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The Vampire’s Bewitching Bride

The Lonely Tavern

Book Seven

Sometimes dire circumstances call for drastic action. But fake dating a vampire? Really?

However, that’s the first piece of 'sagely wisdom' vampire hunter Aralyn receives from her Uncle Burt when she arrives in Wishing Moon Bay. Maybe this ‘Lonely Tavern’ he seems so fond of has turned him into even more of a romantic than he was before – it does have a reputation, after all.

And when Caldric, a vampire cursed with a frozen heart, walks into the bar, it seems fate agrees. Can she persuade him to help her when it was one of her ancestors who froze his heart in the first place?

Then again, the curse means he can’t feel any emotion, so perhaps he won’t hold a grudge. Especially when she offers to break the curse if he goes along with her plan.

Cursed for centuries with a frozen heart, Caldric's un-life as a vampire has been a chillingly emotionless existence—he can't even feel the misery he's supposed to wallow in. He’d almost given up on breaking the curse when Aralyn dangles a solution to his condition in front of him.

The catch? He must help her infiltrate a powerful vampire family. Oh, and not to mention – Aralyn is a vampire hunter. So he can’t imagine she has good intentions, and infiltrating this family might be the fastest way to end his eternal life.

And to make matters even worse, she’s from the line of hunters who placed the curse on him in the first place.

But one thing leads to another, and a fake date somehow leads to a fake wedding. Just how far are they willing to take this to get what they want?


Chapter One – Aralyn

Saying that it was dark and stormy wouldn’t have done justice to the night Aralyn found herself in as she headed across town to her rendezvous point.

The rain came down in heavy sheets, which caught the pale, ghostly glow of the streetlights, which feebly pushed back the thick night. The sound of thunder rolling around the hills was barely audible over the crashing of the huge raindrops pounding on the slate of roofs, pouring down and washing the cobblestones in deep rivulets.

Aralyn pulled her hood farther over her face and the collar of her thick cloak tighter around her shoulders as she pushed forward, through the narrow back alleys and side streets of Wishing Moon Bay, feeling right at home on one of the rare nights when the town was not graced with the glowing face of its namesake.

Cloaked in shadow, almost invisible, she slinked through the darkness that hung heavy between the buildings until she saw what she was looking for, a sign hanging from a curious wooden building squished in between the brick and mortar of the other houses and shops.

The Lonely Tavern.

Her usual prey was creatures of the night, but that was not why she was out here in the storm. No, tonight the only thing she was hunting was the one thing her training could not provide.

Information.

Luckily, she had one of the most reliable sources in town.

She put out her hand to push open the door, but it swung open before she touched it, and the warm air, laden with the smell of alcohol, bread, and candle smoke flooded out into the street, enveloping her in a comforting cloud that beckoned her in.

“Aralyn!” Uncle Burt’s eyes lit up, and he slid off his chair at the bar and strode through the crowded tavern toward her with a broad smile on his face.

“Uncle Burt.” Aralyn shook the rain from her cloak as she pushed the hood down off her head. “Ugh!” She leaped back as her foot landed on something soft and squishy.

“It’s only Brushworth and Co.,” Uncle Burt assured her.

‘Only Brushworth’ appeared to be a sweeping brush with a mind of its own, and ‘Co.’ was a collection of friends. A bucket scuttled across the worn wooden floor, followed by a mop—that she had accidentally stepped on—that swished at the spattering of rain droplets that fell from her cloak to the floor.

“Witchcraft,” Aralyn muttered under her breath.

“I suppose,” Uncle Burt mused and rubbed his chin. “But we still have not figured out whether Brushworth is a magical object under the influence of Morwenna, or an employee. Or perhaps he’s just part of the tavern itself, an extension of its will, maybe.”

Aralyn narrowed her eyes at her uncle, who she suspected might be under the influence of something else entirely. Drink.

“Yes, yes.” He waved his hand at her as if he knew exactly what she was thinking. “I know, the tavern is a building, bricks and mortar...”

“So, it can’t be responsible for that...” She pointed at the brush, which was ushering the mop and bucket back toward the bar, their services now needed to clear up spilled beer.

“Well...” Uncle Burt began, then he slipped his arm around her shoulder and guided her toward the bar, probably deciding it wasn’t worth arguing his point. “Why don’t I buy my favorite niece a drink?”

“I’m your only...” But her voice was cut off by Uncle Burt’s best friends, Stan and Harry.

“Aralyn. It’s so good to see you.” Stan came toward her, his face lit up like it was Christmas morning. “Burt’s been keeping us up to date with your escapades. He’s so detailed about them, we think he’s trying to live vicariously through you.”

“Escapades?” Aralyn arched an eyebrow at Burt. “Is that what you call it?”

Burt shrugged. “It makes me worry less.”

“I’m more than capable of looking after myself,” Aralyn replied a little too sharply. “I’ve been in training since before I could walk.” At least, that’s how it seemed to Aralyn.

“I know.” Burt hung his head. “But that doesn’t stop me from worrying about you.”

“He’s oh so proud of you,” Harry chimed in.

“I am,” Burt confessed with misty eyes.

Stan’s eyes glazed a little as if he were looking at distant lands. “Keeping those little villages safe, tracking down evil…bringing garlic to Stesian cuisine.”

Aralyn chuckled. “You heard about that, then?”

“So, what brings you to Wishing Moon Bay?” Stan asked eagerly.

“Yes, Burt said he didn’t know why you needed to see him,” Harry continued. “Ever since we received your letter, we’ve done nothing but speculate.”

“I’m guessing this is not just a social call.” Uncle Burt’s words hit hard, even though Aralyn knew he didn’t mean anything by it. He had always been supportive and understanding, and never made snide comments about her rather infrequent visits.

She hadn’t realized until now just how long it had been.

“I wanted to catch up,” Aralyn replied and then sighed heavily. She might be able to openly lie to a vampire, but not to her uncle and his friends. “And by catch up, I mean ask for information.”

“Information?” Uncle Burt seemed to grow a foot before her eyes. “What information?”

“You said in one of your last letters that you had recently had some dealings with vampires. In particular, one Valaky.” Aralyn’s attention was drawn away from her uncle as a shrill voice pierced the atmosphere in the bar.

“Flint!”

“Yes, Morwenna,” the large bartender replied rather meekly—for a dragon shifter. If she were not mistaken.

“It’s raining outside.” Morwenna appeared in the door that led off to another room behind the bar.

“How observant of you.” Flint placed a pint of a foul-smelling substance on the bar.

“And not just raining, it’s chucking cats, dogs, and I think the occasional hippo.”

“Right.” Flint poured a pint of thick liquid from a tap, filling the air with the unpleasant, sour odor of fermented…something.

Something that made Aralyn’s mouth water, to her surprise and her disgust.

“Thanks,” the customer handed over a couple of coins, took a sip of the contents, and grimaced.

And Aralyn grimaced along with him. “People pay for that stuff?”

“Oh, bread beer. It’s a Lonely Tavern house special,” Stan replied. “Do you want to try some?” He picked up his tankard from the bar and sloshed it in her direction.

“No, I’m good, thanks,” Aralyn replied politely.

“Is anyone listening to me?” Morwenna threw up her hands. “Even the ducks are going to be using umbrellas tonight!”

“Perhaps we should start selling duck-sized umbrellas in that case,” Flint rumbled.

“Less of your cheek,” Morwenna scolded the dragon shifter.

“I was just brainstorming,” Flint replied evenly. The guy was obviously used to handling the gray-haired woman, who wore a black dress covered in small silver charms.

Aralyn leaned closer, focusing on the charms. Wards of some kind. Her eyes flickered up to the frizzy-haired woman’s face. So this was the witch who was responsible for Brushworth and his friends, and all the stories she had heard about the disappearing, mysterious tavern. Because no matter what Uncle Burt and his friends said, a tavern could not work magic.

“The storm’s bad enough. We don’t have to add brains to it,” Stan chuckled, earning himself a swift stare from Morwenna.

“Did you have something to add to the conversation?” Morwenna asked, her eyes boring into him.

“I said that this beer is a perfect way to quench the thirst.” Stan raised his tankard and took a swig.

“A man of good taste,” Morwenna said deadpan, leaving Aralyn unsure if she was joking or not.

“I’m surprised he can taste anything at all if he drinks that stuff too often,” Aralyn murmured.

“And you are?” Morwenna turned her intense eyes on Aralyn. If she intended to intimidate Aralyn, she did. Just a little. For a vampire hunter who had faced down some big bad bloodsuckers, that was impressive.

“This is my niece, Aralyn.” Burt pushed himself forward as if ready to defend her. Which was kind of sweet. Uncle Burt had never had the skills to hunt vampires. At least not professionally, but that same sense of duty, the need to protect those he loved or who could not protect themselves was there, nonetheless.

“Your. Niece.” Morwenna stared at Aralyn.

And Aralyn stared right back.

“Yes.” Burt shuffled uncomfortably. “You know, the vampire hunter. I’m sure I’ve mentioned her around here.”

“That would be an understatement,” Harry smirked.

“Ah!” Morwenna’s expression cleared, and she looked downright friendly, as if she had met a kindred spirit. “Now, I remember.” But instantly, her eyes narrowed once more. “The tavern does not like any kind of violence on the premises. No killing. Or re-killing. And definitely no making stakes out of chair legs.”

“Got ya,” Aralyn said with a nod.

“Anyway, where was I…?” Morwenna turned her attention back to Flint. “Oh, yes. It’s raining outside.” She held up her hand as Flint opened his mouth to speak. “Heavily.”

“Yup,” Flint agreed, sounding like he was trying not to let out a chuckle.

“Which means everyone is lingering in the tavern,” Morwenna sidled up to Flint and dropped her voice to a whisper. “Which means they are ordering more drinks.”

“They are,” Flint whispered loudly.

“So, we should double the price.” Morwenna drew back from Flint and arched an eyebrow as she nodded slowly. “Captive clientele.”

“Captive clientele,” Flint repeated, holding Morwenna’s gaze.

“Exactly,” Morwenna replied.

“You know the bar up the road is doing two-for-one deals in this wet weather,” Flint replied.

“Two for one!” Morwenna looked horrified.

“In that case, I’ll have two gins,” Uncle Burt said. “One for me and one for my niece. The vampire hunter.”

“And we’ll have two, too,” Stan snapped his fingers at Flint.

“I was not offering...” Morwenna looked as if she were about to puff smoke out of her ears, but a sudden rush of people to the bar at the sound of the deal soon put a smile on her face. “Two for one, it is!”

“Cheers,” they chorused as Flint swiftly made their drinks, with more than a little magical help, if Aralyn’s senses served her right. But she did not sense that magic coming from Morwenna. Instead, it seemed as if the self-pouring bottles and tankards with minds of their own were imbued with their own magic—a part of the tavern.

“So, Valaky.” Burt sipped his gin, and a smile slipped across his face as if he were recalling a fond memory.

Were the drinks imbued with magic, too?

“Yes, Valaky,” Aralyn replied.

“What do you want with him?” Stan asked.

“It’s not so much him, but his family,” Aralyn replied.

“His family?” Burt’s eyes drifted to the stairs to one side of the bar, leading from the ground floor up to the second floor.

“Yes, I need to infiltrate them,” Aralyn said and took a sip of gin. “Oh, this is good.” It was as if she were transported back in time to a specific day. One where the world was open to her in all its enticing glory when anything was possible. A day before she fully realized that she was a vampire hunter, and her life would never be her own.

“Infiltrate them?” Burt nearly choked on his gin.

“Why?” Harry asked.

“Because they have something I need.” The joyful feeling from the gin began to fade as she remembered her task.

“Do you have a plan?” Burt asked cautiously.

“They’re hosting a ball soon. It’s something they do every so many decades. It’s very high profile, so there’ll be all manner of guests.”

Stan gulped. “And you’re planning on just turning up?”

Aralyn shook her head. “No. It’s invitation only, even for vampires. And if any mortals want to join, they need to go as plus-ones, or on special invitations directly from the family. That’s why I was hoping you might be able to help me with Valaky.”

Harry sighed. “Sorry to say, but he’s lost for all eternity.”

“Really?” Aralyn frowned. “What happened to him?” Had someone staked him? Staking did not happen very often in Wishing Moon Bay. The people who lived here tended to get on well with the vampires who had resided here for centuries.

Stan leaned in. “He went upstairs.”

“Upstairs?” Aralyn sensed that the word had some significant meaning that was lost on her.

“But, not to worry, I have an idea.” Burt held up a finger as all eyes turned to him. “Just like any sort of function like this, you just need one thing…”

Aralyn nodded. “I knew I could count on you, Uncle Burt.”

“A date!”

“Yes, a date,” Burt repeated, looking smug.

Aralyn’s eyes widened as it dawned on her what kind of a date he was suggesting. “You can’t be serious—” She froze as the hairs on the back of her neck began to tingle and she snapped round to look at the door.

Shaking off an umbrella was a pale, well-dressed man.

Vampire.

“Oh look, a suitable suitor,” Stan chuckled. “It must be fate.”


Chapter Two – Caldric

As Caldric shook the rain from his umbrella, he realized his clothes were soaked, the feeble barrier of the umbrella having been unable to shield him from the torrent of water outside.

The water didn’t feel cold on his skin. In fact, it didn’t really feel like anything, and not even a sigh escaped his lips as he realized that the dye from his tie had run and stained his white shirt with its threadbare cuffs.

Oh well.

He lifted his eyes and looked across the crowded tavern. People of all sorts sat around drinking and eating and talking and laughing. Caldric might have felt that they were mocking him if he could feel anything at all. Anything but the numbing cold that had settled deep within every part of him.

Instead, the chatter and mirth were just droning background noise, the cheery tavern a dull scene playing out before him, and his soaked clothes were not even a bother.

He wasn’t sure why he had even come here. It was a rare day when he left his manor house to venture outside, let alone to a place like this. Yet here he was, bewildered as to why he was standing here.

But now what?

The bar, probably. That was a normal thing to do when at an establishment like this. Perhaps this place might be able to serve him a drink that satiated his thirst, or food that didn’t turn to ash in his mouth. Or give him a stomachache. Vampires and human food did not mix well. Not well at all.

He began to make his way through the crowd, which seemed to make room for him. It was hard to tell if it was because of his pale skin and vampiric nature, or because his clothes dripped water all over the floor.

Not that the water droplets stayed there for long, as a mop and bucket, moving of their own accord, were hot on his trail. It would be amusing if only he could...

He sighed as he reached the bar, standing with his arms by his side while he waited to be noticed by either of the people working behind it—the witch Morwenna, or her bartender, Flint. But the bar was busy, and he knew he would have to wait for some time. No matter.

As he stood, he slowly became aware of the fact that he had been noticed. Not by the bar staff, but rather by a trio of older gentlemen and woman, perhaps in her late thirties, but the older he got, the harder it was to guess other people’s ages.

And he was old. So old.

The woman studied him with shrewd eyes. And he studied her right back. If he recalled correctly, it was impolite to stare. But he had long become indifferent to social propriety. Just as he had become indifferent to everything and everyone.

But this woman. He narrowed his eyes, looking inwardly. He felt like…

He scoffed at the idea. Impossible.

But if he had felt something it would have been... He mused over that thought.

She too had pale skin, but not like the alabaster of a vampire, rather someone who saw little daylight, with raven hair, deep, dark eyes, and full lips.

He surmised she was probably beautiful if he was correctly remembering what beauty even meant.

Caldric continued to wait, and they continued to stare.

He heard a whisper pass between them.

“You really can’t be serious,” the woman hissed, the sound of disdain clear in her voice.

“It seemed like a good idea, but now that he’s there.” One of the men’s upper lip curled just a little. “I’m wondering if this beer has gone to my head.”

“Don’t be silly.” Another of the men waved him off. “This is a splendid idea. No one will be the wiser, and you won’t even have to fight anyone.”

“Besides, what are your other options? Breaking in? That’s going to be a whole lot more dangerous than a few uncomfortable days in the company of...”

It seemed as though they may have been talking about him.

How...interesting?

Caldric turned to them. “Can I help you?”

“No, I don’t think you can.” The woman eyed him up, much like a cat might watch a mouse.

“Let’s not be hasty now.” One of the men held up a hand. “I don’t know if we’ve seen you here before. I’m Stan, this is Burt, Harry, and Burt’s niece, Aralyn. We’re the Regulars here. Minus Aralyn, that is.”

“Stan,” Aralyn and Burt both hissed at him.

“Good evening. My name is Caldric.” He nodded. “I’m familiar with this place, but I don’t frequent it too often.”

“Social gatherings with the living aren’t really a common place for blood suckers, are they?” Aralyn asked.

Caldric shrugged. “I suppose not.”

Aralyn narrowed her eyes at him.

“And what brings a fine, undead gentleman such as yourself out here tonight?” Stan continued.

Caldric raised his eyebrows and looked down at the bar, cured from years of spilled drink. “I’m not really sure.”

“Just fancied a stroll in the storm?” Harry asked, looking at his sopping clothes.

“No. Not really.”

“Needed a drink?” Stan asked.

Caldric shook his head. “Hm. That’s not it.”

“Then what is it?” Burt demanded.

Caldric thought for a good long while, but he didn’t have an answer. There had been no calling, no need or even desire to leave his house. He was just sitting in his drawing room, then he found himself on his feet, umbrella in hand, and suddenly out the door, heading in this direction. He shrugged again. “Perhaps I needed some fresh air.”

Aralyn sniffed. “I’m not sure I’d call this fresh.”

“Perhaps some stuffy air is what I was after?” Caldric offered.

Aralyn leaned toward Burt. “I’m not buying any of this.”

“Did I hear you were trying to break into somewhere?” Caldric asked.

Aralyn and Burt glanced at one another, and she opened her mouth to speak, but Stan beat her to it.

“Yes, we are, old chap. We’re trying to break into the vampire social scene.” He grinned back at the others. “We were just talking about how Aralyn here might be invited to the upcoming Tolioni Ball, and boom, in you walk, just like that.”

“If that’s not fate, I don’t know what is.” Harry nodded.

Caldric tapped a finger to his chin. “The Tolioni Ball is on again already? I’m sure it wasn’t that long ago since the last one was hosted.”

“That was ten years ago,” Burt said, his eyes, as well as Aralyn’s, never leaving him.

Caldric opened his palm up. “Time just slips by, I suppose.”

Aralyn tutted.

“Something the matter?”

“Everything is just so meaningless to you vampires. Time, people. None of it matters to you.”

Caldric pursed his lips together. She didn’t sound happy. Perhaps disappointed, even. “I’m sure it matters to others of my kind more. I, however, have an affliction.”

“Don’t all vampires?” Aralyn raised an eyebrow. “I would say vampirism is an affliction.”

“I suppose.” Caldric turned as Flint approached him from the other side of the bar.

“Hey, uh, Callum, right?”

“Caldric,” he corrected.

“Right, sorry. Haven’t seen you in here much before.” Flint’s eyes flicked toward the Regulars, and even Caldric could see the ‘what are you up to?’ question on his face. “Can I get you anything?”

“I suppose that’s what people do at bars, though I’m at a loss as to what I desire.” Caldric eyed the numerous bottles stored in racks above his head over the bar.

“There’s nothing you feel like having?” Flint asked.

“Not really.”

“Is there a type of drink you prefer?”

“I don’t think so.”

“A flavor profile, even?”

“There might have been once, but I just don’t know.”

Flint nodded. “I’ll get you a bread beer. That will at least tell you what you don’t like, and we can start from there.”

A tankard slid itself across the bar and into Flint’s hand, which he then held under the lone tap at the bar and filled with a thick liquid that foamed as it poured. The potent smell of yeast made everyone groan. It should have been strong, acrid, enough to make his nose wrinkle, but it was just a dull, distant sensation, like everything else.

Caldric took the tankard and took a sip, feeling everyone watching him.

He shrugged and placed it back down on the counter. “I suppose it’s as good as anything else.”

“He’s just not human,” Stan hissed.

“That’s because he’s a vampire,” Burt responded.

“Even a vampire should have reacted a little,” Harry said.

“There’s something else going on here.” Aralyn stood up and moved over next to him. “All right, I’ll bite. What is this ‘affliction’ of yours?”

Caldric took another sip of the beer as he thought as to whether he should tell this stranger. He could actually taste the beer, at least, which was nice, but it was weak, as if watered down.

Why not?

“I’m cursed. Beyond the vampirism.” He placed a hand over his chest. “I have a frozen heart. Cursed never to feel any emotion, and barely feel anything else.”

“A frozen heart?” Aralyn looked at his hand. “That’s a powerful curse. How did it happen?”

“It doesn’t matter.” Caldric looked down into his beer. “But then, does anything?”

“Is someone moping?” Morwenna’s voice cut above the chatter. “Anyone caught moping will have to pay three times the price listed for their drink!”

Aralyn eyed him up and down again but with a softer, more curious expression. “Maybe you can help me after all,” she murmured.

“I don’t see how.”

“If you don’t feel anything, then you won’t mind being around a hunt—human. And I won’t have to worry about you wanting to feed on me.”

“Is this for that ball you wanted to attend?” Caldric asked.

“Yes. The ball.” Aralyn shifted on her feet. “And it looks as though the only way I’ll be able to go is if I’m a vampire’s plus one. Assuming you have an invitation.”

Caldric raised an eyebrow. “You want me to be your way in?”

Aralyn pursed her lips. “Yes.”

Caldric watched the black cloak that billowed around her, the dark cloth hiding leather armor and the sharp wooden bolts on her hip. “Why did you want to go again?”

“I like the vampire…culture.”

“And the ballroom dancing!” Stan called from behind her.

Aralyn rolled her eyes. “Yeah, the ballroom dancing. That’s my favorite part,” she said flatly.

“I can’t help you. Sorry.” Caldric went to turn away, but a firm hand grabbed his arm and turned him back to face Aralyn.

“What do you mean ‘can’t help me?’” She hissed.

“Exactly that.”

“Look, I’m sorry if I hurt your sense of self-importance by implying you were just a free ticket to the ball.”

“It’s not that,” Caldric said. “I just don’t care about going.”

“What?” Aralyn asked incredulously. “It’s one of the most prestigious events you vampires go to.”

“Indeed. And I don’t care for it.”

“Why?” Aralyn demanded.

“As I just said, I have a frozen heart.” Caldric looked at her blankly. “I don’t care for anything. Besides, it’s not just some ball. There are customs and traditions the family will expect all their guests to adhere to. It would take quite some preparation to be ready.”

“Preparation is a huge part of my job.” Aralyn looked up at him with her deep, intense gaze that almost gave him the same sensation as being stuck with one of her bolts.

“Then perhaps tell that to the next vampire you find.” Caldric sipped the bread beer again. There certainly was something curious about the brew.

“Is that a yes?” Stan asked hopefully.

“No.” With that, Caldric turned on his heel and left the bar, once again wondering why he had ever come here in the first place.


Chapter Three – Aralyn

“Do you think that was a maybe?” Stan stared at the tavern door as it shut behind Caldric.

“No.” Burt shook his head and turned to Aralyn. “It was a silly plan. Sorry for suggesting it.”

“Why do you say that?” Aralyn asked as she drained her gin glass.

“I think Burt feels bad that he made light of something important to you—infiltrating this event,” Harry said. “We’re just sorry we couldn’t get you a date to the vampire ball.”

“There must be other vampires we can ask.” Stan hunched his shoulders over his tankard.

“No,” Burt shook his head. “I think it’s too dangerous for Aralyn to be around a vampire we don’t know. If they see through the ruse…”

“Silas,” Stan held up his hand, and his face lit up like the full moon over Wishing Moon Bay.

“Silas?” Aralyn looked at each of the men in turn. “You mean Silas Langdon.”

“Is there another vampire named Silas in town?” Burt asked, with no irony.

“Not that I know of,” Stan replied.

“I am not going on a date with him,” Aralyn said firmly.

“Oh no! No, we don’t mean that. But Silas might help us out,” Harry said. “He does that for us from time to time.”

“You know him?” Aralyn asked. Because she sure did not want to turn up on that vampire’s doorstep if they did not. Silas might not be on her radar when it came to slaying, but he sure had a reputation.

“Yes, we’re good friends,” Stan said happily, although she waited for confirmation from someone else. Uncle Burt’s friend did like to embellish things a little. And that little embellishment might mean a lot of trouble. Especially when it came to Silas Langdon.

“We go for tea,” Harry added. “On occasion.”

“Tea. At a vampire’s mansion.” Now Aralyn was worried. No one went for tea with a vampire. Vampires did not do tea. Vampires sucked blood. They did not serve Earl Grey. Especially someone as infamous as Silas.

“Yes, Colton bakes a perfect coffee and walnut cake. And his scones are to die for,” Uncle Burt said wistfully, staring into space. Then his expression became more serious. “Not that any dying goes on at his mansion.”

“No, it’s all very civilized. It’s almost too quaint, even for my taste,” Stan said. “Silas thinks the world of Merri and her children, he would not do anything to cause them harm or bring trouble to the door.”

“Children?” Her blood ran cold, and she reached behind her back and curled her fingers around the smooth wooden stake she always kept tucked into her belt. What kind of monster turned children into vampires?

“Yes. Merri’s children from a previous marriage. Although they are growing up fast...” Uncle Burt’s eyes narrowed in her direction. “Is something troubling you?”

“I am just trying to get my head around the idea of children living in the same house as an ancient vampire, who is not exactly warm and fuzzy,” Aralyn replied. If they were ‘growing up,’ then at least they were still alive. But still…

“Oh,” Stan waved his hand at her. “Don’t you worry about the children. Silas would do anything to protect them.”

“Would he?” Could she use this to her advantage?

“Oh, yes. Merri is his true love,” Stan said dreamily. “Loved her enough to let her go.”

“I thought she was living with him at his mansion?” Aralyn asked. She’d forgotten what it was like talking to her uncle and his friends. The Regulars, as they called themselves. Though spending time in this place seemed to have made them even more cryptic than before.

A small smile played across her lips. They seemed to fit right in here at The Lonely Tavern.

“She is the love of his life,” Uncle Burt said. “But Silas loved her before she ventured out into the World Beyond. But he let her go because he knew she wanted children, and that was the one thing he could not give her.”

Aralyn let out a long sigh as the idea of manipulating Silas faded. It was her one flaw. She might have been one of the greatest vampire hunters that ever lived had it not been for a heart her mentors had called pure.

But maybe it was too pure.

In her world, true love was the most powerful force of all. It triumphed over everything.

Even her.

Even vampires, it would seem.

“Maybe if I call ahead, Colton might rustle up some cake.” Harry took his phone out of his pocket.

“There isn’t time,” Stan told him. “It’s only a ten-minute walk to Silas’s mansion.”

“But Merri is there, and she’s a witch,” Harry replied. “She might be able to...” He waved his fingers like a stage magician. “Rustle something up.”

“Or perhaps we’ll just have to kill time with another round.” Stan gestured toward his empty tankard.

“I’m sure we can survive without tea and cakes,” Aralyn told them as she stood up, ready to go.

“Well, there’s surviving,” Uncle Burt said as he pulled on his jacket. “And there’s Colton’s cake.”

“I’ll call ahead. Just in case.” Harry tapped his phone screen and made the call.

Aralyn sighed inwardly. This was a mistake. A vampire hunter did not call ahead. They usually entered through the front door after breaking it down, or else they snuck in the back way.

“Colton. It’s Harry.” A broad smile crossed his face. “Oh, you knew because of caller ID? Of course.” Harry covered the mouthpiece of the phone. “He has my number on his phone.”

Aralyn backed toward the door, hoping the Regulars would follow. But as she took a step backward, something brushed against her, and she swung around.

“Leaving!” Morwenna stood before her, the animated brush by her side, like a bodyguard.

“We have places to be,” Uncle Burt said, stepping to Aralyn’s side.

“What places do you need to be when it’s pouring with rain outside and it’s two for one on all drinks?” Morwenna arched a questioning eyebrow as her eyes bore into Uncle Burt. “Now, you three are my most loyal customers. How could you be the only ones jumping ship at a time like this?”

Aralyn had to admit, the tavern owner was impressive. Confirming her suspicions that Morwenna was behind most...if not all, of the goings on in this place. She seemed a powerful woman, and that was just her imposing stature.

“Important places,” Uncle Burt said, straightening his shoulders. “We’ve got important places to be.”

“What can be more important than two for one on all drinks?” Morwenna narrowed her eyes.

“Well...” Uncle Burt began.

Morwenna changed tack. “Besides, why go outside where the rain is pouring, when you could stay inside where Flint is pouring?”

Aralyn was definitely warming to Morwenna. She was smart, didn’t shy away from going after whatever she wanted, and had a way with words. Even if that way was usually more akin to brute force than subtle guile.

“Uncle Burt.” Aralyn placed her hand on his shoulder as she sensed his resolve to leave slipping. “Shall we wait for the others outside?”

“In the rain?” Uncle Burt asked, glancing over his shoulder toward the bar, where three empty stools were standing together like tiny islands of serenity in the chaos of the bar crowd.

“Why not have another drink before you leave?” Morwenna’s voice was unusually soft as she turned on her heel and stepped back to stand with her hand on Uncle Burt’s shoulder. “I hear the latest batch of Liselle’s...”

“Coffee and walnut cake,” Harry said as he joined them. “And a half a leftover Victoria sponge.”

“Victoria sponge,” Uncle Burt practically drooled over the tavern floor.

“Are you coming, too, Morwenna?” Stan asked as he shrugged on his wet coat with a grimace.

“Yes, you should come, too,” Uncle Burt said. “I’m sure in all your time in the tavern, you must have heard rumors and gossip you could share about the Tolioni family over tea and cake. And you’re a friend of Silas. Wouldn’t it be good to catch up?”

Aralyn groaned inwardly and shot her uncle a sidelong look. As much as she loved Burt to pieces, he was a blabbermouth.

“So that’s why you are here, young Aralyn.” Morwenna stepped forward and swung around to face Aralyn. “You have business with the Tolioni family.”

“No,” Aralyn said truthfully.

“Not business,” Morwenna mused, picking up on Aralyn’s verbal sidestep. “So what do you want to ask Silas?”

“If you want to know, you should come along,” Stan told Morwenna.

“Oh, don’t worry, I’ll soon find out,” Morwenna said. “Just promise me you do not intend to put a stake through Silas’s heart if he refuses to help you.”

“Not today.” With a curt nod, Aralyn sidestepped Morwenna and headed for the door. As she reached for the handle, the door opened as if it had a mind of its own. No, not the tavern. It was not capable of thinking or feeling. If the door had magically opened, then the person responsible was Morwenna.

Who seemed to have easily hoodwinked everyone into believing The Lonely Tavern was sentient. What some people would do for business.

The open tavern door revealed the rain had eased a little, but it was still coming down so heavy they would be soaked through by the time they reached the mansion. More than that, they’d be soaked through before they even left the alleyway.

“Umbrella.” Aralyn summoned her magic and waved her hand in an arc. The rain instantly stopped bouncing off the ground at her feet and instead dripped off the edges of an invisible umbrella.

“Neat.” Stan was the first to exit the tavern

“Thank you.” Aralyn bobbed her head.

“Handy,” Uncle Burt said as he joined them.

“Room for four?” Harry asked as he tugged his collar up around his neck.

“Always.” With a look back over her shoulder to where Morwenna was watching from the doorway, her eyes narrowed, assessing, calculating, Aralyn asked, “Right or left.”

“This way.” Burt held out his arm to the right. “At least the rain’s eased a little. I thought we would need a canoe to get through town.”

“Stay close together,” Aralyn said as the tavern door closed behind them and they began their journey to Silas’s mansion.

The talk as they walked seemed to surround one main topic. Tea and cake. Uncle Burt had mellowed a lot since she had last visited him here in Wishing Moon Bay. There was something softer about him, more cozy... Happier. Yes, he was happy and relaxed, as if he had found his place in the world.

Something that had been a constant source of insecurity for him since he had never developed the required skills to fulfill his destiny as a vampire hunter. Bloodline or not, some people were just not cut out for this type of life.

But she liked this new version of him.

Even if she suspected The Lonely Tavern and Morwenna were responsible for the new Uncle Burt.

The three bumbling men were not her usual company on her way to meet with a vampire, or, well, any time, but she had to admit that their chatter helped lift her spirits against the torrential rainfall, and before she knew it, they were coming to a stop.

“This is it,” Harry announced as they turned a corner and headed along a street filled with Gothic-style mansions. It was almost cliche seeing the tall, spindly spires silhouetted against the cracks of lightning that filled the storm clouds.

The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end as they walked. She could sense the vampires to her left and right and her hand once more went to the stake tucked into her belt. But she needed to keep a low profile. If she caused a disturbance, if she pierced the heart of just one of these vampires, she would draw too much attention to herself and she would never get the chance to put her plan into action.

“Silas lives here.” Uncle Burt walked to the front door of one of the larger mansions with no hesitation. Even the smallest amount of vampire hunter in his blood should have given him cause for pause.

“Are you coming?” Stan asked when she stopped, her feet firmly planted on the sidewalk.

“Yes.” She forced herself to take the next step and the next.

Tea with a vampire. Whatever next?


Chapter Four – Aralyn

Oh, yeah, fake dating a vampire. Was she truly going to go along with that idea?

In the time she had hesitated, Stan had knocked on the front door, and the front door now stood open with a young boy and an older, teenage girl framed in the light spilling out.

“Children,” Aralyn muttered.

Happy children.

Her heart lightened at the sound of their voices and the way they beckoned the Regulars into the house. Aralyn hurried forward to join them, not wanting to be left behind. Not wanting to be on the outside looking in.

She swallowed down the lump of emotion forming in her throat. Vampire hunting was in her blood. And she was good at it, really good at it. But recently, she’d begun to wonder about what else life might hold for her. What it would be like to have a family of her own, to nurture and protect children rather than always being on the hunt?

If she could pull this off. If she could get inside the Tolioni house and retrieve the Myasma Stone. Then perhaps she might be done with vampires for good.

But to pull this off, she needed help. Well, information. And Silas Langdon might be her only hope of getting the information she needed.

Yet a nagging voice in the back of her head told her that Silas was not the vampire she needed.

‘Vampire she needed.’ Aralyn never thought she would use that word when talking about a vampire.

“Aralyn.” Uncle Burt stood in the doorway, waiting for her.

“Coming.” Aralyn shook herself from her reverie and hurried to join Uncle Burt. As she stepped over the threshold, she shuddered. Even the smell of freshly baked cakes, and they truly did smell delicious, could not mask the scent of vampire.

