood tightly to his chest, gazing through the large windows of the glass house. He could see Nikolai approaching Lottie in her slumbering little nest that Sarah must have constructed for her out of jackets and blankets taken from home. Valek frowned, keeping himself concealed behind the dense thicket of trees. He held his breath, knowing it was impossible, but still swearing he could feel heat fill his face.

      He watched as Nikolai lowered himself to his knees and grabbed hold of Charlotte’s wrist in both of his hands. Valek dared not stir an inch as he watched Nikolai lift Charlotte’s pallid hand to his face, run her palm softly across his cheek, his gaze remaining on her sleeping eyes. Valek’s unbeating heart wound itself into a tight knot as he grinded his teeth.

      “Let her rest!” he cried out, feeling something rupture inside of him.

      Instantly, Nikolai dropped Charlotte’s hand, his focus snapping up in Valek’s direction. A late December breeze rustled softly the evergreen branches along the forest canopy. Even from that distance, the boy had clearly heard his warning. The two regarded each other for one long silent moment, something snide quirking up the corner of Nikolai’s lip.

      Valek had not ever anticipated this sort of anger as it coursed through him. An instant reaction. He’d never been threatened in this way before –threatened to lose the one he loved –not to death and destruction, but to the heart of someone else. He hadn’t realized until then, that he had dropped the wood in a heap in the snow at his feet. Fire rolled through his stomach. The uncontrollable rage and jealousy forced his talons into stone fists at his sides.

      Flashing a grin, Nikolai slowly bent over Charlotte’s delicate, sleeping form again. His mortal-blue eyes did not move from Valek’s face, as though he was daring him –willing him to act on his impulses.

      “What makes you think you can take anything you want, Vampire?” He heard Nikolai’s taunting whisper from across the clearing. “What makes you think you can just take my family away from me? I think now it’s my turn to take something of yours.”

      “What? No, I—” Valek watched with a new sick feeling in his gut as Nikolai’s lips brushed across Charlotte’s ruddy cheek.

      Valek bellowed, racing forward, flurries of snow trailing up in waves around his feet. In a moment, he hurtled through the front wall, smashing it to zillions of sparkling shards that went cascading into the enchanted room. The golden orbs of light released themselves out into the forest, floating about on the night air.

      Charlotte’s eyes fluttered open.

      Valek raced into Nikolai, fangs bared, the point of his elbow crushing into the Fledgling’s chest, but not enough to actually kill him yet. He was still human…sort of.

      The torment of jealousy, the distantly familiar taste of it bitter and burning, like acid holes through his heart.

      “HOW DARE YOU TOUCH HER?” He roared through clenched fangs, breathing harshly through his nose. He had Nikolai pinned up against one glass wall. The glowing bewitchments floated all around the outside now, snow flurries drifting inward, dusting the dark wooded floors with speckles of white.

      “S-sorry….” Nikolai began to stutter. His sarcastic and smug façade instantly disappeared and Valek could smell his human fear surface. He hadn’t anticipated Valek’s impossible strength, he heard in his mind. “I-I was just seeing if she was warm enough.”

      “Lies!” Valek snapped. “You are lying! What do you want from us?”

      “Valek, please stop.” Charlotte’s pearly little voice seized him, seeming to silence the room.

      Valek froze, his claws grasping the collar of Nikolai’s plaid jacket so tightly that the boy was lifted off his feet. Valek’s face dropped as he let Nikolai back down. He turned to look at Charlotte. How could she not have noticed the fiend there, looming over her? Surely she must have. His cool touch should have woken her. How could she defend a stranger? A lump hardened to stone in Valek’s chest as he looked at the concern that had washed over her frail, delicate features. This time, concern for another.

      “You love him,” Valek murmured.

      “What?” Charlotte’s eyebrows mashed together, the corners of her pretty mouth contorting into an insulted sort of grimace. “I don’t even know who he is.”

      “You do.” Valek’s rage built. “You must have an idea, don’t you, Lottie?” He flew toward her, pulling her up out of the makeshift bed. “Look at him!” he growled near her ear. “Look! Doesn’t he look like me?” Her warm grasp tightened around his wrist. Terror filled her eyes. Valek shook with the influx of so many emotions as he felt his eyes wash with red.

      “I don’t know what you m-mean….”

      From the corner of his vision, he saw Nikolai race out of the hut through the broken wall and into the dark forest. His wretched bird followed faithfully. Good riddance. He didn’t care where they went.

      He placed Charlotte back on the floor, but remained over her with his arms on either side, caging her there. “Did I damage you too much, Lottie?” The tops of his arms and chest began to quake with rage. “Is that why you turn from me? Is that why you withdraw from me now? Tell me!” He screamed into her face and watched her close her eyes against the sight of him. “I try and give you everything, but you don’t take it! You don’t want anything from me anymore. It’s because you truly are afraid of me, now?”

      Charlotte couldn’t speak. He could smell her fear as she shook her head from side to side, trapped beneath him.

      “You still don’t believe how much I love you.” Harshly, he grabbed hold of the back of her head and crushed his lips against hers.

      Charlotte’s fist slammed against his shoulder, fighting him off, though he barely felt it against him. It might as well have been a feather. He continued to kiss her, yanking her up off the floor into his lap, wrapping his arms around her, pressing her to him.

      When he relinquished his mouth for a moment to let her breathe, she said, “I do know, Valek. I do know. Please!” Tears streamed down her face.

      It didn’t matter what she said. He’d never release her again—

      “STOP!” Sarah cried from the edge of the destroyed wall.

      Valek froze, realizing he had an audience. Immediately, he released Charlotte, who hurriedly backed away from him, hugging her arms tightly around herself. He stood before her, eyes locked on her broken face, breathing heavy, hardly believing what he’d just done. With each passing day, it seemed like he was becoming more of what he never wanted to be. Making one more mistake with every clock tick. Constantly losing control. Constantly hurting the only one he was ever meant to love. He watched as Charlotte began to break down, unable to hold it in anymore. Finally sobbing into her hands.

      “What are you doing, Valek?” Sarah dropped the firewood around her. Mr. Třínožka and Edwin stood behind her with the same grimace on both of their faces. Sarah’s mouth was open, her brow furrowed as she stared at him incredulously. Nikolai stood just behind the three of them, smiling malevolently at him. He wanted this to happen, Valek realized. “How could you do such a thing, after knowing what happened to her?” Sarah whispered, tears beginning down her own face.

      Valek hated himself. With every move he made, he hated every single fiber of himself. He gazed down at Charlotte, who continued to stare at the floor with a look on her face he’d never seen, nor ever wanted to see again. Hurt. Confusion. Hate filling her eyes, for what she stared at was so abhorrent.

      “Valek,” Charlotte began quietly. Shimmering tears swept listlessly down her face as her wide gaze burned into him. His limbs began to quake as he waited for what she would say next. He could barely make out a single thought as he tuned into the chaotic traffic of her mind. “I think you should leave me alone now.”

      His mouth fell open, but nothing came out. The muscles in his throat clenched. Swallowing came hard. His own blood tears ensued. Instead, he silently mouthed the words ‘I’m sorry’.

      Charlotte’s pretty mouth mashed into a hard defining line as she got to her feet rather shakily, apparently still stunned by what he’d just done. Quickly she batted the tears away from her velvet cheeks. His claws twitched as he fought back the urge to wipe them away himself, just as he always had. He watched silently as she stormed out into the night, through the wall of broken glass and into the snow, her boots making lonesome, distant trudging noises.

      “You’re going to freeze to death, Charlotte!” Sarah called after her.

      “So be it! No one follow me!” she snapped, hugging her arms around herself.

