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I, being of sound mind, body, and death, was fully aware journeying beyond the borders of my Occult City was a strict offense against The Code of the Central European Magic Regime. But I missed Prague far more than my capacity to stay away—missed it enough even to breach the most important law. 

They could not stop me as I flew to my escape. 

Splintered glass exploded around me as I hurtled through Gothic windows and plummeted several stories to the dark alley floor. Without difficulty, I landed on my feet and glanced around to make sure I’d remained undetected by mortal passersby. 

Blood soaked through my jacket where a nefarious Wizard had stabbed me with his letter opener, though there was no sting. No pain. 

Shouting rang out like alarms above me. “Seize him!” they cried. “He is escaping!”

I fled.

Too fast for any untrained eye, I evaded each of them, dodging around building corners. I dashed through dim arcades and scaled locked gates. A myriad of humans thronged the boulevards of Old Town. Their presence made my throat burn, the thirst throbbing within me, but there was no time to act on any of my instincts. 

“Sweetheart, your scarf!” A wife reached as it flew from her husband’s neck when I raced by. To her, I only appeared a gust of wind. 

I held my breath and continued to race up toward the castle as the flesh wound in my center mended itself. The biology of my Dark Gift was a medical wonder. 

Law One, arguably the most important law of The Magic Code, meant any Occult Creature must never expose himself to any mortal. I was already breaking Law One by entering the human city, not to mention the many other laws I’d violated that evening. 

The guards’ thoughts grew quieter and quieter, at last a safe distance away. I glanced back in time to see a platoon run off in a different direction on the opposite side of Charles Bridge. The darkness made me too fast—too powerful. 

When I ran at my full force, the world froze like time stood still. As I slowed, the city around me broke into a normal speed.

Prague was unseasonably warm for autumn, bustling with travelers and natives teeming in organized chaos about the streets. German refugees and revolution protesters packed shoulder to shoulder, chanting around the embassy walls, making it impossible for me to ignore the aroma of so much warm flesh in one place. 

The Golden City of my memory, gleaming under a brilliant sun, now foundered under shadows of oppressive red and yellow communist flags. Parallels between the mortal world and ours were uncanny. The mortal Czechoslovaks’ revolution drew near. People believed in hope once again. 

But our revolution would not see the light of day for another two decades. I cursed the Regime palace as its towers dipped back under the sea of spires behind me. 

A single bench, forsaken in the middle of Hradčany seemed the perfect perch for me to rest with my solitude. There I sat, listening to a folk band play a native song under the glow of a crooked streetlamp. I recognized the melody—one made famous by Karel Kryl. “Anděl”. One of my favorites. 

The castle square bustled around me. More people. More blood. I studied them all. I smelled their warmth. I heard their struggle. They were more entertaining than theatre, as if I was the reality looking in on the make-believe. Of course they’d find me just as fascinating, my reality so different from theirs. Forbidden. Dangerous. There was something alluring about death. 

People tossed coins into a tattered hat near the band as they played on. The city held nostalgia for me. I stayed there into the early hours of the morning—fixated—musing over memories of the way I used to be. 

A group of drunken Russians stumbled out from a nearby tavern, their hoots and laughter obnoxious and intruding over the peaceful, acoustic music. Young women simpered at me as their companions pulled them along, casting threatening glares. I chuckled. Little did those men know what a threat I really could be. They were lucky, however, for I’d already fed that evening. Shifting the chip on my shoulder, I averted my gaze. 

The earlier into the new day it grew, the lonelier the surrounding area became. 

Soon the band, too, ended their playing and packed their instruments away in cases. They peered into the hat, now filled with change, and celebrated their night’s earnings before disappearing from the city square. I was alone once more. 

The moon retreated to the underbelly of the earth, dawn’s army of light invading over the horizon. I would be dying soon. Once more, it was time for me to return home— to my prison of supernatural things to which I was condemned. 