It lingered on the air, a faint stale tang that set her nerves on edge. Aralyn’s hand instinctively twitched toward the stake hidden beneath her jacket, but she forced herself to relax. This was not the time for violence, even though she was going into the belly of the beast.

However, when she stepped inside the house it was hard to think of any beast living here.

The interior of the house was…surprising. Aralyn’s eyes darted around, taking in every detail as she followed her uncle along a hallway, tempted deeper into the vampire’s lair by the smell of homemade cake. Cozy furniture in the living room, family photos on the walls, and children’s sneakers abandoned at the bottom of the stairs. It looked so...normal. Except for the high arched ceilings and vampiric designs adorning the woodwork.

But Aralyn knew better. Vampires were masters of deception. This cozy domestic scene could easily be an elaborate ruse.

As they entered the kitchen, Aralyn’s gaze immediately locked onto the tall, dark-haired man standing by the counter. Silas Langdon himself.

Her vision zoned in on him, her heartbeat jumped up, and the desire to drive a stake through his heart took hold of her. But she rolled her shoulders and shook it off, even though the desire still lingered.

“This is my niece, Aralyn,” Uncle Burt was announcing proudly.

“A vampire hunter,” Silas drawled. “Welcome.”

“Vampire hunter?” A pretty woman with silver strands in her auburn hair stiffened and moved to put herself between Silas and Aralyn.

Was that the secret to their true love? Silas had glamoured a powerful witch to act as his bodyguard. It was no secret that Colton, who had been Silas’s constant companion and bodyguard for decades, had grown old and frail.

“Good to meet you.” Silas placed a hand on the witch’s shoulder and squeezed it lightly. “This is my wife, Merri.”

“Merri.” Aralyn nodded and the middle-aged woman forced a smile. “You have a beautiful home.”

Isn’t that what people usually said at times like these? Aralyn had been trained in hand-to-hand combat, honed her skills in tracking, and perfected her ability to sense vampires from a mile away. But small talk? That was a skill she had never quite mastered.

Merri’s eyes softened slightly, though she remained wary. “Thank you. Would you like some cake?”

Cake. In the house of one of the most powerful vampires in town.

Was she living in an alternative reality? Was that it?

Perhaps she’d made a mistake, and a vampire had gotten the jump on her. She wasn’t really in this kitchen. She was just imagining she was because a vampire was inside her head.

“Aralyn.” Uncle Burt got out of his seat and touched her hands. “Come, sit, you look exhausted.” The concern in his voice was real. His touch was real.

This was real. How fitting that Silas had managed to create the very thing Aralyn had been longing for—a family, a home, a sense of normalcy. The irony wasn’t lost on her.

“Thank you,” Aralyn said, taking a seat at the kitchen table. “Cake would be lovely.”

“I can recommend the coffee and walnut cake,” Harry said as he forked up a large piece of cake and shoved it into his mouth. “It’s absolutely divine.”

“So is the Victorian Sponge.” Stan sighed contentedly.

“You can try both,” the teenage girl said. “I’m Brigette.”

“Are you really a vampire hunter?” the boy asked.

“And this is Jared,” Brigette nodded toward her brother.

“Yes, I am,” Aralyn said. “And I’d love to try both.”

“A good choice,” Colton said, eying her with the practiced gaze of a man who had spent decades assessing threats. Aralyn met his gaze steadily, refusing to be intimidated.

As Merri busied herself cutting slices of cake, Aralyn’s gaze darted between Silas and the children. The young boy was eyeing her curiously, while the teenage girl had a more skeptical look, as if trying to discern the truth behind Aralyn’s calm exterior.

She had her mother’s magic. Aralyn could sense it, see it almost like a shimmering halo…

“What brings you to Wishing Moon Bay?” Silas asked.

Aralyn paused, her fork halfway to her mouth. She could almost taste the sweet strawberry jam, and the golden sponge, perfectly cooked. Her eyes flickered to Colton briefly before they settled on Silas.

As she met his gaze, she was aware of each and every other person in the kitchen. She knew with pinpoint accuracy where they were in relation to her. She could sense their emotions, their heartbeats, the subtle shifts in their posture. It was a survival skill honed through countless dangerous encounters, but here in this warm kitchen, it felt almost intrusive.

“I came for information,” Aralyn said carefully, “but it appears I am out of luck since the one I seek is no longer in town from what I’ve learned.”

“And the name of this person you seek?” Silas’s voice was smooth but carried an undercurrent of suspicion.

“Valaky,” Aralyn answered, watching their reactions closely.

Silas’s expression remained impassive, but Brigette’s eyes widened slightly, betraying recognition.

“You know where he is?” Aralyn asked, keeping her attention fixed on Silas.

Silas glanced at the Regulars. “You didn’t tell her?”

“Not exactly,” Uncle Harry mumbled, avoiding Aralyn’s gaze.

“What happened to him?” she asked.

Had another vampire hunter come to town and turned him to ash? Or… No, surely Uncle Burt hadn’t finally fulfilled his destiny?

“Well…he went upstairs in The Lonely Tavern and has never been seen again,” Silas said as if it was the most normal thing in the world.

“Upstairs in The Lonely Tavern? You were being literal when you told me that?” Aralyn asked as she lowered her fork toward her plate. “I am assuming you all believe that the tavern did something to him.”

Here we go again, she thought. The witch Morwenna probably drove a stake through Valaky’s heart and then told a tall story about how he just disappeared. Perhaps he hadn’t paid his bar tab.

“And you don’t?” A smile curled at the corners of Silas’s mouth and for the first time, she had the unnerving feeling that the tavern was, in fact, a sentient being.

A vampire as old as Silas would know. Unless he’d decided to play along with the stories for some nefarious reason because it suited him.

“I have seen much of this world,” Aralyn began. “And in all that time, I have never come across a building that has a mind of its own.”

“That’s because The Lonely Tavern is unique,” Stan said, finishing up his first slice of cake and eying another.

Aralyn raised an eyebrow, leaning back in her chair. The warmth of the kitchen contrasted sharply with the chill that ran down her spine. “Unique how?” she questioned, her tone more demanding than curious.

“Aralyn.” Uncle Burt’s tone was gentle, reminding her of when she was a small child haunted by dreams of blood-sucking creatures of the night.

Yes, she’d been taught from a very young age where her path lay. What she was, who she was.

“Sorry,” she replied. “It’s been a long day.” She paused. “But it’s no excuse for being rude.”

“What do you want with Valaky?” Colton asked, talking to her directly for the first time since she entered the kitchen.

She turned her attention to Colton, a man she respected even though he worked for Silas. Colton had a reputation for being the most knowledgeable person where vampire lore was concerned, and many a vampire hunter had tried to recruit him to no avail. But she’d never expected to get a chance to meet him, let alone question him about the Tolioni family.

But maybe…

“I need to talk to him,” Aralyn said.

“Talk, or stake?” Silas asked dryly.

“Talk,” Aralyn replied evenly as she finally ate a forkful of cake.

My goodness, it was divine! Buttery and rich, with just the right amount of sweetness. For a moment, she closed her eyes and let her guard down, lost in the simple pleasure of the dessert.

“Good, isn’t it?” Uncle Burt asked as she opened her eyes.

“Tea?” Merri poured her a cup of fragrant tea. “Milk and sugar, if you want it.”

“Thank you.” Aralyn added a dash of milk and stirred the tea in a pretty floral cup and matching saucer.

“Tea and cake never fail to make humans more civilized,” Silas said with some amusement.

“You are just jealous,” Merri replied lightly.

“You might be right. I can still recall a summer evening so long ago when I ate cake so fresh from the oven, it nearly burned my mouth.” Silas sighed, the look he gave Merri one of genuine love. Something Aralyn had never witnessed before. Perhaps because the vampires she usually encountered were not the kind to love anything other than their own pale skins.

“And what did you want to talk to Valaky about?” Colton asked.

“Aralyn needs information on the Tolioni family,” Uncle Burt blurted out.

Aralyn shot him a look that would pierce the heart of most vampires. “Uncle.”

“What?” he answered defensively. “That is why we are here.”

“I thought you came for the cake,” Aralyn said sharply.

“I did, but you did not,” Uncle Burt replied. “So, ask what you want to know.”

Aralyn sighed and stuck her fork into her cake, twisting it around. “Okay. I need to get into the Tolioni mansion. And as a vampire hunter, I will not be welcome if I just stroll up to the front door.”

“Really?” Silas asked. “It seemed to work for you here.”

Harry coughed as he nearly choked on a morsel of cake. “We told Aralyn we were friends.”

“Did you now?” Silas replied with an arched eyebrow.

“They are our friends,” Jared replied as he grinned at Stan. “We go fishing. And they helped Brigette with her magic homework.”

Harry rubbed the back of his neck. “Hair sprouting out all over your body is not the most enjoyable experience.”

Brigette smiled at Harry. “Sorry about that.”

“It’s no bother,” Harry said. “For a moment, I thought I was going to need to get a job working in the tavern behind the bar with the yeti.”

“Yeti?” Aralyn asked. “In The Lonely Tavern.”

“Well, he’s a big fella with a lot of hair. So I guess he’s a yeti,” Harry replied. “And we’re not talking about Flint, heh!”

“And they meet here on a Thursday evening for their book club,” Jared added.

“Book club?” Silas asked.

“It’s more of a prophecy reading club,” Stan said.

“And you didn’t invite me to join?” Silas asked, resting a hand on Colton’s shoulder.

“Since when have you believed in prophecies?” Merri snorted. “The last time Colton asked you to read one, you used it to light the fire in your study.”

“Oh, that old thing!” Silas said.

“Ancient,” Colton grumbled. “From before the protection spell.”

“I have apologized for that countless times,” Silas said.

“Doesn’t bring it back though, does it?” Stan asked.

Aralyn smothered a smile. The Regulars spoke to Silas as if he were… Well, a regular guy.

“You want the Myasma Stone.” Colton’s words hit her smack in the face, and she leaned back in her chair as if he’d sent her reeling.

“Oh!” Silas’s pale eyes lit up, and he pulled out a chair and sat down, leaning his elbows on the table as he leaned toward her. “Interesting.”

“What’s the Myasma Stone?” Brigette asked.

“It’s a family heirloom,” Uncle Burt said before she could stop him. “It holds all the curses made by the Myasma line of vampire hunters.”

“It disappeared many years ago,” Aralyn explained. “No one knows exactly what happened to it, but recently there’s been some reliable information that it’s in the possession of the Tolioni family.”

“So you want to risk the ire of the Tolioni family, and not just that, but soiree with them, all to get back some sentimental item?” Silas arched an eyebrow at her.

Aralyn kept a straight face. “Something like that.” It wasn’t far from the truth.

“Well, that’s certainly one of the stranger reasons for someone to put themselves in mortal danger, but it must be important to you if this is what you truly intend.” Silas kept his stony gaze on her. “After all, you of all people would be acutely aware of the risks.”

“Can you help me, then?” Aralyn asked.

“No,” Silas said simply. “I’m not willing to risk myself and my family becoming enemies of that particular group of vampires. And I fear you will struggle to find someone to aid you. Not many of my kind would be willing to help one of your kind, even if it is for something as innocuous as retrieving a lost heirloom.”

Aralyn pursed her lips. “I suppose there is a lot of bad blood between our kinds.”

“Indeed.” A ghost of a smile appeared on his pale lips. “Though I might know someone who could help. This vampire doesn’t share the same feelings of animosity. In fact, he is unable to share any feelings.”

Aralyn grimaced. “Don’t tell me. It’s Caldric, right? We’ve already spoken to him, and I know about his curse. He’s already said no.”

“He might change his mind when he finds out it was one of your ancestors that cursed him.”

Aralyn’s eyes widened. “What?”

“You’re of Myasma bloodline, no?” Silas’s smile widened just a little. “And considering what artifact it is that you intend to retrieve, you might just be able to cure his frozen heart in return for his help.”


Chapter Five – Caldric

Shadows and cobwebs clung to the corners of the manor house that Caldric had called home for centuries. The rain pounding against the stone bricks and slate shingles was a dull, white noise, while flashes of lightning lanced through the gaps in poorly drawn drapes.

Caldric had once been, as many vampires were, a stickler for drape management. They had been ornately decorated and there would not have been so much as a crack for the harsh sun to peer through during the day. At night, the windows would be uncovered, welcoming in the cool moonlight in all its glory.

However, he had not felt fear for the sun in longer than he could remember. There had even been times when he had been winged by a shaft of sunlight during early mornings. A searing pain that would put panic into the unbeating hearts of even the toughest vampire, but not for Caldric. He would take one look at his faded drapes, with their now faded gold linings, and any fear quickly left him, leaving the profound apathy that permeated his existence.

Caldric shrugged off his coat, that had seen better days, and hung it by the door where it dripped onto the worn carpet. The short flight of stairs down into the main hall creaked beneath his weight, complaining of the negligence they had to endure as he made his way down.

Then he was standing in what had been the jewel of the manor. The large round hall, shaped like a small amphitheater, around which the rest of the house was built.

He had spent many nights hosting auspicious guests here or simply enjoying the solitude with his one true love.

His fingers traced the rich mahogany top of the grand piano that took center stage at the bottom of the hall. It had been with him even longer than the house had, longer than anything else had been in his eternal life.

Yet even this could not break him from his curse. He flicked open the keylid and seated himself on the stool in front of it, which sat at a wonky angle from a damaged leg.

The ivory and ebony keys stared back up at him, begging him to make them sing like they once had.

He placed his thin fingers on them and pressed down. The sound that came out was as monotonous as the rain outside.

Caldric began to play, but each note was muted and muffled, sounding similar to the last. He almost wished that they were instead discordant, so he could at least feel annoyance at the music. Instead, he simply went through the motions of playing through some old compositions that he had long forgotten the name of, trailing off around halfway through the recital to once again sit in silence.

A silence that was very quickly shattered by the sound of the door knocker.

Caldric frowned. “A visitor? That’s strange.”

He pushed himself to his feet and headed back up the stairs toward the pounding knock at the door. It sounded like they were impatient, that they wanted an answer quicker.

It would be strange that a door-to-door salesperson would be out in this storm. His neighbors hadn’t visited in years, and a hunter surely wouldn’t just knock on his front door.

He paused at the threshold.

Whoever was on the other side of his front door was human.

He could hear the blood thumping in their veins. Thumping louder than he would normally expect. Were they scared, excited? Perhaps he was about to be confronted by someone on a dare. It happened every few weeks or so.

One of the local youths dared another to knock on a vampire’s door. And usually, it was his door, since most of them knew he was the least likely to fly into an angry rage at being disturbed.

“Oh, anger, how I miss you,” Caldric murmured as he reached for the door handle and cracked the door.

“You missed me?” The vampire hunter from the tavern stood on the other side of the door, head tilted to one side as she smiled at him. Rainwater poured down from her raised hood, and her right hand was hidden from view, and he suspected it held a stake. She’d apparently come here to drive it through his heart in revenge for his failure to do her bidding and help her with whatever it had been that she asked of him.

Had it been a mission of some sort? He hadn’t cared to remember it.

“I told you I was not interested in helping you,” Caldric told her, but for some reason, he did not close the door, although he was possibly in mortal, well, immortal peril right now.

“Yes, yes, you’re not interested in much at all, thanks to that curse of yours,” she replied as she looked him up and down, no doubt judging him for his shabby clothes.

“It is not my curse,” he told her. “It does not belong to me. It was forced on me...”

“I know.” She leaned farther to the side, peering past him. “Can I come in?”

“Why?” Caldric asked. He didn’t know why she was here, and the reason was probably not going to be good for his health. But she was a distraction from the boredom he could not feel. He was sure that people liked to change things up from time to time so why not give it a go?

“Because I have wine.” She held up a bottle of fine red wine. Expensive fine red wine. He leaned forward and sniffed the air. She smelled of freshly baked cake.

His eyes narrowed. There was only one house in this part of town that would smell like that.

“You raided Silas’s wine cellar.” His fangs protruded from his mouth. He didn’t need fear to tell him he was in danger.

“I wouldn’t call it raiding,” she said, taking a cautionary step back.

“Then what would you call it?” Caldric opened the door wider, his gaze distant as he stared across the rainy street to the gaunt mansion across the way.

The mansion where Silas lived with his lovely wife and children. Even Caldric, with all the world’s lethargy, would not allow harm to come to them.

“What did you do?” He straightened up, looming over the vampire hunter, ready to avenge...

“I asked him if I could have a bottle of red, and he gave me this.” She held it up and squinted at the label. “Apparently, it’s one of your favorites. Or at least used to be.”

Why would Silas share this kind of information with a vampire hunter, unless he was under duress?

Not that he cared much for Silas himself. But the boy, Jared, always waved as he passed by. And the girl, Brigette, liked to play music... And if there was one thing Caldric knew was important in the world, it was music.

“Are they... You haven’t hurt his family, have you?” Caldric asked.

Her eyes widened, and then her brow furrowed. That looked like an expression of surprise, or confusion. Something that he had once been far too familiar with. “What kind of monster do you take me for?”

“I have experienced the wrath of vampire hunters,” Caldric replied curtly. “I know how the lines blur in the heat of battle and how the red mist descends...”

“I can assure you there were no blurred lines or red mists,” the vampire hunter said. “Only coffee and walnut cake, and Victoria sponge. And tea. So many cups of tea.” She placed her hand on her stomach. Was she truly going to ask to use his bathroom as a way to gain entry into his house?

“And somehow all this tea drinking ended with this bottle of wine.” He jabbed his finger at the bottle in her hand.

“Yes.” She nodded.

“And you believe I will help you in exchange for this bottle?”

“Oh, no,” she shook her head. “This is simply to get me through the door.”

“So you can drive a stake through my heart for my sleight?” Caldric raised an eyebrow.

“Sleight?” She frowned. “I’m sorry, you’ve lost me there.”

“For saying no to your request for help.”

“Caldric,” she said. “If I drove a stake through the heart of every vampire that said no to my requests, there would be no vampires left to hunt.”

“So, why are you here?” Caldric asked.

“Can I come in?”

Caldric eyed her for a moment. She was bold, that was for sure.

“Why not?” Caldric stepped back and opened the door wider.

So what if she was here to drive a stake through his heart? If nothing else, it would end this unfeeling tedium.

“Thank you.” She stepped inside, her gaze immediately assessing, looking for another exit should she get trapped.

“The kitchen is this way.” He closed the front door and swept past her, inhaling the scent of her. She was intoxicating. Vampire hunters had the most delicious aroma surrounding them. He’d always put it down to the adrenaline always pumping through their veins.

There was nothing as sweet as vampire hunter blood, laced with a lashing of adrenalin.

He watched her out of the corner of his eye. He could almost imagine how delicious she would be. In fact, for just a moment, he could.

Strange. That was a first in as long as he could remember.

She glanced up, and he flicked his eyes away, thinking of something else before he tried to find the feeling again. He probably shouldn’t be caught staring hungrily at her.

Beethoven.

As they headed along a hallway, with Aralyn close behind him, he played the music in his head, while his fingers tapped out the notes against his thighs.

When they reached the kitchen, he went to the glass cabinet where he stored his rarely used wine glasses. As he took them down, he examined them for dust. Satisfied they were clean, he placed them down on the wide kitchen table he never used.

“Shall I?” He held out his hand for the bottle of red.

“No, I can manage,” she replied, then looked around the kitchen. “Corkscrew?”

He looked around for a moment, forgetting where that utensil drawer was. He opened it and swiped away some cobwebs. A second later, he held out the corkscrew to…what was her name? “Here.”

“Thanks.” She glanced at the dusty corkscrew, though her eyes didn’t leave him for more than a moment. Did she ever switch off?

As she took the corkscrew from his hand, their fingers brushed, his cold against her warmth. But she didn’t wince or react. Unusual.

Normally, he reviled people.

He suspected Aralyn had plenty of vampiric experience.

What was even stranger was the warmth that lingered on his skin as they pulled away from one another.

As she pulled the cork, he caught the scent of the wine, strawberries and apricots, a reminder of his hometown, of where he grew up. Of a simple life, a life filled with love and laughter, of innocence.

He closed his eyes, savoring those memories, wishing he could go back to those times. Wishing his memories were more complete, that he could feel how he felt when his mother bought him his first piano, with money she’d scrimped and saved while her hands turned red, her skin chapped from taking in other people’s laundry.

It was on that first piano he composed his first piece. It was clumsy, lacking in so many ways, but it was his first agonizing step toward his dream of becoming one of the great masters of his art.

“Drink.” She thrust a glass of red wine under his nose, and he opened his eyes, aware he’d shown her a vulnerability and she had not taken advantage of it. He really had lost his sense of self-preservation.

Which meant she had not come here for revenge. She still wanted something from him.

“And what are we drinking to?” Caldric asked. “With this very special bottle of wine.”

“Us.” She raised her glass, her expression unreadable.

“Us.” If she were trying to pique his interest, which was just about nigh on impossible, she had wasted a bottle of good red.

“Yes. You and me.” She touched her glass to his.

“I already told you I am not going to change my mind about helping you,” Caldric told her as he sniffed his wine and swished it around in the glass.

“Oh, I think you will,” Aralyn replied. “If the price was right.”

“And what is the price?” Caldric asked. “For a man who has everything he can ever need.”

“What if I had the only thing you couldn’t have?”

“Oh?” Caldric watched her.

“How about having your curse lifted?”


Chapter Six – Aralyn

Aralyn watched his deadpan face, but it was unreadable. It wasn’t some poker face that could be put on, it was complete and utter indifference. She felt a moment of pity, a pang of guilt that her ancestors had done this to him, before she realized who, or rather what, it was that she was facing.

A vampire.

At another time, perhaps if he still had his emotions, they would be locked in combat, a fight to the death, instead of drinking wine in his dusty kitchen.

“I’m listening,” Caldric said.

Damn. She was hoping he would jump at the thought of being cured and agree to help her. She had to keep in mind that she was currently dealing with a creature of pure logic. His lack of emotions might not be pleasant, but she was sure they helped with decision-making.

“I don’t have much more to say,” Aralyn innocently took a sip of wine. “You agree to help me and be my fake…date.” She grimaced at the word. “And I’ll lift your curse.”

“Really?” Caldric swirled his wine glass. “Just like that, you’ll have lifted this thing that has haunted me for more than a lifetime?”

She was hoping that he wasn’t going to start asking for specifics, which she didn’t have, and simply nodded.

“And just how do you plan on doing that?” he asked.

Damn.

“I’m quite experienced with curses. Comes with my line of work, I suppose,” she offered.

Caldric shook his head and placed his wine on the table. “You don’t expect me to buy that? Just because I don’t feel annoyed at being lied to, do not believe that I am an easy mark. Simply be thankful that I’m not liable to fly into a fit of bloodlust. Now, would you kindly leave me to my solitude?”

“Wait. All right. I’ll tell you the truth.” Aralyn took a step back to create some distance, letting her hand fall to her side, closer to her hand crossbow. “It was one of my ancestors who cursed you. That’s why I’ll be able to lift it.”

She tensed as she finished talking, waiting for an attack that never came.

Caldric’s gaunt features almost turned into a humorous expression. Almost.

“What?” Caldric asked as his gaze fell on the weapons at her hips. “You’re expecting me to leap across this table and try to tear your throat out for something your great-great-great grandmother did to me?”

“My great-great-great grandmother, huh?” Aralyn asked. Caldric seemed familiar with her, but then he would, if she had been the one to curse him. She wondered if he’d ever divulge what happened. “And that wouldn’t be an uncommon reaction for a blood-sucking monster when they find out they have a chance to take revenge.”

“You don’t have to worry about that. I simply don’t care. I don’t care about anything if you recall?” Caldric tapped his long nails on the table. “But I’ll admit that is curious…”

“Do you want your emotions back or not?” Aralyn demanded. “Otherwise, I’m just wasting my time here.”

Caldric’s gaze drifted past her and over her shoulder. She turned to look down into the grand round hall beyond the kitchen, but in the dim light she couldn’t make out what exactly it was he was looking at.

“All right.”

“That’s a yes?” Aralyn asked.

Caldric nodded. “I agree to assist you…however.” Caldric held up a finger.

“I’m listening.” Aralyn relaxed, just a little.

“The first thing is that there is to be no harming of vampires, or anyone else, for that matter.”

“I wasn’t necessarily considering hurting anyone for this mission.”

“Well, consider it now.” Caldric fixed her with a stern glare. “Under no circumstances.”

“What about self-defense?” Aralyn asked.

“We can assume that if it comes to that, something has gone incredibly wrong, and the deal is off anyway,” Caldric said.

“Do you even care about other vampires?” Aralyn asked.

“I know I used to. Besides, if they realize that I’ve brought a vampire hunter into their midst, and said vampire hunter causes havoc, the repercussions would make my life rather difficult.”

Aralyn nodded. She could understand that. “Anything else?”

“You will do as I say.” There was an authority to his cold tone that hadn’t been there earlier.

Something squirmed inside Aralyn. Being this close to a vampire was a necessary evil, but following commands from one? That was something else entirely.

“Fine,” she said through gritted teeth. “What would you ask of me?”

“It’s not long until the ball, but there will be preparations we have to make.”

“Let me guess, there’s a dress code and a gift code?” Aralyn hadn’t been to many ‘soirees.’ It wasn’t really her scene. But she hadn’t been completely living under a rock this whole time.

“Yes, those. But there’s also certain etiquette, and they’re very particular about the dance…”

“Dance?” Aralyn exclaimed. This whole plan seemed to be becoming worse of an idea with every moment.

“And not to mention how we’re going to get through the blood ritual. I’m sure that’s not something you’ll even consider partaking in.”

Aralyn held up her hand. “Okay, woah, hold on. Is all of this really necessary?”

“Incredibly.” Caldric nodded. “Anyone who fails to adhere to their practices of tradition will be expelled from the event, and likely suspended from future balls pending an appeal. And I’m sure you don’t want to wait another ten years for a chance at the next ball if we fluff it during this one.”

Aralyn sighed. “No.”

“Then, let’s toast.” Caldric raised his glass.

“To what?”

“To us.” Caldric leaned forward and touched his glass to hers. “That is what you wanted, isn’t it?”

“To us.” Aralyn groaned and drained her glass. “So, where do we start?”

“I suppose I should outline what you should expect from the event itself.” Caldric picked up the wine bottle and refilled both glasses. “Guests will filter into the greeting hall at the Tolioni residence over the course of the first hour after sunset. Everyone must be sure that they don’t crowd in, but don’t enter too sparsely, either.”

“Do we get a number or something?” Aralyn asked, eyeing her next glass of wine.

“No, it is simply intuition at the time. After that, there will be a brief mingling period with the other guests before the Tolioni family will make their appearance. There will be a speech before the entourage moves into the dining hall.”

“You’ve been to these before, then?” Aralyn asked, her head already beginning to spin from the amount of information being thrown at her.

“I used to go every decade,” Caldric said.

“But not anymore?”

He shook his head. “No. I’ve still got an open invitation there, but I haven’t been since…”

“Since you were cursed.”

There was a moment of silence while they both stared down into their wine.

“I’d have thought not feeling any emotions would make a dull function like that more bearable.” Aralyn chuckled. “I even struggle to sit through birthday parties on the best of days.”

“No. I think I remember…enjoying them. There was an important role I used to have there, but the curse meant that I just wasn’t as good as I had to be,” Caldric said wistfully.

What could Caldric have done that required emotions to be good at it?

“Were you a host there or something?” Aralyn asked. “An actor? I can see them having stage plays there by the sound of it.”

“Not those. Besides, it doesn’t matter.” Caldric began to walk out of the kitchen.

“So what now?” Aralyn followed him out.

“It’s time to start training,” Caldric said over his shoulder.

“Training.” Aralyn put up her fists, made a little awkward as one still held half a glass of wine. “For you or me? I’m proficient in seven forms of unarmed combat.”

Caldric made an odd sound that almost sounded like a chuckle before he replied. “For you, as I’m proficient in eight forms of ballroom dance.”

Aralyn rolled her eyes. “We’re really going to have to dance?”

“Indeed.” Caldric continued down the stairs to the large, flat floor at the bottom of the hall, the center of which was taken up by a large piano. Even in the dim light of the manor, she could see the gilded edges and fine craftsmanship.

“But surely that would be the best time for me to slip away and grab what I need?” Aralyn asked hopefully. “Everyone’s going to be distracted dancing, so no one will know I’m gone.”

“I’m afraid that’s not how this is going to work.” Caldric looked around the pile of dust and cobweb-covered books and boxes and paraphernalia before he found a flat surface to place his wineglass down on. “See, the dance is more of a communal activity.”

“What?”

“It’s not that unusual for dances to involve multiple partners at an event such as this.”

“Multiple?” Aralyn groaned again. “You’re telling me that I’m not just going to be dancing with one vampire, but multiple?”

“There’ll be a few of your kind there as well. Non-vampires, that is. Not vampire hunters.” Caldric coughed and then held up his hands. “Luckily for you, the first half is masked, so you’ll be able to get a warmup.”

Aralyn smirked. “What are you doing?”

“Teaching you to dance,” Caldric said.

“Now? Just like that?” Aralyn looked toward the stairs leading up to the kitchen. Maybe she should have brought that bottle with her.

“Why not?” Caldric asked. “The sooner we start, the more time you have for practice, after all.”

“What about music? We can’t dance without music.”

Caldric scratched his forehead. “Ah, yes. I suppose you’re right.”

Aralyn sighed in relief for the few extra moments of respite as Caldric began swiping away cobwebs and rummaging through the various items that littered the floor before placing an antique-looking gramophone atop a stack of boxes that jingled as they moved. He placed a large vinyl disk in it, placed the needle down, and wound up the handle sticking out of the side.

The disk spun, and for a few moments, nothing but popping and crackling static filled the air, but then came the sound of an instrument.

It was quiet at first, and for a moment Aralyn thought they were voices calling in a whisper, but as the music continued, the lone violin made itself known. And it made known the feeling of melancholy, of longing, of nostalgia.

Sad wasn’t the word to describe the melody the frail string instrument played. It was something much more profound than that.

Aralyn blinked, not allowing herself to become lost in the music as Caldric once again took a dancing stance, holding his hands out.

“Perhaps you could play the music?” She shrugged and nodded toward the piano. The thought of being close to him sent the hairs on the back of her neck on end.

“It will be easier to teach the steps like this,” he replied.

“I thought that you’d say that.” She took a deep breath. “Okay, let’s do this.”

“I’d put the wineglass down. You’ll need both hands.”

“Oh, yeah.” Aralyn took her time finding a clear spot out of the way to place down the glass.

The only times she had been this close to a vampire was trying to drive a stake into their unbeating heart, and the familiar pounding of her own heart and feeling of adrenaline in her veins reminded her of that fact.

She wondered whether she should ask Caldric if she should disarm herself before this. Maybe he would be uncomfortable with having her belt full of stakes so close to him. Who was she kidding? He truly didn’t, or couldn’t, care, and at this point, she was just stalling.

Aralyn nodded and muttered to herself. “Come on. You can do this.”

“What was that?” Caldric asked.

“Nothing.”

Aralyn shuffled backward before taking what was almost a running step, forcing herself to move forward, putting her arms up as if to defend herself, and before she knew it, she found herself in the arms of a vampire.


Chapter Seven – Caldric

Caldric had lived a long life. Or death, rather. But this had to be up there with one of the strangest experiences of his life.

If he had emotion, he might be scared for his life as he held the vampire hunter in his arms, the various stakes in her belt digging into his hip as they pirouetted around the room.

As they moved, quick, quick, slow, the sound of the music seeped into his bones, and he lightened his steps, rising and falling as they flowed across the room. It was like an echo of his old life was returning to him.

“Sorry,” Aralyn muttered a breathless apology as she stepped on his foot for the fourth time.

“Didn’t feel a thing.” He tightened his hold on her and guided her around the room, repeating the steps until she mastered them. Even though he had danced these steps countless times, he didn’t mind going over them again and again. Even if he had been capable of feeling boredom, he was certain that he wouldn’t have minded.

When at last the music ended, and the needle lifted on the gramophone, they continued dancing for another turn of the room.

“Excellent,” he praised.

“It wasn’t hard to get the hang of it once I figured it’s similar to my training,” Aralyn replied, her chest rising and falling as she caught her breath, while her blood pulsed in her neck.

He licked his lips, wanting a taste. “Your training?” he asked, to distract himself from the sweet scent of her.

There was something about vampire hunters. Perhaps they intentionally made themselves so irresistible so they could draw in their prey.

“Yes.” She pulled away from him and raised her hands. “It’s like the forms my teachers taught me for combat. Fluid movements, precise footwork, staying light on your toes.” Aralyn demonstrated a graceful fighting stance, her body coiled with potential energy.

Caldric watched, mesmerized by her movements. “I see the similarity,” he murmured. “Though I doubt your teachers intended those skills to be used for ballroom dancing,” Caldric said with a wry smile.

Aralyn continued moving around the room. “No, I suppose not. I’m sure more than one of them would turn in their grave if they knew. But it’s nice to use them for something other than...well…”

“...hunting,” Caldric finished for her.

Aralyn’s movements slowed, and she turned to face him, her expression unreadable. “Yes. Hunting.”

“So they never taught you to dance?” Caldric asked as he crossed the room to the gramophone.

“No, they didn’t believe it was a necessary part of my training, believe it or not,” Aralyn replied as she dropped her hands to her sides. “But then they also would not have thought we could end up in the situation we find ourselves.”

“Indeed,” Caldric said with a nod, not sure if she meant dancing with her family’s sworn enemy or infiltrating the Tolioni family to retrieve something that should never have been lost.

“So, the music.” She hovered at his shoulder as he lifted the needle and carefully removed the vinyl record before slipping it back into its protective sleeve.

“What about the music?” he asked.

“I’ve never heard anything like it.”

“For someone who spends a lot of time around vampires, you don’t know much about us,” Caldric said as he turned his back to her.

“I know where they hide, how to track them, how to fend them off.”

Caldric tilted his head. “But nothing about their culture, then. Well, be careful what you say, as you’re in the company of the composer of this particular piece.”

“You composed it? Were you playing it?” She nodded to the vinyl sleeve in his hand.

“Yes.” He smoothed his hand across the paper sleeve, worn and faded. It belonged to another time. And in some ways, another person.

“Do you still play?” She turned on her heel and ran her hand over the smooth polished wood of the grand piano that sat in the center of the room. “It would explain what this is doing here.”