      Valek stayed frozen as he watched her frail figure drift farther and farther away into the deep shadows of the winter forest, the blood tears blinding him. He was such a brute. After all she’d just been through, he’d nearly done the same thing. Not that he would have ever followed through. He couldn’t imagine himself committing such brutality against her—it had been merely an act of desperation. It was as if he could feel her slipping through his fingers.

      Lottie, I am so sorry.
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      Chapter Twenty-TwoDouble-Edged Blade

      

      “Valek Ruzik, I will vanquish you like I destroyed Sigismund…on my own and in the blink of an eye,” Cinder huffed to herself as she ran through Bohemia’s thickest forests, kicking up waves of frost as she went. Both of her hands were fixed on the hilt of her prized sword. She’d been successful in unearthing the location of the Vampire’s abode, torturing one of his accomplices until she cracked, telling her where he’d run off. Shame. She had such pretty hair. And all those tattoos. Clearly, she’d thought herself a work of art. Seemed a waste to set her on fire, but oh well.

      Finding Valek now would be no problem. In fact, she could almost smell his gravely stench as she ran. “Ready or not, here comes Cinder.”

      Approaching a forest clearing, something shimmered between the sea of trees. Something golden. She stopped running, squinting through the shadows as she crept closer to what looked like a camp. But it was one most peculiar. Rather than a tent, the structure erected before her was made of…glass. Bewitchments hovered over the snow. She gasped. Figures moved within, and as she scoured the scene, she could not find the likes of the Vampire, nor his girl among any of them.

      “Wh-who’s th-there?” spluttered a little voice from nearby.

      Cinder shrieked, her gaze snapping to a figure looming in the milky light that glinted off his spectacles. He made his way through the dim quiet, his arms filled with crude wood. “Wh-who are y-y-you?” he stuttered again weakly as he approached one more step and then hesitated.

      Cinder drew the sword, holding the point up at him. She’d never seen a being like him before –all burlap and stitches. He could have been dangerous. “My name is Cinder Price, first in command of the Western European Magic Court! You will address me as Lady Price.”

      The figure stilled. The look on his face was absolute horror.

      Cinder grinned. “Come here before I drive this thing right through your heart.”

      The rag boy did as she asked, approaching, letting the wood drop at his shoes. “I d-d-don’t have a h-heart,” he admitted.

      Cinder held the blade to his throat. “Tell me what you are! If you don’t, I’ll slice off your head!”

      The boy lifted both of his peculiar hands. “I…I am…E-Edwin….”

      “What the hell is an Edwin?” Cinder sniffed, angling her face up and leering at him.

      He shrugged. “It’s wh-what I am.”

      “Very well, Edwin. Who else is here with you?”

      All of the sudden he started to convulse, his arms and legs shaking first, his head twitching and rolling from side to side. Cinder took a step back out of fear he might explode. “N-n-n-n-n-n-n-n-n-n-nooooo no one…M-m-m-m-Mr. Třínožka! RUN!”

      Cinder heard an abrupt bang from the clearing before a loud rasping holler: “HERE I COME, BOYO!”

      Something shot to the tree behind her. Glancing quickly, she had enough time to see it was some sort of webby substance, the other side of it stretching up into one of the birches. She screamed, falling back as a giant round shadow swung across the forest on the web, an insect-like pincer pointed at her breastplate.

      “YAAA!” Called the rusty voice as he nearly impaled her but she rolled free, swinging her blade in time to sever one of his legs. A man that looked half-spider, half-human tumbled over the ground, groaning in his horrible pain. “SARAH! NIKOLAI! YOU HAVE TO RUN!”

      Cinder scrambled to her feet, her focus darting back and fourth from the seizing ragdoll to the half-spider. “What sort of nightmares are you?” She cried, backing toward the clearing.

      “You’ll never find Valek! Never!” moaned the spider.

      “You think so?” Cinder quirked an eyebrow, hooking her arm around the ragdoll’s neck and yanking him against her, holding him secure. With her free hand, she held the blade right under his chin. “You know what I think?” she asked as she considered the horrified expression on the spider’s face. “I think you will lead me to him or I will separate this Edwin’s head from his body and take it with me for a trophy.”
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      Her boots packed the wet snow beneath her, her teeth snapping annoyingly against each other in shivering chattering fits of nerves and frost.

      She walked until the tall evergreens began to grow up densely around her. Hugging her light shawl tighter around her shoulders, she pushed on, her breath forming in blue clouds of mist in front of her face. She no longer recognized Valek. It seemed he was changing before her eyes—becoming more and more violent and guarded. Then again, she barely recognized the monster forming under her own skin. Things were beginning to seem a lot like that nightmare she’d had only a few long weeks ago.

      “I’m so sorry.” A voice murmured sadly from somewhere behind her. The lovely velvet voice attempted to slay her right where she stood.

      She stopped, sighing, and spun, but couldn’t spot him in the dense shadows.

      “Here.”

      At last, she found his tall crooked silhouette looming in between two pines. The moon was out, glinting in the glacier blue of the impossible color of his eyes—the only detail on his face Charlotte could make out.

      Her blood warmed under her skin and pooled in her face. Maybe it was the fury. Maybe it was because she still so desperately needed him. Suddenly, a hand the color and temperature of the surrounding snow reached forward, landing on her shoulder. Her eyes fluttered open to find Valek hunched in front of her as if someone knocked the wind from his lungs. He reminded her so aptly of the surrounding trees. Tall, slightly crooked, beautiful and ageless, though hundreds of years old. Vampires were eerily good at blending into the background.

      Even as he touched her, she’d never felt so separate from him. Not when she’d found him in the library with Evangeline. Not when he’d allowed the coven to ration her like she was nothing but food. Not ever. Again, she felt tears pool in the corners of her eyes. Oh, don’t cry, she thought to herself, not now. She squared her shoulders, blinking up at him, clenching her jaw as if to trap any emotion that might escape. She fought to remain a wall of stone.

      “What?” she snapped, with her fists curled.

      “Charlotte, please. I don’t know what is happening to us.” His normally solid voice was cracked and desperate. She blinked at him, not used to the desolate sound. “It feels like you’re slipping right through my fingers. The moment you got sick, Lottie, the feeling wasn’t at all the same,” he lamented. “Everything seems…off.” Charlotte never remembered seeing him in so many pieces before. “It seemed like you didn’t want to be near me. It seemed like you’d rather be nearer to him.” He growled the last word, his bright blue eyes sinking a few shades darker.

      “Because he didn’t leave me, Valek!” Charlotte wailed. Surprised by her own tenacity, her jaw dropped as she gauged his reaction. When he didn’t speak, words continued to launch themselves like arrows. “He never hurt me!” Valek closed his eyes. “He’s neutral territory. He’s safe. You’re not safe, Valek. As far back as I can remember you’ve never been safe for me.” Her tears were free falling now. Now matter how many of them she seemed to swallow, there was nothing she could do to dam them up. “You’ve always been a threat to my sanity, my life, or my heart. Being close to you is like surviving a battle for my life. I’m either hiding or dodging the next blade before it slashes my throat. I can’t do this anymore.” She wanted to drop to her knees, but steadily she held herself up. Her breathing was ragged as she leaned against her own exasperation and the tiny bit of strength she had left. The last place she wanted to be was in his arms—no, maybe that was the first place she wanted to be. There was no deciding. Her head was spinning.

      Valek stepped back, clearly reeling from her ultra-candid admission. “Tell me how you really feel, Charlotte,” he whispered, aggrieved. His eyes stayed slanted and guarded.

      Was he actually angry with her for finally speaking her mind? Well, fine. She bit down hard on her bottom lip, knowing her words cut him deep, but he needed to hear it. How much longer was she supposed to keep this charade up—the charade that she was fine with being tossed around like a rag doll? Surviving one attack before coming back up for air. Surviving another, then back up for another breath. By now, she was absolutely enervated, sick of drowning. Her body was wracked with the notion that Sarah’s magic was finally failing her. Done. Lamenting, she shook her head at him.