I stood and looked to the stars, intricate beading that mapped out our fate. Fate. The word used to mean something. Though now, I learned to only appreciate the tangible, the here and now, and things set before my eyes. My world of magic had become so void of possibility and I’d become my only friend over the vast years that turned on a dial like minutes. Expendable. Life was expendable. 

Walking out of the town square, a sudden wailing jolted me. Muffled and hidden, like no sound I’d ever heard before, it was slight enough so that any distracted human ears would have missed it. However, to my own sensitive hearing, it was a harrowing banshee scream! 

Thoughts also accompanied the strange cries. They were small, simple pictures that seemed human and coming from just behind a potted shrub nearby. 

Inching around the corner of the boxy greenery, I expected to find some malignant, little monster waiting for me on the other side. My hands hardened into claws. My cat-like eyes shifted around in the dark for the creature. I was ready to attack, to kill, if I had to. 

But I found nothing like what I’d expected. I returned back from the beast the moment I saw her, a tiny body wriggling in a pile of rags that were a pathetic attempt at keeping her warm. 

A mortal infant. 

Curious, I knelt over her and saw tear droplets quivering on her downy cheeks. Little, auburn wisps from the top of her head shuddered in the breeze. The child stared back at me, her own curiosity painted in her large glassy eyes. 

I looked around to see if there was anyone to claim her, perhaps from some horrible mistake they made by leaving her there. Alas, the street was now empty and no one seemed to have remembered the little thing. 

I sighed. My gums throbbed with a familiar pain. I gazed down at her and could almost feel my pupils spread, engulfing my entire eye in black. She smelled so pure—clean and uncontaminated, like breathing fresh air. Her blood would taste sweet, but I shook those demons from my mind. 

I slid my long, cold hands underneath her and lifted her out of the crude nest of covers. The child cooed at me, gazing wondrously at the world. Little noises continued to slip from her mouth. I watched, rather surprised at myself. It was impossible—out of everything that existed in my horrible world of nightmarish beasts, this simple, tiny being was the first thing in over a hundred years to scare me. Me, the monster. I chuckled, despite my fear. 

She peered up at my grave-marker face and continued to make slight, happy noises at me, naïve to our deadly differences. She even stretched out her tiny hand and grazed my cheek. How amazing that she was unaffected by me. This innocent little mortal was so weak, vulnerable, and terrifying. 

“I am not going to kill you,” I convinced myself, recognizing how stiff the words sounded as they slid out. Glancing around the square again, a sign caught my eye. It pointed the way to Charles Bridge—the first road to home. “Char...lotte. Charlotte.” The name fit her so well. “I won’t let the monsters get you, Charlotte.” 

My decision had been made. 

Walking at a steady, human pace, all the while transfixed by her, I carried the baby away from the city gutters, not taking my eyes off her for a second. 

I—we—made our way home into the deep woods of Bohemia, unaware of the consequences and the adventures awaiting us. 

That night, I’d found meaning. I’d found her. I was to be alone no more.
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A twig cracked behind her. She stopped to see where the sound came from. 

Her pulse leapt into her throat as her eyes sifted around in the dark for a pursuer.

 Her grip tightened around the limp wrist of another mortal woman at her side, one Charlotte drugged using a borrowed Witch’s brew.

Perspiration dotted across her forehead. She remained still, listening for another sign of movement. She had been so careful, waiting until the Lycanthrope guarding the city’s entrance became distracted by his supper, some passing animal. 

Now, it felt like she could feel his shiny eyes tracking her from within his hiding spot in the dense forest. Her hand quivered as she slipped it up her chest, feeling for the little, silver pendant. 

Damn. She’d forgotten her whistle at home. Now, there was no way to call for Valek if she needed him. 

The woman groaned next to Charlotte, her head lolling to one side. “Hush,” Charlotte hissed at her, but knew demanding anything of her was pointless. The woman was delirious. 

Without the crunch of any more twigs or any footfalls over the brush, Charlotte took the opportunity to get out of there. Perhaps it had been a rabbit or a deer, she told herself as she started again a bit faster. Sucking in a huge breath, she strained to quiet her frenzied heartbeat and continued to drag along Valek’s stupefied dinner. 