In those dark days at the beginning of his curse, as the joy of music faded, he’d covered it with a white sheet. It had stood there like a ghost from his past, a constant reminder that he was not whole and would never be whole again.

But those feelings had soon faded, like all his feelings. And so he’d uncovered it, out of habit more than anything else.

Each day he’d seated himself on the piano stool and placed his fingers on the keys, willing the music to flow through him once more. But the melody remained stubbornly out of reach, trapped within him like so much else.

“Not like I used to,” Caldric admitted, expecting a lump to form in his throat. It was as if the pain and loss of something precious to him danced just beyond his reach.

“Why?” Aralyn rounded the curve of the piano and lifted the lid off the keys, revealing the gleaming ivory and ebony keys beneath. Her fingers hovered over them, not quite touching.

“I lost…the ability,” Caldric said, moving to stand beside her. “The music...it left me.”

Aralyn’s brow furrowed. “Left you?”

Caldric hesitated, his fingers tracing the edge of the piano. “I lost the ability to feel the music,” he said softly. “To truly connect with it.”

“Because of the curse?” she whispered.

“Because of the curse.” A smile flittered across his lips. “But perhaps...” Caldric trailed off, his eyes fixed on the piano keys.

Aralyn leaned closer, her warmth radiating against his cool skin. “Perhaps what?”

He met her gaze, a spark of hope flickering in his eyes. “Perhaps we should go and look at dresses.”

“Dresses?” Aralyn closed the lid over the keys as she hurriedly followed him across the room. “It’s still dark outside. No dress shops will be open.”

“We don’t need a shop,” Caldric replied.

“We don’t?” Aralyn asked, her voice tinged with confusion as she hurried to keep pace with Caldric’s long strides. “Don’t tell me when the music left you, you took up dressmaking?”

“No, I am no seamstress,” Caldric replied a hint of amusement in his voice. “But I do have a collection.”

“A collection.” He sensed her shudder. No doubt this vampire hunter was judging him harshly, believing that he kept the dresses of his victims as some kind of trophy.

“Yes, a collection.” He led her from the room and down a corridor that opened out into a hallway with a sweeping staircase.

“Up there?” She sounded nervous for the first time since she’d entered his house.

“Where else would I keep them?” he purred.

The stairs they took creaked loudly, and the dust was so thick that they left footprints. Had it really been so long since Caldric had visited some of the wings of his own manor? His world had shrunk. Not only had he locked himself away from the outside world, but he had consigned himself to such a small part of his own home.

He could see how that would drive anyone else crazy, but for him, it was as natural as anything else. After all, there was nothing more for him anywhere else than in the round hall and the living room. That was perhaps until now.

Caldric turned the handle of the door and pushed it, but it didn’t budge, the hinges having rusted shut.

“Hm. I suppose I haven’t been up here for a while.” He turned to Aralyn.

“Allow me.” Aralyn moved past him and almost as naturally as taking a normal step slammed her boot into the door, busting it open.

“An unconventional way of opening doors,” Caldric remarked as he stepped inside.

The smell of must and memories sat heavy in this room. He had a nagging feeling that he should take some time to revel in nostalgia, to marvel at the time gone and meditate on the past. Logically, that should have been his next action. To ask Aralyn to give him a private moment.

But instead, he headed across the room and unceremoniously opened the large wardrobe that took up the space of an entire wall.

“What is this room for?” Aralyn asked as she looked around in the middle of the room. “A collection? Of what?”

“Memories, I suppose.” Caldric had to force the door to the wardrobe open. “It’s not uncommon for vampires to have a collection of items of importance from throughout their life. Especially of their lives before they were turned.”

“Are these all theater programs?” Aralyn sifted through an old wooden filing cabinet.

“Yes,” Caldric said as he sorted through the various hung garments. Luckily, most of the dust had been kept out by the wardrobe.

“You went a lot, huh? I’ve never been myself.” Aralyn moved across the room, looking over a cartography table, his bookshelf of music theory, and a collection of tribal masks, before stopping at the huge portrait that hung in the center of the far wall, dominating the collection. “Who’s she?” Aralyn asked.

“My late sister.” Caldric made it past the hangers carrying formal wear and exotic uniforms, feeling the silk of beautifully made dresses upon his fingers. “And fortuitously, you and she are about the same size.”

“That doesn’t bother you?” Aralyn looked at him dubiously. “Me wearing your sister’s dress?”

“No.” He carefully pulled out a crimson dress. The satin material flowed beautifully, like liquid, just as it always had. He could still see how it cascaded around Demi as she danced and twirled, surrounded by red ribbons, the most striking participant in any ball they attended.

Aralyn was right. It really should bother him to allow a total stranger, and a vampire hunter at that, to use something so sacred for her own ends.

But it was to his own ends as well. Demi always talked about how Caldric could see the beauty in living, and he was renowned for putting that into music. This could be the only way for him to find that once again. Demi would surely want that as well. She was always good at putting others first and being kind when no one else would.

He could feel Aralyn watching him as he thought, waiting for him to say something, to elaborate. But he didn’t owe her that much. He would see their deal through, so that he could return to enjoying life, to pursuing his passions. And he knew exactly what he was going to do as soon as his heart was unfrozen.

“Here.” He held out the dress to her. “You should try it on. We don’t want to find out too late if we need to make adjustments.”

“Now?”

Caldric nodded.

“Here?”

“As good a place as any, no?”

She dubiously took the dress, her nose wrinkling.

“You don’t like it?” Caldric wondered if it was perhaps a bit outdated in style.

“No, it’s beautiful. It’s just a bit musty.” She paused. “How long has this been in there?”

“Well, since Demi passed on. Many, many years ago.”

“Was she a vampire, too?”

Caldric shook his head. “No. She lived a long, mortal life. And if you hope to do the same, we better carry on with our preparations for the ball.”

“All right, point taken.” She glanced around, heading to the privacy screen in the corner of the room.

Caldric turned back to the wardrobe, sorting through his old suits and formal wear. He wouldn’t have to worry whether any of his clothes still fit him. Vampires were unchanging, after all. He just might have to get them cleaned if Aralyn was going to pull a face every time she was near him.

The first was a plain tuxedo-style outfit. Far too modern. The second had all the frills and white stockings of the Renaissance. It would be fitting, but when he used to go with a partner to the Tolioni Ball, he always made sure to match something to them. He couldn’t remember whether it was mandatory or not.

After another few moments of searching, he found a red dress shirt and a white tie to go with it. He spent some time looking at the pairing. Once upon a time, he would have intuitively known whether it was right or not. He remembered doing so, such as that time he put together his famous Ivory Command outfit—a white tailcoat with gold epaulettes taking center stage. But now, they were just garments, pieces of colored fabric sewn together with no deeper meaning.

“Well, it fits.” Aralyn’s voice came from behind him. “I think I’ve got it on right. I see why wealthy women had so many people to help them dress back then. These things are like Mensa puzzles.”

“Demi seemed to manage all…” His breath caught in his throat as he turned and saw Aralyn. For a moment he thought he was dying, then that perhaps he had swallowed a spider. But as his eyes moved over the laced bodice, to her pale skin showing from the sweetheart neckline that reflected the red of the dress. Even though she hadn’t fastened everything correctly, the dress was a little off-kilter on her, and her damp, unkempt hair clung to her face. It made him feel something.

It had been so long that he wasn’t even sure what word to put to the emotion, and so fleeting that it left him breathless for a moment.

“Everything all right?” Aralyn said in a stand-offish way, as if he had just had a violent change of heart.

Caldric coughed. “Of course.”

He turned his back to her, not sure everything would be all right ever again.

Since the moment he’d set eyes on this vampire hunter, the death knell of his quiet life of solitude and introspection had sounded.

And he suspected there was no going back.


Chapter Eight – Aralyn

Aralyn stood before the floor-to-ceiling mirror and stared back at the reflection.

Her reflection. At least it moved when she moved, smiled when she smiled, and yet…

Even as a young girl, she had never had time for dress up like her friends and other girls her age. There had been no time for something so frivolous, not when there was lore to be studied, spells to learn, and weapons training to be completed.

Other children might have become competent in playing an instrument or participating in sports. She was a protégé in vampire hunting, and nothing else.

For Aralyn, there had never been any other option.

“It’s a beautiful dress.” She held the skirt material between her thumb and fingers. It slipped like soft sand between her fingers, draping perfectly back to the floor.

“I remember my sister wearing it to the Dramdon Ball. It’s where she met her betrothed.”

Aralyn shifted her eyes from her one reflection and looked at Caldric. She was expecting there to be sadness in his eyes, but they were as level as always when they met hers.

“Did she marry?” Aralyn asked.

“She did.” He nodded. “It was a beautiful evening. I distinctly remember it being beautiful.”

“Evening?” Aralyn asked.

He smiled softly. “She planned the day so that I could be a part of it.” He rolled his shoulders and straightened up. “I had the honor of giving her away.”

“Your parents had passed?” Aralyn asked.

Caldric twisted his mouth into an expression somewhere between a wry smile and a grimace. “They were never the most supportive of parents. And when I was turned... Well, they did not approve of my lifestyle.”

“But your sister did?” Aralyn had never gotten to know a vampire before. There was no part of her training that called for her to consider the person a vampire was before they were turned.

Hearing Caldric speak of his sister made him...a person. A man who had a life, a family, before he was turned…and after, it seemed.

Before her family cursed him with a frozen heart, had he hopes and dreams?

Did vampires even dream when they slept the day away?

“My sister and I had always been close. Our father and mother were ambitious. And so we were raised by a nanny. Until I was sent away to school. Which, if I recall, was a rather miserable experience at the time.” He shrugged. “But that is ancient history. The dress looks wonderful on you.”

“And what will you wear?” Aralyn asked. Perhaps there was a reason a vampire hunter was not trained not to ask questions. Not to see them as a person.

It was safer.

Already she could feel the creeping of doubt as to whether she could kill Caldric if it came to it.

“Ah.” He held up a finger. “Wait there.”

He slipped behind the privacy screen on silent feet. She stood still, looking at the room filled with several lifetimes’ worth of memories around her. She couldn’t help her mind from wondering what things this being might have seen through the centuries he had lived through. She was half tempted to ask him about it, but she quickly dismissed the idea. She had heard stories of vampire hunters rarely becoming attached to vampires, and knowing as little as possible about individuals was good practice to prevent that.

She looked up as he stepped out from behind the screen.

“Wow!” She could not find any other words for the figure he cut in the carmine shirt he had donned. It was as if in those few moments he had been out of sight he had been transformed from an unkempt waif in old, shabby clothes, and into an aristocratic gentleman. His pale complexion, the striking red texture of his shirt, cut through the middle with a tie of pure white, made Caldric look as though he had just jumped out of an old portrait from a time gone by.

The outfit was complete with a dinner jacket that hugged his shoulders like a glove, expertly pressed black trousers with a silver gilded seam, and shoes polished almost to the point of reflecting the room around him.

She had never seen such a well-tailored outfit. But then again, with the unchanging nature of vampires, he would have had literal lifetimes to perfect it.

“Do you like it?” He adjusted the bow tie at his throat, tugging at it with his finger. “It has been a long time since I have worn this suit. I suppose something of this nature is a bit old-timey. In fact, it may even be out of fashion with vampires, which is saying something.”

“I like it.” She nodded. “Is there a dress code?”

“Is that a subtle way of saying you do not approve?” Caldric asked.

“No, not at all. I am a firm believer that we should wear whatever we feel comfortable in. Both from a style and a comfort point of view.” But would the Tolioni family feel the same way? Hadn’t he mentioned there were strict rules? This was not the demure dress code she had been expecting.

“I agree,” Caldric replied as if the matter was closed.

Aralyn fought the urge to question it further but decided to let it go. Caldric surely knew best when it came to these matters, so she would have to simply trust him.

“Well, now we have the clothes.” Her hands smoothed over the silk fabric of her dress once more. She could stroke this thing for hours. The fabric was so satisfying to the touch. “What now?”

“Now, I will walk you through some of the traditions we might expect at the ball. Just a warning, they are numerous, and must be adhered to,” Caldric said. “That is one thing about living for so long. It gives us plenty of opportunity to invent the most tiresome and needless customs.”

“What else are you to do when you are immortal?” Aralyn said lightly.

“Believe me, that question becomes more difficult to answer the more the years pass by.” Caldric held out his arm to her. “My esteemed lady, may I have the honor of guiding you to the lower chambers?” he asked with a formal bow, before offering his arm out.

“Sure?” She could feel the intensity that he watched her with as she went to hook her arm through his. Perhaps Caldric was still unsure as to how safe he was in her company. Likely he knew she was thinking the exact same thing, which is why she had made sure to tuck her stakes beneath the skirt of the dress, just in case.

He tensed as she rested her hand on his forearm, but then he relaxed and began to lead her from the room.

“Wait!” He held up his hand and then pulled away from her, ducking back into the room. “We have forgotten something.”

“We have?” Aralyn asked as she waited in the doorway.

Caldric was on his knees in front of a closet, pulling out one box after another. “Here.” He popped the lid off a box as he turned to face her.

“What is it?” Aralyn stepped back into the room and then arched an eyebrow as he held up a ruby-red shoe. It looked like something a visitor from Oz would wear. But then she was going to a ball, and she was going to dance, and probably wish she could tap her shoes together and be transported home. Although how a person was supposed to dance in shoes with pointed toes and a four-inch heel, she did not know.

But she was about to find out.

“Sit.” He nodded toward the chair in the corner of the room, which she had draped her clothes and cloak over.

Backing up, Aralyn did as she was told and sat down. The dress puffed up around her like a red cloud and she placed her hands on it to smooth it out.

Caldric inched closer. “May I?”

“You may.”

He reached beneath the hem of her dress and his cool fingers tenderly grasped her ankle and lifted her sensibly booted foot. Placing the red shoe back into its box, he then untied her bootlaces and eased her boot off. Then he rolled her sock down and slipped it off her foot.

There was a vulnerability about being seated there with Caldric’s fingers curled around her foot. And she had to resist the sudden urge to pull back, to break contact with him. It was unnatural feeling the cold touch of a vampire, and even more so when it was so tender, instead of the vice-like grip of a vampire trying to eat her. But this was why she was here.

If they stood any chance of putting on a half-convincing display of being a couple at the ball, first they would have to convince each other. So, she sat still, heat rising in her cheeks as he took the red shoe from the box and slipped it onto her foot.

She felt like Cinderella with her Prince Charming.

It was a winsome, whimsical thought, especially considering that her prince charming was an undead monster that she had spent her life hunting. But as he repeated the action, fitting the other shoe to her foot, she could not shake off the notion.

Caldric offered his hand out once again, helping her to her feet. Aralyn attempted a quarter curtsy, managing just about to keep her feet with Caldric’s help, and she swore she could see the ghost of a smile on his pallid lips.

As they headed out of the room, now dressed up, she felt as though they were already heading to the ball.

The stairs were an experience all of their own. Aralyn was light on her feet, with the balance and poise of a cat when wielding a sword or a stake. But four-inch heels...it was like her feet were not her own.

How she was supposed to look elegant and refined while wobbling like a newborn foal, she could not fathom. But she could master capoeira, and she would master this.

“Try to relax,” Caldric said and placed his hand on hers.

She looked down, aware that her fingers were digging into his forearm. “Sorry.” She flexed her fingers and loosened her grip. “This brings a whole new meaning to the phrase no pain, no gain.”

“You are doing superbly,” he encouraged.

“Are you lying to me?” Aralyn asked.

“Not at all,” he said lightly. “Superb is a subjective word. Compared to say a goose attempting to walk in those shoes, you are doing superbly.”

She chuckled and relaxed a little and wobbled a little less. “A goose. But they are used to balancing their long neck, no?”

“Hmm,” he murmured. “But now that you have relaxed a little, you are moving more akin to the elegant swan.”

“Encouraging.”

“That was my aim. Also, to introduce our first tradition. This circle of vampires like you to use animals as metaphors and analogies. During conversations, do so as often as you can.”

“...Right.” Aralyn gave him a sideways glance. If she didn’t know that he was incapable of feeling humor, she might have thought that he was playing a prank.

At last, they reached the bottom of the stairs, and she was yet to fall. As she walked across the walkway toward the round hall, she developed a rhythm in the clicking and clacking of the shoes, lightening her steps as she walked heel toe, heel toe.

“There, you have it,” he said as he adjusted her arm and took hold of her hand more delicately, allowing her to stand on her own.

“I do,” she said with some pride, as she paraded around him like a show pony.

“And curtsy.” He arched his eyebrow and bowed low, his movement measured and elegant.

“Curtsy.” She screwed up her face.

“Custom and tradition,” he said, as he swept his arm across his body.

“Torture and pain,” she replied as she gave a wobbly curtsy.

“You will need to practice walking and dancing,” Caldric advised.

Those she might accomplish, but would she be able to fight, or defend herself, if necessary, in these clothes?

Maybe she should suggest they add it to the vampire hunter school syllabus.

“How did your sister manage in these?” Aralyn held up her hands and looked down at the shoes. “She must have had the grace of a…a giraffe? They’re used to long legs.” She looked up at Caldric, but he had a faraway look in his eyes. “So…what now?”

“I think we’re done for tonight.”

Aralyn frowned. “Really? I thought we were just getting started.”

“We are.” His eyes came back into focus. “But it’s getting early, and I think it best that we end on a positive note. I feel that we have already made some decent progress. Not the least that a vampire and a vampire hunter are coordinating at all.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Aralyn said, though as she looked into his violet eyes, she wondered what was the real reason for such an abrupt end to their night together.


Chapter Nine – Caldric

While the rain had stopped, the dreary day had done little to dry the drenched town, and the moon’s light paved the still wet cobbles in silver, which splashed into little bright jewels as Caldric walked.

He had replaced his red dress shirt with something a little more understated, but still undeniably formal. He was to be meeting with one of the most infamous vampires of Wishing Moon Bay after all, and although Caldric imagined that he was expected, he was sure that it wouldn’t hurt to put in some effort.

Through the gated entrance and well-maintained grounds, he walked until he was face to face with the narrow door of the large manor house. He raised his hand and knocked lightly. Loud enough that a vampire within would be able to hear, but quiet enough that sleeping mortal children would not awake at the sound.

He stepped back and waited, soon being able to hear footsteps approach before the door opened, revealing the aged face of Colton as he peered out into the night.

“Caldric?” Colton nodded. “We were wondering when you’d make a visit.”

“I assumed I would be expected after your dealings with Miss Aralyn. May I come in?”

“Of course.” Colton opened the door wider and gestured for him to enter. “I assume the late hour was intentional?”

“I only have a simple request concerning Silas.” Caldric stepped into the hallway. It was warm, cozy, well-decorated, and much less Gothic than the exterior of the building. This place had certainly changed since he had last seen past its facade. “I didn’t want to bother anyone else with my presence.”

“I’m sure it would be no bother.” Colton led him down the hallway to the large dining room. “We’re plenty used to visitors these days.”

“Just like a certain vampire hunter?” Caldric raised an eyebrow as they stepped into the grand room, complete with a long dining table and artwork adorning the walls.

Colton chuckled. “One of our more irregular kind of visitors, that’s for certain.” He stopped and looked at Caldric. “I assume by your gracing us with your presence that you’ve chosen to accept her deal?”

“Indeed. And I assume it was Silas who told her that my curse is the doing of her ancestors?” Caldric asked.

“How else would she have managed to get you to agree to take her to the ball?” A familiar voice, followed by a familiar silhouette, entered the room. Though the voice wasn’t quite as Caldric once knew it. There was a warmth, a humor to it now that hadn’t always been there.

“Ah, Silas.” Caldric tipped his head. “I wondered how much of a hand you had in this whole situation.”

“Only a small one.” Silas pinched his two fingers together and smiled.

“And I find myself asking myself, why?” Caldric asked. “Perhaps if I still had the ability to feel anything, I might even be asking myself how I could return the favor of sending a vampire hunter to my neighbors’ door?”

“Oh, do stop that, Caldric. If you had any emotions left, you’d be elated to have some break in the dreariness of sitting in your manor all day and night, watching the wallpaper slowly change color.” Silas moved farther into the room, an expression of mischief upon his face. “Besides, I wouldn’t have sent her over to you if I had reason to believe she would harm you.”

“So what you told her about her being the predecessor of those that cursed me was true?”

“Of course. I would have no reason to lie. I’m not the vampire I once was.”

There was a grunt of agreement from Colton.

Caldric watched him. Having been without his own emotions for so long, he struggled now to accurately see them in others, but Silas at least appeared genuine as he met his eye.

“How did you know?” Caldric asked.

“You couldn’t tell yourself when you met Aralyn?” Silas pursed his lips. “Well, I may not have known Perdita Beaufort as well as you, but I could see it in Aralyn, smell it on her even. I’m certain of this.” Silas looked at him sympathetically. “You really don’t feel anything, do you? After all this time?”

“No,” Caldric said simply.

“Perhaps that’s why you were unable to tell when you first met her.”

Caldric nodded slowly. “All right. Then I require a favor of you.”

“I expected you would.” Silas walked the length of the table, trailing his finger along the white linen tablecloth. “I know she’s after the Myasma Stone, a family heirloom of hers, and perhaps the secret to freeing you of your curse, which is why I was so eager to meddle. I believe she wants to attend the upcoming Tolioni Ball, but there are two issues I see. One, it is definitely not safe, especially considering her lineage and occupation. And the second is invitations.”

“You have an invitation, no?” Caldric asked hopefully.

“I do, but you know as well as I that they are non-transferable. So, if you want your curse lifted, we must think of something else. I may be able to pull some strings…”

“Don’t worry about all that. I was simply wondering whether we would see you and Merri there or not.”

Silas’s eyes flashed in surprise for just a moment. “If I recall, after that business with the sonata scandal, there was only one scenario in which you would receive an invitation again.”

“You would be correct.”

Silas’s eyes narrowed now. “So you want me to believe that you’re playing again?”

“That’s the terms on which I’ll receive an invitation to the ball, yes? Unless there’s been an amendment during the past century.” Caldric watched as Silas came to a stop at the end of the table.

“No. There hasn’t.” He moved around the end of the table and headed toward Caldric. “I thought you said it was impossible for you to play now. You said something along the lines of ‘music is emotion made real,’ and if you were unable to feel emotion, you would not be able to play. At least not to the standard that made you so renowned.”

“Correct.”

Silas came to a stop in front of him. “You do know how the Tolioni family take to disingenuous people. Especially when it comes to the matter of something as important as the music of their beloved ball.”

“I’m aware, Silas, I remember when Isolde tried to weevil his way into that inheritance fund, and they estranged him entirely.” Caldric held his gaze. “But, in all these years, I’ve been a recluse. Perhaps I’ve done more than simply sit and stare at the wall and learned to play without the flow of emotion I once needed. All I require now is for you to mention it to Sylvi Tolioni, and I’m sure I’ll soon receive an invitation for myself and my companion for the evening.”

Silas chuckled softly. “I hope for your sake that’s the case. I’ll talk to Sylvi and see what I can do. Was there anything else you needed of me?”

“Yes. One last thing. I don’t suppose you have a metronome lying around, do you? And perhaps a spare stool.”

***

The midafternoon sun forced itself through the gaps in the drapes of Caldric’s manor, illuminating the dust-filled air with ghastly beams of light. Caldric lay on the cracked leather of his sofa, staring at the wall where the light hit. The dark patterned wallpaper had faded in sweeping arcs where the sunlight seared across it day after day through the same gaps in the drapes.

The metronome Silas had loaned him tick-tocked away in an unwavering, moderate rhythm, marking the passage of the day.

“Oh dear,” Caldric murmured to no one in particular.

It felt like only a moment ago when he had been talking to Silas, set on the task ahead of him. But how quickly had he whiled away the time once he returned home, devoid of any drive?

He craned his neck to look toward the grand piano, draped in shadow behind a curtain of light, dusty air. Caldric was reminded of a time when simply the thought of brushing his fingers against a key or a string would set his heart ablaze. All hours of the night, he wanted to fill the silence with beautiful sounds. But no matter how hard he remembered, he could not rekindle that joy.

The thought of languishing like this, of stagnation, of a creative block, would drive him to fury. He remembered quite literally tearing out the walls of his manor when he couldn’t find the right notes to fill the end of a piece, but now nothing stirred.

What was there to be done? If he could not find a way to play, he would simply have to excuse himself from attending the ball and let Aralyn know that he was unable to secure them entry.

Caldric sat bolt upright. At the thought of seeing Aralyn’s face marked by disappointment, it was as if a shock of electricity had shot through him. He blinked and shuddered. What a strange sensation.

A sensation.

He hadn’t had one of those for a while.

Caldric frowned and once again pictured the vampire hunter, who had barged into his home, dripped rainwater across his floors, and demanded his help. Any rational man would surely not have taken kindly to the encounter. Yet he had entertained her, and now the thought of that pale face of hers with down-turned lips and that angular brow set into a scowl made him squirm in discomfort.

The thought of letting her down, disappointing her, made him feel pretty…awful.

“I suppose that settles that then.” Caldric stood up and grabbed the metronome, still ticking away from the floor, and weaved his way through the pools of light to his piano. The new stool didn’t creak beneath his weight, though the hinges of the key cover screeched as he opened them up before placing the metronome atop the dark wood.

He ran his fingers across the keys. They still felt familiar to him. But not like an old friend, more like a familiar routine.

The metronome had not ceased its ticking, and Caldric closed his eyes. He simply listened to the toneless, inoffensive sound for a few moments as he mentally filed through the songs he used to know so intimately.

A Morning Memory.

That one was simple enough.

He placed his fingers on the ivory keys, his muscle memory finding the right ones, and pressed down.

The piano must have been a bit out of tune, but it sounded close. He changed hand positions and pressed down on the next chord. It was a logical progression from the first.

And then came the third note.

They sounded correct, but they didn’t sound right. It was like trying to put a formula to poetry.

Caldric sighed. This just wouldn’t do. A performance of this caliber would lead to his and Aralyn’s ejection from the ball, and surely a subsequent ban.

Aralyn.

He’d hate for that dress to be wasted on a short-lived night.

Caldric blinked, realizing that as he had been thinking of her, he had been idly tapping away at one of the keys. On a whim, he pressed another and another, and suddenly he was playing.

It was a simple tune, and not one he had ever played before, but the notes flowed, his fingers finding the next and next as he plinked away for a minute or so before he hit an off note, shattering the moment.

“Hm.” Caldric rubbed his fingers together. For just a moment, he had felt an echo of what it was like to play, to become one with the instrument. He still had an awfully long way to go, but there was a glimmer of hope.

Perhaps Aralyn was the answer to his plight, after all.


Chapter Ten – Aralyn

The roar of laughter and voices constantly trying to rise above one another in a confined space, the jostle of people pushing past while trying not to spill their drinks. These things were not something that Aralyn experienced particularly often, but she didn’t mind. She had been in plenty of bars, taverns, and inns while on the road, and being around people was refreshing.

Where The Lonely Tavern differed from the usual places she found herself in was that the clientele seemed focused on getting along and having a good time instead of always looking for an excuse to break out into a brawl.

Though by the stern look plastered to Morwenna’s face, Aralyn had a feeling that such behavior would be swiftly and thoroughly dealt. Even being a little careless with the stools and chairs seemed to receive a quick telling-off, either from a shrill call from the tavern owner, a swat on the leg from Brushworth, or even a small swarm of irritated imps flying down from the rafters to berate the offender.

Aralyn could see why Uncle Burt and his friends spent so much time here, and as she watched the Regulars chat and laugh with Flint, the bartender, and the other patrons, she realized how different their worlds really were. While they were directly related by blood, and both lived in the same magical world this side of the protection spell, Burt spent his time in this cozy place, surrounded by friends, where Aralyn had spent most of her life out in some of the most hostile places, utterly alone.

Burt looked around, his eyes still crinkled with laughter as he spotted her across the room and beckoned her over.

It was nice to be able to step into their world, even if only for a short time.

“Aralyn, my favorite niece!” Burt patted an empty stool next to him. “Can I get you a drink?”

“As long as it’s softer than what you lot seem to be drinking!” Aralyn laughed as she took the seat next to them.

“I think these are the softest drinks served here.” Harry looked down at his tankard.

“How was your first date?” Stan asked, receiving a scathing look from Burt.

“It wasn’t a date,” Aralyn said.

“Sorry, fake date.” Stan held his hand to his mouth in a mock whisper.

“We’ve had a few of those recently.” Harry took a sip of his drink.

“It wasn’t that either,” Aralyn chided him.

“It was information gathering,” Burt said. “How any good mission should start. Laying the groundwork, right?”

Aralyn chuckled. “Something like that. Speaking of information gathering…” She gestured toward them with her head, receiving nothing but blank stares back. “Weren’t you guys going to find some information on either the Tolioni family or the object I am looking for? I could do with knowing for sure that it’s even in their manor before planning a heist.”

“Oh! Yes.” Burt nodded enthusiastically. “We’ve found out a thing or two that are going to be pretty useful for you.”

“That’s great news. I knew I could count on you, Uncle.”

Burt’s face split into a grin, and she was pretty sure he blushed a little as he turned away.

“Well, are you going to tell her the fruits of our sleuthing, or shall we?” Harry gave him a wink.

“All right, the first thing we found out is that the object you’re looking for is definitely in there.” Burt turned around in his chair to face her. “Our friend Ash said that there was a late-night shipment from Panjara a few weeks ago, right when your sources said it arrived in town. He said he was tipped off about it as the security he was going to hire for his own delivery of Stesian pottery was unavailable because they had been hired to guard this. And where did this mystery shipment go?”

“Straight to the Tolioni residence,” Stan answered.

“It has a tower, you know,” Harry whispered in awe.

“A tower?” Aralyn asked. “That seems a little pretentious. But, hey, vampires…”

“Just don’t end up locked up in it,” Uncle Burt told her with concern.

“I do not intend to,” Aralyn assured him. “And if I do, I want you to promise not to come and try and rescue me.”

“I couldn’t leave you there,” Uncle Burt looked at her with wounded pride.

“Don’t worry, I can get myself out of anywhere,” she assured him. “Now, the Tolioni residence. Anything else I should know?”

“We’ve got some good news and bad news.” Burt placed a hand on her shoulder. “The good news is that we know the object is going to be in the basement of the building.”

“And the bad news?”

“Wait, we’ve got more good news,” Stan cut in. “We know what traps there are down there.” His grin faded after a moment of silence. “Oh shoot, that was the bad news. That there are traps down there.”

“I’m not surprised,” Aralyn said. “I imagine that there are all sorts of security measures throughout the manor house. A family as old and as prominent as the Tolionis is bound to be at least a little paranoid. So, what am I going to be up against?”

Burt leaned in even closer as if they were sharing some great secret. Which, to be fair, they were. “We can’t speak for the rest of the house, but the basement is locked behind a blood door. That’s going to require a drop of blood from one of the Tolioni vampires. Once inside, the entire basement is dark and filled with webs from the Kraller spider. If you get caught in it web, You are doomed. The vampires are fine because they can see in the dark, and seems they’re undead, the spider wouldn’t bother with them, anyway. And once you get to the other side, there’s supposed to be some puzzle or riddle you have to solve.”

“That last one’s a bit vague.” Aralyn raised an eyebrow.

Stan shrugged. “That’s all our source could tell us.”

“And who is your…?”

“Conspiring, are we?” Morwenna leaned across the bar toward them, making all four of them jump. Aralyn hadn’t even noticed her approaching, something that was very rare for her.

“Is there a rule against such a thing in here?” Aralyn challenged.

“Only if you don’t tell the relevant authorities first,” Morwenna said.

“Well, it wouldn’t be much of a conspiracy if we go through the official channels, now, would it?” Aralyn countered.

“Oh, but have you considered this?” Morwenna leaned in close. “I’m very nosey, and this is my establishment.” She stood back up triumphantly. “I’ll allow the conspiracizing to continue, but there is a tax to pay. You must fill me in on the tea.”

“Erm,” Stan glanced down into his tankard. “I didn’t think you served tea.”

“No, I think she wants us to bring her tea,” Harry said.

Aralyn shook her head. “No, she just wants to know what we’re talking about.”

“Any chance we can get a free drink with that?” Burt ventured.

Morwenna narrowed her eyes. “All right. But only if the gossip is particularly juicy.”

The Regulars glanced at each other before nodding in unison.

“I’d say it’s fairly juicy,” Burt said.

“Uncle?” Aralyn asked incredulously. “Do you always go around telling everyone information that could get you into trouble with some dangerous people if they found out?”

“Ooo.” Morwenna’s eyes flashed. “That does sound juicy.”

“But we’re not just telling anyone.” Stan looked bewildered. “We’re telling Morwenna.”

“What? You really trust her that much?”

The Regulars glanced at one another again.

“Yes?”

“Morwenna might know something useful for you as well,” Burt said. “She knows all sorts about all sorts.”

“And we might get a free drink,” Stan chimed in.

“You’re not off on some vampire staking spree, are you?” Morwenna raised an eyebrow.

Aralyn shot Burt a look. “You asked me that before. How did you even know I was a vampire hunter?”

Morwenna’s eyes crinkled as she watched them. “You’re Burt’s niece, no? Why, he’s the most fearsome vampire hunter there is, so I could only assume you took after him.”

“Really?” Aralyn tried not to sound too shocked.

“Of course!” Morwenna held a hand up as if she were regaling a great tale. “He was the one who hunted down and led the mob that drove a vampire up into my attic.” She gestured grandly toward the stares. “We just don’t mention the wolf shifters and witches that helped him along the way.”

“I had no idea you had tracked down a vampire.” Aralyn gave an impressed grunt.

“Oh, it was nothing, really.” Burt rubbed the back of his neck.

“Now, your beers better not be the only thing you spill tonight.” Morwenna leaned in close again.

Aralyn chuckled and shook her head. “Uncle, if you trust Morwenna, then that’s fine. But I’m going to head back out, I have things to do.”

“Running away while you can before the band starts, hm?” Morwenna put her hands on her hips.

Aralyn glanced at her uncle. “Band?”

“The Fabled are playing here tonight.” Burt nodded. “They’re a Fae band who seem to have taken quite a liking to this place.”

“Or rather this place has taken a liking to them,” Morwenna corrected.

“They really get this place rocking.” Stan grinned.

Burt cracked a sheepish smile. “They’re very good. Always get people up and dancing.”

“Well, maybe I’ll swing back later if we’re not too busy,” Aralyn said.