      “I wish I could keep holding things back from you, Valek, but I need a break,” she murmured, swatting a fresh set of tears from her face. Her cheeks burned with the thought of looking weak in front of him. She was so tired of being the helpless damsel. She clenched her fists, trying to manifest some sort of power from them, like Aiden always had. She came up empty.

      Valek’s gaze scathed her, his skin looking more ashen than usual from underneath the silken strings of his long hair. Her dark angel had fallen so very far, it seemed. Her heart quickened in her chest as she melted under his smoldering blue stare, unable to peel her eyes away. Where was she to go if she didn’t want to be with him? How long would she even survive if she wasn’t under his constant care? Her mind continued to swim, though she held her stance.

      “May I touch you?” he asked abruptly, causing her breath to hitch in her throat.

      She glanced down at his claws wavering apprehensively at his sides. She struggled with the thought of them on her again, as forgiveness seemed to be a country away. Moments of silence went by. She wasn’t sure how long she stayed staring at him as she thought about his request. Valek shifted on his feet, and she could see he was growing uncomfortable as he waited for her answer.

      “Please,” he choked out.

      She blinked, her voice cracking. “I’m not sure it would do any good right now.” She answered honestly, blinking back the fresh wave of forming tears. Guilt and bile mixed in her throat as she spoke, the taste thick and sour. How could she admonish him so brutally without wanting to throw herself at him the next moment begging for forgiveness? Strangely, however, she’d never felt stronger.

      Valek straightened himself, regarding her with what she was sure was meant to be an impassive stare, though the pain bubbling just behind his stony façade was apparent. “Allow me this one opportunity for retribution, Charlotte, and then I’ll let you make your decision. You can either stay with me,” he swallowed, wincing as he did, “or go with him.”

      What? Was he planning on going rogue, just leaving the others to fend for themselves? “What about Sarah, and the others?” Charlotte’s voice broke.

      “I’ll allow them to make the same choice. As it seems I haven’t been allowing certain people to think for themselves recently,” he murmured. “We keep talking about freedom, so here it is.”

      “Valek….” The muscles in her throat clenched as she said his name. “Nikolai is just a friend. I barely know him.”

      “Yes, I am aware. But your feelings for me have altered. I can sense that, no matter how you try to conceal it. And it’s my own undoing, so I can blame no one but myself. I am simply allowing you to explore other…opportunities.”

      Charlotte gaped at him, but only nodded, unsure of what else to say.

      She watched as he glided toward her gracefully over the shallow hills and valleys of the fresh snow. Though his boots sank deep into the trenches of it, he failed to waver. She ground her teeth together, knowing that unless Valek ever changed his mind about making her one of them, she would never know such dexterity—such grace. A serge of envy twanged through her less-than-capable extremities. Now she felt it—the thing everyone had been trying to tell her for so many years. Predator and prey. In that moment, as he slinked toward her like some lethal stalking predator, she finally understood. She shouldn’t have ever survived that first night when he’d found her. He should have ended it there. She couldn’t fight the thought, in this moment, that her entire existence had been a mistake.

      Carefully, slowly, as if she might disintegrate under the strong, marble pads of his fingers, he lifted his hand to caress her cheek. She didn’t move as his cool contact sent shivers shooting down her back. His light graze trailed down her damp face to the line of her jaw, to the column of her throat. Blinking, he retracted his touch and waited expectantly.

      So did she. To her utter shock, she didn’t feel much except for the undeniable chill. Was it simply the weather, or complete emptiness? What did he think was going to happen? She stood in front of him, feeling dead. Cocking her head to one side, her mouth went dry with the words she didn’t have for him.

      Valek must have heard her mind, because he took another step away from her, his expression positively anguished. “So, this is it.” He shrugged casually, though his face carried an expression of utter panic. “This is the end.”

      A string of red slipped from the corner of his eye. His mouth pressed into a flat, grim line, his brows furrowing, as he neglected to bat the tear away. Charlotte could not being herself to lift the weight of her arms to embrace him, for they seemed heavier than lead. The love she knew still existed was buried so deep below her surface, encased by Lusian’s control, Aiden’s jealousy, and most importantly, Valek’s carelessness. She was as numb as the winter around her. Though her heart clenched to see him this way, she just couldn’t move herself forward toward him.

      “All of the awful things I’ve let happen, and this is the consequence,” he muttered disparagingly.

      “It just seems to have happened that way.” Charlotte whispered, dropping her gaze to her knotted fingers. Touching her—what did he think that was going to prove? It wouldn’t undo the damage. She surprised herself, clearly taking no prisoners. Who was this girl controlling her mouth and movements? She was positively stunned by her callousness. Stunned, but not yet totally sorry for it. She needed, for once, to be strong by herself.

      “Lottie, I can’t begin to explain myself. Once I find the sword, I’ll send the Wood Witch to cure you.”

      This was news to her. He was still planning on going after the sword? Even after she’d refused him?

      “Of course.” He answered her thought. “Charlotte, I understand your hatred toward me, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to let anything happen to you.” He looked positively wounded. “My feelings are unchanging. Unconditional. I told you that.”

      “I don’t hate you.” She spoke calculatedly to the ground beneath her. She couldn’t look at him, fearing that if she did, it might cause her to fall to pieces and diminish her strength.

      “CHARLOTTE! VALEK! RUN! NOW!” called Sarah

      “STAY WHERE YOU ARE!” A new foreign voice called. But Charlotte recognized it. It zapped fear straight through her as she and Valek turned to see a woman riding atop the back of Mr. Třínožka, her golden hair flying wilding about her face, swinging a sword high above her head. That must have been it. The Sword of the Order. Nikolai and Sarah quickly followed behind on the backs of Beta and Jiri, fixed to the spider by lengthy chains.

      Charlotte felt her stomach crawl up into her mouth as Valek stepped before her. “Cinder Price…took you long enough to find me,” Valek challenged, a threatening hiss creeping from between his teeth.

      “Do not bother running. I have all of your friends. I’ve slaughtered most of your coven. I win.” Mr. Třínožka slowed and Cinder slid off his back into the snow, her armor clanging.

      “You wear a lot of metal. Are you afraid?”

      Cinder’s responding laughter was barking. “You’re as mad as they say you are. I’d expect nothing less. Now, let’s make this fast. I want to return to the palace with your head in my hands before breakfast.”

      Abruptly, Charlotte heard what she was sure was Ears cawing in the distance, before sweeping down through the canopy abruptly to land on a branch just above the group. Charlotte flinched as the tawny hawk cawed again. She frowned at Nikolai, whose eyes were locked with a curious expression on the bird, his jaw set in a hard clench. Ears made another vicious sound before spreading his wings wide.

      “There, now, Windsor, come to me….” Another voice beckoned from the shadows. Charlotte launched herself into Valek’s back, wrapping her arms around his middle. She knew who it was. Aiden Price appeared with Dalibor in toe, his arm stretched up to the hawk as it landed with grace. “Don’t be upset.” He stroked its wings. “Ears, Nikolai? Really? What an awful name.”

      “YOU’RE WORKING WITH HIM?” Charlotte screeched. She wanted to charge the boy and claw his eyes out. “YOU LIAR! YOU SCOUNDREL!” This was it. Valek was right. This was the end. They were surrounded. Overpowered.

      “Nonsense,” Valek whispered down at her.

      Aiden leapt down from the knoll to the dip in the ground in front of Valek. “Good to see you again my friend.”