The shadowed tree-tunnel was the only passage to her hidden Bohemian Occult City. Silvery haze off the Vltava River streamed down the dirt path, kicking up with every step. The sticky, late-August air made her clothes cling. Sweat beaded along the back of her neck as she huffed over her fast pace, every so often glancing behind her...just to be sure. 

It was a struggle to keep the magically intoxicated woman close at her side as she strode through the darkness. Her boots crushed over leaves and a dirt path that quickly dissipated under gravel and cobblestone. Tree clusters gave way to modest cottage homes of stone and wood. Charlotte pressed on, beyond the residences, until she reached the main part of town. 

The Occult City square was vibrant, busy with enchanted fiddles and flutes playing themselves on street corners. Paper lanterns hung mysteriously string-less in the dead of the night. Shifters chattered with each other in alleyways between taverns and shops, while a gathering of caroling Imps sung in harmony near the center’s fountain. 

Fairies stalked in the shadows, praying on unfortunate cats and mice. Hearty Elves with round bellies and rosy smiles worked late, pushing their painted kiosks filled with baked goods and cured meats. 

“Roasted toad! Get your roasted toad, here!” 

A large, winged silhouette eclipsed the moonlight, throwing the town into a momentary shadow as a dragon soared by. 

Most creatures waved their greetings to Charlotte as she passed. She’d become a part of this town, guarded by witchcraft and governed by magic, a safe haven of things that haunted the shadows of mortal nightmares. She was the only human to live among the monsters—Charlotte, the Vampire’s foundling. 

“Evening, Charlotte! Saved an extra-warm cup of cider for ya, right here!” A forest Sprite with a leafy face and twiggy hair called, leaning out from beyond his stand of bracers and beers. He handed her the usual mug. 

“Thanks, Ludo,” she grinned, taking it. “I’ll have this back to you tomorrow evening.” 

“Keep it! I’ll just fill ‘er up again, of course!” He laughed. “It’s a new recipe. Let me know what you think!” 

“I will,” she giggled and pressed on. 

The evening was a little warm for cider, but it was her favorite. Steam filtered up from the russet liquid. She sipped at the swirling tastes of cinnamon and apple and sighed. Running into Ludo always made hunting errands more pleasant. 

Downing another swill, she grimaced as she passed tall, scandalous-looking Witches gossiping amongst themselves in the doorway of the smoky Howler’s Tavern. A different kind of music pulsated from within, enchanted beams of light flashing purple and green. It made one entire side of the square’s perimeter throb. The charmed women clutched their colorful drinks like an accessory as they lingered too close to each other in the shadows. Their voices were low and their cackles ear-splitting. 

One Witch in particular stopped talking when she saw Charlotte. The corners of her wine-stained lips curled upward and she flung herself from her clique and down the stone steps, her heels clacking over the flagstone. 

“Hello! Sweet Charlotte!” She batted her hand through the air. 

All of her friends looked to snicker, no doubt appraising Charlotte’s frumpy skirt and baggy sweater. She sneered at Evangeline’s leather-clad figure as she darted up to meet her in the center of the square. 

“I see my potion worked.” Evangeline ogled the drugged mortal’s glassy stare. “It took ages to get it right, but it was the least I could do for Valek after my little accident this summer.” She tossed her luxurious chestnut hair behind one shoulder, revealing a circular scar embossed in her flesh. 

Charlotte blinked at her, stomach twisting in an envious fit. She remembered when Evangeline had received that scar another warm night only a few weeks earlier. 

“Yes,” she also glanced at the catatonic woman next to her. “It saved me a lot of time. Thank you,” she muttered with half-hearted gratitude. 

Charlotte could never understand why the Witch got under her skin so badly. Evangeline had always been kind enough, never made fun of her—not to her face. But as she flashed another dazzling smile, her eyelashes batting as she leaned her tall slender frame over one curvy hip, Charlotte felt her stomach turn. 