Burt stood up with her and embraced her in a hug. “We’ll let you know if we come up with anything else.”

“And we’ll make sure to enjoy those free drinks for you.” Stan raised his tankard in salute.

“Thanks. See you guys.” She gave one last look at Morwenna before she threaded her way through the crowd and headed for the door.

Morwenna seemed good-natured, and her uncle had always been an excellent judge of character, but it didn’t exactly make her comfortable to see such sensitive information be shared with someone she had only met a handful of times.

The door opened for her as usual, as if seeing her out into the soft navy light that clung to the sky just after sunset. It was almost time for her to meet with Caldric again for her second lesson in vampire etiquette.

She wrapped her cloak around her and began to weave her way through the alleyways of town toward the district of manor houses that many of the vampires of Wishing Moon Bay called home.

The nightlife of the town echoed from the brick walls all around, but she kept to herself, avoiding the crowds. She never wanted to get too comfortable, even in a place like this. She had seen too many vampire hunters make the same mistake and pay the price for it.

It was just as that thought crossed her mind that the hairs on the back of her neck prickled, and she slowed down her pace.

She could feel a presence nearby. She sniffed. The stale scent of vampire was in the air.

Aralyn spun around, and in a flash had her crossbow in hand, pointing it down the alley she had just come from. A figure stood, frozen, as she trained her weapon on them.

“I knew it.” A raspy voice came from the figure.

Aralyn squinted, but it was hard to make out their features in the dark.

“A threat walking our streets. A hunter, skulking around in the dark for her next victim.”

Aralyn scoffed. “You’re one to talk.”

“What business do you have here? The vampires that live in this vicinity do so in peace. There’s no need for the likes of you, hunter.” The voice sounded male, but sounded aged, or perhaps rarely used.

“What’s it to you, vamp?” Aralyn took a step forward, and the figure stepped back farther into the shadows.

“Surely you would watch if I were to skulk around in your home.”

“Why do you think I do what I do?”

The vampire laughed, making a thin, tinny noise. “Why do you do what you do?”

Aralyn frowned. “I…” She’d never been asked that before. This was just who she was.

“Tread lightly, hunter. We will be watching you closely. Do not force our hand.”

Aralyn rushed forward. She wanted to at least see the vampire’s face, but they were gone. Seeming to evaporate into shadow as vampires so often did, Aralyn was left standing alone in the dark alley, the taste of adrenaline in her mouth.


Chapter Eleven – Caldric

Caldric busied himself with organizing the wine glasses and decanter on a silver tray. Then busied himself reorganizing them again, adding two small crystal vases, each filled with a small red rosebud.

“Hmm.” He picked up another blood-red rose from the table and plucked the petals from it one at a time, placing them carefully on the tray, attempting to go for a naturally scattered look.

He did not succeed, the petals all piled up atop one another.

He tensed his jaw as he leaned down so the tray was at eye level and blew softly.

“Damn it,” he cursed under his breath as the petals flew off the tray and landed on the kitchen floor.

It was such a simple thing, but it kept him busy. He normally had no trouble sitting still and waiting for time to pass, but he found himself unable to stop fidgeting.

As he picked the petals up, a quick glance at the clock told him she would be here soon.

She, being the vampire hunter, Aralyn Beaufort, of the long line of Beaufort vampire hunters.

If anyone had told him he would be consorting with a Beaufort hunter after all these years of aiding her in a dangerous mission to infiltrate the Tolioni family, he’d have thought they were blood drunk. Or simply plain drunk. But here he was.

He scooped up the rose petals and straightened up, examining the tray. And his feelings.

Why was it so important to get this right, to make it look as if he’d made an effort?

Aralyn was only interested in the customs and traditions of vampires, so she could fit in well enough at the ball to perform a heist. She did not care about the aesthetics of his presentation, nor did she care for the meticulousness that had always been his virtue and vice.

Yet, there was a part of him that hoped to impress her, even if she would never admit to noticing the details.

He took a deep breath, his mind straying for a moment to their first meeting—he’d been dead inside on so many levels. But meeting her…

Talking to her, dancing with her…

Something was stirring inside of him.

Better hope it’s not a remnant of his old life, a life he had long forsaken.

Losing his sister had left him bereft, had left him… Yes, he admitted it…

Half insane.

He’d done things… Things he did not want to think about.

Things he did not want Aralyn to know about.

Ever!

But even if she knew… She must be able to see he was not that person anymore. He’d changed, perhaps evolved.

What a notion!

He glanced at the clock once more. It too had been still frozen like his heart. As the days, months and years passed by, time had become meaningless. But now, with Aralyn entering his life, he’d wound the clock, taking comfort in the sound of the ticking hands, and that they counted down the seconds until he could next see her.

Each swing of the pendulum was a visual reminder that time was moving once again. He was moving forward. One moment at a time.

It did not matter where he was moving to. If helping Aralyn caused him to meet his end at last, then so be it.

Yet the more time he spent around Aralyn, the more he wondered if he did care where he ended up after this entire ordeal was over…

Caldric scattered the rose petals on the tray, finally happy enough with the result, and then picked it up and carried it to the room where his beloved piano stood. It did not mock him quite so much this evening.

The room was dimly lit by the soft glow of an ornate chandelier, its crystals casting tiny rainbows across the walls. Caldric set the tray down gently on top of the piano.

It looked out of place. Casting his gaze around the room, he took in the faded grandeur that had once been his pride. The rich wood paneling, the velvet drapes now frayed at the edges, and the large fireplace that he seldom lit. Now it was all covered in dust and clutter.

What was the point when nothing could thaw his frozen heart?

“Perfect.” He strode to the fireplace and reached down an ornate candlestick from the mantelpiece. He lit it carefully with a match, shielding the flame from the inevitable draft.

The small flame danced hesitantly before catching and burning steadily. He walked back to the piano, the light casting shadows that flickered along the walls.

Caldric hovered over the piano keys, his fingers ghosting above them.

But silence reigned. He did not want to play, he did not want to hear the haunting strains of an old melody, one that spoke of love and loss, butchered by his lack of emotion.

For how could the notes evoke what his heart could not feel?

He closed his hand, balling it into a fist as he stepped back, casting a critical eye over the scene before him.

“Very Gothic,” he said wryly.

Caldric turned on his heel and strode from the room to check the clock once more. Was it running fast, or was Aralyn late?

She should have been here five, no, six minutes ago.

He snorted. Was he truly agonizing over six minutes? For a creature who had lost all sense of time, it was ridiculous. No, worse, it was pathetic.

He didn’t need people in his life. He certainly didn’t need a vampire hunter.

But being with her, being around her…

Seeing her in his sister’s dress… Had reminded him of a time when he had been alive in more ways than one.

Of a time when he’d loved… A time when he had lost.

Her knock came out of the silence, and he hurried to the door, pausing a couple of steps away, not wanting to seem too eager.

“I know you are there,” Aralyn’s voice came from the other side of the stout wooden door. “Are you going to let me in?”

He would have cracked a smile, but there was something in her tone, a hint of unease. “Coming.” He opened the door with a flourish and stood back, peering into the night, which was clear as day to him in the moonlight. He searched for some threat lurking in the darkness, but there was no one.

“Close the door,” she said, as she stepped inside.

“Is there someone out there?” Caldric asked.

Her gaze flickered to his before she glanced over her shoulder. “Not here, I don’t think, though I had a run-in on the way over.”

“Who?” Caldric asked.

“They did not reveal themselves, though it was a vampire for sure.”

Caldric took one last look before he firmly closed the door and then bolted it securely. “You are safe in here.”

She arched an eyebrow. “What makes you think I was not safe out there?”

“I struggle to accurately tell emotions in others, with it being so long since I have felt any,” he replied, his eyes locking onto hers. “And even then, I could tell that you were uneasy.”

Aralyn’s face softened for a moment before her usual guarded expression returned. “Well, your instincts were right,” she conceded. “But that doesn’t mean I was in danger. I can handle myself.”

“I am sure you can,” Caldric replied. “But a vampire hunter must attract those who seek revenge.”

Aralyn glanced toward the bolted front door. “Oh, yeah.” Then she looked at him. “Does that bother you?”

“That sometimes the hunter becomes the hunted?” Caldric asked.

“That they are seeking revenge because of those I have staked,” she replied.

He shrugged. “How can it bother me when I do not feel?”

She stood before him, studying his face before she stepped away and said, “So, what torture do you have planned for me today? A corset? Or maybe an underskirt to go beneath my ball gown with endless layers?” She attempted to inject some levity into her words, but the tension in her shoulders betrayed her unease.

A ghost of a smile touched his lips. “Not today,” he said as he followed her across the hallway. “Today, you get to try Sanguignon Rouge.”

“Sanguignon Rouge.” Aralyn spun around and walked backward in a perfectly straight line as if she had eyes in the back of her head, easily avoiding the stacks of old books and boxes.

“Yes. Sanguignon Rouge,” Caldric said. “It is a custom at the Tolioni Ball, to drink blood from…”

“Blood!” She stopped walking, and he nearly collided with her. But she did not take a step back, instead, she stood her ground, her eyes narrowing. “You can’t be serious.”

“Deadly.”

“You honestly expect me to drink blood,” she said with as much disgust as a person could muster.

“It is a custom,” Caldric told her, his face serious. “I’m sure it can’t be such a surprise to you that an important part of a vampire gathering is drinking blood.”

“I don’t care if it is a custom,” she began.

“Really, because I thought you were willing to do anything to steal…”

“Retrieve,” she corrected.

“To retrieve the Myasma Stone.” He arched an eyebrow at her. “Was that a lie?”

Her shoulders slumped, but the repulsion did not leave her mouth as she replied, “I will do whatever is necessary.”

“Then let us drink.” He brushed past her, his shoulder touching hers. A shock of recognition seemed to pass through him. Why did she evoke such sensations in him?

Because they were opposites. A vampire and a vampire hunter. Cold against heat. Death against life.

She trailed behind him, the clunk of her boots echoing on his wooden floor betraying her mood. And it wasn’t a good one, to say the least.

He did not need eyes in the back of his head to picture her face. Her full lips curled in distaste, her chin stuck out with defiance. And her eyes were ablaze with a determination to see this through no matter what it took.

The Myasma Stone must have been important to her, more so than it just being a family heirloom. Retrieving it had some greater significance for Aralyn if she was willing to go this far.

Caldric led her across the room to where the silver tray stood on the piano next to the candlestick, its cheery flame deepening the color of the ruby-red liquid inside the bottle.

“You made an effort,” Aralyn said as she appraised the scene before her.

“I’m glad you noticed,” he replied as he picked up the bottle. “I opened it earlier to let it breathe.”

“How ironic,” she said with disdain.

Caldric smothered a smile as he poured the wine into the glasses. “As you can see, it is full-bodied with a rich color.”

Aralyn paled slightly as he handed her a glass. “If I did not know better, I would say you were enjoying this.”

“If I could, I probably would be.” He raised his glass to hers. “Now, Bertram, the head of the Tolioni family, will make a speech. It’s usually long, rambly, and filled with tales of his family’s exploits. Any regular to the ball will have heard all of this before, but they insist on it, anyway.”

“Sounds riveting.”

“And after the speech, all assembled raise their glasses and say, ‘And may life be eternal, and blood be warm!’”

“I think I’m going to puke.” She covered her mouth with her hand as she looked at the wine in her glass.

“Now that will not go down well with the Tolioni family,” Caldric warned her.

“Well, this blood wine will not go down well with me,” Aralyn countered.

“Remember why you are doing this,” Caldric murmured as he arched an eyebrow and began, “Here’s…” He waited for her to join in, fearing for a moment she would not. “To.”

“To,” she began with a roll of her eyes. “Life that’s eternal and to blood that’s always warm.”

Then her locked eyes with his as he lifted his glass and drank.

Aralyn hesitated for a moment before she raised her glass to her lips and took a sip. As the liquid filled her mouth, she nearly sprayed it across the room as her eyes widened and she punched him in the shoulder with her free hand. “You liar!”

Caldric feigned mock surprise. “What? I never said this was blood.”

“It was implied,” she countered as she lifted the glass to her nose and inhaled the aroma of rich, dark fruit mingling with subtle notes of oak and spice, though there was certainly a tang of metal in there that made it more palatable to the vampiric kind. “It’s just wine,” she declared, her voice filled with a mixture of relief and exasperation.

“Just wine! That is an insult to Horatio, who carefully crafts this wine for the Tolioni family. He has spent years perfecting the recipe so that those of a non-vampiric nature can partake in their traditions,” Caldric said, his tone straddling the line between sincerity and jest.

Aralyn rolled her eyes again, though this time there was a hint of amusement. “Bravo, Caldric, you fooled me.”

“Glad you think so.” He gave a small bow. “I just wanted you to be prepared for anything.”

“And there I was thinking it was revenge for me being five minutes late,” she replied.

“Seven minutes,” he corrected.

“Seven minutes.” A small size crossed her lips. “Now, to make it up to me, will you play?”

“I…” He glanced between Aralyn and the piano. His finger began tapping on his glass, and he could hear the echoes of music faintly. “Of course.”

Aralyn was the only person, the only thing for that matter, who had stirred any emotion in him since his curse.

If he were ever going to connect with music again, perhaps it was with her by his side.


Chapter Twelve – Caldric

Caldric seemed almost…nervous as he placed his wineglass back on the tray and moved to sit on the piano stool.

Aralyn took another sip of her wine, trying to accustom herself to the unusually tangy drink. Once she got past the rather thick consistency, and the thought that she was indeed drinking blood, the intricate flavors came through.

There were hints of chocolate, blackberries, and cherries, coupled with spices, and a faint whisper of something floral she couldn’t quite place, edged by the faint taste of metal. She swirled the wine in her glass, watching the dark liquid catch the light of the chandelier overhead.

It was like nothing she had ever tasted. Horatio was certainly a talented vintner. One who might have added a dash of something magical or otherworldly to create such a masterpiece.

Talking of masterpieces, Caldric’s fingers hovered above the piano keys, as if awaiting a signal from some unseen conductor, a slight tremor in his hands. For a few heartbeats, he seemed frozen in time, as if grappling with an invisible force that both compelled and restrained him.

“Relax,” Aralyn told him. “I’m not exactly a critic, so don’t worry.” She picked up his wineglass and handed it to him. “Here. And may life be eternal, and blood be warm!”

He cracked a smile, and then lifted his glass to his lips and downed the wine in one go.

Then, as if breaking through an unseen barrier, Caldric began to play.

The first notes were soft and tentative, a whisper of sound that slowly filled the room. Aralyn sipped her wine, letting the music wash over her.

As the simple melody began to build into something fuller, the music conveyed a story, and as she closed her eyes, she was swept away into a landscape painted with sound. The melodies wove together tales of ancient forests and secret realms. Each note seemed to pull at the threads of her imagination, leading her deeper into this enchanted world.

Evoking deeper emotions and more vivid pictures in her head.

With her eyes closed, she swayed in time to his playing, swept up in the music. Then her feet began to move, and she cradled the wineglass to her chest as she waltzed around the room.

His hands on the keys became more confident, the notes louder, seeking to command her.

But when she opened her eyes, Caldric’s expression was one of frustration as he watched his hands on the ivories. The lines on his brow deepened, and his jaw tensed.

Then, as suddenly as he’d started, he stopped. “It’s the wine.” He closed the piano and stood up abruptly before he stalked out of the room.

Aralyn stared after him. Her training had not covered how to comfort a temperamental vampire.

No, that was unfair. Caldric was not being temperamental. Or petulant.

She downed the rest of her wine and placed the glass on the tray before she followed him out of the room.

She might not know how to comfort a vampire, but she did know how to distract one.

“Do you want to know the reason I was five minutes late?” she asked when she found him on the patio at the back of the house, staring up at the stars.

He turned to look at her, fixing his pale eyes on her face for a moment before he said, “Seven minutes.”

She smothered a smile. “All right, seven,” she conceded, her voice teasing. “Do you want to know why?”

He didn’t respond immediately, his eyes drifting back to the sky as if searching for something beyond the stars. “I suppose I have nothing more pressing to do.”

“I was at the tavern,” she began.

“I’m sure the company there was more stimulating than it is here,” he replied.

“As a matter of fact, it was,” she agreed. “The Regulars are nothing if not entertaining.”

“I’m surprised you bothered to come at all,” he said sharply. “But then you are not here for entertainment, are you?”

“No, I am not.” She stepped out into the cool evening air and sucked in the smell of night-scented jasmine.

For several long moments, they stood in silence. Then at last, Caldric sighed heavily, and half turned to look at her. “Are you going to tell me what you want to tell me?”

“Only if you want to know,” she replied.

His shoulders slumped a little, and he shook his head. “Are you purposefully trying my patience?”

“Yes.”

“Is that how you tackle vampires, hunter, you taunt them into submission?” His voice held a note of wry amusement.

She stepped closer. “You have discovered my secret.”

“Please, tell me why you were seven minutes late?” Caldric asked, his voice turning playful. “For I cannot bear not knowing.”

“Because my uncle and his friends have managed to get their hands on some very interesting information,” she began.

“Oh?” Caldric looked up at her. “I assume it’s important for this escapade of yours.”

“Of course it is. I’m sure you’ve no interest in hearing about any family gossip.”

“I suppose not.” Caldric closed the key cover. “Let’s hear it, then.”

“They managed, and I don’t know how, to get some information on the security measures the Tolionis have installed in their basement, where they keep their collection of artifacts.”

Caldric narrowed his eyes. “And where did they come across this information?

Aralyn shrugged. “Who am I to say? My uncle is quite the hunter himself, so I’ve heard.”

“I suppose it runs in the family, hm?” Caldric said dryly.

“I suppose it does.” Aralyn couldn’t tell if there was some greater meaning behind his words, but it was so hard to tell when he talked so plainly. “The main thing is that I trust what they say, and it’s a good thing they found anything out, otherwise I think this whole thing would have been a waste of time.”

“When you say ‘security measure,’ you’re not talking about these newfangled ‘cameras,’ are you?” Caldric asked.

Aralyn chuckled. “How long have you been locked up in here? No, I’m not talking about cameras, or rather CCTV. I think that would stand out too much among the Gothic architecture.”

“At least they haven’t strayed that far into the modern world in my absence,” Caldric said. “Do they still have Rockinal the cave troll standing guard? Did they say anything about the Minerva Veil? I remember that being quite the spectacle when it was triggered back in the day.”

Aralyn shook her head. “No, neither of those things.”

Caldric sighed. “I suppose time does still change things, even for vampires. What methods of protection do they employ now, then?”

Aralyn listed them off on her fingers. “First, the basement is locked by a door that requires the blood of one of the Tolioni family. Once inside, the room is said to be filled with Kraller spider webs, which are difficult for a mortal to see, and then there’s some kind of puzzle lock on the boxes the artifacts are kept in.”

“How rather convoluted.” Caldric placed his chin in his hand, leaning on the patio railing. “I can only assume that simple guards and hexes are below them, so they have to find these exotic things to impress, even if they are less effective.”

“I, for one, don’t mind if they choose showy but poor ways to keep their valuables safe,” Aralyn said. “Vampires of a certain renown always seem to get cocky.”

“Is that not the same for so many mortals?” Caldric gave her a knowing look.

“I suppose you’re right,” Aralyn conceded. “I guess we make up all sorts of traditions and customs just the same. Maybe it comes with boredom.”

“Something I hope we’ll manage to avoid,” Caldric said.

“I’m sure trying to steal from one of the most powerful families of vampires will help with that.” Aralyn looked up at him. “That’s why I’m here, remember.”

“You mean you’re not going for the dance and the Sanguignon Rouge?” Caldric chuckled, a surprisingly melodic sound, like a low cello note. It wasn’t a sound she had heard before, and she found herself smiling without even realizing it.

“After everything, I’m actually a little disappointed that I need to steal something.” She laughed. “I never thought I’d say it, but I’m actually kind of looking forward to the ball. Even if it is a vampire ball.”

“You’ve never been to one?” Caldric asked.

Aralyn shook her head. “Vampires aren’t really my crowd.”

Caldric snorted. “No, I meant just balls in general.”

“No. There aren’t many chances for parties when you’re always either hunting or being hunted.” Aralyn had never thought about the other side of life that she had been missing out on until now. What it was like to dress up nicely and drink fancy champagne from small glasses with important people.

“You’re certainly jumping into the deep end with this one, but I hope, despite the company we’ll be with, you might even enjoy it.”

Aralyn looked down at her hands. “Seeing as you’re there, I’m sure it won’t be so bad.”

There was a beat of silence, and she could feel his eyes on her, but she broke it before he did. “So, none of that sounds familiar to you?”

“If you mean was any of that in the house when I last visited, then no,” Caldric said. “However, these aren’t unknown things to me.”

“Care to elaborate on how I should defeat these? Or are you planning on coming down to the basement with me?”

“I don’t think I’m quite the cat burglar that you are.” There was that rich chuckle again.

“Perhaps I could give you lessons to return the favor for all the dancing and…etiquette lessons.” Aralyn laughed with him. “I could see you dressed in black, slinking around, rifling through…I don’t know. What would you be trying to steal?”

Caldric rubbed his chin and looked off into the shadows of the round hall. “I don’t know if I want anything enough to steal it.”

“Okay, because you’re incapable of wanting anything at the moment. But what about before?” Aralyn leaned against the piano, closer to him. “Do you remember if there was anything you wanted before the curse?”

Caldric frowned and looked down for a long moment. Aralyn watched his face. It remained like stone, and she wondered what kind of man he used to be before he was turned. He obviously had a passion for music once and cared deeply for his sister. But beyond that, he was a mystery.

“A cat.”

Aralyn blinked at him. “A cat? That’s the one thing you wanted from your old life?”

Caldric shrugged. “We never had one. I always appreciated how aloof they were. I thought if I were to ever have a companion, that would be it.”

“So much so that you’d steal one?”

Caldric grunted. “No, I wouldn’t steal one. All right, how about a golden fiddle?”

“More like it.” Aralyn took a breath. “Anyway, first things first. How and when do I get away from everyone to even make a start on breaking into that basement?”

“The dance will be in two halves. The first will be while wearing masks, while the second half everyone will have their faces revealed. If you can get someone else, preferably wearing a similar outfit to you, to wear your mask during the first half, you could slip away then,” Caldric said. “You’d want to be back before the masks come off, though, to avoid suspicion.”

“Will people be watching us that closely?” Aralyn asked.

“Yes,” Caldric said levelly. “I haven’t been seen there for a long time, which would turn heads on its own. But having you there as well…I’m sure word will get around pretty quickly that I’ve brought a vampire hunter to the ball.”

Aralyn pursed her lips. She had been hoping that no one would realize, as she was a stranger to this part of the world for the most part, but after her encounter earlier, she had a good feeling that it wouldn’t take the vampires long to realize. “Is that going to be a problem?”

“As long as we play our part correctly and don’t get ejected from the ball. One of the strictest rules of all is the amnesty.” Caldric turned so he could lean on the piano. “As long as we’re part of the procession, we’ll be safe.”

“And I guess if I get caught skulking around their prized artifacts…”

“We’ll be fair game,” Caldric confirmed.

“All right. I’ll be wearing a red dress. A vampire ball should have plenty of people wearing red.” Aralyn pushed away from the piano and began to pace. “So, I get someone else to wear my mask, slip away while everyone else thinks I’m still dancing, and then…spend the evening looking at a locked door.”

“Yes, we’ll need to get some blood from one of the Tolioni family members…no easy feat,” Caldric said. “Vampires are quite protective over their blood.”

“Is there any one of your traditions that we might be able to use to get what we need?” Aralyn asked. “I’m guessing I won’t be bringing stakes in with me.”

“No, we’ll be searched as we go in. To prevent just that.” Caldric drummed his fingers rhythmically on the piano top. “Once inside we’ll need to be quick thinking and figure out how to get the blood from Bertram or Sylvi.”

“Hm…” Aralyn thought for a moment. “I don’t like leaving things to chance like that. If we can’t get past the first obstacle, then there’s no point in this whole thing.”

“I’ll have a think as to any other way we could overcome this.”

“Before that, you have an obstacle to overcome,” Aralyn said.

“Me?” That sounded like it took him off guard.

“Yes, that creative block of yours. How are you supposed to come up with solutions for traps and puzzles when you can’t even play that piano of yours?”

Caldric looked thoughtful. “Okay, what do you suggest?”

Aralyn gave him a sideways glance. She wasn’t expecting him to agree so readily. “We need to get you out of this place. It’s far too stuffy.”

“Are you going to suggest going into town?”

Aralyn nodded. “Yes. It’s time we did something I think might help. And I think we’ll find that something in my world, rather than yours, this time.”


Chapter Thirteen – Aralyn

“What do you mean, your world?” Caldric had images of Aralyn wielding stakes, while executing a perfect flying kick, followed by a pile of ash as said stakes pierced a vampire’s heart.

And while he was more than aware that some vampires perhaps deserved such a fate, he did not want any part in it. These were, after all, the creatures he had to spend eternity with.

And that eternity would be completely unbearable if he developed a reputation for having any part in killing another vampire.

It was like an unwritten rule.

Unless it was self-defense. But even then, it was frowned on.

Her brow creased for a moment. “I don’t really know.”

“You are inviting me to be part of your world, but you do not know what that world is?” Caldric asked. “Just to be clear.”

“I rarely have any downtime,” she admitted. “So in some ways, I am as oblivious to what everyday people do as you are.”

“Doubtful,” Caldric replied.

“No, if you think about it, you probably have more experience of what a normal life looks like than I do.” She paused and looked him up and down. “Look at you. You must be fortyish.”

“Add a few centuries on,” Caldric replied.

“But you lived those first forty years as a normal person.” She nodded. “You were not molded into a weapon against supernatural forces from the time you could walk.”

“I was not,” he conceded.

“Then let’s venture out together. You can tell me what you liked to do, what your life was like before you became a vampire. And I will try some of the things that I never usually get to do.” She was obviously warming to the idea. “And then, to finish off the evening, we could go to The Lonely Tavern for a drink. Uncle Burt told me there was a live band playing later that are very good. He said they always get people on their feet dancing.”

“I’m not so sure,” Caldric replied.

“I am.” She would not take no for an answer. He could see it in his eyes. “This could be just what we need.”

“It could?”

“Yes, we have spent enough time practicing stiff vampire rules. Now we have to focus on making our relationship believable. We need to get to know each other so we can answer any searching questions someone might ask. And we have to look comfortable around each other.” Aralyn’s excitement was evident. She wasn’t exaggerating when she said she didn’t get out in the real world much. They truly were a perfect match. “The best way to do that is to actually spend time together, doing things—normal things that couples do.”

Caldric sighed, feeling the weight of his centuries-long existence pressing down on him. It had been so long since he’d done anything remotely resembling normal.

As for doing things a normal couple did… The last time he’d dated was so long ago. A date comprised a meandering walk through a cobblestone market square, perhaps followed by a chaste kiss under the watchful eye of a town clock.

These days it was all fancy restaurants and coffee shops, spontaneous weekend getaways, and swiping right on something called an app.

He cast a sidelong glance at Aralyn, her eagerness shining through the disciplined mask she usually wore. Her excitement would be contagious if he were capable of catching excitement.

But what did he have to lose? Apart from his pride. And he’d lost that, along with his self-respect, when he lost the ability to feel.

In fact, there was something peculiarly freeing about not being able to feel anything. No matter what he did, there would be no embarrassment, no shame. Not even a glimmer of regret if things went awry.

Which might be why he wasn’t against the idea of mingling with mortals.

“All right,” Caldric finally relented with a resigned sigh. “Why not?”

“Why not indeed.” Aralyn’s eyes sparkled with triumph. Without another moment’s hesitation, she grabbed Caldric’s hand and pulled him toward the door. Her touch was warm, so full of life it was almost painful for him to feel the contrast to his own frigid skin.

“Where do we start?” he asked as they stepped into the night, where the full moon hung over the ocean and stars twinkled in the sky. There was a magical feel to it.

Or perhaps the magic came from the woman by his side.

Aralyn pulled him forward, down the driveway, and out onto the sidewalk. “How about a stroll through the town square? I’ve heard there are often street performers and vendors setting up shop at this time of night.”

“Sounds…fun,” Caldric said with a distinct lack of enthusiasm.

“Don’t knock it until you have tried it.” Aralyn wagged her fingers at him. “Oh, that’s the thing. You can’t sample the food vendors, can you?”

Her expression faltered and a distant memory reminded him that he should feel a pang of guilt at disappointing her. So, he forced a smile, one that felt foreign and stiff on his lips.

“I will enjoy it vicariously through you,” he replied, trying to sound more genuine. “And I can still smell the food.”

“Are you sure?” Aralyn asked.

“Yes,” he said firmly. “If nothing else, I will learn more about your likes and dislikes.”

“True,” she agreed, and they headed along the street, past the large houses and mansions belonging to other vampires.

What did they do to amuse themselves during their eternal years? Apart from Silas, he’d had little to do with his own kind for so long. After the curse, he had not fit in.

What if Aralyn lifted the curse?

How would his life change? Would he go back to being the vampire he was before? Worse, would the sudden flood of emotions cause him to lose control?

Would a certain vampire hunter be forced to drive a stake through his heart as he was driven mad by years and years of pent-up emotions, waiting to break free?

“What was your favorite food?” Aralyn asked as they left the street lined with mansions behind and headed along a narrower road where the houses were smaller, less auspicious.

“My favorite food?” He scrunched up his brow. “It so, so long ago…. Freshly baked bread, smeared with freshly churned butter, and, if we were really lucky, sweet mountain honey. I remember the way it would melt in my mouth, the simple perfection of it. Yes. Fresh bread was my favorite food. What about you?”

Aralyn thought for a moment, her eyes wandering over the quaint shops and cozy homes they passed. “I’ve always had a soft spot for blackberry pie. My grandmother used to make it every summer when the blackberries were at their ripest. The crust would be golden and flaky, and the filling...oh, it was just the right balance of sweet and tart that you could just keep eating it. I can almost taste it now.”

Caldric chuckled softly. “I remember the sweet taste of blackberries plucked from a bush. It was worth the occasional prickle from the thorns, just to get that burst of flavor,” he said and nudged her lightly. “We have something in common.”

“We do,” Aralyn agreed.

“Your favorite color?” Caldric asked.

“Oh, blue,” Aralyn replied. “The kind of blue you see on a cloudless summer day, just before the sun starts to sink, when the sky is so vivid it almost doesn’t seem real. And you? Favorite color?”

“Green,” Caldric answered without hesitation. He didn’t have to think too hard about that as the interior of his house was still mostly, albeit faded, green. “The deep, rich green of the forest after a heavy rain. It has a way of making everything feel alive and fresh.”

“Next,” Aralyn said.

“What is your greatest fear?” he asked.

“If I tell you, will you promise not to use it against me?” Aralyn asked.

“I promise,” Caldric replied.

“My greatest fear,” Aralyn started, her voice almost a whisper, “is never having experienced life. I mean a life outside of vampire hunting.”

Caldric nodded thoughtfully, his gaze fixed ahead. “That’s quite understandable.”

“It’s ironic, isn’t it? In a way, we are both cursed by destiny. By fate.” Aralyn’s mood turned more serious.

“Yes,” Caldric agreed. “Bound by paths we never chose.”

“And if you could choose?” Aralyn asked. “What would your life be? If you hadn’t been turned into a vampire.”

Caldric tugged his brows together. “If I had not been turned, I would have lived a simple life. A man of no great importance, one forgotten by time. I’d hoped to meet a woman I could make my wife, but that was not my destiny.”

“And if you had not been cursed?” Aralyn asked.

“I always thought I might one day travel to the World Beyond and play in a big concert hall. I’ve seen photographs of them. I’ve heard orchestras play, the instruments blending seamlessly.” He paused for a moment. “And there is the conundrum. It was only after I became a vampire that I truly honed my skills on the piano. It was my sister who encouraged me. It gave me focus, a way of holding onto a piece of my humanity. If I had never been turned, I might never have found that part of myself.”

“Being a vampire has its perks, then?” Aralyn arched a questioning eyebrow. “As much time as you need to master something you love.”

“I suppose.”

“If you could change things, would you rather have grown old and died all those centuries ago?” Aralyn asked.

Until Aralyn had come into his life, the answer would have been an instant yes. The loss of those he loved, his family, his friends, had been the hardest thing he’d ever endured. Music had been his sanctuary. He’d poured his heart and soul into his compositions, he’d infused the music with his pain.

But it had not been enough.

“Caldric?” She squeezed his hand lightly.

“Believe it or not, I do not know,” he replied.

“Even after all this time?” Aralyn asked. “I mean, it’s not as if you haven’t had plenty of time to think about it.”

“Do you think it is easy to give up immortality?” Caldric asked, his voice tinged with a hint of frustration.

Aralyn’s gaze softened. “No, I suppose not. It’s just…sometimes I wonder if the burdens we carry are worth the advantages we gain.”

Caldric turned to her. “Would you give up being a vampire hunter if you had the chance?”

“In a heartbeat,” she answered and then shook her head. “Truthfully, I don’t know. As much as I dream of a normal life, the idea of not being able to protect those I love from what I know is out there…”

“And if you had a choice, if you did not have vampire hunter blood in your veins,” Caldric began. “What path would your life have taken?”

“When I was young, and I used to visit my grandmother, the one who baked blackberry pies,” Aralyn began, “I used to dream of living in her cottage, of foraging in the forest for roots and herbs, to blend into lotions and potions. I suppose not unlike yourself, I’d have been someone unimportant.”

“A healer is what that sounds like,” Caldric said. “And they are of great importance.”

“Yes.” She shrugged. “But I did not get to choose my path. My path chose me.”

“Is there no way to step off that path?” he asked.

“As far as I know, no one ever has,” Aralyn replied. “Comes with the job, I guess.”

“That does not mean it cannot be done,” Caldric told her.

“No, it does not. At least I hope that’s the case,” Aralyn agreed as they turned the corner into a wide, cobbled street filled with an array of vendors. “But let’s not dwell on the past or the future right now.” The excitement returned to her voice. “Let’s live in the present and enjoy what we have right here, right now.”

“And right now, I can smell warm blackberry pie.” Caldric sniffed the air with a sense of nostalgia that brought a smile to his lips. The scent was wafting from a nearby stall, where an elderly woman stood behind wooden crates covered with a colorful cloth and laden with an assortment of golden-brown pies and pastries.