      “The Dark has favored you,” Valek admitted. Charlotte winced at the overpowering sight of him. His smug expression and pointy ears were all too similar, but several things about him were different. His hair was longer. His complexion looked grayer. And there was something else—something the naked eye couldn’t see, but it was something Charlotte sensed nonetheless. It was a new, scarier, intimidating quality that seemed to make the shadow before his feet deeper in color and his presence more dominating. It seemed to make his stance broader and the peaks and valleys of his chiseled features harsher.

      “Hello Charlotte,” he whispered to her, his voice frosty and somehow completely unfamiliar.

      She winced, feeling her heart catch in her throat. She needed to stare for just a few more moments to be sure it was really him.

      “VALEK, WATCH OUT!” Sarah shrieked just in time for Valek to dodge Cinder as she lunged at him with the sword, but he caught the blade in his grip, its edges cutting into his skin.

      “Falter under my power!”

      Valek ripped the sword from his grasps and chucked far into the trees. She looked down at her empty hands, positively dumbfounded. Dalibor relinquished a battle cry, sending a blast of fire at Sarah who froze it mid-air with her sewing needle. Aiden didn’t move. He simply stood there, looking pleased while Cinder growled and began grappling with Valek.

      Charlotte’s heart hammered in her ears as she tried to register what was happening around her. Was Aiden really standing before her? She knew this day had been coming, but hadn’t thought it would be quite so soon. Everything seemed to move in slow motion, her heart beating so violently, it was almost painful. She could feel her own pulse all the way down in her fingertips. But that was when she remembered the letter opener still tucked safely into her stockings. She whipped her gaze in time to watch Valek tear his fangs into Cinder’s shoulder.

      “Valek, let her go!” Charlotte called racing.

      The woman reared herself and began running on Charlotte.

      “Cinder! Cinder we’re here!” A new voice called over more whinnies and trots. A platoon. A large figure led the way.

      “The new Regime guard force has arrived,” Aiden announced, his grin broader still.

      They’d distracted her enough for her not to notice Charlotte tear the blade from her stockings, ramming it right into the side of Cinder’s throat. She fell back, gurgling, clutching at the spewing wound.

      “GET THE SWORD!” Sarah called, leaping off her horse.

      “Cinder! No!” The large man cried.

      Charlotte began to run after Sarah while Valek battled with Dalibor and a few of the other Elves arriving to the scene, racing on him with blades and fire. Mr. Třínožka helped. Though she could see he’d been wounded, he used his good pincers to impale several enemies.

      “CH-CHARLOTTE! BEHIND YOU!” Edwin called.

      It was a harrowing, mournful, pleading sound that made her glance up in time to see Aiden rushing toward her. Once again, everything was moving so slowly. As she felt him wrap around her body, she looked to see Valek with one fist clutching Nikolai by the collar of his shirt, the other stretched out, reaching for her. He looked beautiful and blurry against the heavy fall of snow, an image of darkness against the clean, sparkling white. She finally felt that familiar ache for him. Realizing the enormity of the mistake she’d made only a few moments ago, she wished she could take it all back.

      “It seems you’ve made the right choice, this time, love.” Aiden growled with his lips pressed against her ear. His teeth grazed her earlobe and she wondered distantly if he’d also developed fangs. A shot of fear bulleted down her spine. Breathing came more difficult than ever as she found it harder to keep her knees locked.

      “Aiden,” she whispered back with all of the strength she could muster, “I’m dying. Take me. Do whatever it is you want to do, but please don’t hurt him.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it, angel.” His laugh was almost a bark in her ear and she flinched at the sound of it. “But before you go, there is something I want to tell you. Do you see that boy right there?” Aiden’s extended finger indicated Nikolai, restrained and panting against Valek, who had him pinned against himself by the throat. It was as if Valek was threatening Aiden. Nikolai’s life for Charlotte’s. Tit for tat, though she knew who was going to win.

      “That boy is like you. Human. He possesses a great deal of power –abilities he had far before I got to him because he was born with the Curse inside him. Born with the Dark magic. Do you know how?”

      Aiden’s words sounded alien in her ear. She didn’t recognize this person. He wasn’t even the same Elf that had stood beside her in the chapel of the Regime, when things had gotten really bad. He was altogether evil –as if he’d gone mad. “He is this way, because he is your Valek’s great-great-grandson.”

      Charlotte’s breath hitched in her throat as her heart dropped to her bowels. She furrowed her brow. “No. You’re wrong. That’s impossible.”

      “Lies!” Valek spewed at Aiden. “You are feeding her lies!”

      Even from her distance, and the blurriness of her vision, she could see Valek’s eyes wash red before new blood tears of his own began to fall.

      Aiden’s chuckle rumbled low in her ear. “Are they, Valek? Charlotte knows about the wife you used to have, doesn’t she?” Charlotte immediately recalled her nightmare from weeks ago and the contents of her stomach started to ascend. “You remember your human wife, don’t you Valek? The one you belonged to before you abandoned her for a new life with Francis?” Aiden spat his name like it was the name of the most lethal poison. “Francis turned you, and you faked your death to explain your odd disappearance from her life.”

      How does Aiden know all of this?

      “And then you watched from a distance as she got sicker and sicker. Slowly dying before your eyes. And in your last, desperate attempt to save her life, you failed. Got carried away, didn’t you?”

      What was he talking about? Valek roared his anguished response.

      “You tried to change her while she was pregnant, did you, Valek? How desperate. How sick.”

      “Yes, I did!” Valek wailed, his tears staining the snow beneath him red. He released Nikolai, who tumbled to the ground, scampering away from him. Charlotte felt like she wanted to collapse, but Aiden kept her pressed steadfast to his chest. “I didn’t care. I just didn’t want to live in a world without her!”

      “What happened when you tried to save her, Valek?” Aiden continued to prod with satisfaction. Charlotte could hear the amusement play, the malevolent grin in his words.

      “I was too new. I didn’t know. I tried,” Valek managed to choke up. He looked desperately and finally to Charlotte as if he’d just admitted the darkest secret of his lifetime. “She died. But the Curse didn’t. And that is why the boy is the way he is.”

      By this point, the enormous man from the brigade was the only one of them left alive. He was bent over Cinder slain in the snow, his sobs loud and harrowing as he held her lifeless body in his arms.

      “There’s only one thing he needs to do to become complete. To finally realize who he is.” Aiden’s tone dropped a few octaves as he drew closer to his point. “Nikolai, the time has come to take your first human. Valek and his band of fiends were responsible for taking your family. Here’s your chance for revenge. Do what needs to be done.” With that, he tossed Charlotte forward, sending her to her hands and knees into the snow.

      She landed, the wet and cold sending a stinging pain up her arms. Mr. Třínožka or Sarah must have attempted to go to her, because she heard Aiden send a whirling ball of fire forward, and a screech. She glanced up from between dirty strands of hair to make sure no one had gotten maimed.

      “If anyone attempts to help her, you too will perish. Valek, this is your punishment and my solace. Charlotte will finally know peace, so try not to be too anguished.” Aiden chuckled again.

      Nikolai got to his feet, lethargically leaning to one side as he gazed down at Charlotte. They regarded each other for a few long moments, Charlotte not daring to take her eyes off him, knowing that once she did, he would surely lunge. So this was his angle. An eye for an eye. Because of something he thought Valek had done, he was going to take her life. She distantly wondered if Valek really was responsible for killing his family. How could she have not seen this before? He was so curious when they’d first stumbled upon him in the forest.

      Within her mind, she spoke to Valek, wanting him to be the only one to hear what she was about to say. Don’t you dare try and save me this time. I don’t want you to. I want you to live long enough to finally defeat Aiden once and for all. It’s my turn to fight the only way I know how. I love you.

      This was it. The final moments. Her world spiraled as her heart thudded violently against her sternum, like it wanted to crawl right out of her mouth. She needed to keep herself steady, brace herself for death. Maybe she couldn’t kill off Aiden, and maybe she couldn’t live long enough to save herself, but she’d at least die knowing she tried—that she’d fought. She steadied her breathing and dropped her gaze, waiting for Nikolai to make his move.