“Shall we?” Aralyn inquired, as she tugged him toward the stall.

“Yes,” Caldric murmured, as he followed close behind her to the vendor’s stall. His mouth watered instinctively as he licked his lips, wishing not only to taste the pies but also to feel the genuine hunger and satisfaction that came with eating. It was an odd ache, this longing for something so basic and human.

Aralyn squeezed his hand. “Blackberry pie.” She pointed to the largest one on the table, its crust perfectly golden and the filling a deep, inviting purple. “Just like my grandmother used to make.”

The elderly woman behind the stall smiled warmly at them, her eyes crinkling with age and wisdom. “Ah, a scrumptious pie for young lovers to share.”

“Oh, we’re not…” Caldric began.

However, Aralyn interrupted, “We’ll take the whole pie, please.”

“You won’t be disappointed.” The woman carefully wrapped the pie in a piece of cloth decorated with little embroidered blackberries. “Here you go, my dears,” she said as she handed it over to Aralyn. “Made by my own fair hands with love and sprinkled with a little magic.”

“Thank you.” Aralyn handed over a few coins. “I’m sure it tastes even better than it looks. And all your pies look amazing.”

“Thank you, my dears,” the vendor said with a smile before she turned to her next customer. “What can I get you?”

Aralyn turned to Caldric, pie in hand. “Here,” she said softly, holding the pie close to his face so he could inhale the rich, fruity aroma mingled with the buttery crust. Caldric closed his eyes, letting the scent wash over him, vivid memories of a life he once knew flooding his mind.

As he opened his eyes and looked at Aralyn, her face alight with simple joy, a revelation struck him with startling clarity. There was more to his yearning than just the desire for food.

His heart ached for something far deeper, far more complex than the warmth of a pie.

If he were capable of such feelings, his heart would be filled with love and desire for this vampire hunter.

The question was… If she lifted the curse. If his emotions returned…would he feel the same way? Would he admit it to her?

And would she reject him?


Chapter Fourteen – Caldric

The pie was beyond amazing. Second only to her grandmother’s, and as she ate it, she was transported back to those days when everything was so simple.

When her life was her own.

And the company was not too bad either.

“Are you sure you don’t want some?” Aralyn asked Caldric, who was studiously not watching her as she took one last bite of the pie.

“It’s not that I don’t want to try some.” He pointed at his stomach and made a circular motion. “Things don’t move like they used to.”

“Okay.” She folded the paper bag around the remains of her pie. “That is more information than I need to know.”

“They don’t teach you that at vampire hunter school?” Caldric asked in mock surprise.

“Well, first, there is no vampire hunter school. And second, my training focused around how to… Well, keeping a vampire in good health is not on the training agenda.” Aralyn shrugged.

Caldric chuckled. “You must be taught more than holy water and wooden stakes. And combat, of course.”

“Tracking. Stealth. Identification.” Aralyn counted off on her fingers, her brow furrowing slightly. “It’s not just about direct confrontations. Knowing your enemy means knowing their habits, their hiding places, how they think.”

“Ah, so you’re more of a vampire detective,” he said with an amused glint in his eyes.

“Something like that,” she said, a faint smile tugging at her lips despite herself. “Although I don’t think ‘detective’ quite captures the complete picture. Sometimes it’s just legwork and intuition.”

“Intuition, you say?” Caldric’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “And what does your intuition tell you about me?”

“I’m still trying to work that one out.” Aralyn turned to face him, and he stepped closer as he circled his arm around her waist. She licked her lips, leaning in.

What was she doing? He was the enemy.

But he wasn’t. There was nothing about Caldric that screamed danger to her trained instincts. His presence, though undeniably different, didn’t set off the alarm bells it should have, and the slight movement felt so natural.

“And your conclusion so far?” Caldric murmured as he brushed his cold fingers against her cheek. She shivered, but not from his cool touch.

In this moment, she wanted nothing more than for him to close the distance between them and kiss her. This might be the first time she had gotten close up to someone like this, outside of a fight, of course. And it felt nice.

“You’re different.” Aralyn licked her lips and took the initiative. But just as their lips were about to touch, it was as if she had two heartbeats.

There was hers, as familiar as her face in the mirror. And another. It thrummed in her veins, calling to her, beckoning to her. She danced away from him, grabbing his sleeve. “Do you hear that?”

“Music.” Caldric looked confused at first. Then he turned his head to one side and narrowed his eyes as if he were trying to pinpoint the sound.

“That must be the band Uncle Burt told me about. Come on.” She took his hand, guiding him through the people milling in the street.

Weaving through them, Aralyn felt the music intensify, each note resonating with a part of her soul she had long thought dormant. The melody wasn’t haunting, like the one Caldric played on the vinyl. This one was vibrant, full of life that wrapped around her heart and pulled her forward, urging her through the throng of people.

“Aralyn,” Caldric’s voice cut through the spell, laced with urgency. “This is fae music. It’s dangerous.”

She turned to face him, her grip on his hand loosening. His eyes were filled with a mixture of concern and sadness. “If you don’t want to come, then go home,” she said, the words as much a challenge as a dismissal. “But I want to use this rare opportunity to dance. And not that stiff ballroom dancing this time.”

Caldric shook his head, the sorrow in his gaze deepening. “It’s dangerous.”

“I’ve faced down worse monsters than you. I’m sure I can protect myself,” Aralyn insisted.

“Not against this,” he replied, his eyes distant, almost as if speaking to himself rather than her.

Ignoring his warning, she sidled up to him, threading her arms around his neck. His body was hard, cold, but his nearness invoked a warmth in her. “Maybe this is what we both need. A night of wild abandonment. For us to find the pieces of us that are...missing.”

“Fae music will not bring that part of me back,” Caldric said, his voice tinged with regret.

“No, but the music...” She stepped away, holding out her arms and spinning around, letting the notes envelop her. “It might find something new in you. Something you didn’t even know you were missing.”

As she twirled, the world around her blurred into a kaleidoscope of colors and sounds. She felt lighter, freer, as if the music were lifting her burdens one by one.

“Aralyn, please,” Caldric called after her, his voice almost lost in the rising crescendo. But the music had taken hold of her now, and there was no turning back.

It was as if she were drunk, but not a drop of liquor had touched her lips. The melody spiraled through her veins, igniting every nerve with a sensation she couldn’t name. She tilted her head back, eyes half-closed, the starlit sky above blending with the vibrant glow of streetlights and swirling figures around her. She didn’t try to fight the intoxicating feeling of the music, instead reveling in it.

“This is a mistake.” Caldric’s hand was on her arm, guiding her toward the music despite his protest.

“One night,” she whispered as the sign for The Lonely Tavern came into view. “One night where we can be something other than ourselves.”

“Aralyn.” He gripped her by the shoulders and looked into her eyes. “We are who we are. And there is no escaping that.”

She stood on tiptoes and whispered into his ear, “Tell that to the music.”

Then the tavern door opened, and the song grew louder. As she watched his face, she saw the moment it took hold of him, too. His eyes sparked, the resistance in his stance melting away. His caution gone.

Caldric, though he had been stubborn, was now helpless against the enchantment spilling from the open door. The music was a living thing, weaving through the air with a seductive allure too powerful to deny.

Hand in hand, they stepped into The Lonely Tavern.

The tavern was filled fit to burst, with people dancing, drinking, and singing. Aralyn laughed and wrapped her arms around Caldric, swaying to the music. At first, he was stiff, and unyielding, and then he began to loosen up, his movements becoming more fluid and natural.

“There we go,” she whispered in his ear. “Feel the music. Let it in.”

“And what happens then?” he asked.

“Let’s find out.” She inched her head back and stared into his eyes.

“You are a bad influence on me, vampire hunter,” he called out above the music.

“I have never been called a bad influence on anyone before,” she replied.

“Then there truly is a first time for everything,” Caldric told her as they were jostled about by the crowd.

“Drink!” A glass was thrust in between them.

“Uncle Burt!” Aralyn stepped back from Caldric. Color crept into her cheeks, as a sense of guilt, of being caught doing something forbidden, washed over her.

“I didn’t think you would come,” he admitted. “I thought you might be too busy with your planning. But I’m glad you did.”

“I was getting something to eat,” she said, playing down the real reason she and Caldric were not back at his mansion, studying the layout of the Tolioni residence, and planning their heist.

“And you heard the music.” Uncle Burt nodded in understanding.

“It’s…” Even as she stood there talking to her uncle, her feet were keeping beat and her body swayed to the music.

“Intoxicating,” Uncle Burt said, then thrust the drink toward her. “Here, try this. Flint’s wife brewed it, especially for when The Fable is playing. It helps…bring things down a little.”

Aralyn eyed the glass, not sure if she wanted to bring things down a little.

“You, too, Caldric.” Uncle Burt handed the vampire a drink. “Since this is your first time, too, I take it.”

“My first time?” he asked.

“Hearing The Fable play.” Uncle Burt nodded, the color heightened on his cheeks. “After a couple of times, it gets easier to resist the pull, but the first time...it can be overwhelming.”

Caldric glanced at Aralyn, then took the glass from Uncle Burt and lifted it to his lips.

“Wait.” She put her hand on his. “Are you sure you want to dull the sensations? The music… Can’t you feel it? Don’t you want to?”

“Do vampires enjoy music?” Uncle Burt mused.

Caldric’s eyes darkened as he shot Uncle Burt a look, then he said, “It has touched a part of me. But I could not play like this.” He put his fingers to his temples. “There’s no room for me in here.”

“Drink.” Uncle Burt nodded at them both.

Aralyn hesitated as she raised the glass to her lips. She kind of liked this feeling of freedom the fae music gave her. It seemed to reach inside of her and unravel the tightly wound threads that had been constricting her for as long as she could remember. But those were the threads of her life, of who she was.

This Aralyn, the one caught in the snare of The Fable’s music, was a figment of magic. Nothing more.

She lifted the glass to her lips and took a tentative taste. The drink was sweet and warming, lingering on her tongue.

The warmth spread through her chest, taking the edge off the electrifying thrall of the music.

Caldric followed suit, sipping the drink while his eyes remained fixed on her. “It’s...mellowing,” he admitted and took another sip before tilting his head back and downing the rest of it.

“Steady,” Uncle Burt warned. “It can be jarring.”

Caldric tensed, his body rigid, before he stumbled forward.

“Let’s get you a seat.” Uncle Burt hooked his hand under Caldric’s arm and guided him toward the bar, where the rest of the Regulars were seated.

“Will he be okay?” Aralyn asked as she took another sip of her drink, and then another. It sure had a sobering effect. She could still hear the music, but the magic was muted, allowing her to think straight again.

“Yes, of course,” Uncle Burt said, although he did not sound too sure as he helped Caldric onto a stool at the bar.

“Are you all right there, old chap?” Stan asked, placing a hand on Caldric’s shoulder as he leaned heavily on the bar.

“Drank too much too soon,” Uncle Burt explained and was met with an Ahh, from Stan and Burt.

“It’ll soon pass,” Harry assured Caldric. “Liselle’s drinks never leave you strung out.”

“We don’t know the effect it might have on a vampire,” Stan said.

“What?” Aralyn asked.

“Well, the drink is brewed for humans,” Harry explained. “The magic might work differently for the immortally inclined.”

“The tavern accepts no liability for harm or misadventure caused by the consumption of drinks or magic on or off the premises.” Morwenna appeared from behind the bar.

“Were you hiding down there?” Stan asked.

“No, I was trying to coax the Yeti in the fridge to open the door. The last time The Fable played, he got a little giddy. It did not end well. He was hung over for days and kept giving me the wrong beers. We had words,” Morwenna said. “Now he is refusing to open the fridge.”

“By the look of the people in the tavern this evening,” Aralyn began, “they won’t notice if you serve the warm beer.”

“Warm bread beer,” Stan muttered to himself.

“Is that a request?” Morwenna asked, almost hopefully.

“Do you hear that?” Caldric suddenly sat bolt upright, and everyone reeled from the sudden movement.

“The band, yes,” Uncle Burt said.

“I don’t think there is a soul in Wishing Moon Bay who can’t hear them,” Morwenna said with some satisfaction as she glanced around the full tavern.

“No, it’s something…” He stood up, unsteady on his feet.

Aralyn took a bigger sip of her drink and then another. She was beginning to feel much more like herself, and her responsibilities as a vampire hunter settled on her once more. Though vampire babysitter might be more akin to her duties tonight as she watched the wobbly Caldric.

“What do you hear?” she asked.

“A piano,” Caldric said, his eyes looking past her.

“No piano here,” Harry said. “The Fable don’t play pianos.”

“It’s coming from up there…” Caldric pointed to the stairs, and then he was on his feet, heading for them in long strides, sure on his feet all of a sudden.

“Caldric!” Aralyn sprang after him, reaching out for him, as Uncle Burt shouted something after them. Something about stairs and losing your way. Or yourself, the last word was lost in the music.

But the one thing she did know was she had brought Caldric here. It was her fault he was caught up in the magic of the fae music.

It did not matter what else she lost. As long as it was not him.


Chapter Fifteen – Aralyn

“Caldric!” She ducked as a reveler spun around and swung his arms out, caught up in the music that, thankfully, did not have the same effect on her after the drink Uncle Burt had given to her.

She dared not think what might have happened if she and Caldric were still caught up in the thrall of the fae band that certainly had The Lonely Tavern rocking.

“Caldric!” she called again, but still the vampire did not turn around, or acknowledge her in any way as he pushed his way through the crowd toward the ominous stairs.

Her hand instinctively went to the stake tucked into her belt and curled around the smooth handle. No matter what she felt for Caldric, if he threatened the people in the tavern, she would put him down. Even if she were the reason he was here.

It was her duty. A duty she had never shied away from.

And one she would uphold today. Even if the fae music was responsible for the sudden change in Caldric, she knew what vampires were capable of. And if for whatever reason, he lost control…

Aralyn cursed under her breath as a group of women, dancing to the hypnotic music, moved closer to Caldric and then encircled him. Around and around they circled him, their smiles wide, their eyes bright, almost maniacally so.

Was this it? Was this when Caldric would snap, grab one of them by the throat, and sink his teeth into their neck?

But the vampire kept on walking as if he didn’t see them at all.

“Oh, Caldric.”

He broke through the circle of women and continued on toward the stairs.

Without a moment’s pause, he placed his foot on the first stair and then continued upward, pushed on by some unseen force, or rather some unheard sound.

She rushed forward, pushing people out of the way as she sprinted after him. If this tavern was truly magic if it were this place of power with its own will… She shook her head at that crazy thought. But the fae music had made her…open to these ideas. It had influenced her in a way she hadn’t experienced before.

“Caldric!” she growled his name, her voice taut with frustration and urgency. The vampire’s steps did not falter as he reached the landing before the stairs turned out of sight. If he could hear her, he didn’t react.

Aralyn surged up the stairs after Caldric. The wooden steps creaked beneath her boots, the sound barely audible over the cacophony of music and foot-stomping that pervaded every inch of The Lonely Tavern. She kept her eyes locked on Caldric’s back, determined not to lose sight of him. The music seemed to swell even louder as she ascended, the fae’s enchanting notes weaving through her thoughts, making it difficult to concentrate.

The drink Uncle Burt had given her was already wearing off.

She needed to hurry.

As she climbed the stairs, Aralyn barely took notice of the portraits that hung on the walls, but she still felt as though their eyes were on her.

Which was crazy. She pressed her hands to her head, trying to fight off the effects of the music as she reached the landing.

“Caldric!” She finally got close enough to reach out and touch him.

Her fingers brushed against the rough fabric of his coat. Caldric paused for a moment, as if sensing her presence, but did not turn around. Instead, his pace quickened as he surged up the next flight of stairs.

Aralyn kept her hand on his arm as she followed, matching his pace as he crested the stairs. Another landing.

“Do you hear it?” Caldric turned to ask her as if finally realizing she was there.

The fae music had faded, and its hold on her was gone as she stood in the dim, narrow hallway with Caldric. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end, and she had the eerie feeling they were…somewhere else.

But that was impossible. They had barely traveled up a story or two, and the sound of The Fable and the merry crowd still thrummed through the walls of the building.

“You can hear it?” Caldric asked again.

Aralyn let out the breath she’d been holding and stilled, listening for whatever Caldric could hear. “Yes.”

A different kind of music wove through the air—softer, more solemn. A lone piano whose gentle playing seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once.

“You do?” Caldric turned to look at her.

“You look surprised.”

“I do?” Caldric asked.

“I mean if you could feel surprised…” She brushed her hair out of her face. This whole thing was crazy! She should have known better than to come here. She should have just kept plugging away at the preparation for the job like she had planned in the first place. Why had she decided Caldric needed to experience her world?

It wasn’t as if there was anything special about it.

“I was beginning to think I was hearing the music in my head,” Caldric admitted. “That the band downstairs coupled with whatever was in the drink your uncle gave me…” He looked up at the hallway ceiling. “This place. I think it’s messing with my head.”

“This place. The Lonely Tavern?” Aralyn asked.

“Or maybe it’s Morwenna.” His eyes widened. “Or someone else.”

“Me?” Aralyn asked, her hand inching under her jacket. Was that why he’d come up here, to get her alone? He could kill her there, dump her in one of the unused rooms, hide her body where no one would find her since everyone was scared to come up here in case they never came back down, like Valaky.

Valaky. The vampire she had come to town to find.

Aralyn set her jaw. She might be up here alone with not one, but two vampires, away from any help. She trusted Caldric, but there was still that very deep-seated wariness of being around his kind…if something had gotten into him…

“It makes sense,” Caldric replied.

“It makes sense?” Aralyn asked incredulously. “Wait, you think I am responsible for this.”

Was he trying to confuse her? Make her think she was the one going crazy.

Caldric’s gaze flickered, searching her face for something she couldn’t quite place. “No, Aralyn. Not you. I just...think this place is different. Alive, almost.”

“Alive?” The word echoed in Aralyn’s mind, resonating with the strange music that still haunted the air.

“Yes, that music…” He turned away from her. “The music we hear. It’s me.”

“You?” Aralyn asked.

“It’s me playing the piano from before…” Caldric said.

“From before the curse?” Aralyn asked.

“Yes.” He walked along the hallway, stopping to listen at each door he passed. “It’s like I’m stepping back in time. Each door…it’s the same piece. My finest composition. But my playing changes…” Caldric hurried forward, and Aralyn followed close behind him.

She had to listen hard to hear the subtle difference in the music. But they were there.

“Here.” He stopped outside a door and reached for the handle. “This is the first time I played it.”

“What are you doing?” A chill passed through her as he turned the door handle.

“Going inside.” He glanced at her over his shoulder. “Perhaps this is where I connect to that part of me. The part that composed this piece. This is the first time the music spoke to me, and I understood.”

“But we don’t know what is in there, and Uncle Burt said something about people getting lost up here.” She grabbed his shoulder. “And you know what happened to Valaky. He came up here and has never been seen again.”

“Would that be so bad?” he whispered hoarsely. “They say that the reason people get lost in the tavern, the reason they stay, is that it offers them what they want. What they need.”

“You believe that what you need is behind that door?” Aralyn asked.

“Yes.” He nodded. “If you walk through it with me.”

“Me?” Aralyn glanced sideways at the door.

“I’ve spent a long time alone. No matter how hard I had tried to fill my life with anything since my curse, I’ve felt nothing. Until perhaps now,” Caldric said as he stared at the door. “Perhaps this is some strange test put forward by the tavern to see if we’re a good match.”

“What are you talking about?” Aralyn asked.

“I know you have spent little time in Wishing Moon Bay, but surely you know the stories about this place. Perhaps it was no coincidence that I walked in as you and your uncle were discussing enlisting the help of a vampire.”

“I am going to go back down those stairs and ask Uncle Burt exactly what was in the drinks he gave us,” Aralyn said, but she didn’t take a step back.

“This has nothing to do with what was in the drink,” Caldric said. “You know that.”

She sucked in a deep, steadying breath as the sound of the piano continued without pause. “All right. Let’s open the door.”

She reached out and closed her hand over his and pushed the door open.

Aralyn didn’t know what she expected to find behind the door, but she was expecting to find something. Or at least someone playing the piano.

But as the door swung open, the playing stopped.

“Huh?” Aralyn’s eyes darted across the room, looking for danger, but it looked just like an empty bedroom.

“The tavern lured us here, just as the fae music lured us to the tavern,” Caldric said.

“I would never have guessed that you were one for conspiracy theories.” Aralyn stepped farther inside the room.

“No piano.” Caldric stood close to her, his shoulder brushing against hers.

“I can see that.” Aralyn scanned the room.

“So, where did the music come from?” Caldric asked. “If it’s not magic.”

“I didn’t say it wasn’t magic,” Aralyn said. “But it could be a simple spell. So simple, anyone with an ounce of magic in them could cast it.”

“But why?” Caldric stepped into the room, headed for the closet, and pulled it open. “Empty.”

“But why?” Aralyn asked, her senses heightened as she walked around the side of the bed toward the window. “That is a good question. Perhaps to tempt us here.”

“Tempt us here?” Caldric asked.

“Some sort of trap?” She turned to face him. “Everyone says that the upstairs of this place is dangerous.”

“I don’t think so,” Caldric said. “It doesn’t seem malevolent in nature.”

“I don’t know if I can tell what is anymore.” Aralyn pursed her lips. “I’d have never considered spending this much time alone with a vampire before.”

“Do you truly believe I could hurt you?” Caldric closed the closet door and turned to meet her gaze.

“No. I don’t know…” She rubbed the back of her neck.

Caldric’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t know?” He closed the distance between them.

“No. My whole life has been spent fighting your kind.”

“And yet, we’ve been alone this whole time with no such conflict.” Caldric arched an eyebrow.

“Yet…” Aralyn gave him a sideways glance. “Though you have led me up into this dangerous part of a mysterious tavern, alone, where no one could help me if I needed.”

“That’s not what’s happened,” Caldric stated.

“Then why are we here?” Aralyn gestured at the room with its plush armchairs and four-poster bed, draped in white sheets, along with the noticeable lack of any form of instrument. “What was with the music?”

“The music was for me,” Caldric told her. “You wouldn’t have gotten its meaning if I hadn’t been here.”

Aralyn folded her arms. “And what is the meaning?”

“You live your whole life looking for…” Caldric shrugged. “The bad.”

“The bad,” she scoffed.

“Yes.” He raised his hand and went to touch her, but then flexed his fingers and dropped his hand back to his side. “But maybe this isn’t bad. Maybe this is what we need. Time together away from…”

“Away from reality?” Aralyn shook her head and then chuckled. “I get the feeling The Lonely Tavern is about as far away from reality as you can get.”

“Now you are beginning to understand,” Caldric said. “This is a chance for us both to step out of our reality. Of who we are and be something else, if even for a short while.”

“I don’t know who to be except for…me,” Aralyn replied.

“Whoever you want to be. In this room, you can be whoever you want to be.” Caldric stepped away from her and closed the door. “That was the meaning of the piano playing. Trust me on this.”

Aralyn looked down, thinking for a moment as the silence fell between them. A deep silence.

Wait.

She rushed to the door and yanked it open again, afraid that the hallway might have disappeared, and they would be lost in here just like Valaky.

But as the door opened, the distant strains of The Fable playing downstairs could be heard.

Aralyn paused, her hand on the door, as she listened to the jaunty melody. The music wove itself through the dimly lit corridor, wrapping around her, trying to pull her back down, this time more like a lifeline. She turned back to Caldric, her expression softening as she closed the door once more.

“What if…” she started, her voice barely above a whisper, “What if stepping away from reality means stepping closer to danger?”

“Aralyn.” Caldric placed his hand on her shoulder. “Maybe we should be stepping closer to each other.”

“Isn’t that the same thing?” Aralyn’s eyes widened. “A vampire and a vampire hunter? Surely there’s a reason why that wouldn’t be possible. We’d be outcasts, the both of us.”

Every instinct told her she should get out of there, she should put some distance between herself and Caldric.

Falling for him felt like a betrayal of everything she had ever been taught. Yet these last few days with him had made her feel as if she was something more than simply a vampire killing machine.

The sad fact was, this was the closest thing to companionship, let alone a relationship she’d had in a long time. It might have started off as fake, but he’d made her laugh, he’d made her dance, and he understood her on a deeper level than anyone else ever had.

“I know you feel it.”

“Feel what?” she asked, brushing off his question.

“Is that the game we’re going to play?” Caldric asked.


Chapter Sixteen – Caldric

“No,” Aralyn answered. “I have never been one for games and I don’t intend to start playing them now.”

“Then perhaps it’s time we confronted why we are really here?” Caldric asked.

“If you say ‘the tavern…’”

“I think it’s safe to say that it had a part in all this.”

Aralyn shook her head slightly. “The tavern. Do you truly believe that? I mean, I can get my head around it being Morwenna. I believe she is a meddling witch. And a powerful one at that. But this building?”

“I truly think that the tavern is alive, Aralyn. That it wants what’s best for us.” Caldric’s tone turned melancholy when he added, “Perhaps more alive than me.”

“No,” she stepped closer to him and rested her hand on his shoulder.

“I believe it understands people better than either of us,” Caldric went on. “It has a will of its own. It sees what people need. Or maybe even feels what they need.”

“Caldric, that sounds like all kinds of crazy.” Aralyn looked up at him.

It certainly sounded crazy. But to him, it was the only thing that made sense. They needed each other, and somehow the tavern knew it.

“So you think it was pure coincidence that I walked into the tavern right when you needed someone to fake date you so you could go to the vampire ball?” Caldric asked. “Because as powerful and ancient as Morwenna’s magic is, I don’t think she has that much control over people. Or the insight to know that we are so right for each other.”

“Damn it, Caldric. Why do you have to make it sound so damn reasonable?” Aralyn shot back. “This whole situation just doesn’t make sense.”

“Maybe because I am not emotionally invested in the truth one way or another.” He sighed. “If I was, I would think it was some kind of ironic joke. Who would ever have thought a vampire and a vampire hunter would make a perfect match?”

“I think perfect is perhaps stretching things too far.” Aralyn wagged her finger at him.

“I don’t. I think we understand each other better than anyone else has ever understood us. We are both trapped by circumstances beyond our control. And we see a part of ourselves in each other. A part that needs to heal.” Caldric glanced past her to the bed, with its crisp clean sheets.

And was that the scent of roses all of a sudden?

He lifted his head and inhaled.

The tavern sure was trying its hardest to get them together. But he suspected it was going to take more than a rose-scented room and comfortable-looking bed to convince Aralyn that they were meant to be together.

Aralyn turned away from him and walked toward the bed with her arms folded across her body. “I have spent my whole life being told what I should be and how I should act. How is the tavern any different?”

“I don’t think the tavern is telling us we should be together. I think it’s showing us the possibilities.” Caldric stood still, letting her have space.

“How did we go from fake dating so that I can gain access to the Tolioni Ball, to…this?” She threw up her hand as she turned to face him.

“I don’t know,” Caldric replied gently. “All I do know is how I feel.” His brow creased. “Yes, I…think I…I can’t put it into words. This isn’t how I remember emotions being, it’s deeper than that.” He was fighting to figure out what exactly was going on inside of him.

“In your soul?” She looked up at him.

“I suppose so. Until this evening, I didn’t know if I still had a soul, to be perfectly honest.” He gave a short laugh. “And maybe I don’t. Maybe I can feel the residue of what it was like to be human, to have a soul. But that’s the part of me that knows that we mean something to each other. If only for a fleeting time.”

“Are you sure?” Aralyn asked. “I don’t mean about how you feel, but whether it is worth the risk.”

“You mean the risk of losing someone I love again.” He smiled sadly. “Unless you lifted the curse, I can’t feel love for you, Aralyn. But I wish I could. I have shut myself off from people for far too long. And if it’s taught me one thing, it is better to love someone and risk losing them than to feel this nothingness. All I can do is remember what love did feel like. What loss did feel like.” He closed his hand into a fist and pressed it to his heart. “And I’m only now recalling what that was like because of you.”

“At least you have those memories,” she replied with a harsh laugh. “I’m beginning to think you actually know more of what it’s like to be human than I do. I have pushed people away so that I don’t have to feel that pain. I was taught it was a distraction, one that might get me killed. But what if part of me has already died, or rather never lived, because I have never experienced love? Never experienced life.”

Caldric could see the tears misting her eyes and he went to her, closing his arms around her as he held her close. When he’d walked into The Lonely Tavern on less than a whim and saw her sitting there whispering about him, he’d never have guessed that this was how it would end.

No, not an end, a beginning.

As he cupped her face in his hand and tilted her head up, looking deep into her eyes, he said, “At least we won’t have to convince the Tolioni family that our relationship is real.”

“You say the most romantic things,” she murmured, and then he lowered his head and claimed her lips. It was the first time he’d kissed a woman in decades, and it had been longer than that since he’d kissed a woman with such passion.

Perhaps it was the remnant of the effects of the fae band, or his imagination, but this was no fleeting, meaningless kiss from a vampire who could not feel emotion.

It was more than that. Deeper than that.

He closed his arms around Aralyn, holding her tight, not wanting this moment to end as their mouths moved. They were both damaged people, trying to find a way through a world that they both struggled to navigate.

As he held her, he wanted to promise her the world. But it was not his to offer. Not in the way he wanted to. His world was not her world. His was a world of darkness, hers was a world filled with light. In simple terms, he walked the night while she walked the day.

Yet the attraction they shared was irresistible. And right now, it was all that mattered.

He broke the kiss and looked down at her. Their faces were so close he could see every speck of gold in her iris, and the soft curve of her lower lip. She was everything he had ever dreamed of when it came to a woman. But he doubted she reciprocated that dream.

She was warm and alive. He was cold and dead.

But that didn’t stop him from tipping her chin back up and claiming her lips again.

For the moment, here in The Lonely Tavern, they were not a vampire and a vampire hunter, but two people from opposite worlds. They were simply two lovers with a desire for each other that burned brightly and seemed to defy the boundaries of logic and reason.

Here in the tavern, they were free to explore that connection. To see where it took them. For one night or a lifetime, neither of them knew.

Caldric closed his eyes and leaned his forehead against Aralyn’s, drawing a shuddering breath as he willed himself to believe that it was true.

That here, in this place, anything was possible. Even if it was only for a little while.

Aralyn cupped his face in her hands and brushed her thumbs across his cheek, causing him to look at her again. He was surprised to see her smile.

“You are thinking too much, vampire. That’s usually my job. So let’s make a deal. Let’s pretend that here in this room, there are no consequences for our actions. What happens in this room, stays in this room,” she told him.

“What if that is not what I want?” Caldric asked. “What if I want whatever happens between us in this room to last for eternity?”

“We both know that is impossible,” Aralyn reminded him. “Your eternity lasts way longer than mine.”

Caldric eased away from her as if she had slapped him across the face. Was she trying to push him away? Trying to ruin this moment?

“I’m sorry,” she said and leaned her forehead against his chest. “I don’t know why I said that.”

“Because you are scared and think that pushing me away is the safest way to handle that fear. You know I will never hurt you, not intentionally, and that scares you because it means that you have to trust someone with your heart, and you don’t think you are capable of that. Because you have hidden it away for so long, you are afraid that you have lost the ability to love,” he replied.

She lifted her head and stared at him with her eyes wide. “You speak as if you can see inside of my mind.”

“Maybe I can. Or maybe it is just that I recognize a kindred spirit when I see one. We have a lot in common, Aralyn. More than I realized when I entered the tavern. And it seems that fate, or something like it, has thrown us together for a reason. One that we may not fully understand yet, but one that we should embrace.”

“You are making this sound a lot like a fairy tale, Caldric. I am a realist, not a romantic,” Aralyn told him.

“So am I. But even a realist can let himself believe in possibilities for a night,” he whispered. “Can you do that?”

Aralyn nodded, and he took her hand and led her to the bed. Then he pulled her to him and kissed her. As they stood there, their bodies pressed together and their souls connected, Caldric prayed the tavern was right and that this was their destiny.

Even if it was only for one night.

As if to answer his question, Aralyn wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her lips to his.

Caldric let out a soft moan and lifted her into his arms, cradling her body to his as he lowered her onto the bed.

And for a moment, time stood still.

There was no tavern.

No vampires.

No vampire hunters.

Just two people who had found each other despite their differences. Or because of them.

Caldric trailed his hand over Aralyn’s cheek, and she sighed and turned her head slightly, kissing his palm.

He shivered, his desire for Aralyn growing stronger with each passing moment. He was used to taking what he wanted, but he wanted Aralyn to give herself to him.

To surrender to the inevitable.

And he would do whatever it took to make that happen.

As if she could sense what he was thinking, she reached for his hand and laced her fingers with his. Then she lifted it to her lips and kissed it.

Caldric moaned and pressed his lips to her temple.

The smell of the rose-scented candle was filling the room, and he could hear the sounds of music, his music, coming from somewhere. It was almost as if the tavern was serenading them. Leaving him in no doubt. This was what the tavern wanted from them.

Which was the most absurd thought, but he was certain that it was the truth.

So he pushed it out of his mind and focused on Aralyn. On her scent, on her touch, on the sound of her heartbeat.

He wanted to savor every moment, to hold on to them for the rest of his existence.


Chapter Seventeen – Aralyn

Aralyn had always followed the path fate had carved out for her.

She’d never shied away from doing what was needed when it was needed.

But this…being with Caldric. This was a detour. One her elders would not understand, let alone agree with.

She didn’t care.

This felt so right. And so what if she was under a magic spell? One cast by a fae band, or a witch, or a damn sentient tavern.

She wanted this.

She wanted Caldric.

“Make love to me,” she murmured. As he opened his mouth to speak, she placed her finger on his lips. “And don’t say you can’t feel love.” Her hand slid down his chest and covered his heart. “Because I see it in your eyes.”

A small smile made his lips curl up at the sides, and his eyes glowed a deep purple. “I want you, Aralyn. I know it. Just as I know that damned sun will rise in the morning. Just as I know its rays will turn me to ash.”

“There you go with your romantic words again,” she murmured and then slipped her hand around the nape of his neck and pulled him closer.

Aralyn closed her eyes as she parted her lips. Her breath caught in her throat. Caldric moaned and nipped her bottom lip before caressing it with his tongue. Then their lips met, and their kiss deepened.

She sighed against him as he wove his fingers into her hair, while his tongue plundered his mouth. He ignited a fire within her, one that burned hot and fierce.

Aralyn’s body melted against Caldric’s, her curves molding to his hard planes. His cool skin contrasted with the heat building within her, sending shivers down her spine. She ran her hands over his broad shoulders, marveling at the strength coiled beneath her fingertips.

Moving her fingers across the hard plains of his chest, she unbuttoned his shirt as he cupped her breast in his hand, his thumb rubbing against the hardened nipple.

In all the battles she had fought, never had fear robbed her of strength. But now, in Caldric’s arms, her knees went weak. But not from fear, from desire. Pure, unadulterated desire.

Caldric sensed her weakening and swept her into his arms, carrying her to the bed. He laid her down gently, his eyes never leaving hers as he removed his shirt. Aralyn’s breath caught at the sight of his sculpted torso, pale and perfect in the dim candlelight. She reached out to trace the lines of his abdomen, marveling at how someone so cold could ignite such heat within her.

Caldric lowered himself onto the bed beside her, his hand gentle, reverent, as he touched her cheek, and traced his fingers down her neck and along her collarbone. Then he leaned forward and kissed her neck, his cool lips sending shivers through her body. Aralyn arched into him, desperate for more contact. He trailed kisses down her neck, pausing at the pulsing vein there.

“Caldric,” she whispered, as his fangs grazed her neck, then he licked her skin, and she turned her head to meet his hungry gaze.

“So beautiful.” He raised his hand and caressed her cheek before he slipped his hands beneath her jacket and pushed it off her shoulders.

She shrugged it off, aware that the weapons meant for killing his kind were now openly visible on her belt. Caldric’s eyes flicked to them, a wry smile playing on his lips.

“Quite the arsenal you have there,” he murmured, his fingers trailing along the wooden handle of a stake.

Aralyn tensed, suddenly aware of how vulnerable she was, how exposed she’d made herself. If he wanted to attack…

But then his fingers went to the buckle, and he unfastened it and set it carefully aside. “I don’t think we want any accidents. Do we?”

“No.” Aralyn shook her head. “I don’t think I’d forgive myself if I staked you through the heart by mistake.”

“You have already pierced my heart,” Caldric told her.

She buried her face in his shoulder and giggled. “That is so corny.”

“I apologize. I am somewhat out of practice.” He ducked his head and dropped featherlight kisses along her jawline. “But I am sure it will all come back to me.”

“I am sure it will.” She slipped her hands beneath his shirt and followed the contours of his toned chest as she inched it over his shoulders. It slid from his shoulders. As he leaned back and yanked it off, he stilled as he looked down at her. Caldric was like a statue made of marble, pale and perfect in the moonlight streaming through the window. Aralyn’s breath caught in her throat as she took in the sight of him, her fingers itching to trace every line and curve of his sculpted form.

Caldric’s eyes, now a deep, swirling violet, locked onto Aralyn’s. The intensity of his gaze made her shiver, a mixture of anticipation and vulnerability washing over her.

She was about to give herself, body and heart, to a creature she had been taught to kill. But more than that, she was about to give a part of herself in the hope that it would lead to something more. That it would deepen their relationship.

She’d never opened herself up like this to another person before.

Sure she’d had sex. But she was fooling herself if she thought that was what this was.

When she’d asked him to make love to her, that was exactly what she wanted, needed from him.

Ironic, since he was cursed to not feel love. Not feel anything.

Yet, as he kept his eyes fixed on hers as he unbuttoned her shirt, it was hard to believe that was true.

Had she awoken something deep inside him, in the same way he had awoken a part of her long-dormant?

Stop overthinking, she berated herself as Caldric lowered his head and kissed the swell of her breast.

Aralyn arched her back off the bed, wanting more, wanting him to kiss her from head to toe, to touch her, to tease her, to make her beg for mercy.

With deft fingers he unclasped her bra, his cool hands capturing them, as he brushed his thumbs over her nipples. She writhed beneath him. Aralyn gasped as Caldric’s cool lips closed around her nipple, his tongue swirling and teasing the sensitive bud. Her fingers tangled in his hair, pulling him closer as waves of pleasure coursed through her body. She arched into him, craving more of his touch, his kiss, his everything.

Caldric’s hands roamed her body, exploring every curve and dip with reverence. His fingers trailed down her sides, leaving goosebumps in their wake, before settling on the waistband of her jeans. He looked up at her, his eyes seeking permission. Aralyn nodded, her breath catching as he slowly unbuttoned her jeans and slid them down her legs. She kicked them off, feeling exposed yet exhilarated as Caldric’s gaze raked over her nearly naked form.

Then he returned to torturing her breasts with his mouth and tongue, as he slipped his hand inside her panties and stroked her mound. She closed her eyes as the flood of sensations threatened to overwhelm her. Caldric’s fingers found her sensitive nub, circling it slowly as his mouth continued its sweet assault on her breasts. Aralyn moaned, her hips rising to meet his touch, craving more friction.

Caldric lifted his head, his eyes burning with an intensity that made Aralyn’s breath catch. He watched her face as he adjusted the position of his hand, his thumb stroking her sensitive flesh while he dipped a finger inside her. Aralyn gasped, her body arching as he slowly moved his finger in and out. Her hands roamed his back, nails digging into his cool skin as the pleasure built within her.

Caldric added a second finger, curling them so they grazed her inner walls, searching for that perfect spot inside her.

Then he found it.

Her hips bucked involuntarily as waves of pleasure radiated through her body. She clung to him, her nails digging into his shoulders as he continued his sensual assault.

“I want to taste you.” He kissed his way down her body, his lips trailing a path of fire across her skin. Aralyn trembled with anticipation as he reached her lower abdomen, his cool breath teasing her most sensitive areas.

Caldric hooked his fingers in the waistband of her panties, slowly sliding them down her legs. Aralyn lifted her hips to assist him, her heart thumping as the last barrier between them was removed. She felt exposed, vulnerable, yet utterly safe under Caldric’s reverent gaze.

Caldric’s eyes roamed over her naked form, a look of awe and hunger in his violet eyes. “You’re exquisite,” he murmured, his voice low and husky.

He placed gentle kisses on her inner thighs, working his way up slowly, teasingly. Aralyn’s breath quickened, her body tense with anticipation. When Caldric’s cool tongue finally made contact with her most sensitive area, she gasped, her back arching off the bed.

He explored her with deliberate, languid strokes, savoring her taste and reactions. Aralyn’s fingers tangled in his hair, urging him closer as waves of pleasure washed over her. Caldric’s tongue circled her sensitive bud before dipping lower, teasing her entrance. He alternated between long, slow licks and quick, teasing flicks, driving Aralyn to the brink of ecstasy. Her hips moved in rhythm with his ministrations, chasing the exquisite sensations he was creating.

As Caldric’s tongue worked its magic, he slipped two fingers inside her once more, curling them to hit that perfect spot within her.

The dual sensations of his cool tongue on her most sensitive area and his fingers stroking her inner walls sent Aralyn spiraling toward her orgasm. Her breath came in quick gasps, her body trembling as the tension built within her.

“Caldric,” she moaned, her voice ragged with desire.

Caldric redoubled his efforts, his tongue moving in quick, precise circles as his fingers continued their relentless rhythm. Aralyn’s world narrowed to the exquisite sensations he was creating, her body coiling tighter and tighter like a spring about to snap. She gripped the sheets with one hand, the other still tangled in Caldric’s hair as she teetered on the edge of release.

With a particularly skillful flick of his tongue, Caldric sent Aralyn over the edge. Her body arched off the bed as waves of intense pleasure crashed over her. She cried out Caldric’s name, her thighs trembling around his head as he continued his ministrations, drawing out her orgasm until she was gasping and oversensitive.

As the aftershocks of her orgasm rippled through her body, Caldric slowly kissed his way back up, his cool lips leaving a trail of fire on her heated skin. Aralyn’s chest heaved as she tried to catch her breath, her mind hazy with pleasure. When Caldric reached her face, Aralyn pulled him into a deep, passionate kiss, tasting herself on his lips. She wrapped her legs around his waist, feeling his hardness press against her core.

“I don’t think you’ve lost your touch,” she whispered against his lips.

“You don’t think?” Caldric inched away from her.

“Well, if you have anything else you want to show me, I am more than happy to give you feedback.” She batted her eyelashes at him.

“Next you’re going to tell me you are going to give me marks out of ten,” Caldric said as he moved to hover over her body.

“Hmm, that’s not a bad idea,” Aralyn teased, her fingers tracing lazy patterns on his chest. “Though I might need a few more demonstrations before I can give an accurate score.”

“I’m more than happy to oblige,” Caldric murmured, his lips curving into a seductive smile. He captured her mouth in a searing kiss, his tongue entwining with hers as he settled between her thighs.

Aralyn could feel the hard length of him pressing against her, sending a fresh wave of desire through her body. She rolled her hips, urging him closer, craving the feel of him inside her.

As he entered her, Aralyn gasped, her body arching to meet him. Caldric moved slowly, giving her time to adjust to his size. The contrast between his cool skin and her heated core sent shivers of pleasure through her entire body.

She’d never expected making love to Caldric to feel so…incredible.

He moved slowly, penetrating her inch by incredible inch, and she was sure he was enjoying the exquisite torture he was unleashing on her body. Torture made more incredible as he cupped her breast in his hand and flicked his tongue over her nipple.

Aralyn sucked in a sharp breath as Caldric’s cool tongue swirled around her sensitive nipple, sending jolts of pleasure straight to her core. She wrapped her legs around his waist, urging him deeper. Caldric obliged, sinking fully into her with a low groan that vibrated against her breast.

Aralyn’s breath caught as Caldric filled her completely, the sensation overwhelming in its intensity. He stilled for a moment, and she rested her forehead on his chest as she fought for control.

Then he rocked his hips back and forth, small intimate movements that caused a frisson of pleasure to ripple through her body. Aralyn matched his rhythm, rolling her hips to meet each gentle thrust. Their bodies moved together in perfect synchronicity, as if they’d been lovers for centuries rather than mere moments.

Caldric’s lips found hers again, kissing her deeply as he gradually increased his pace.

Aralyn moaned into his mouth, her fingers digging into his shoulders as the pleasure intensified. Each thrust sent waves of ecstasy coursing through her body, building toward another peak.

Caldric broke the kiss, his violet eyes locking onto hers with an intensity that took her breath away. The connection between them felt electric, transcending the physical act they were engaged in.

Higher and higher, he took her until she could hold on no longer. With a cry she came, her inner walls pulsing around his hardness, setting off a chain reaction as his seed spurted inside her.

Wait! She hadn’t expected him to actually… Did that mean he might sire her child?

But hadn’t Silas let Merri leave Wishing Moon Bay because he wanted her to have the chance to be a mother?

No, a child with Caldric was wishful thinking.

Yet as her orgasm faded, she allowed herself to hope that the tavern was indeed magic, and that magic might answer her wish.

***

Aralyn stretched out her hand to touch Caldric.

But there was no one next to her.

She sat up, clutching the rough sheets to her.

He’d left her.

“Caldric,” she muttered under her breath as she reached for her clothes and quickly got dressed.

Her stomach growled as she stood up and approached the door, telling her she’d been asleep a long time.

Which meant it was probably morning. If Caldric wasn’t here, where was he? Perhaps he’d gone home to sleep in his basement. Or wherever he slept.

She tugged the door open and stepped out of the room.

But as she headed along the corridor, the skin on her lower arms prickled and then the hairs stood on end. And then she heard his voice.

“I think two eggs, don’t you, Brushworth?” Caldric’s voice drifted up the stairs from the tavern below.

The vampire was talking to the sweeping brush.

Keeping her back pressed against the wall, and her senses keen, Aralyn made her way down the stairs.

“Bacon. And toast. What about orange juice? I think that would be refreshing. And then we can brew some good coffee.” Caldric sounded as if he were making breakfast. And since he did not eat food, then he was making it for her. “But best not tell Morwenna. I’ve heard she’s a little precious about her coffee.”

She relaxed a little, but still kept her guard up as she reached the first landing and then proceeded down the second flight of stairs.

By the time she crossed the tavern to the bar area, the hairs on the back of her neck were tingling, just as they should in the presence of a vampire.

“Ah, there you are. I managed to convince Brushworth here to let me make you breakfast,” Caldric began. Then he dropped his voice to a whisper, “Not that Morwenna keeps much in the way of food here. I had to go across town to an all-night grocery store to buy provisions.”

“You did?” Aralyn asked. No one had ever done as much as popped to the corner store, let alone go across town so he could make her breakfast before. “I must have slept for longer than I thought.”

“You were out cold when I left,” Caldric replied. “I hope you don’t mind that I left you. It’s not as if I keep the bed warm.”

“This breakfast more than makes up for you leaving me.” Aralyn climbed onto a stool at the bar, and Caldric placed the plate down in front of her. “It smells wonderful.”

“I hope it tastes good, too.” Caldric leaned his elbows on the bar and watched as she ate, which was a little disconcerting.

But the food was so good she was not going to deny him the pleasure of observing her enjoyment. The eggs were fluffy, the bacon crispy yet not overly salty, and the toast had just the right amount of crunch. Even the orange juice was perfectly tart and sweet.

Caldric’s eyes never left her face, a slight smile playing on his lips that revealed just the faintest hint of his sharp fangs.

But then she pulled away from him and whirled around, leaping from her stool and taking up a defensive stance as the tavern door opened.

Vampire. The word was a whisper in her head.

“Woah, hold on a moment there!” Silas stood before them with a rolled-up piece of parchment in his hand. “Don’t shoot the messenger!”

“Messenger?” Aralyn asked, not yet ready to relax.

“Yes.” Silas waved the rolled scroll. “I have the invitation you asked for, Caldric.”

“Invitation?” Aralyn asked.

“To this precious party of yours,” Silas replied. “It wasn’t easy...”

“Do you mind if we discuss this later?” Caldric asked, casting a nervous glance in Aralyn’s direction.

“No, we can talk about this now.” Aralyn tilted her head at Caldric. “Can’t we?”

“I am going to leave this here.” Silas set down the parchment on the bar and backed away.

Aralyn reached for the scroll and unrolled it, her eyes scanning the artistically written words. “You lied to me.”

“Aralyn, I can explain,” Caldric reached out for her.

“Explain why you dressed me up in that dress and danced with me. Explain why you made me drink that awful wine...” She sucked in a shuddering breath. “When all along you didn’t have an invitation.”

“I...” Caldric stuttered.

“This was all just a game to you, wasn’t it? A way to while away some time...” Aralyn stormed toward the door. “I knew I should never trust a vampire.”


Chapter Eighteen – Caldric

“Aralyn!” Caldric rushed after her, toward the bright daylight, but the tavern door slammed closed, trapping him inside.

And saving his life.

But what was life without Aralyn? He lunged at the door, ready to tear it from its hinges.

“Caldric!” Silas slipped his arm around Caldric and pulled him away. “It’s far past dawn. If you go outside, you’ll be turned to ash.”

“I have to go after her.” Caldric reached for the door, but Silas refused to let him go.

“You need to give her time to cool down,” Silas told him. “And while she is cooling down, you need to figure out a way to make this right. And believe me, in my experience with women, this calls for a grand gesture. Something to redeem yourself.”

“Redeem myself?” Caldric shrugged off Silas and turned to face him. “I don’t feel that’s necessary.”

“Yes, it is.” Silas nodded and then turned around and sauntered over to the bar. “Why don’t we help ourselves to a drink and talk?”

Caldric hesitated, and turned toward the door, his eyes fixed on it as if his sheer willpower could pull Aralyn back inside. But he knew Silas was right. Stepping outside now would mean certain death, and he’d be of no use to anyone as a pile of ash on the cobblestones.

Funny, if this was before he met Aralyn, he would not have cared if that was his fate. But he had met her, and now it did matter.

Reluctantly, Caldric followed Silas to the bar. The tavern was dimly lit, its wooden beams casting long shadows across the floor. Silas slid behind the bar with confidence that few had when tempting Morwenna’s wrath, his fingers deftly selecting a bottle of dark amber liquid and two glasses from the racks overhead.

“To grand gestures,” Silas said, pouring them both a generous measure. The liquid glinted like a captured sunrise in the dim light as he handed Caldric a glass.

“To grand gestures,” Caldric echoed softly, raising his glass before taking a long, contemplative sip. The drink burned pleasantly as it went down, but it did little to quell the turmoil inside him.

Silas leaned against the bar, studying Caldric’s troubled face with an almost brotherly concern. “So, what happened between you two? I mean before the whole argh! betrayal, vampires can’t be trusted, thing.”

Caldric sighed, his eyes tracing the whorls in the wood of the bar as if they might provide answers. “I’m not sure,” he admitted.

“Oh, maybe this is worse than I thought,” Silas said as he took a swig of his drink.

“Maybe it is.” He took a stiff drink and then set his glass down on the counter. “We slept together.”

“Okay.” Caldric nodded. “And…?”

“I believe she’s experiencing confusion due to the development of our relationship.”

“Because of your opposing natures, I presume?” Silas raised an eyebrow.

“Yes. She even said that she wondered whether I knew better what it was like to be human than she did.” Caldric frowned into his glass. “Because I lived a normal life before I was turned, whereas she has been formed into a weapon since her earliest memories because of her bloodline.”

“I’m sure being intimate with a being that she has thought of as the enemy this whole time has surely not helped,” Silas suggested.

“Definitely not. I worry she thinks she has betrayed who she is meant to be, the people important to her. Or perhaps that she has to choose between me and them.”

“A tricky situation, to be sure.”

They both sipped their drinks.

“And now she thinks I am not to be trusted because I was dishonest about the terms of our invitation to the ball,” Caldric said.

“That doesn’t seem like it’s far from the truth.” Silas leaned on the bar.

“I didn’t lie to her.”

“Not even a lie of omission?” Silas watched him levelly.

“I suppose it was. Though I didn’t see it as that. I suppose I just wasn’t interested in sharing details about my personal life with a vampire hunter at the time.” Caldric sighed. “But she’s right. I should have been honest with her, so she knew the risks. I’ve put us both in danger.”

Silas nodded slowly. “If you can’t play the piano to their standard, you’ll have your invitations revoked, and the amnesty will be lifted. She’ll be hunted for being a vampire hunter, and you’ll be hunted for bringing her to the ball as your plus one.” He picked up his glass and downed his drink. “I need another.”

“I think we both do.” Silas reached for the bottle again.

“I hope you have paid for your drinks.” Morwenna’s voice carried through into the bar from the room beyond, barely muffled by the closed door.

“Morwenna!” Silas filled his glass and then poured a generous amount into Caldric’s. “Are you going to join us?”

“I am more of a coffee person first thing in the morning,” Morwenna replied.

“And yet I’ve heard you don’t serve coffee in the tavern,” Silas said as he placed the bottle on the shelf.

“Well, I’m not going to go about sharing my personal stash with the riffraff, am I?” Morwenna pushed through the door to the back room, nursing a coffee cup. Her eyes fell on the bottle Silas had placed on the bar. “Ah, the expensive stuff.”

“Always.” Silas raised his glass to her. “My friend here needs cheering up since his good lady has left the tavern and he cannot follow since the sun is high in the sky.”

“Really.” Morwenna narrowed her eyes at Caldric. “You mean you are stuck here all day?”

“I am.” Caldric bowed his head. “I don’t have a daylight ring like Silas.”

“Well, you can’t just sit at the bar all day, my customers won’t like that,” Morwenna took a thoughtful sip of her coffee. “But I’m sure we can find you something to do.”

“I can go and find a quiet corner to rest in,” Caldric assured her.

“Oh, no!” Morwenna wagged her finger at Caldric. “There is no sleeping in the bar area. I don’t want you to give the Regulars any ideas. They spend enough time in here as it is.”

“Talking of which.” Silas swung around to face the tavern door as it opened, and a familiar cacophony of voices drifted in from the alleyway beyond.

“Do they do anything else apart from spending time in here?” Caldric wondered aloud.

“I still don’t understand why Morwenna refused to serve coffee,” Stan was saying. “It boggles my brain that a place that opens this early doesn’t sell coffee.”

Silas turned to face Morwenna with a questioning eyebrow. “If I didn’t know better, Morwenna, I would suggest that you purposely don’t serve coffee just to antagonize your regulars.”

Morwenna rolled her eyes. “Do you truly think that I would be that petty?”

“Oh, I know the satisfaction that can be gained from these tiny torments,” Silas replied with a grin. “Anyone who runs a tavern for so long must enjoy indulging in a little mischievousness now and then.”

Morwenna sighed dramatically, yet a small smile tugged at the corner of her lips. “Well, we all have our ways of keeping life interesting.”

“We do.” Silas cast a sidelong glance at Caldric, who was staring into the depths of his glass. “And these fellows do help make life interesting.”

Caldric glanced toward the door as Stan, Harry, and Burt stepped inside the tavern, and headed for the bar, chatting to each other.

But their chatting stopped as they noted the two vampires seated at the bar.

“Oh.” Stan approached the bar with a curious look on his face. “Isn’t it a little late, or rather early, for you to be out, Caldric?”

“It is.” Caldric raised his glass to his lips and took a long sip as Stan turned his curious gaze on Silas in his search for answers.

“Well, since you now have these fine gentlemen to keep you company, I think it is time I took my leave. I have preparations to make before the ball.” Silas downed the rest of his drink and strode out of the tavern, his cloak billowing behind him.

“That guy sure knows how to make an exit,” Burt said as he and Harry joined Stan at the bar.

“Three coffees, please, Morwenna,” Stan said brightly, with more than a hint of hope in his voice.

“How many times do I have to tell you…” Morwenna began.

“Ah, but you are drinking coffee.” Stan inhaled deeply. “So, why can’t you serve us coffee?”

“It’s my own personal blend,” Morwenna said, taking a sip and then setting her cup down on the bar. “You wouldn’t be able to handle it. I could always warm you up some bread beer.”

“Urgh.” Burt shuddered.

“Maybe you could invest in one of those vending machines,” Harry suggested. “I’m sure we could find a spot for one.”

“Or perhaps just a coffee machine?” Burt asked. “It could be self-serve.”

“Does this tavern look like the kind of place you would find a vending machine?” Morwenna asked caustically.

“Morwenna is right,” Stan agreed reluctantly. “It would not fit in with the aesthetics.”

“True, it would start with a vending machine and before you know it, the tavern would be a fast-food joint,” Burt mused. “Maybe we’d finally be able to sell our burgers here.”

The discussion over coffee being served in the tavern went on around Caldric as he finished his drink. Boy, this was going to be a long day.

His eyes drifted toward the staircase. Perhaps he should simply go back up there and find somewhere to sleep away the day. Or perhaps he would simply disappear up there like so many before, and not have to worry about his troubles.

“So, what happened between you and my niece?” Burt asked. “It seems unlike her to leave you here all by yourself for the day.”

“Nothing.” Caldric’s hand went to his chest, where the invitation to the Tolioni Ball was safely tucked inside his inner pocket.

“Nothing?” Stan and Harry crowded around him. “But didn’t I see you both go upstairs?”

All three Regulars turned their gaze toward the staircase. Which was looking more inviting to Caldric by the second.

“We did.” Caldric put his hands to his temples as the memories of his night with Aralyn swirled inside his head.

“Oh, you’re still hung over from The Fabled,” Burt said matter-of-factly.

“Don’t forget, he downed that anti-fae juice a little fast, too,” Stan reminded them. “You’ve got to balance your uppers and downers, you know. For instance, now would be a good time for an upper…such as a coffee.” Stan glanced at Morwenna.

“It’s not the only thing he’s downed too fast,” Morwenna muttered as she drank her coffee, which seemed to have magically refilled itself as she ignored Stan. “He’s been drinking plenty of my most expensive liquor.”

“That bad, huh?” Stan placed a conciliatory hand on Caldric’s shoulder.

“So?” Burt asked.

“So what?” Caldric asked. Was this his punishment for misleading Aralyn? Oh, how he missed his quiet house.

But he missed Aralyn more. The thought stuck in his head as he pictured her beautiful face.

“What was up there?” Harry asked.

Was there no peace to be had in this tavern?

“From what Tamsin and Mason told us, everyone finds something different. The tavern likes to tempt them to stay up there forever with…well, whatever they need, I suppose.”

Caldric sighed. Perhaps if he answered their questions, they would leave him in peace. “I heard myself playing the piano.”

“Oh. Okay.” Burt looked a little disappointed.

“Did that have some specific meaning?” Harry asked hopefully.

“Maybe it was a hint that he should come clean with Aralyn about his inability to play before she learned from Silas that their invitation to the Tolioni Ball, and her only hope of getting back her family heirloom, relied on Caldric being able to play to an inhuman standard which he hasn’t been able to reach since he was cursed,” Morwenna said without taking a breath.

All eyes turned to look at her, and Caldric groaned. His day was about to get a lot worse.

No wonder he normally slept through them.

“You lied to my niece?” Burt demanded.

“Not exactly,” Caldric started to defend himself.

“Not exactly?” Burt blustered. “You either did or you didn’t!”

“I insinuated I had an invitation to the Tolioni Ball, but in fact, that invitation was an open offer for me to play at the ball.”

“So, go and play!” Burt said as if it were that simple.

“He’s lost the skill,” Morwenna said.

“Then practice,” Stan said matter-of-factly.

“It’s not that I cannot play,” Caldric replied. “It’s that I cannot…feel the music.

“Oh, feel the music,” Harry nodded in understanding, although Caldric doubted the man had any true notion of what it was like.

“Well, we are here to help you.” Stan placed his hand on Caldric’s shoulder and squeezed lightly. “All we have to do is come up with a plan.”

“A plan?” Caldric asked. “Don’t you think if it was that easy, I would have come up with a plan myself?”

“Ah.” Stan wagged his finger at Caldric. “We are experts at this kind of thing.”

“Although the plan might be spiking your drink with garlic,” Burt rumbled.

“You know the garlic thing is a myth?” Morwenna asked.

“Listen, as much as I appreciate the offer,” Caldric said, “I can handle things myself.”

“Really?” Morwenna asked. “Because you did not do a great job of that just now. Need I mention that you’re trapped here until sunset?”

“Don’t worry, we’ve got your back.” Stan gave his shoulder another squeeze.

Morwenna snorted but didn’t offer any further words as she sipped her coffee.

“All you have to do is put your trust in us,” Stan said.

“And the tavern,” Harry added.

“I’m listening,” Caldric said. After all, what choice did he have? He had no way of leaving the tavern until nightfall, and he suspected any attempt to go upstairs would result in disaster this time. Without Aralyn by his side, who knew what he might find up there?

Or what might find him.

And the idea of getting trapped in the tavern with them for eternity did not appeal.

And anyway, part of him believed they were right. The tavern had brought him and Aralyn together for a reason. It had also thrust them together in a room upstairs where they had made love.

That had to mean something.

Didn’t it?


Chapter Nineteen – Aralyn

“I’m really not in the mood,” Aralyn told Uncle Burt for the tenth time, and for the tenth time, he ignored her.

In his words, this would do her good.

Whatever that meant!

“Everyone will be so disappointed if you don’t come,” Uncle Burt told her as he waited in the hallway for her to finish dressing.

After the incident with Silas this morning, and Caldric’s admission over the invitation to the ball, she’d spent all day trying to come up with a Plan B.

Perhaps if she wasn’t so angry with Caldric, she might have succeeded. But she could not clear her mind long enough to think straight about how else she was going to infiltrate the ball or gain access to the Tolioni house any other way.

They would notice her coming from a mile away, and without the protection of an official invitation, she wouldn’t stand a chance against so many vampires.

She sighed. Maybe Uncle Burt was right. Maybe a visit to the tavern and one of Morwenna’s magical drinks was the answer. Surely, that old witch had something that would help calm her.

“Are you ready?” Burt asked.

“I guess.” She stepped out of her bedroom dressing in her usual black jeans, a thick layered bodice interwoven with magic to protect her vital organs, and a long black cloak, which hid the stakes in her belt.

Uncle Burt pressed his lips together. “Don’t you have a dress you could wear?”

“A dress?” She narrowed her eyes at him. “Since when do I ever wear a dress?”

Her throat constricted and her hands went to her thighs as she recalled the dress Caldric had picked out for her to wear to the ball.

“I thought it might be a nice change,” Uncle Burt replied. “Sort of like a dress rehearsal for tomorrow.”

“Wearing a dress is no longer part of the plan.” Aralyn shrugged. “I’m going to get myself onto the catering team instead. It’s what I should have done in the first place, instead of trying to fool everyone into thinking I was dating a vampire.”

“Were you fooling everyone?” Uncle Burt asked.

“What do you mean?” Color flooded Aralyn’s cheeks. Uncle Burt knew more than he was letting on.

But he was not about to admit it. “Last night you two seemed close, that’s all.”

“It was that infernal fae band,” Aralyn said. “They got inside my head. Shall we go?”

She didn’t want to answer any more questions about last night. Not that she regretted what happened.

How could she when she’d felt connected to Caldric more than anyone else in her life? But it had been under the influence of magic. Either the fae band, or Morwenna, or even that dreaded tavern.

Aralyn brushed past Uncle Burt, eager to escape the conversation and her own conflicting emotions. As they stepped out of Burt’s house and into the cool night air, she took a deep breath, trying to clear her head.

They walked along the street in silence as Aralyn mulled over her options for tomorrow night. After a quick drink with her uncle at The Lonely Tavern, she’d slip away and set a new plan in motion. One that didn’t depend on anyone else.

Least of all, an unreliable vampire.

“A penny for them,” Uncle Burt said as they neared the tavern.

“Sorry.” She sighed, not realizing how long she had been in her own head. “I’m not great company tonight. Why don’t we take a rain check and have a drink after the ball?”

“Oh, no!” He looped his arm through hers and she had the sneaking suspicion he was up to something.

Something that involved Caldric?

“What are you up to, Uncle?” Aralyn asked.

“Me? Nothing!” he protested but lying had never been his strong suit. His eyes darted away, unable to meet her gaze.

“Uncle Burt,” Aralyn said, her voice low and dangerous. “Tell me what’s going on. Now.”

“Let’s get inside.” Uncle Burt propelled her toward the tavern door.

She was about to resist and pulled away when the door opened, and the soft strains of an orchestra floated out to greet them.

Aralyn froze, her heart skipping a beat as she recognized the melody. It was the same haunting tune they had heard last night in the upstairs hallway. Except this time it wasn’t on a sole piano, instead with the full force of string instruments and percussion behind it.

There didn’t appear to be anyone seated inside, and no one attended the instruments as they played a soft melody.

“Uncle Burt, what is going on?” Aralyn asked.

“You’ll see.” And then, before she knew it, they were stepping inside the tavern, which was lit by hundreds of candles, some floating, some on the floor, casting a romantic glow over the scene. The tables and chairs had been pushed to the sides to make room for the orchestra and a larger grand piano.

Which looked exactly like the one from Caldric’s mansion.

“Shall we sit?” Uncle Burt led her to a table covered in an elegant white cloth, and an ornate candle stick.

Which she suspected was also from Caldric’s home.

“What is all this?” Aralyn asked, trying to make sense of the scene before her. This was clearly no ordinary night at The Lonely Tavern.

“Just take a seat, have a drink, and let the evening unfold,” Uncle Burt said.

Right on cue, Harry and Stan, dressed in formal suits, appeared from the side of the bar. Stan carried a silver tray with two champagne flutes while Harry dashed forward and pulled out a chair for her to sit on.

“Now I wish I had worn a dress,” Aralyn murmured.

“I don’t think it truly matters what you wear tonight.” Uncle Burt patted her hand as he let her go and then took a seat next to her at the table.

Aralyn accepted her drink from Stan and took a sip. It was perfectly chilled, and yet warming all at the same time.

As she placed her glass down on the table, she glanced around the transformed tavern. The elegant setting, the orchestra, the familiar piano—it all pointed to one person. But where was he?

As if in answer to her unspoken question, the door to the back room swung open. Caldric stepped into the room, looking devastatingly handsome in a tailored black suit. His dark hair was swept back, revealing the sharp angles of his face. His eyes found Aralyn immediately, and a small smile played at the corners of his mouth.

Her breath caught as their eyes met across the room, and she felt a familiar ache in her chest, a mixture of longing and desire.

There was something different about him tonight. But as he approached the piano, she could not pinpoint what it was.

Perhaps she simply needed to go with it. Caldric had obviously planned the whole thing, with the help of the Regulars.

She cast a sideways glance at her uncle and his friends. They sure were something.

Meddling. That was the something.

The room fell silent as Caldric flicked his coattails out behind him and sat down on the piano stool, his fingers hovering over the keys for a moment before he began to play. The first notes were soft, almost tentative, and Aralyn’s heart ached at the sound.

Had he found the part of himself that brought emotion to his music?

Perhaps their night together had awoken something deep inside him that had helped him reconnect with the music.

Yet she still sensed something was lacking. She could see the hint of frustration in the tug of his brows as he played.

Then, without warning, his eyes locked onto hers over the top of the piano.

It was as if time itself paused. The tavern, the music, the people around them—all of it faded away, leaving only the two of them. In that moment, something shifted in the air, a subtle change that she could feel deep within her. Caldric’s fingers, still moving across the keys, seemed to find new life. The music shifted, and the notes grew richer and fuller, the melody more intricate.

The music washed over her, seeping into her very being. It was as if he were speaking to her through the notes of music, telling her everything he couldn’t say with words. The pain, the regret, the love he had for her—it was all there, woven into the music with a tenderness that brought tears to her eyes.

She couldn’t look away from him, couldn’t stop the tears that welled up as the music filled the tavern, touching her heart in a way that words never could. Each note was a caress, each chord a confession, and she realized with a start that he was composing this piece as he played. This wasn’t just music—this was his heart laid bare, every emotion he couldn’t feel, but somehow knew, flowing through his fingers and into the piano.

As the music swelled to its climax, the other instruments all building alongside Caldric’s piano, Aralyn’s tears fell freely. She understood now. The curse had taken his ability to feel, but it hadn’t taken his understanding of love. He might not be able to feel the passion, the joy, or the sorrow, but he knew—deep in his being—that she was his true love. And that knowledge, that truth, was enough to bring the music in him back to life.

The last notes hung in the air, a delicate, lingering echo that left the room in stunned silence as the instruments stilled. Caldric’s hands stayed on the keys, and for a moment, he remained seated, his eyes still locked with hers. Then, slowly, he rose from the piano and began to walk toward her.

She could feel the other eyes on her, but all that mattered was the man in front of her. The man who had just poured his soul into a piece of music that had touched her in ways she couldn’t even begin to describe.