      “No,” was the next thing she heard followed by several gasps. Charlotte looked up to see silver tears glistening off Sarah’s pale cheeks, but that wasn’t where the sound had come from. Her gaze slowly moved across the gathering and back to the most unfamiliar face. Nikolai stood valiantly with his arms folded across his chest.

      “What did you say to me?” Aiden’s voice was a low growl behind where she knelt.

      She inhaled very slowly, remaining frozen in her place just in case.

      “No, Aiden!” Nikolai growled back, tossing his arms to his sides like an errant teenager. “I’m not going to kill Charlotte because of some screwed-up deep-seated feud you have!”

      Oh no. Shut up. You are going to die!

      “You told me we’d find him,” Nikolai pointed to Valek, who by now was a shredded-to-pieces-shell-of-a-man wreck in the snow, “and kill him for taking the lives of my family.”

      Valek blinked, finally coming awake from his emotional coma. “I did no such thing,” he murmured, looking square at Nikolai. “I would never slaughter an entire family of people. That is absolutely wasteful and murderous. Lusian did that. I saw it in his mind.”

      “Except for mine.” Aiden slapped his chest like he was beating a war drum. “Right, Valek? My family was expendable!”

      “That was different, Aiden! You and your family are an evident threat to our lives!”

      “This doesn’t seem like the deal I signed up for anymore.” Nikolai shrugged apathetically.

      Where did this kid find his tenacity?

      “I’m not even sure seeking “revenge”,” he held up air quotes with the last word, “is really my kind of thing, anyway.”

      Now, Aiden was positively fuming. Charlotte could hear his breathing become erratic, feel the tremors of his anger, as they were almost tangible in the air.

      “Enough! I am tired of this!” he roared, but Charlotte sensed an edge of desperation in his voice. “I am the rightful ruler of the Regime! I am the rightful ruler of this whole, damned universe!” He was spewing now, his voice shaky. Cinder had it coming,” he announced. “You all have it coming! You cannot underestimate me. The chosen one!” In that brief moment, Charlotte heard her friend, the Elf she used to know, the needy schoolboy who was used to getting what he wanted, somewhere very deep inside this horrible Aiden. “I’ll kill her myself, right before all of you, so you never question my authority again!”

      Aiden rushed at her before she could think, grabbing her by the longest tendrils of her hair and yanking her back against his chest. It all happened so fast. His hand moved swiftly to cup the bottom of her chin, threatening to snap her neck. In a brief moment, she peered at Valek, who shifted forward in an attempt to save her, but Aiden halted him with a fiery blast from his fist. It didn’t hit Valek directly, though it threatened to singe his overcoat.

      “Charlotte!” Sarah threw something at her. It glinted in the starlight and she realized it was the sword. Catching it at once, Aiden didn’t have time to register what she was going to do. Just before he was about to rip her head off, she plunged the sword deep into her own chest, pushing it straight through until it impaled him as well. She felt him lurch against her. She clutched the hilt of it, twisting, the feeling of the metal in her body extremely hot and almost…heavy. It was painful, but something rang out, salient, over the discomfort. She recognized it as peace. Finally, there was peace. She succeeded. All he wanted to do was kill her, and kill her quickly. Her appendages started to go numb and tingly. The snow beneath her was turning a brilliant red. She smiled exhaustedly at her own cunning.

      “CHARLOTTE!” She heard Valek wail, “WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?”

      Retracted the sword, Charlotte fell to her knees. Aiden pulled himself away, gurgling and fighting against his own death. He stumbled backward against the trunk of the tree nearest him, his breathing harsh and staggered, the entire front of his shirt stained. He clawed at his chest as he looked up in anguish to the sky, grainy cries slipping from his gaping lips.

      “Charlotte,” he croaked, mirroring Valek’s words, “What have you done? What have you—” But he couldn’t speak any more. All of the others from the Regime were dead. All of them. He scrambled away, throwing himself over the back of one of the horses, and kicking hard until the animal launched off into the night. There was no way he was going to survive. No way.

      Charlotte gazed up toward Valek, whose wide eyes revealed that he had just become privy to her plan. There was even a tiny strain of amusement glinting under the sheer horror. Her joints were stiff and heavy. She could hardly feel the chill of the snow beneath her legs anymore, so numb now. So this was death. She’d never expected it to be so easy, like a thick blanket being draped over her. Once again, she found the feeling of peace. She must have dozed for a few seconds, because when she opened her eyes again, Sarah was next to her, holding her up—cradling her. Though her vision was still blurry, she could see the anguish painted on her best friend’s face. She wanted to tell her not to worry—to stop crying, but her jaw stayed wired, too heavy to move.

      “What are you doing just standing there?” Sarah howled desperately at someone. “Now’s the time! Change her!” Her please were broken as she pressed the argument, one last time.

      Valek was suddenly there, kneeling in front of her. His arms wrapped around her delicately, pulling her into his lap, cradling her gently. Her head lolled to one side, leaning on his shoulder. He hushed her quietly as he smoothed the hair by her ear and hummed her familiar lullaby. Charlotte discovered that she could manage to smile.

      “That’s it, my doll,” he crooned to her, “you did very well.”

      Is he dead?

      “I’m sure he will be. He’s gone away, though. Disappeared. He will not last long.”

      Valek…

      “You’re my hero, Lottie.”

      “Valek!” Sarah continued to sob. “Change her, please!”
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      Chapter Twenty-ThreeRetribution

      

      It was an impossible sight for Sarah to behold: Charlotte cradled in Valek’s arms, weak and pale and dying. Edwin and Mr. Třínožka joined them in the center of the clearing, Edwin hopping down off the spider’s back to wrap his burlap arms around Sarah’s shoulders. Terrified to lose the only one she’d called a friend in a long while, she couldn’t contain her trembling. She’d been resigned to living out the rest of her days as Francis’ housemaid, until Charlotte quite literally dropped in and changed her whole world.

      Valek and Charlotte were having some odd half-unspoken conversation. Charlotte was a horrifying sight, seeming like she was already dead. Her face was blank. Her eyes held very little light at all. The only indication she was still there with them were the tears that continued to drip silently down her cheeks and because Valek was answering every last one of her thoughts.

      “Valek, please,” Sarah implored again.

      “Sarah, stop it!”

      Valek was absolutely ruined. She’d never seen the Vampire like this, so wrung out. His eyes were completely eclipsed in black and stained red with his tears. She was unsure if it was Charlotte’s scent that had gotten to him, or if it was the effect of his desperation.

      “I will not make the same mistakes twice!” His voice wavered, sounding so completely…human. “What happened to my wife was a careless exercise. Selfish. I will never do that again. Everyone should be given the choice.”

      Sarah’s heart leaped into her throat as he spoke those words. He was going to give Charlotte the choice! There was still hope! Her gaze dashed instantly to Charlotte’s deathly face.

      Charlotte and Valek have a love harsh and powerful. It’s the way you linger on an impending storm, appreciating the terrible beauty of the rolling thunder. And even though the lightning can strike at any time, you trust it won’t.

      “Lottie, listen to me, now. You have to make a very careful decision. Do you want me to save you? You have time. You can think about this for a few moments. Weigh it carefully.” Valek spoke low and deliberately, coaxing her. Sarah felt Edwin’s arms squeeze tighter around her.

      “She’ll make it,” Mr. Třínožka murmured tearfully. “She’s a fighter. A spitfire, that one is. Truly.”

      “Don’t do what you think we all want you to do. You must decide what you believe is right.”