When he reached her, he paused, his expression unreadable. Then he took her hand in his, lifting it gently to his lips. He pressed a soft kiss to the back of her hand, his eyes never leaving hers, and in that moment, Aralyn felt the last of her walls begin to crumble.

He straightened, still holding her hand, and as he did, he bowed slightly. “That piece,” he said quietly, his voice filled with tenderness, “was called ‘Aralyn.’”

“What a coincidence,” Uncle Burt said as he got up from his chair. “I’m just going to the bar.”

“Subtle,” Aralyn murmured as he and his friends hurried away, leaving her alone with Caldric.

“May I sit?” Caldric nodded toward the now empty chair beside her.

“If you’d like,” she replied coolly, still not sure she was ready to forgive him.

“May I apologize?” Caldric asked as he sat down, and the unmanned orchestra began to play a soft, romantic melody in the background.

Aralyn took a deep breath, trying to steady her racing heart. “For what exactly?” she asked.

Caldric’s mouth quirked up at the corners. “For being a fool.”

“That’s not exactly…exact, is it?” Aralyn picked up her champagne and took a sip.

“I’m sorry I upset you.” Caldric’s hand slid toward hers across the table. “I’m sorry you thought I lied about the invitation.”

“You did lie.” Aralyn turned to lock eyes with him.

“I would say, or perhaps say that I wasn’t completely forthright…” His smile widened as she shot him a sharp look. “But I understand you saw it as a lie and for that, I am truly sorry. I never intended to mislead you or let you down.”

“You could have ruined everything,” Aralyn told him. “You could have put us both in a very prickly situation.”

His cool hand slid over hers. “I would have gotten us inside the ball one way or another, Aralyn. And I would not let any harm come to you. That is the truth.”

“Well, I suppose since you went to so much trouble with the orchestra and getting your musical mojo back, then I guess we should use that invitation of yours.” She glanced sideways at Caldric. “Unless you would rather not.”

“If you are going to the ball, I will be by your side,” Caldric assured her.

“This isn’t your problem,” she reminded him.

“We are together in this, Aralyn,” Caldric assured her. “As we are in all things from now on if you so wish.”

“Thank you, Caldric.”

No one had ever stood by her side before. She’d always hunted alone, and she’d gotten used to being the only person she could truly rely on.

But the vampire beside her had changed all that.


Chapter Twenty – Caldric

Caldric stood at the bottom of the sweeping staircase, waiting for Aralyn. This was it, the night of the ball.

And any moment now she would appear at the top of the stairs looking like a princess from a fairy tale.

His princess. A smile tugged at his lips, but his nerves got the better of him and chased it away.

Despite all their planning, there was still so much that could go wrong.

He flexed his fingers, hoping that his nerves would not sever his newly restored ability to play like he used to.

He closed his eyes and pictured Aralyn in the tavern, tears on her cheeks, as the music…his music…moved her. As it had once moved so many people. He never thought he would see that again.

The door creaked and his eyes flew open as he strained to get a first glimpse of the woman who owned his heart.

Yes, it might still be frozen, but that didn’t stop him from knowing that it belonged to her. And it always would.

Whether or not Aralyn broke the curse, she had captured a part of him.

A soft gasp escaped his lips as she appeared at the top of the stairs. If this was her effect on him when his heart was frozen, what would it be like if she succeeded in thawing it? The thought both thrilled and terrified him.

He’d lived so long numb to the world, that he wasn’t sure how he would handle the intensity of feeling everything again. But as Aralyn descended the stairs, Caldric knew he’d risk it all for her.

With her hair swept up into an elegant knot, adorned with delicate crystal pins that sparkled like stars, Aralyn looked every inch as if she belonged at the Tolioni Ball. He’d even go as far as describing her as a vision.

Draped in a deep crimson dress that clung to her figure like liquid fire, the rich fabric shimmering with every movement. The dress was daring, elegant, and utterly bewitching. It was a color that spoke of passion, power, and danger—all things she embodied in this moment.

No one at the ball would be able to take their eyes off her.

Which, honestly, might be a problem.

For a moment, he was consumed by the idea that this was a mistake. Last night she’d asked him if he wanted to change his mind, and he had said no. But now he wasn’t so sure.

If the Tolioni family discovered Aralyn stealing from them…

“How do I look?” Aralyn held out the skirt of the dress and spun around as she reached the bottom of the stairs.

“Stunning.” Caldric sucked in a deep breath. “All eyes will be on you.”

“Maybe I should have gone for something more understated?” Aralyn asked as she stopped twirling and approached him. “This isn’t exactly cat-burglary attire.”

“You’ve got your mask, though, no?” Caldric asked.

Aralyn held up the red masquerade-style mask, complete with large trailing feathers. “This isn’t the kind of inconspicuous disguise I had in mind.”

Caldric chuckled as he looked down at his own, its entire surface shimmering. “Remember, auspicious is inconspicuous where we’re going.”

He looked back up, straight into Aralyn’s smile.

For a long moment, Caldric could do nothing but stare, his gaze tracing the curve of her neck, the delicate line of her shoulders, and the way the dress flared slightly at her hips before cascading down to the floor. Her hair was swept up, revealing the graceful arc of her throat, a sight that sent a shiver of desire through him. His heart—or what was left of it—seemed to stutter in his chest.

He licked his lips, aware that his fangs were beginning to protrude.

She looked up at him, her eyes meeting his with a confidence and fire that only deepened his desire.

“Aralyn,” he breathed, stepping closer to her, his voice low and reverent. “You are…exquisite.”

Her lips curved into a small, knowing smile, and he felt the air between them charge with an unspoken electricity. “I’m glad you approve.”

“Approve?” Caldric echoed, his eyes darkening with desire. He would love to stay here, just the two of them, and make love to her all night.

But that wasn’t why they were here. It wasn’t why he was dressed in this suit, and she was dressed in that dress.

He took her hand in his, lifting it with a gentleness that belied the strength in his grip. “Aralyn, you are a vision, a masterpiece beyond anything I could ever compose. The stars themselves would pale beside you tonight.”

Aralyn giggled. He wasn’t sure if she was laughing at him, or if she was being coy. Which was not a side of her he’d seen before. But then he hadn’t known her for long at all. There was so much he had to learn about her.

He turned her hand over, pressing his lips to the delicate skin of her wrist, lingering just a moment longer than necessary. The touch was light, almost imperceptible, yet it sent a pulse of heat through both of them. Aralyn’s breath hitched, and Caldric’s gaze flickered to her neck, the pulse there quickening as her heart raced beneath the surface.

“Do you have any idea,” he whispered, his lips brushing her skin as he spoke, “what you do to me?”

Her smile softened, a hint of vulnerability in her eyes as she looked at him. “Perhaps,” she murmured, her voice a caress. “But it’s something we are both going to have to fight. We have a job to do, remember?”

Caldric groaned as he straightened up, his hand still holding hers, their eyes locked in an intimate, unbreakable connection. The large hallway seemed to shrink around them, the tension of their unspoken desires making the air thick and heavy. But beneath it all, there was also a sense of excitement about the possible danger that awaited them at the ball.

He couldn’t deny that he had missed this thrill of deviousness.

He stepped closer, their bodies nearly touching, the warmth of her presence washing over him in waves. “I can wait,” he said, his voice a low promise.

Aralyn nodded. “Then let’s get this done. Together.”

“Always,” Caldric whispered, his thin lips curving into a smile as he leaned in, his mouth hovering just above hers. The temptation to kiss her, to claim her as his, was overwhelming, but he resisted, savoring the tension between them instead. He pulled back just slightly, his lips moving to her ear. “Shall we go, my love?”

Her breath shivered against his skin as she nodded. “Yes,” she whispered.

With a final, lingering kiss to her hand, Caldric stepped back, offering her his arm. She took it without hesitation, her fingers curling around his as if they were made to fit together. As they moved toward the door, ready to step into the night and the danger that awaited them, Caldric couldn’t help but steal one last glance at her, at the woman who had stirred something within him that he thought long dead.

Together, they left the house, the cool night breeze ruffling her dress as Caldric led Aralyn down the stone steps of the house and toward the waiting carriage.

“What is this?” Aralyn glanced at Caldric.

“I thought we should arrive in style,” Caldric replied.

“It’s a good thing we are not trying to keep a low profile.” Aralyn stepped away from him and went to the horse, and stroked his neck. “Hello there. And hello to you.”

The coachman, dressed in a classic suit, tipped his bowler hat at her.

“You’ve got to remember that the more audacious we are for this gathering, the less noticeable we shall be,” Caldric said as he joined her. “Do you ride?”

“I have a couple of times.” She ducked her head as she turned to look at him. “All in the line of duty.”

“Never for fun?” Caldric asked.

“No,” Aralyn replied. “You?”

“There’s nothing like it. The wind in your face, the feel of power beneath you.” Caldric gazed into the distance. “When this is done, will you come riding with me? For fun.”

“I will.” She threaded her arm through his. “There are lots of fun things I’d like to try.”

“You sound as if you are contemplating retirement.” Caldric placed his hand over hers as they walked back toward the carriage.

“I’m not sure about retiring,” Aralyn said. “This is what I do. What I am.” She stood by the side of the carriage while Caldric opened the door. “But I am thinking it might be time I settled in one place for a while.”

“You mean a desk job?” Caldric teased.

“I don’t know if I would go that far. But I’d like to…set down roots.” She glanced at him, her eyes glistening in the moonlight. “For a while.”

“Well, if you ever tire of staying with your uncle, you are always welcome at my house.” Caldric helped her into the carriage and then climbed in beside her and tapped the door with his hand.

With a flick of the reins, the coachman urged the horses forward, and the carriage began to move, the wheels turning as they set off into the night. They passed by houses and stores. The rhythmic swaying of the carriage lulled them into a comfortable silence as they made their way through the city streets. Aralyn gazed out the window, her eyes reflecting the flickering streetlamps they passed.

“Are you sure?” Caldric murmured.

“I feel it’s a little late to say no now.” She sighed. “Besides, this is how I get the desk job.”

“Ah.” He nodded and leaned back in his seat. “Then we’d better make sure we pull it off then.”

“But if we don’t,” she said. “Well, I’d rather I went back to my old life than take too big a risk. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

“I can look after myself. I have been for a long, long time,” he assured her. And he planned on looking after her, too. For as long as she needed him. And maybe longer. Aralyn might be a vampire hunter, but he was sure she had no idea what she was walking into tonight.

As the carriage climbed the winding road up into the hills, the landscape around them transformed into something almost otherworldly. The trees arched over the road like a natural cathedral that steepled far overhead, and someone had cast a spell over them so that a million tiny lights twinkled among the leaves, creating the illusion of stars within reach. The effect was breathtaking, a magical pathway leading them to their destination.

Aralyn gasped softly, her eyes wide with wonder. “It’s beautiful,” she whispered, leaning closer to the window.

“Aralyn.” Caldric put a hand on her arm. “Don’t get swept away by all this.”

“You mean the pretty lights?” Aralyn asked as she turned to look at him.

“It starts with the pretty lights…” He arched an eyebrow at her.

“Point taken.” She nodded. “But remember, this is not my first rodeo.”

“But it is your first Tolioni Ball.” Caldric rolled his shoulders. He could not afford to tense up if he wanted to play well tonight.

As the carriage continued its journey, the landscape grew wilder, the trees giving way to rocky outcroppings and steep cliffs that fell away to reveal breathtaking views of the town below, now just a twinkling sea of lights in the distance. The road wound higher and higher, until the carriage seemed to float among the stars themselves, the world below a distant memory.

Aralyn leaned slightly against him, her shoulder brushing his as she gazed out at the night. “It’s like something out of a dream,” she said softly, her voice carrying a hint of wonder. “I had no idea vampires were capable of such…beauty.”

Caldric nodded, his gaze never leaving her face. “It is,” he agreed, though for now, his thoughts were entirely on her. “But this isn’t a dream, it’s a spell. A very carefully crafted image by very powerful people.”

“A spell.” Her head jerked backward as if he’d thrown a bucket of water in her face.

“Yes. It’s like a glamor, only cast over a wider area. It helps get everyone in the right mood for the ball.” Caldric nodded as the carriage rounded a last bend, and the large house came into view, perched high on the hill like a sentinel watching over the bay. It was a grand, imposing structure, its tall spires and wide balconies bathed in the pale glow of the moon. The sound of distant music drifted down the hill, carried on the night breeze, an eerie melody that promised a night of both elegance and danger.

“It’s like a fairy tale.” Her voice had a dreamy note to it once more.

“Keep your senses keen,” Caldric warned her.

“Don’t worry, I will.” She shook her head and inhaled deeply. “But that is some powerful magic.”

“Only the best for the Tolioni Ball.”

The carriage slowed as it approached the grand entrance, the horses’ hooves clattering on the cobblestones as they drew to a stop. Caldric glanced at Aralyn. There was so much at stake, so much that could go wrong. And yet…he had faith in her.

He reached for her hand, lifting it to his lips as he had done earlier, but this time his kiss was slower, more deliberate. He savored the moment, the warmth of her skin against his cool lips, the way her pulse quickened ever so slightly at his touch.

“Are you ready, my love?” he asked, his voice a hushed caress.

Aralyn met his gaze, her eyes filled with determination and something deeper, something that made his chest tighten with longing. “So, do you think we’re going to pull off this whole fake dating thing?”

Caldric threw his head back and laughed. “So that’s why you jumped my cold bones last night?”

“As I recall, you jumped mine,” Aralyn said. “And they were not all that cold.”

“You warm my heart.” Aralyn sidled up to him and kissed his cheek.

“All right, we’re here. Let’s soiree.” Caldric reached for the door and opened it. He stepped down from the carriage and then turned to help Aralyn out of the carriage as the heady scent of roses enveloped them.

“Why, thank you, kind sir.” She flashed him a smile as she got out, and he chuckled as he helped her down the steps.

The wide courtyard outside of the manor was exactly as he remembered. Exactly as he remembered. The angelic figure within the softly trickling fountain had not eroded away at all over the decades, the ivy running up the side of the manor still just about reached the second-story windows, giving the building the feeling of tasteful maintenance instead of immaculate obsession. He was sure if he had a photograph of the courtyard the mossy patches on the cobbles would still match how they were a century ago.

The crowd of well-dressed people milling about on the lawn of the manor looked just as it should have as well, and Caldric was pleased to see that it had been a good choice to choose the old clothes they were wearing—they fit right in.

“Wow, there’s a lot of people here,” Aralyn said in a low voice. “And an awful lot of vampires.”

“Were you expecting anything different?” Caldric asked as he waved to the coach driver that he could depart.

“No, but being faced with spending the evening surrounded by those things makes my skin crawl.” Aralyn shuddered.

“Luckily, I won’t take offense at that.” Caldric led them toward the large open front door where people were slowly filtering in.

“Sorry.” Aralyn winced. “Force of habit.”

“Just don’t go saying something like that too loudly. Or at all, ideally.”

As they began to approach the group near the grand entrance to the manor, a tall, willowy woman in a dark blue dress materialized from the crowd, drifting toward them. “Ah, Caldric. I was delighted when Silas came to tell us that you would be needing an invitation for tonight.

“Sylvi. As always, you are as alluring to all as a flame would be to a moth.” Caldric nodded and reached out for the hand she offered him, placing a kiss on the back of it. “How could I deny you?”

“Caldric, I was so happy when I heard you had agreed to play for us this evening. You had become more elusive than a black cat on a moonless night, Especially, after the sonata scandal” Sylvi said, her eyes fixed on Aralyn as she spoke. “It’s good to have such guests of honor among us tonight.” There was an undertone to the vampire’s voice as her bright eyes watched Aralyn.

And in that moment, Caldric felt something he hadn’t experienced for years. A flash of anger.

Followed by the desire to tear Sylvi’s throat out if she touched one hair on Aralyn’s head.

Caldric glanced past her to see that there was a lull in those entering the manor.

“Come, my dearest. Let us don our masks and make our way inside.”


Chapter Twenty-One – Aralyn

Aralyn had never been patted down by a vampire before. It was not a pleasant experience.

She might have gotten used to Caldric’s hands on her body, but not this vampire dressed in a black suit with a menacing expression stuck on his face as he checked her for weapons.

Weapons that she felt practically naked without. She never thought that she would be around a vampire, let alone a whole party of them without any sort of protection, and she had to grit her teeth and fight the rising desire to turn around and punch the vampire searching her square in the face.

“Safe,” the vampire finally grunted, although the look he flashed her said that he would much prefer it if she had pulled a weapon on him since that would have given him an excuse to retaliate.

But Aralyn was not going to spoil a good heist by getting into a brawl.

“Thank you,” she said sweetly. “You are as thorough as a hawk searching for prey.”

The vampire minder stared at her unblinking and then turned to Caldric, who held up his arms to be searched while smothering a smile. When he was done, Caldric sidled up to her and whispered, “You are more striking than a peacock’s full display.”

As his cool fingers traced the length of her arm, she shivered, and retorted, “Is that supposed to be a compliment, you old goose?”

“Don’t break character,” he replied lightly as he threaded his arm possessively around her waist and pulled her close.

“So who’s this Sylvi?” Aralyn asked as they stepped inside the door of the Tolioni mansion under the watchful eye of the sultry vampire. “She watches like a…uh, a lynx, nothing escapes her gaze.”

“I’m not sure, but she is more dangerous than a wounded tiger.” Caldric’s grip on her tightened. “I used to know her well and was always wary in her presence.”

“Well, I am as…thirsty as a…wolf after a long hunt,” Aralyn said. “Shall we get a drink?”

“We shall,” he agreed.

As he opened his mouth to add more, probably something ludicrous to do with animals, she interrupted him, “I think we can break character when it’s just us.”

“Whatever you say, my deer.” He smothered a chuckle, but Aralyn found herself laughing along with him as they crossed the expansive hallway, with its sweeping staircase that no doubt led up to the turret. Now that would be a much more preferable place to break into rather than a dank basement.

Aralyn adjusted her mask, her skin prickling at the sheer number of vampires gathered together. There was no way she was going to be able to switch off tonight.

Not that it was a bad thing. She might need her senses to keep herself and Caldric alive this evening. And she certainly would need them if she was going to pull off this heist and reclaim the Myasma Stone.

“My, Caldric, you look as sharp as a wolf’s fang in that shirt.” There was no mistaking Silas’s dry tone as he approached, wearing a raven mask, with Merri on his arm, in an emerald green gown that fitted her perfectly, and along with an owl mask. But most people’s eyes would be drawn to the stunning emerald necklace and matching earrings she wore. They must have been worth a dragon’s hoard. “You cut quite the figure when you put in the effort.”

Aralyn noticed that Silas was holding his wife close around her waist.

Perhaps possessive. Or maybe protective. It was always hard to read older vampires, especially someone as ancient as Silas. Who had been around long enough to hone his craft to a fine point.

However, Merri seemed perfectly relaxed by her husband’s side, a smile on her face.

“Ah, Silas, ever the flatterer,” Caldric replied with a smirk. “But I see you’ve come dressed as fine as a fox in the moonlight. Careful, or the night might decide to keep you for itself.”

“You look wonderful, Merri.” Aralyn rolled her eyes as she leaned forward and kissed Merri on the cheek.

“But not as wonderful as you,” Merri said warmly. “That dress is fabulous. The color is so daring, I don’t think I could ever pull it off.”

“It’s not really me.” Aralyn ran her hands down the skirt.

“Oh, believe me, it is so you,” Merri said with an admiring smile.

“My wife is never wrong,” Silas said with mock warning.

“I believe you and I are about to agree on something,” Caldric said with a nod to Silas.

“Okay, shall we go get that drink?” Aralyn asked.

“Uh, is this where we have to drink the Sanguignon Rouge?” Merri asked. “You had better not get my glass mixed up with blood.”

“Impossible,” Silas reassured her, with a lick of his lips.

“So, how are you both?” Merri asked as the two couples made their way toward one of the many small round tables set out with ornate goblets each filled with a ruby-red liquid. But the goblets were distinctly different and individual, making it almost impossible to confuse them.

“We’re fine,” Aralyn answered with a questioning look at Caldric. Had the vampire been spilling the tea about their night together in the tavern?

“She means how are you this evening?” Silas said with emphasis. “You know, your plans.”

“We’re good, thanks,” Aralyn said as she cast a look around the room and instantly locked eyes with Sylvi. “Like pigs in mud.”

“If there is anything we can do to help,” Merri whispered.

“Without putting us in danger,” Silas said. Then added, “We do have a family to think of.”

“I intend to keep everyone out of danger,” Aralyn assured him. “Including Caldric and myself.”

“Unless we need a distraction,” Caldric reminded her.

Not that she needed reminding. She had not expected Sylvi to be so interested in her. If interested was the right word.

Aralyn shuddered and adjusted her mask. How was she going to sneak away and crack the safe in the basement when Sylvi was watching her like a hawk circling its prey?

“Isn’t your playing going to be enough?” Silas asked.

“I cannot wait to hear you play,” Merri gushed. “Silas has some of your records on vinyl and we often dance to them. I’m sure those old things don’t do justice to the real thing.”

“Does he?” Caldric asked with an amused arch of his brow. However, he also looked pleased, but not in a smug way.

“You spill all my secrets,” Silas chided Merri.

“Oh, I do not,” Merri snorted.

“Ah, drinks.” Silas stepped forward quickly, letting go of his wife for a moment as he picked up one of each of the glasses.

Caldric mirrored his movements, raising one goblet to his nose, before handing the other to Aralyn. “This is Sanguignon Rouge.”

“You’re sure?” Aralyn asked as she sniffed it suspiciously.

“I might need something stronger to listen to Bertram’s usual droning speech,” Silas complained.

“Hush now,” Merri told him as if she were talking to a child, not a millennium-old vampire. “Don’t spoil it.”

“Well, it’s all right for you and Aralyn,” Silas said. “This is your first time hearing the damn thing.”

“Does he really make the same speech every ball?” Aralyn asked.

“Yes, I can’t work out if he can’t come up with anything original to say in the decade between balls, or if he believes we will all have forgotten what he said last time, and the time before...” Silas turned as a hush fell over the people gathered and their faces turned upward as a beautiful man, in his thirties descended the stairs.

“Thank you all for coming,” Bertram began in a voice that resonated perfectly through the room.

“Do you have any thoughts on how we’re going to get the...” Aralyn pressed her lips to Caldric’s ear as Bertram began his speech, talking about life and...his garden. Not what Aralyn was expecting as he talked about pruning his rose bushes. “Blood.”

“The dance,” Caldric replied. “That will be our chance.”

“It will?” Aralyn asked.

“You try to get to Bertram. I will attempt to draw blood from Sylvi,” Caldric murmured in her ear.

“How?” Aralyn asked. “I don’t have a weapon.”

Caldric arched an eyebrow at her. “You will have to be as sly as a serpent, ready to strike.” He made his hand into a claw and growled at her.

“You mean improvise?” She kept her face deadpan.

“I do,” Caldric said with a nod.

“Oh, it’s over,” Aralyn hissed, aware that everyone was raising their glass. She did the same and took a breath. “And may life be eternal, and blood be warm!”

Her eyes met Merri’s as they each took a drink. She didn’t want to draw Merri into the heist, but if they could not come up with any other means of distraction, they might not have a choice.

But would Silas agree?

No, that was the wrong question.

Could Silas stop his wife if that was what Merri wanted? Because, seeing them together like this made it obvious that even though Silas was an old and very powerful vampire, Merri was his equal in every way.

“Now, we dance!” Bertram called out and with a whoop, and a few howls, the gathering moved as one toward the ballroom.

Somewhere above them, a bright spotlight appeared, shining onto a wide balcony that housed a plethora of orchestral instruments, each attended to by a serious-looking vampire dressed in white.

A cello sounded, low, bellowing notes, and the whole congregation began to move to the outside of the hall, all looking in toward the now empty room.

“This is it. Let us take our positions.” Caldric guided her toward the edge of the room, specifically toward one of the columns upon which was carved a theater-style mask. “Remember, you want to try to find Bertram toward the climax of the dance, but don’t be swept up and lost in it like everyone else.”

Aralyn nodded, glad that her mask hid her tense expression. It was intimidating enough being surrounded by her mortal enemy, but there was something even more so when they were all masked up. She felt as though everyone in the huge ballroom was staring straight at her, though it was really impossible to tell.

With everyone seemingly ready, the barking cello began to slow into longer, more drawn-out notes, before it quieted completely, and the soft sounds of a flute began. As soon as the air was filled with the sound, almost as one, every figure in the hall began to move.

She was glad to have Caldric to lead her, at least through the beginning stages of the dance. It was like everyone was little clockwork figures, moving perfectly in time with one another. The dance itself started slow and gentle, just like the music. Aralyn wasn’t exactly an expert on dance, but it reminded her of a waltz, though instead of a box step, they moved in shallow arcs, everyone moving toward the center of the room.

Just when it was starting to feel crowded, and all the couples were nearly pressing against each other, the steps reversed, and they spread out again before certain people began to break off on their own to fill the empty space. Caldric had mentioned that everyone should know where they were supposed to go based on their relation to the pillars on the outside of the room. However, Aralyn didn’t understand how everyone seemed to get each movement exactly right.

When moving this slowly, it would be incredibly noticeable if anyone were out of step.

The other instruments slowly began to join in, adding a backdrop to the previously lone flute, and Aralyn held Caldric tight as the dance sped up a little. She knew at some point she was going to have to let him go, not only because that was required of the dance, but because she had to seek out Bertram. However, the thought of being lost, alone in the crowd of vampires concealed in an array of masks that ranged from outlandish to ghoulish, made her feel a nervousness she hadn’t experienced since the beginning of her career as a vampire hunter.

She looked up to Caldric for reassurance, but his eyes were already searching the dancers for his mark.

As the flute was drowned out by the rest of the orchestra, the steps of the dance increased in pace. Aralyn took a breath and steeled herself, reminding herself why she was doing this.

For Caldric.

There, she had admitted it, if only to herself. She was no longer putting herself through this ordeal to fight against vampires, or to please her superiors, or even herself.

No. Now she was doing this for a vampire who had become more to her than she had ever thought possible.

And with that they pushed away from each other as cymbals crashed like thunder, swirling away into the crowd as the previously synchronized dancers broke into what looked like chaos. Spinning and twirling around the room between one another before the instruments began to settle to a steady rhythm, though they kept up the tempo.

Aralyn found herself in the arms of a small, wiry-looking vampire. She couldn’t see his face through the mask, but she could feel his undead nature.

Surprisingly, she found the beat easier to follow now that it was faster as they wove through the crowd. The vampires seemed to glide across the floor as they danced, effortless and fluid, and although proficient, she could easily spot any non-vampiric guests in the crowd. They didn’t flow the same way, and as she glanced back at her current partner, she realized that anyone would be able to see that she was mortal, too, despite the mask.

She pushed any and all fear from her mind, just as she had done on countless occasions before facing down some of the scariest vampires alive. There was a task that needed doing.

As she raced to keep in step with the vampire, her eyes scanned the room. With every twirl, she watched for the somewhat pretentious phoenix mask Bertram wore. Just when she was beginning to think he wasn’t even in this crowd, she saw it.

Now that she had spotted him, she kept him in her sights, waiting for her moment. The cymbals crashed again, signaling the exchange of partners. It was supposed to be a random, chaotic break in the otherwise orderly dance, but there was to be nothing accidental about her next move.

As soon as she and the vampire pushed away from one another, she shoved her away through the crowd, trying to at least make it look like she was still dancing with the odd twirl or two as she beelined for Bertram.

Just as the melody picked back up, she reached Bertram, practically colliding with him as the bodies of the other dancers pressed against her. But as she felt cold hands in hers and looked up at the imposing figure of the head of the Tolioni family, she knew that she had her chance.

The tempo was at breakneck speed at this point, and she was fighting to not trip over herself while trying to keep up with the speed and grace of a vampire while she was wearing heels.

Perhaps she could blame the heels for what was about to happen.

Aralyn let her movements become more erratic. When they stepped away from one another, she twirled and then let the crowd push her closer to Bertram. However, this time she aimed to miss his hand and lash her ringed hands toward his face.

As her fellow dancers jostled her, she feigned a stumble, but somehow, even though it seemed he barely moved, he deftly caught her, as if it were all coordinated into the dance.

Beneath her mask, Aralyn was scowling as she tried again and again to nick the vampire’s skin, to just draw one drop of blood. Frustration built within her, to anyone who might be watching it probably looked like they were fighting. Her movements became more exaggerated as Bertram weaved around everyone without missing a step of the dance.

Before she knew it, the cymbals crashed again, and she lost Bertram to the crowd as everyone flowed in circles around the room almost at a run. She gritted her teeth in frustration but then took a deep breath and set her face in the most serene expression she could muster as the soothing bell-like sound of a steel tongue drum rang out.

She’d failed.

Everyone tore off their masks, launching them into the air, Aralyn included before the music slowed back down. The waltzing step returned, though everyone remained alone in the crowd as they searched for their original partners.

Aralyn easily spotted Caldric, and drifted over to him, feeling relief when she was back in his arms.

“Did you get it?” Aralyn knew the answer from Caldric’s expression. And that answer was no.

Damn it, this whole thing hinged on them using blood from one of the Tolioni vampires to open the door to the basement. If they didn’t get it, they might as well go home now.

“We’ll find a way,” Caldric assured her, his gaze sweeping the room as he searched out Sylvi and Bertram.

“I’m open to ideas,” Aralyn fanned herself as she caught her breath. The dance was certainly energetic.

“Then it’s a good thing I have one.”

They turned to see Merri and Silas approach them as the dance was beginning to wind down.

“Why don’t we get a drink and then go and enjoy the view of the roses from the terrace?” Merri asked as she fanned her face with her hand.

“You mean the roses that Bertram has tended for the last three hundred years?” Silas said.

“You were listening to his speech.” Merri tapped Silas playfully on the shoulder.

“I have heard it enough times I could recite it word for word,” Silas replied. “This family has lived in this house for centuries. I think I’d be bored out of my mind if I didn’t take a vacation every decade or so.”

“Wait, isn’t there an older brother, too?” Caldric asked. “A recluse.” His eyes traveled up the staircase. “It’s said he doesn’t leave his room. Maybe that is why they stay here.”

“A sitting duck.” Aralyn clapped her hands together as if she had won the lottery.

“A sitting duck,” Caldric said with a wink. She was beginning to like this new Caldric. One that seemed to show more and more humanity with each day.

“And why the sudden interest in the older brother?” Silas asked, his eyes like pinpoint lasers as he focused his attention on Caldric.

“We need blood from a member of the Tolioni family,” Caldric replied.

“So that’s why you two were acting so strangely during the dance,” Merri exclaimed.

“Why were you trying to get blood from Sylvi or Bertram?” Silas asked incredulously.

“We…need it to open a door.” Aralyn was not too happy about sharing information with Silas, but if they were going to get the blood they needed, they might need to enlist his help. Besides, they knew what they were up to, anyway. “I don’t suppose you are a long-lost distant relative, are you?”

“Me?” Silas rolled his eyes. “I am much older than this family. And no, they do not share my bloodline. I think they would turn in their coffins if they did. They are far too posh for the likes of me.”

“Then we need a distraction so we can get up those stairs and find the older brother,” Aralyn said.

“Or you could simply fill a vial from one of the goblets that does not contain Sanguignon Rouge,” Silas suggested.

“What do you mean?” Caldric asked.

“Why do you think they only hold one of these things every decade?” Silas asked. “It takes time to fill…”

“Oh,” Merri said, covering her mouth. “I don’t think I want to know.”

“It’s their blood in the goblets?” Aralyn asked.

“Yes. They...” Silas began, but Merri’s eyes widened, and she shook her head as she made a small retching noise.

“Okay. That seems a bit odd to put the key to their artifact collection in the glass of every vampire, but sure.” Aralyn sucked in a deep breath as adrenalin threaded through her veins. This was it. She was about to pull off a heist right under the noses of the Tolioni family. “All we need now is a distraction.”

“I can come up with something,” Merri said, and Aralyn sensed the witch summoning her magic.

“No.” Silas knit his brows together as he shook his head. “It’s too dangerous.”

“Silas is right,” Caldric said as Merri opened her mouth to protest. “I will be the distraction. You go and retrieve the Myasma Stone.”

“What’s your plan?” Aralyn asked.

He leaned forward, his hand on her upper arm, sending thrills through her body as he whispered, “Why, play, of course.” He kissed her cheek and then stepped away.

“I’m sure I can cast a little spell to help with the performance. We’ll make sure everyone is so enraptured with Caldric’s playing that there’s no way they’ll notice when you slip away,” Merri said, casting Silas a defiant glance.

“If you’re sure, we’ll certainly appreciate the help,” Silas said, although he did not look too pleased about the situation. “Good luck, Aralyn. If things go awry, I will do what I can.” His eyes were a deep shade of violet as he stared at the vampire hunter for a long moment.

“Thank you,” Aralyn said. “All of you.” She’d never had real backup before, no one to fight her corner if she got into trouble. It was a humbling experience.

“Go,” Caldric said, gave her a small smile, and then turned away, heading for the grand piano that was situated on the small, raised dais toward one end of the room. The family seemed to have brought it out just for him.


Chapter Twenty-Two – Aralyn

Aralyn stood still for a moment as the crowd parted for Caldric, and the remaining couples stopped dancing. A hush gathered around the room as he seated himself at the piano and flexed his fingers. Then he closed his eyes for a moment, before he opened them, searching the room for her.

A smile spread across her face, and her heart fluttered as his hands hovered over the piano keys. Then he began to play.

And whether it was because of the look he’d given her or the music that filled the room, she could not say. But she knew at that moment that she loved him.

“Aralyn.” Merri touched her hand, and she blinked, unable to see through the tears that misted her eyes. “We’ll make sure everyone stays in this room.”

“Thank you.” She brushed her hand across her eyes and then headed out of the ballroom. As she went, she gathered a couple of the blood goblets that had been left on a sideboard. She darted into an alcove where a statue of a man who looked a lot like Bertram stood looking out enigmatically, with a rose in his hand.

Without pause, Aralyn took a small vial from the small purse hung on her wrist. With a steady hand, she poured the dregs of blood into the vial. Placing the goblets on the floor, she paused for a moment, listening to Caldric play.

It was a mistake. The haunting melody called to her, each note beckoning to her.

Aralyn shook her head and forced herself to leave the alcove, past people who stood enraptured by the music flowing from Caldric’s fingers.

All she had to do was find the basement.

No one seemed to pay her any attention as she backed away from the music and hurried along the hallway. How could a house have so many doors?