      Sarah watched as more tears rolled silently from Charlotte’s eyes, her brow furrowing slightly. She knew Charlotte was talking to Valek in her mind now, silently explaining something. It seemed like an eternity as the rest of them looked in on this intimate scene. It almost felt like they were intruding—the final moments of fate between Charlotte and Valek. Sarah stifled a sob with her hands cupped to her lips.

      “Yes, my love. I think that is a wise decision.”

      Sarah’s heart leapt back up into her throat. What was it? What was the decision?

      “We all love you very much, but I most of all. Always remember that. And I will see you soon. Wait for me, little Lottie.” Valek’s tone was carefully weighed and even.

      Sarah felt like her heart dropped ten stories. Charlotte had chosen to die. Never in a million years would Sarah ever make that wager. The hairs on the back of her neck bristled, not wanting to believe it. She heard a sob catch in Edwin’s throat, his burlap lips pressed tightly behind her ear. Sarah didn’t cry. She was numb, angry even. How could Charlotte be so selfish? They all needed her so much. And then a new revelation dawned.

      Charlotte didn’t want to be the burden any longer. She was the only mortal among all of these magic things, and in the wake of destroying the Regime once and for all, she didn’t want to slow them down. Even as a newly created Vampire, she would do just that. They’d constantly have to watch her—have to be aware that her new bloodlust might get the better of her. Charlotte probably realized, after seeing it so many times for herself, she never wanted to become that—never wanted to live that way.

      “Everyone just wait!” A familiar voice rang out from the corner of the clearing. They all froze as they turned to see the bright vision of his face in the darkness of the night. It was like inhaling for the first time, seeing as how Sarah had been holding her breath for what seemed like years.

      “Francis!” She cried, finally standing up over her quaking knees. He looked perfect, his hair quaffed, his suit fine. Francis bounded to her and wrapped her in a tight embrace, which was even more surprising. In all of her years working for him, he’d never regarded her in such a kindly way. What had happened to him in all this time?

      “Where were you? Why didn’t you come sooner? Charlotte,” she choked over her falling tears, “Charlotte…she’s dead.”

      Francis hushed her, smoothing the hair out of her face. “I don’t think she’s quite dead, darling. I still hear a faint heartbeat from that direction.” He indicated Charlotte and Valek huddled in the snow.

      Charlotte’s eyes were still open, their expression hard, like she was fighting to hold on to every last breath she had inside of her.

      Valek remained in his position, though he peered up at Francis. “What are you doing here?”

      “Saving your sorry tail, as usual.” Francis snorted. “What’s with all the weeping? It’s terribly depressing.” He yanked out a handkerchief that was tucked within his sleeve and handed it to Sarah before sauntering closer to Valek.

      Sarah wiped at her face as she appraised Francis. There was something else that was different about him. His face seemed brighter. His hair held more sheen than was even usual. Sarah couldn’t hide her beaming smile. She could always tell when Francis had a plan.

      “Give me the girl.” He spoke quietly to Valek as though he were a small child clutching his favorite broken toy. Francis held his arms out expectantly.

      Valek frowned once before standing with Charlotte in his arms and handing her over “She doesn’t want to change,” he admitted. “She said she doesn’t want to become what we are.”

      “Well, who said I was going to change her?” Francis cocked his head. “Honestly, you don’t have much faith in your creator, do you? I do possess some knowledge about this stuff. After all, I am older than you! Would you like to explain to me what you’re doing in the middle of these woods unprotected, or would you like me to save the girl first?”

      “Please,” Valek whispered.

      “That-a-boy. The funny thing is, the child hasn’t committed harakiri. She has actually saved her own life. We just have to finish the process for her, because like most things, Charlotte didn’t quite think this one through.” He gazed down at the limp Lottie in his arms. “Did you, darling? No.”

      Sarah caught the slightest twinkle as it lit and faded in her best friend’s eye. She repressed a giggle as she distantly wondered what Charlotte’s response had been. It was probably sarcastic. In that instant, Francis’ glare landed on Nikolai, who stood quaking in the corner, his face green and drawn, most likely from everything he’d just witnessed.

      “Good, mortal. I don’t know who you are, but I am glad you’re here!” He announced for the benefit of the crowd like a circus ringmaster.

      Francis knelt into the snow, Charlotte still cradled in his lap. With one arm, he supported Charlotte’s head, but with the other he moved quickly to undo the buttons at the top of her dress, ripping the material down over the gaping wound. Sarah, paired with Edwin, moved closer to see what he was doing. Mr. Třínožka edged just behind them, though she noticed Valek remaining painstakingly still and distant. He regarded Charlotte with a horror-laced gaze, as if she was already dead. Sarah could see why. Sickly perspiration was beginning to form along Charlotte’s brow line; her breathing was very shallow. Her eyes were sunk deep into her skull, as she lay there motionless and unblinking.

      “He’s g-got a plan,” Edwin whispered into her hair, his squeeze tightening on her shoulder.

      More blood ruptured from Charlotte’s chest, but Sarah couldn’t bear to rip her gaze away. Bending his face to the wound, they watched fixatedly as he licked it clean, until the flesh beneath his kiss began to repair itself, sealing shut. Sarah glowered for a moment, crossing her arms. She couldn’t help but feel as though Valek should have done that. But one glance in Valek’s direction, and she was reminded why Francis was the elder. Valek’s face looked more like stone than usual, his black gaze frozen on Charlotte’s body. There was no way, after almost saying goodbye to her, that he could have been emotionally sane enough to handle this. For the first time in knowing him, Sarah wished she could hear his thoughts. She wondered briefly if she should go comfort him, but the little voice in her mind warned her to stay put.

      “Mortal!” Francis growled maniacally. His breathing came in lurches.

      Sarah never recalled another situation like this while living in Francis’ house in Prague. The first time he tasted a particular human’s blood was always the last. He had never been forced to restrain himself. A new respect for him blossomed in her chest.

      “Come to me!” He beckoned Nikolai from the back of the crowd, who was also standing stock-still, like Valek.

      Nikolai staggered forward, blinking, like he couldn’t believe his legs were actually moving after the shock. His eyes were wide and watery and he looked like nothing more than a frightened child that Sarah wanted to cradle. He stopped just inches before Francis and Charlotte in the snow, staring down at them expectantly and with some reserved terror.

      Francis spoke to him very slowly, the gentleness in his voice rather surprising. “I am not going to kill you. Understand? But this might hurt.”

      Nikolai nodded slowly, breathing in deeply through his nose. Sarah guessed that was the first breath he’d taken the entire evening. He knelt in front of them in the snow.

      “Now,” he began again to Nikolai, “give me your wrist.” He held his hand out expectantly to the boy who apprehensively shifted forward, offering Francis his arm. “Good. Now, carefully….”

      He prodded quietly as he carved a shallow cut into Nikolai’s wrist. He winced as his blood began to flow in scarlet ribbons down his arm. Tenderly, Francis pressed Nikolai’s cut to Charlotte’s parted lips. He held it there for a few moments, grasping the back of Charlotte’s head, holding it up so that Nikolai’s blood would slide down. Sarah couldn’t help her small grimace.

      “Good!” Francis announced, quickly sealing Nikolai’s wound shut as well. In one swift movement he was standing with the girl in his arms, smiling delightedly at Valek. “I’ve done it. You can thank me now!”

      Valek still looked like a Greek statue in rubble and ruin as he watched Francis prance toward him. “What did you do?”

      Francis handed him Charlotte, whom he took apprehensively.

      “I’ve saved her life, Valek,” he shot back sarcastically. “I believe a thank you is in order.”

      Sarah glanced up again. Was it true? Charlotte was going to live, and not as a Vampire, but as…as her own warm smiling soft self? Sarah beamed. She heard Mr. Třínožka’s sigh of relief next to her.

      “Thank you,” Valek offered quietly, something still gravely solemn about his tone, though he seemed to relax a fraction as well. For the first time, he looked to Sarah, who tried her best to offer up a soft, sincere smile. “Her temperature is returning to normal and her pulse has gotten a bit stronger already,” he said.

      Sarah clapped her hands once, the joy warming under her skin, feeling Edwin hug her tighter. Even for all the magic in Prague, this was a miracle.

      Valek turned to Francis. “How did you do it?”

      “Well, it seems the little fighter did something good by piercing her heart with the sword. Not only has she severely maimed the big-eared bastard, but she also did something to release some of the lethal toxins that were spreading throughout her system. The blade reverses the Curse, you know.”

      “But how could you possibly know about that?” Valek prodded with his eyebrows raised.

      “Oh, we’ve all been watching, darling.” Francis smirked and crossed his arms over his chest.

      “We?”

      “The Elders and I, of course.” Sarah couldn’t help her gasp. It was all making sense. “As my reparation to them for restoring me back to my full health, I agreed to come and collect you.” He extended a claw to Valek, who frowned his response.

      “Me? Why?”

      “When Cicero makes up his mind, you don’t argue.” He waved his hands through the air. “Milo!” He called loudly in the direction of the empty forest behind him.

      Squinting through the haze and shadows and more flurries of snow, Sarah could faintly hear the noises of horse hooves trotting through the frosted, winter foliage. Another sound followed quickly behind—the rickety bumps and screeches of wheels. A carriage? The thing clambered into the clearing through the thicket of trees, dark horses like Beta and Jiri leading the way, though there were many more of them—probably six. A militant-looking Vampire adorned in a very official, fine black suit with tails and trimmings in silver and deep indigo gripped the reins out front. His expression was impassive as he made eye contact with no one. Like every other Vampire she knew, he was beautiful, with skin carved from mother-of-pearl and impossible glacier eyes. His hair was more modern than Valek’s and Francis’, though, cropped short at the nape of his neck and combed over at an angle.

      “Time to go.” Francis’ tone turned more businesslike as he clasped his hands in front of him, lacing his fingers.

      Valek frowned, glancing in Sarah’s direction. “I do not understand. You are going to take me to Abelim?”

      “Yes. We are to leave straight away. The Elders have requested counsel with you. Our fight with the Light isn’t over. Something great is coming and it seems the fates have pointed you out as the go-to guy.”

      Valek’s gaze touched Charlotte’s face as he cradled her, his hard expression going soft again. “What about Charlotte?”

      Francis sucked in a quick breath of air. “Oh, no, no, no. She cannot come with. Sorry, Valek, but I’ve helped her the best I could and the Parliament has given me strict orders to fetch you and you alone. The girl is to stay here for now.”

      “But you said ‘for now’. Surely you won’t keep me away forever? I can return to her.” Valek’s voice turned back into adamant desperation.

      “Perhaps, but that is not for me to decide. You’ll have to see what the others say.” Francis’ gaze flicked to Mr. Třínožka and Edwin and back to Valek. “I do believe she’ll be safe in the care of her…friends. Sarah will stay with her, too.”

      “Absolutely!” Sarah chimed in.

      Francis sighed, clearly fatigued of the conversation. “Okay, well, let’s not have these goodbyes become dramatic. Say them quickly and let’s be off.”

      “She’ll wonder what happened to me when she wakes and I am gone again,” Valek murmured.

      “If I remember correctly, Charlotte didn’t want to stay with you, anyway.” The crowd gasped quietly at Nikolai, who had spoken up for the first time since all the blood was shed.

      Valek’s jaw tightened a fraction as he absorbed the blow of the boy’s words. Blinking, he forced the pain in his eyes to become cool. “You’re right. She did make her decision, didn’t she? So it seems this is all for the best.” Valek turned his attention to Mr. Třínožka who walked gracefully over to him. Sarah watched, Valek’s broken heart tangible to her, as he handed Charlotte over to the giant spider.

      “Whatever questions she has, answer them honestly. Most importantly, tell her how much I love her, and how much I am sorry.”

      Grasping Charlotte in his two front hands, Mr. Třínožka gave one silent nod in response before Valek turned back to Francis.

      “It is for her betterment that you are leaving, Valek,” Francis said matter-of-factly. “From a loftier position, you will be able to protect her better. There is much in store for you in the Dark City.”

      Valek inhaled slowly. “I’m ready.”

      Without so much as a glance over his shoulder, Valek silently followed Francis into the dark carriage, closing the door behind him.

      Sarah could understand why Valek didn’t regard them one last time. Maybe it was just too painful for him. Maybe he just wasn’t good at saying goodbye. Tears brimmed in the corners of Sarah’s eyes as she watched the one called Milo beat the reins, prompting the horses to begin their long journey to the city of Abelim.

      The wheels left no tracks in the snow as the carriage rounded and retreated back in the direction from whence it came, a dark and ghostly fog eclipsing the sight of it from her. She watched, fresh tears rolling down her frosted cheeks, wondering what would become of him.
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      V a l e k

      

      The massive castle square was completely abandoned in the midnight hour, the gates locked and chained from the day filled with hoards of tourists and official Czech Republic business.

      Mortal guards looked on as Francis and I swept through the first courtyard. I was positive they were privy to what we were, though strangely, they didn’t move. They didn’t stir, not even a twitch, their gazes fixed forward. Do they know, I thought at Francis. I didn’t want to speak for fear it might attract attention to us.

      They do, his mind responded to mine. Here’s a new secret, Valek. One Aiden Price never knew. Mortal governments all over the world know about the existence of the Occult.

      I frowned at him. But what of Law One?

      Meant to control us more than to protect them—to keep order. Understand.

      I nodded.

      This was all becoming very interesting. Curious, I focused in on one of those guards. I could see now, even from my distance, his pupils were wavering. I could hear in his mind the shock and the desperate desire to look at me—to see me and study me for his mighty curiosity of what I was. He was newly-assigned to the castle guard, that I could tell. This was his first sighting of a nightwalker, or so, that was what he called me in his mind. Not Vampire. Not demon. Nightwalker. How curious.

      When I’d been a member of the Parliament, things were quite different. Headquarters were in Romania, then. Humans were privy, though none were in such proximity.

      The platoon officer barked an order then, and in complete synchronized choreography, each of the guards positioned at the various castle entrances turned on their black polished heels and retreated to some unbeknownst place. A new set of guards formed up, ready to replace them at each post. The sounds of their marching ricocheted off the ancient cathedral buttresses of Saint Vitus, which stood ominously in the center of the open square.

      Depictions of Jesus and his disciples were etched with the most intricate detail along the cold gray façade. My focus flicked intently over the thousands of impossibly tiny sculptures along the walls and doors. I tried my best to hone in on every detail, perfecting the visual memory in my mind. Of course, I’d seen the Saint Vitus in my human years, but my heightened Vampire eyes lent to an explosion of crisp lines and color. The experience was totally different. And anyway, the busier I kept my mind, the better. I had to do everything possible not to imagine her face—the way she looked at me before—

      “How do you suppose humanity achieved this?” I interrupted my own painful thought, asking the question out loud so my mind wouldn’t spiral any further. Distantly, though, I wondered if she’d awakened yet—if her eyes had opened, hoping to see me there waiting.

      “Whatever do you mean?” Francis’ tone sounded incredulous and bored.

      “It is so intricate. The Saint Vitus cathedral is. I was just wondering how it’s possible for human fingers to have done it. The job seems to me too overwhelming,” I said, marveling again.

      Francis cast me a sideways look and walked forward a few paces faster than me. “Please, Valek. Do you actually believe this is the work of mortals?” he scoffed.

      “Isn’t it?”

      Francis snorted.