She had no choice but to try each one, hoping she did not raise suspicion. But everyone was too focused on Caldric’s playing to notice the woman in a red dress.

Many of the doors were locked. Aralyn guessed that the Tolioni family had plenty of things they either wanted to hide from or protect from the crowd of guests they were hosting. She could understand it completely, she wouldn’t want people snooping around her house…if she had one.

However she didn’t want to imagine what a vampire family like this could be hiding.

She was beginning to think that she would never find the right door in this huge manor with its sprawling corridors, or maybe it didn’t exist at all.

But she had to keep trying.

Then she found it! Or at least she hoped she had,

It stood out among the other ornate doors of the lower floor. Made of stone and covered with runes and symbols, it looked incredibly out of place amongst the classy yet rich interior of the manor. It was as if someone had taken a magical door from a dwarven fortress and fit it into a normal door frame.

“Here goes nothing.” Aralyn took the vial from within her dress, uncorked it, and placed the open vial against the door, tipping it as best she could to get as much of the thick liquid inside to run onto the door.

She held her breath as she stepped back and watched the blood drip down the door. At first, she was worried that she had picked the wrong one and that the Tolioni family made a habit of keeping strange magical doors within their house.

Then another thought struck her. What if there wasn’t enough blood to fill in all the runes?

Just when she was beginning to fear she’d have to make her way back to Caldric and think of something else, she winced as the sound of stone grating against stone filled the corridor, and the door swung open.

She glanced up and down the hall, but it remained empty. She held her breath, expecting company. Bad company.

But once the sound of the door opening stopped, she could still hear the muffled tones of Caldric playing. It sounded like he was building the melody he was playing into a beautiful chorus. Pity she couldn’t stay to hear it.

She slipped into the dark corridor beyond, pulling the door mostly closed behind herself, leaving just a crack so it didn’t lock.

The passageway beyond was dimly lit and quickly turned into a flight of stone stairs that led down beneath the manor house. She shuddered. But down was where she needed to go.

And down she went. Step by step, her senses keen. As she descended she was surrounded by the roughhewn stone that made the foundations of the building. Here she got an idea of just how old the manor house was.

It seemed timeless from above, with its ivy-covered stonework, but down here, where the marks of pickaxes and chisels still scarred the walls, she realized how ancient this family truly was.

And when it came to vampires, ancient usually meant very powerful.

“Urgh.” Aralyn ducked her head as something brushed against her face as the stairs leveled out. She swiped it away with her hand, feeling the light, gossamer touch of cobwebs, and grimaced. On to the next task.

But first, she needed to get out of this dress. It took some wriggling, and she knew she was wasting time, but once she was down to her familiar armored bodice and comfortable trousers she felt more confident.

More herself.

Before she continued, she kicked off her heels and stood barefooted on the stone floor.

The dress might be beautiful, but it would be impossible to maneuver in such a big skirt.

Plus, she did not want to ruin it. Not when it was irreplaceable to Caldric.

With a whisper of a quick spell into her hand, she released a small ball of softly glowing light that hung just over her head. With a gentle gesture of her hand, the light moved forward into the room ahead.

Great! Thin lines of translucent material crisscrossed all across the space.

Kraller spider webs.

She shuddered. They weren’t like normal webs which were usually spun into intricate patterns. These webs were haphazardly stretched across the room, and they were thick.

Worse, by the way they shone in the light, it looked as though they were coated in something. Aralyn could only imagine that whatever was coating them would stick to her like glue.

She peered around, seeking out any sign of the spiders themselves. But thankfully, she could see no sign of movement anywhere.

“This can’t be any harder than the dance, right?” Aralyn muttered as she moved, ducking under the first strand of web, twisting her body to avoid another before curling her body forward to snake under a low strand.

She was aware of the time she had already been missing from the ball, but also of how bad it would be if she were to get caught in one of the webs, and so moved slowly and methodically, planning her next step carefully every time.

Aralyn was about halfway through when a shadow moved at the edge of her sight. She froze. She knew it, the one who had spun these damn awful webs would be in here, but there was still that rush of adrenaline at seeing a cluster of eyes gleaming at her through the darkness when she glanced toward it.

Focus. Focus on what needed to be done. Not what might happen.

She pushed the light forward just a little and saw the passageway leading out. It looked to be just wide enough for her to fit through but narrow enough for the hulking shadow of the spider to her right to be unable to follow. At least that’s what she assumed, since there did not appear to be any webbing inside.

Pulling the light back toward herself, Aralyn worked out the path she needed to take. The webs were thicker in the second half of the room, but she could see a way to thread through them and began to move once again.

However, this time, as she slipped in between the gleaming strands of web, she wasn’t alone. It barely made any noise, apart from the very subtle sound of the web stretching under its weight, but she could feel the presence of the spider as it shadowed her across the room. At first, it stayed at the edge of the light, just out of sight, but as Aralyn neared the exit, it moved in closer.

Stalking her.

She only caught a glance of it, as there was no way she was going to stop and get a proper look at it. But that quick glance revealed its hairy face, tiny eyes, and huge mandibles.

For a second she hesitated, wobbling precariously.

She was only a few feet from safety, she could not blow it now.

Tucking her body forward, she dove forward through the last gap between the webs, hitting the floor and rolling back onto her feet in one smooth motion. Spinning around, she turned to look back at the entrance to the narrow passage, but the spider was nowhere to be seen.

Aralyn breathed a sigh of relief, before turning and realizing that she was face to face with another door. This must be the riddle door the Regulars had told her about.

“Okay, riddle me.” Aralyn felt kind of stupid talking to the ornately carved door. But since there were no further instructions, and no lock for a key, what else was she to do?

Unless this door required Tolioni vampire blood, too. She glanced back at the dark room behind her. Somewhere on the other side of all that web was her small purse with her dress, along with that vial with maybe one or two drops of blood left. Would she have to go all the way back there? Would she even have time before Caldric stopped playing?

Aralyn shuddered. “Come on, please!”

A deep, low voice emanated from somewhere in the room, taking her by surprise.

“In the forest deep, I make no sound,

Yet without me, nothing can be found.

I am not prey, nor am I a beast,

But both depend on me, to say the least.

Without legs, I still hold sway,

What am I? Speak, and the path I’ll lay.”

“Oh, an animal riddle.” Aralyn rolled her eyes. “Of course.”

Aralyn frowned, muttering the lines under her breath. “All right, let’s think this through. ‘In the forest deep, I make no sound…’ Silent. Something silent in the forest. That could be anything, couldn’t it?”

She scrunched her face up, trying to focus. “Maybe an owl?” she guessed, remembering how they were known for their silent flight. “They don’t make much noise…but, no, it doesn’t fit. Owls are hunters, not something everything depends on.”

She shook her head, dismissing the thought. “‘Not prey, nor am I a beast.’ So, it’s not an animal at all…or maybe it’s an animal that doesn’t fit neatly into those categories?”

Her mind jumped to different possibilities. “A snake, maybe? They don’t have legs, and they can be silent…but they’re definitely a beast. What about a bat? They fly silently, don’t they? But, again, they’re a predator, not something everything depends on.”

Frustration began to build as she realized how tricky this riddle was. It was designed to mislead, to make her think of creatures when the answer might not be a creature at all.

She narrowed her eyes at the riddle, biting her lip. “Something that isn’t prey or a beast…yet both prey and beasts depend on it. ‘Without legs, I still hold sway’… A tree? No, that wouldn’t make sense for the other clues.”

Her thoughts were racing now, grasping at possibilities. “Maybe it’s something less tangible… Something more abstract… Think, Aralyn, think!”

Then it hit her—a moment of clarity cutting through the confusion.

“The path,” she whispered, almost disbelieving. “A path in the forest… It makes no sound. It’s not prey or beast, but everything depends on it. Prey and predators both use it…and it doesn’t have legs, but it still guides.”

She took a deep breath, feeling the answer settle in her mind. It made sense now, in a way that was frustratingly obvious once she saw it.

She leaned closer to the safe, her voice steady. “Path,” she said firmly.

For a moment, nothing happened. The silence stretched out, and Aralyn’s heart sank—had she guessed wrong? But then, with a soft click, a mechanism turned and the door slowly creaked open, revealing the contents within.

A small, satisfied smile tugged at the corner of her lips. “Of course,” she muttered to herself. “It’s always something so simple once you see it.”

She reached inside the safe, her hand closing around the Myasma Stone. But there was no time to revel in her triumph. She needed to get back, and fast.

But as she closed the door, she couldn’t help but chuckle softly to herself. “A path,” she repeated under her breath. “Who would have thought?”

That answer was simple. A vampire.


Chapter Twenty-Three – Caldric

Caldric’s fingers danced across the piano keys with practiced grace, the haunting notes weaving through the grand ballroom, transfixing everyone present.

His fears that his playing would be subpar were gone. Although he suspected his playing alone was not responsible for his audience’s reaction.

He suspected Merri’s magic might have something to do with the utterly captivated crowd before him, who stood with their eyes fixed on him, their breaths held in rapt anticipation.

But another fear was starting to grow.

He had already played two of his most beloved compositions, each one met with enthusiastic applause, yet Aralyn had not returned. The unease that had been simmering beneath the surface now clawed at him, a cold tendril of fear winding its way around his chest. Where was she? Had something gone wrong?

No, she could handle it, he assured himself, not wanting this cold shadow of fear to affect his music.

He needed to keep everyone here. Particularly Sylvi and Bertram.

As Caldric continued to play, his hands moving automatically, guided by centuries of muscle memory, he let his gaze wander the room.

There they were, standing together, as enraptured as their guests.

And that was where he needed them to stay.

He fought to keep his expression serene, to not let his growing anxiety show as the last notes of his current piece faded into the air. He needed to do something to buy Aralyn more time—or, if necessary, to prepare to extract her from whatever trouble she might be facing. He allowed himself a brief pause, his fingers hovering above the keys, before beginning his latest composition—Aralyn.

It seemed somehow appropriate to play this piece while he waited for her return.

The melody was tender, imbued with all the emotions he could no longer feel, but somehow, when he was with Aralyn, still understood. It was a piece meant to convey the depth of his connection to her, the bond that had grown between them despite everything. He poured his hopes into the music, silently willing her to hear it, to return to him safely.

The crowd was spellbound, leaning forward as if to capture each delicate note.

On and on he played.

She still had not returned.

Then, as the composition reached its crescendo, out of the corner of his eye, he watched Sylvi, leaned closer to her brother, Bertram. They were whispering, their expressions inscrutable, but the way Bertram’s eyes flickered toward the door sent a chill down Caldric’s spine.

Dread pooled in his stomach. They knew something. Or at the very least, they suspected.

He needed to act.

The last notes of “Aralyn” lingered in the air like a fading sigh, and the room erupted into applause. Caldric rose from the piano with a graceful, theatrical bow, acknowledging the adoring crowd even as his mind spun. The applause grew louder, with cries of “Encore!” and “More!” echoing through the room. He gave a second bow, taking in the sea of faces. All the while, his thoughts remained locked on Aralyn.

“I would love to oblige,” he said, his voice carrying smoothly across the room, “but I believe the time has come for a toast.” He straightened, his eyes landing on Sylvi and Bertram, who now looked slightly taken aback. “A toast to our gracious hosts, Sylvi and Bertram Tolioni, whose generosity and hospitality are unmatched.”

The crowd turned their attention to the siblings, murmuring in agreement as servants quickly moved through the room, distributing glasses of fine blood wine. Caldric took a glass, his fingers brushing against the cold crystal, but he was already planning his next move. He needed to get out of here and find Aralyn, and he needed to do it now.

Sylvi moved toward him, her eyes narrowing with suspicion, but Caldric was faster. He offered her a charming smile, one that had disarmed countless others before her, and smoothly sidestepped her approach. With practiced ease, he made his way through the crowd, weaving between guests as he accepted their gracious praise.

The moment he was clear of the room, his pace quickened, his senses homing in on Aralyn’s scent. It was faint but unmistakable, a delicate trail that led him through the house. He followed the scent, every nerve on edge until he reached a heavy oak door slightly ajar.

“Caldric,” Aralyn hissed, her voice barely audible.

He turned away from the heavy oak door. “Aralyn.”

She slipped out of a room across the hall, her skirts gathered up in her hands. “We need to go.”

“Do you have it?” he whispered as he reached for her hand and led her along the hallway, back toward the ballroom.

“Yes,” she said, her eyes bright with triumph. “Now we just have to get out of here before they realize it’s gone.”

It sounded so simple. Perhaps their absence had gone unnoticed, and they would be able to slip back inside the ballroom as if nothing had happened.

But Aralyn tensed at his side, and he knew Sylvi and Bertram were coming for them.

Caldric’s mind raced. Running would only confirm any suspicions and would inevitably lead to a hunt—one that they might not escape from. No, they had to be smarter than that. He glanced around, his eyes falling on the rose garden that bordered the terrace. An idea took shape in his mind, one that was as desperate as it was audacious.

“This way,” he murmured, taking her hand and guiding her into a room that looked out over the terrace.

“We can’t run for it,” she told him, but still she followed.

“We’re not going to run,” Caldric assured her.

“Then what are we doing?” Aralyn asked as they entered a room with a floor-to-ceiling window.

“Do you trust me?” he asked as he let go of her hand opened the window wide and slipped a leg over the sill.

“I do,” she said, which, considering his plan, was more than a little ironic.

“Then come.” He held out his hands to her.

Aralyn glanced down at his hands, then cast a furtive look over her shoulder before she accepted his help and scrambled out of the window.

Her skirts billowed up around her like a cloud of red silk. Caldric steadied her as she landed beside him on the terrace, her eyes questioning. But there was no time for explanations, and even if there were, his plan would work better if it was a surprise.

“Now what?” Aralyn whispered as she smoothed her dress. The soft night breeze blew a strand of her hair across her face and carried with it the sweet scent of roses and the distant strains of music from the ballroom.

“This way.” He led her along the terrace until they reached a secluded spot bathed in moonlight, the perfect place to make a stand.

Or… His hand drifted to his breast pocket.

“They’re coming,” Aralyn said. “Tell me what your plan is.”

Caldric turned to her, his decision made in an instant. He dropped to one knee, pulling a ring from his breast pocket—a ring he had carried for decades, never expecting to use. But now, in this moment, it was the only thing that might save them.

“Aralyn,” he said, his voice steady despite the urgency in his heart. “Will you marry me?”

“Caldric.” Her eyes widened in shock, and her head moved from side to side as if in refusal. This was the last thing she had expected.

For a moment, the world seemed to tip on its axis.

Would Sylvi and Bertram believe this was a real proposal?

Tears welled in her eyes as she nodded, her voice shaky. “Yes,” she whispered, as if the word itself could seal their fate.

Caldric stood, slipping the ring onto her finger with a tenderness that belied the danger surrounding them. Then, in one swift motion, he pulled her into his arms and kissed her.

If this was his last moment on this earth, it would be one of the best.

“How sweet,” Sylvi purred, a sly smile curving her lips.

“So very sweet,” Caldric said, as he brushed the stray strand of hair from her face. “Aralyn has graciously agreed to be my bewitching bride.”

“A bride, you say?” Bertram’s voice was smooth, but there was an edge to it that Caldric didn’t miss. “Then let’s have a wedding! How glorious it will be!”

Sylvi’s eyes flicked between Caldric and Aralyn, his expression unreadable, but there was no mistaking the tension in the air. They had bought themselves time, but the danger was far from over.

Caldric knew they needed to tread carefully now. Sylvi and Bertram might be playing along, but their eyes held a glint that promised trouble. Still, for now, they were safe.

Caldric tightened his grip on Aralyn’s hand, a silent promise that he would see them both through this. “Indeed,” he said smoothly, masking his nerves with the confidence of a centuries-old vampire. “A wedding to remember.”

Sylvi’s smile widened, but Caldric saw the calculating look in her eyes. “Then let’s not delay,” she purred. “The night is young, and we have much to celebrate.”

As Sylvi and Bertram turned to lead the way back to the house, Caldric exchanged a quick, meaningful glance with Aralyn.

They followed the Tolionis back into the house, their hands clasped tightly together. The heist might have been successful, but the night was far from over.

And now, they had to survive the most dangerous game of all.

Marriage.

“Are you okay?” Caldric noted Aralyn’s dazed look as they entered the house through a side door rather than the window.

“I’m fine,” she replied, her eyes flickering to the ring on her finger.

“It was Demi’s.” Caldric tensed his jaw as memories of his sister came back to him. “She made me promise that one day I would find a woman to give my heart to.”

“Caldric. I...” But her words were cut off as they entered the ballroom and Sylvi clapped her hands together to gain everyone’s attention.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we have a surprise for you all.” She paused as everyone stilled and turned to look at her. “A wedding!”

“Oh my,” Caldric murmured as reality set in. This was really going to happen.

And he wanted it, too. He wanted Aralyn to be his wife.

But did she want to be his husband?

Had she said yes because of their dire circumstances? If those circumstances were different, would she have refused him?

Hell, if those circumstances had been different, he would probably never have found the courage to propose.

“Congratulations.” Silas stepped out from the crowd and came toward them with his hand outstretched.

“Thank you.” Caldric took his hand and shook it firmly.

“Aralyn.” Merri went to the vampire slayer and embraced her, then pulled back, looking into her eyes, searching for an answer to the same question Caldric had.

“Oh, wonderful, we have a best man and a maid of honor.” Sylvi seemed to be thoroughly enjoying herself. “And Bertram can officiate.”

“Is he qualified?” Silas asked.

“Oh, yes, he did one of those online things,” Sylvi said with a wave of her hand. “Flowers. We need a bridal bouquet!”

“Are you doing this?” Silas asked.

Caldric cast a glance toward Aralyn. “I...”

“Cold feet already, Caldric?” Bertram asked, far too jovially.

“I always imagined a longer engagement,” Caldric replied lightly.

“How about you, Aralyn?” Sylvi’s eyes narrowed, like a hawk homing in on its prey.

“I’m as happy as a sandpiper,” Aralyn said, suddenly recovering herself.

“And you want to marry Caldric?” Sylvi asked. “Or is this a fake wedding to cover your tracks?”

“Oh boy,” Silas said and moved to put himself between Sylvi and Merri, who were standing next to Aralyn.

Caldric noted the heightened color in Aralyn’s cheeks, the way her eyes had narrowed. She hadn’t been shell-shocked by his proposal. She had been playing a part. Looking vulnerable, meek.

“We know you stole the Myasma Stone,” Bertram said, finally revealing their hand.

“Retrieving,” Aralyn said.

“Well, whatever you want to call it, the reason we lured you here was so that you could break the curse Perdita Beaufort put on this family,” Sylvi said.

“Did you know we have not been able to leave this house or its grounds for centuries?” Bertram spat, his usual cool demeanor slipping.

“I did not see that coming,” Silas said loudly.

“Neither did I.” Caldric rolled his shoulders. Ready for a fight. “But it does explain the fascination with the rose garden.”

“If my ancestor cursed you, I am sure she had a good reason,” Aralyn said.

“Good reason!” Bertram snorted, and Sylvi put a hand on him to try to restrain him as his fangs protruded.

“She cursed us because Bertram’s roses won first place in the Wishing Moon Bay flower competition.” Sylvi’s voice rose to a high pitch and then she covered her mouth as she sobbed.

“And you expect me to believe that?” Aralyn asked.

“She cursed me to have eternal hat hair because I did not compliment her on her choice of hat at a social gathering,” someone called out from the crowd. “I have never been able to wear a hat without my hair becoming messy and unruly. It takes me days to flatten it.”

A murmur of sympathy rippled through the vampires gathered there.

“And I have eternal garlic breath!” another voice called out. “No one wants to kiss me. And all I did was comment that she’d been a little heavy-handed in a dish she had prepared.”

“Perdita was curse-crazy,” Sylvi’s voice rose in indignation. “And we demand you break them.”

“Hear, hear,” a chorus rang out.

“You understand us, Caldric,” Bertram implored. “Look at what her curse did to you.”

“Caldric?” Aralyn came to him and took his hand. “You never did tell me why you were cursed.”

Caldric placed his hand on hers and smiled sadly. “Perdita was infatuated with me. But I did not believe her feelings were true. She was in love with my music. With the idea that she was my muse. When I tried to explain...”

“She took away your ability to feel.” Aralyn shook her head. Then she reached into the bodice of her dress and took out the Myasma Stone.

“You’ll do it?” Bertram rushed forward. “Because I would love to enter the flower competition in Wishing Moon Bay. It’s next weekend and my roses are at their peak...”

“Bertram,” Sylvi reached for her brother. “Give Aralyn space.”

“Oh, yes, of course, sorry.” Bertram took a step back. “Go ahead.”

“The thing is,” Aralyn looked at Caldric apologetically. “I’m not sure how.”

“She used blood magic to curse us,” someone said.

“Okay,” Aralyn said as she moved with purpose toward the center of the room. The gathered vampires watched her with a mix of curiosity and skepticism.

And they had every reason to be skeptical. Perdita Beaufort’s curses had endured for so long it was hard to believe so many of them were about to be freed.

Aralyn held the stone in her hand and used the sharp edge of it to cut her palm. Blood dripped from the wound, covering the stone and leaving droplets on the floor.

The vampires in the room all let out a collective moan as the desire to feast on a vampire hunter’s blood gripped them. But Aralyn was more valuable to them than a quick snack.

She took a deep breath, her eyes meeting his across the room. There was a brief, silent exchange between them—trust, love, fear—and then she turned her attention back to the task at hand.

“By blood, I bind, by blood, I break,

Let this curse no longer take.

From stone to dust, from night to day,

Let the chains of darkness fray.”

Caldric watched her intently, willing the spell to work. But nothing happened. The stone remained dark, its energy unyielding. He saw the flicker of frustration in Aralyn’s eyes, the slight tremor in her hand as she realized her spell hadn’t worked.

She tried again, her voice carrying through the ballroom, each word laced with determination:

“With blood of mine, I cleanse this stone,

Let the curse be overthrown.

In darkness bound, let light now shine,

Undo the ties that intertwine.”

Still, the stone refused to yield. Caldric’s heart sank as he saw the doubt creeping into Aralyn’s expression. The surrounding vampires murmured, their confidence in her faltering. But Caldric knew Aralyn—she wouldn’t give up, not now.

She cut her hand again, more blood dripping onto the stone’s surface, her frustration palpable as she recited another incantation:

“By the power in this blood I spill,

Break the curse, release the will.

Let no more darkness hold this place,

Free the souls, give them grace.”

The room remained silent, the Myasma Stone unmoved. Caldric’s hands clenched into fists, wanting to rush to her, to help her, but knowing that this was something only she could do.

Aralyn’s frustration reached a boiling point. He saw her jaw clench as she muttered something under her breath, something simple, direct, and filled with raw emotion. “Just break already,” she whispered, her voice barely audible. “Let them go.”

For a heartbeat, the room was deathly still. Then, suddenly, the air seemed to shudder, a low hum reverberating through the ballroom. Caldric’s eyes widened as he watched the Myasma Stone begin to glow, the dark energy within it swirling faster, more erratically. Cracks formed along its surface, spreading like veins of lightning.

The vampires around them gasped, stepping back as the stone’s energy grew unstable. Caldric’s breath caught in his throat as the cracks deepened, and with a deafening crack, the Myasma Stone shattered, sending a shockwave through the room.

And then it was gone. Taking Perdita Beaufort’s curses with it.

Caldric could hardly believe what he was seeing. What he was feeling! A rush of love for his vampire hunter filled his heart, threatening to consume him.

And he’d let it. For he loved her. And desired her. And admired her. And sometimes found her so annoying he could spit!

The curse was broken. Aralyn had done it.

He rushed toward her as she stood there, staring at the shattered remains of the stone, her hand still bleeding but her expression one of stunned disbelief.

“You did it,” Caldric whispered, his voice filled with emotion as he took her hand in his, gently wiping away the blood. “You broke the curse. You broke all the curses!”

Aralyn looked up at him, her eyes wide and filled with something between relief and exhaustion. “And I thought vampires were strange,” she murmured, her voice shaky. “No offense,” she said to those gathered around.

But no one was paying any attention as the orchestra struck up a merry tune and everyone began to dance as if they had been possessed by The Fabled themselves.

“Shall we?” He offered her his arm, wanting her to enjoy this moment. For it was hers, as well as theirs.

“Wait.” She held out her left hand. “I should give this back to you. I don’t want to lose it.”

“And I don’t want it back,” Caldric told her. “It was no fake proposal. I love you. I knew it then.” He placed his hand over his heart. “And I know it now.”

“I love you, too,” she said, and flung her arms around his neck, kissing him fiercely.

Everything he felt for Aralyn came rushing in. And he welcomed it. Rejoiced in it.

No matter the pain the future might hold. He would not trade it for the present and his vampire wife-to-be.


Epilogue

The hairs on the back of Aralyn’s neck stood on end as her office door opened. She didn’t need to look up from her desk to know exactly who it was.

“The office is closed, vampire,” she said as she closed the grimoire she had been studying.

“But the door was still open, vampire hunter. But I can remedy that.” The vampire closed the door and clicked the lock into place.

“What can I do for you?” she asked, finally looking up to meet his piercing gaze.

He locked eyes with her, their color deepening from a pale violet to a deep amethyst as he stepped closer to her desk.

“I have a proposition for you,” the vampire said, his voice smooth as silk. “One that I believe will be mutually beneficial.”

“Is that right?” She stood up and slid around the desk to stand before him. “And what are you proposing?”

The vampire eyed the desk behind her and desire trickled through her veins.

“I believe I have some information you might find…interesting,” he murmured, his gaze flickering to her lips before meeting her eyes again.

“Are you going to give me that information willingly, or am I going to have to force you to reveal…” She looked him up and down. “It.”

His mouth twitched as he fought to keep the smile from his lips. “I do enjoy a good negotiation,” he replied, his voice a low rumble.

“I’m listening.” Aralyn crossed her arms, leaning back slightly to appraise him with a scrutinizing gaze. “Get to the point, vampire. My patience is wearing thin.”

“If you insist.” He stepped closer, his breath cool on her heated skin.

“Oh, I do.” She reached out and tugged at his belt buckle. “You have much to prove.”

“I am ready and willing to prove myself to you, anytime, anywhere.” He wrapped one strong arm around her waist and lifted her off the ground.

Instinctively, she wrapped her arms around his neck, and clung to him as he set her down on the edge of the desk. The vampire nudged her knees open and nestled between her thighs, his hardness pressed against her. Then he moved, teasing her as he inched up and down slowly, deliberately arousing her.

She closed her eyes and bit her bottom lip as he worked on the buttons of her shirt, his fingers leaving fire in their wake. As her senses slowly returned to, she unbuckled his belt and then tackled the buttons of his black pants, letting out a sigh of satisfaction as they slipped down his thighs and pooled at his feet.

Slowly he straightened and stepped out of his pants, before stripping his shirt off over his head.

She reached out, her hands skimming the cool contours of his body, as he leaned down, capturing her lips in a feverish kiss. His tongue danced with hers, igniting a fervor that seemed to burn from the core of her being. Aralyn’s fingers curled into the sinewy muscles of his back, feeling the taut power coiled just beneath his skin.

Breaking the kiss, he traced a line from her lips down to her neck, his breath sending shivers along her spine. His fangs grazed her skin just enough to make her gasp, a thrill mingled with a tantalizing hint of danger.

“Tell me,” he whispered against her neck, the urgency in his voice palpable. “What is it that you truly desire, Aralyn?”

She shivered at his words, her grip tightening around him as he spoke. His hands moved to her hips, pulling her closer with an intensity that made her heart race. “You,” she whispered against his ear.

“That I can give you.” He pushed her shirt from her shoulders and then unclasped her bra, before gazing at her naked flesh. He licked his lips, his tongue lingering on his fangs before he lowered his head and kissed her swollen flesh.

Aralyn gripped the edge of her desk as she leaned back, offering herself to him.

When his fangs grazed her nipples, she thought she might explode. But she fought and won control over her body. She wanted this so last.

She focused on her breathing as she curled her hand around his hardness and began to stroke with deliberate, measured movements. His reaction was immediate, a low growl reverberating from deep within his chest. She felt an intoxicating sense of power knowing she could elicit such a primal response from him.

But he had a power over her all his own. And he knew how to wield it.

He cupped her breast in his cool hand, and then licked it with a skillful tongue that sent shockwaves through her body. Then he continued his assault as he sucked the taut bud into his mouth and swirled his tongue around it. Each motion sent sparks of electricity coursing through her veins, igniting every nerve ending with pleasure. Aralyn’s breathing became ragged, and she could feel the molten heat pooling in her core.

“Don’t stop,” she pleaded, her voice barely more than a whisper, but charged with unrestrained desire.

“I do not intend to,” he responded with a smirk, a glint of mischief dancing in his eyes as he escalated his torture, alternating between soft kisses and gentle nips that left her trembling.

He moved from one breast to the other, ensuring that neither was left wanting. The rhythm of his tongue and the pressure of his lips were maddeningly perfect, each movement designed to draw out her pleasure and make her teeter on the edge of ecstasy. Her fingers tangled in his hair, pulling him closer as she arched against him, desperate for more.

Her senses were so consumed by him that she hardly noticed when his other hand started to trail lower, tracing a path down her abdomen. She gasped as cool fingers slipped beneath the waistband of her skirt, teasing the sensitive skin just above her hipbone. Her body quivered in anticipation as his hand continued its descent, each inch an agonizingly slow journey that left her craving more.

He paused for a moment, allowing the tension to build, and then with a deliberate slowness, he slid his fingers lower, hitching up her skirt until it was bunched up around her thighs.

Aralyn’s breath hitched as his fingers found their destination, brushing lightly against her most intimate place. His touch was a blend of tenderness and possessiveness, a promise of the pleasure that awaited her.

A promise she knew he would fulfill.

Her body responded instinctively, as he rubbed his thumb against her most sensitive flesh, her hips lifting to meet his touch as her eyes fluttered shut. Each featherlight caress wound her tighter, drawing soft whimpers from her lips as he pushed her panties aside. He paused, making her wait, leaving her aching with need.

She had never begged a vampire for anything in her life. But in that moment, she found herself teetering on the brink of pleading for the release only he could grant her. “Please.”

A low growl of satisfaction rumbled from his chest, and he finally relented, slipping a finger inside her with a slow, deliberate motion.

The sensation was overwhelming, sending shockwaves of pleasure through her body. Aralyn’s breath came in quick, shallow gasps as he began to move, his finger exploring her with a tantalizing precision that drove her wild. The intensity of it all made her head spin, and she clung to him as if he were the only solid thing in a world awash with sensation.

His finger moved with methodical expertise, each thrust, each withdrawal, brought her closer to the precipice. She was so close to the edge, but he was not done yet.

With a low growl, he sucked her nipple into his mouth, his tongue swirling around the peak as his teeth grazed it lightly. The dual assault on her senses was a heady mix of pain and pleasure.

As his fingers grazed her inner walls, she tightened around him, and her orgasm crashed into her. He was unrelenting as he drew every last bit of pleasure from her until she was left completely spent, her head resting on his shoulder as she fought for breath.

When she finally returned to her senses, she was fully aware of his hardness pressed against her thigh. Sliding her hand down between their bodies, she wrapped her fingers around him. His intake of breath was sharp, and she reveled in the power she held over him in that singular moment.

Slowly, she began to stroke him, her touch echoing the same tender possessiveness he had shown her.

His eyes darkened with desire, and she could feel the tension building within him. Each movement of her hand elicited a guttural sound from his throat, and she knew she was driving him to the same edge he had so expertly brought her to.

But then he moved, swiftly. His hand around her waist as he lifted her from the desk and moved to bend her over it.

Lifting her skirt, he pressed one hand lightly on her back as he guided himself into her. She groaned as he entered her in one slow lunge, filling her, stretching her.

Aralyn pushed back against him, her body arching to meet his every thrust. The sensation of completeness was intoxicating; each measured stroke igniting the embers of her desire anew. She could feel the raw power behind his movements as he gripped her hips with his hands and drove deep into her.

In and out, he thrust, as he leaned forward and grazed his fangs lightly along her spine, before kissing her heated skin. She closed her eyes, losing herself to the sensations that engulfed her. Every nerve in her body seemed to ignite as he moved within her, his rhythm unwavering, pushing her closer to another peak.

He was close, she could feel the change in him as the tension grew. As his breathing grew ragged, he slipped a hand down her hip, and threaded it around her body, touching her sensitive flesh.

Skillfully, he rubbed her mound, pinching her flesh with a practiced precision that sent waves of unimaginable pleasure coursing through her. Aralyn’s moans filled the room, as her senses heightened, and the edge of another orgasm approached faster than she anticipated. She felt herself teetering on the brink, her body trembling in anticipation. She tightened around him, her inner muscles gripping him with an urgency that matched the rapid pace of his thrusts.

“Come for me. Come with me,” he growled into her ear, his voice thick with need. The command was all it took to send her spiraling over the edge.

As her inner muscles pulsed around him, he jerked into her, filling her with his essence.

Aralyn’s legs trembled as she came down from her high, her breath still ragged. She could feel the vampire’s cool body pressed against her back, his arms wrapped around her waist as they both caught their breath. For a moment, they stayed like that, connected and silent.

Finally, he slowly withdrew from her, his hands gently caressing her sides as he did so. Aralyn shivered at the loss of contact, her body still humming with residual pleasure. She turned to face him, leaning back against her desk for support.

“So, what information do you have for me?” she asked.

“Everything is ready for tomorrow’s ceremony. Morwenna has exceeded my expectation at the decorations in The Lonely Tavern,” Caldric told her.

“I can’t wait to see it.” And she could not wait to start her new life with Caldric as her husband. Her real husband. Unlike when they first met, there was nothing fake about their relationship.

“Tomorrow you will be my bride.” He cupped her face in his hand and kissed her lips.

“Uncle Burt is so excited to be giving me away,” Aralyn said. “Even if it is to a vampire.”

Caldric’s brow creased. “I believe I have won him over.”

“That is because he is grateful you helped me get the Myasma Stone back, which led to my staying in Wishing Moon Bay, and getting a desk job.”

“And I thought it was because I go night fishing with him,” Caldric said in mock disappointment.

She chuckled. “Truthfully, he is just happy that I am happy. And you make me happy.”

“I love you, vampire hunter,” Caldric murmured as he lowered his head, his lips an inch away from hers.

“And I love you, vampire.” And then she kissed him.
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