      We continued up to the cathedral’s great mouth. The doors looked bolted shut. I was confused, because this didn’t seem like we were on our way to any sort of city. I wondered if Francis was taking me on some sort of convoluted detour—if he needed something from this place, or if we were visiting someone on our way.

      I watched as he pressed his claw against the depictions on the door. Then there was a thunderous booming—the sounds of a hundred locks or more from the other side sliding open—the turning of enormous gears, until finally, the door cracked.

      “After you,” he said as he pulled it open wide enough to bow me inside.

      Zillions of colors from the moonlight through the dozens of stained glass windows washed the marble floors around me in pools of lavender, cobalt, scarlet, and emerald. They reflected off the pews and down the long isle where several marble tombs slept in tranquility in the chilled midnight.

      “Francis?” I turned back to him. “I’m afraid I do not understand. Why are we here? This isn’t what I remember of Abelim” My memory flickered once my earlier days with the Curse.

      “These are the new gates of Abelim, my darling.” Francis batted his long glittering eyelashes at me. I had no idea where Milo had escaped. He was quiet and seemed safe, more or less. The last I saw of him was after he’d dropped us off in Hradčany, the most painful place for me to have gone after leaving Charlotte alone in the snow. I gazed around again at the interior of the cathedral, but could not see what Francis meant. This wasn’t a city.

      “Abelim lies underground, now, Valek,” Francis said exasperatedly, as if I should have known. He waved his claw vaguely at in the direction of the marble tomb resting dead center between the others. “The entrance is there. The grave of Charles IV. We’ve got quite a walk ahead of us,” he sighed. “So let us begin.”

      I didn’t make a step forward. I barely moved. Something gripped me tightly, holding me back from journeying below of the bowels of the Silver City. Of course, it was her. It was knowing she was waking up somewhere without me. And despite our recent hurt and angry exchanges, I wanted nothing else than to be by her side, whether she wanted me there or not.

      “Valek.” Francis spoke again, hearing the devastation wracking my mind. “She is heavily protected right now. She is being watched over by the elites and creatures of the night.” He tugged at my hand, reminding me of the deep line of fate chiseled across my palm, linking me to her. “Do not worry, dear friend. Your paths will certainly cross again.”

      I relaxed a bit. Perhaps, he was right.

      “Whether she’s friend or foe when that happens, I do not know. But we will be ready for anything, won’t we?”

      I frowned at his words. Was he right? Could Charlotte possibly hate me now? To my discontent, it was not such an improbable thought.

      Finally, I followed my liege down the hall and imminently, down into the depths of the Dark City. I would watch her from afar. I would wait, trusting that she would eventually come looking for me.

      And most importantly…I would not let the monsters get her.

      

      “You were going to change me . . . .” Realization struck her like a bucket of ice. “You, you were going to—”

      “Lottie, no. Please, I was only—” But Valek was rendered silent as she took hold of her wrist, turning the soft side up to examine the gash now closing itself up again. She peered at him, tears drowning the light in her eyes. Valek inhaled sharply. “Charlotte, I can explain.” He shot to his feet.

      Across the clearing, Nikolai was wearing a rather smug expression. He crossed his arms over his chest. He thought he’d one.

      “It was him!” Valek flung his pointed claw in the boy’s direction. “He was hunting you. I saw him over you as he slept! He was going to—”

      “Pull up her blanket?” Nikolai suggested with a gross sort of earnestness. He shoved his hands in the pockets of his jeans and shrugged. “Make sure she was warm? She was shivering. You left her cold, as usual.”

      “Do not martyr yourself, boy!” Valek growled. “You know nothing of what I usually do.”

      “I know plenty about you, Valek Ruzik.”

      What did that mean? But what Nikolai, the perfect stranger, thought didn’t matter. Valek turned back to Charlotte who was glaring at him angrily, tears streaming silver down her face.

      “I know what I saw,” she whispered, the heat of her breath swirling around in the cold. Her gaze dropped to the ruby stains in the snow at her feet. Evidence. “You weren’t even going to ask me.” Her eyes narrowed at him like he was a serial killer on trial. He was, in fact, a serial killer, though, wasn’t he?

      “Lottie, I swear it! He—” Valek bellowed, jabbing a talon at Nikolai again. “He is playing tricks on my eyes. There’s something wrong about him, Charlotte. You’ve got to trust me. He is not as simple as you think he is. There is something occult in his blood, I can smell it.” By the end, Valek was starting to stalk toward Nikolai, a feral growl resonating deep within his chest. “You know what you’re doing, boy! Tell her! Tell her what you are able to do—the powers you have! Tell her! Do not lie to her again! I’ve seen them!” Now close enough to bite the nose off of Nikolai’s face, Valek shoved him so hard, he sent him skidding backward several meters in the snow.

      What happened next made Charlotte shriek and go ghost white.

      Just before Nikolai’s back crunched against the hard body of an elm, her evaporated into thin air, reappearing at once behind Valek. “Boo!” he taunted, causing Valek to whip around breathlessly.

      “See? Do you see what I mean?” Valek seethed. “He’s a liar! A traitor! Who do you work for?”

      “No one! I told you! I’m all alone!”

      “You’re lying!” Valek roared and lunged for Nilolai’s throat, until—

      “STOP!” Charlotte cried, the sound echoing off the snowy boulders and the forest’s empty shadows. “Stop it! Both of you!”

      They froze, Valek still trembling with fury, Nikolai panting, either out of fear or exhaustion, Valek couldn’t tell yet.

      Charlotte toed closer toward them, her boots tracking through the snow. She held herself, a think line of periwinkle forming around the edge of her lips.

      “You did lie,” she breathed at Nikolai and Valek felt some sense of relief unwind in his gut.

      “I told you when I met you,” he said with sorrow coloring his features. “I don’t know what I am. That is the truth. I kept my abilities a secret because . . . .” He inhaled sharply. “Because I wanted you to like me.”

      This made Charlotte fall back a step and something sunk into the depth of Valek’s chest.

      “You’ve got to understand . . . I’ve always been like this. I wasn’t turned.” He gestured to Valek. “This isn’t a spell. This has lived inside me since the day I was born. And anyone who found out about it has left me in one way or another. Please, believe me, Charlotte. You were the only person who ever saw me. Me. Not a freak. Not a monster. Me. You never looked at me like you were afraid. I didn’t want to lose that.”

      A tiny line creased between Charlotte’s eyebrows as her focus dropped to her feet.

      “Oh, come off it!” Harrowed Valek, fury bubbling in his center again. “Is this some sort of game to you? Do you really think you are to sell her on that pathetic—”

      “I believe him,” Charlotte muttered at once. When she looked back up at Valek again, her eyes were as cold as the surrounding winter. “I believe every bit. Because I know how it feels to not belong—to be lonely.” She offered a quick smile over to Nikolai before— “And you.” She trudged closer to Valek again. “You were going to change me, weren’t you! Don’t lie! You weren’t even going to ask me!”

      “Lottie, I thought you were—”

      “Don’t! The Valek I know would never ever—”

      “Please, Charlotte! He was playing a trick on my mind! It looked as though you were dying before me,” he pleaded, his dead heart going wild. In the last hundred years, he’d never felt so weak. But she had that ability over him. One word from her mouth could flatten him more than a million sunrises. “I didn’t want to—I couldn’t bare the idea of losing you. Not after all we’ve been through.”

      “Valek Ruzik.” She spoke so quietly, he was sure only he could have heard. “Get this straight. Right. Now. I’ve been ripped to pieces in the dungeons of the Regime. I’ve been used like livestock in Francis’s house. I know the darkness now. I’ve lived it. I’ve tasted death. And I know one thing for sure . . . I never want to be like you. Ever.”

      The confession was a stake through his heart and he winced.

      “Go away,” she commanded. “I don’t want to look at you right now.”
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