“Where in Lilith’s creation did you find this...woman?” Evangeline pulled at the mortal’s ‘Prague’ sweatshirt, her gaze dashing down to her torn jeans and back up again. “She must be a tourist.” 

Charlotte shrugged, sipping at her cider again. Its warmth did something to quell her agitation. “She was alone. I found her outside a discotheque arguing with someone on her mobile. American, I think. It was easy. I approached her, pretended I was lost...” she trailed off. “But I should be getting home. Valek will be waiting.” 

Yanking at the affected woman to follow, Charlotte started walking again until Evangeline stepped in front of her, blocking her way.

Her grin turned fake and even threatening. “Let’s say I go with you. It’s been a while since I’ve seen Valek. If he’s got time this evening, I’d love to catch up.”

Charlotte clenched her jaw and with a tight smile, she offered, “He’s been very busy with patients, you know? I’ll be sure to tell him you said hello.”

She tried to move past the Witch again, but Evangeline clasped Charlotte at the top of her shoulder, pulling her back. It nearly spilled the liquid from her mug. Her eyes narrowed, but her smile grew larger. “I’m so glad you got home safely. I wouldn’t want anything bad to happen to you outside of these city gates. The Regime is keeping such a close eye on things, these days.” 

A chill skittered through Charlotte’s body. Evangeline and Valek had known each other for decades before he found Charlotte and knowing so made jealousy wind like a tapeworm in her bowels, but Evangeline’s hold on her was constricting by the second and she needed to get home. 

“What I mean is...maybe you can come by tomorrow.” She searched her severe face. “Maybe?” 

Evangeline’s eyes brightened. “Perfect! I get off work at midnight.” 

“Fine. I should be out hunting, but Valek will be home.” Charlotte forced a smile as she and the other mortal began walking again. Evangeline rejoined her friends while Charlotte dug her nails deep into the intoxicated woman’s forearm, grumbling. 

The truth was, Valek had not arranged any appointments in a long while, not since Evangeline was attacked by the Lycan-guard. Occult newspapers and radio had been spreading some rather strange reports, recently. Stories of Vampires wreaking havoc on their cities, chewing out jugulars of Elves and Witches, started to cast Valek in a dim light, even for those citizens who’d known him for years. 

Imps with regular health conditions stopped calling. Pregnant Elven women stopped scheduling check-ups. Charlotte knew it bothered him, but he never let on. She’d caught him reading the newspapers only once. 

“Don’t pay attention to such rubbish,” she’d said to him before stealing it away and tossing its crumpled bits into the fire. 

She thought of the night Evangeline had been attacked. She’d rushed into Valek’s office to find the Witch screaming and retching on the gurney as Valek sewed up the deep gash in her shoulder. It was the first night Charlotte realized the severity of the Regime’s measures to keep things in order.

She pulled the drugged woman along the narrow footpath that branched out from behind one of the square’s many arcades and led in the direction of home. Partially tucked away behind tall evergreens, the house used to be an abandoned church Valek converted into his residence when the Occult City had first been settled, nearly a century ago. Its Baroque façade made the place look like a small castle sitting against the dreamy backdrop of lush Bohemian hillsides. 

It was the only home Charlotte had ever known, and he was the only family she’d ever loved. She did whatever he asked of her, even if that meant luring her own kind to their fate so Valek could survive. It was the only way for him to feed due to the Regime’s disordered, tyrannical laws—laws forcing all beings of Magic to stay within the confines of the small Occult towns so no mortal could become privy to their existence. But the paranoia seemed to be getting out of control. 

The borders hadn’t always been so guarded, but now Valek could only feed if a mortal happened to stumble across the gates, or if Charlotte lured one in. 

All of the lights were on inside, creating a cozy glow from the windows as she trudged up the porch steps, dragging Valek’s meal through the door. 

Parking the bewitched woman on a stair that led down into the dropped foyer, she set the mug on a small side table under a wall mirror and shrugged out of her pea coat. She slung it over the stand—a wooden one with dozens of whimsical faces carved with great detail into its trunk. 

The doorframe matched around the main entry and she’d spent brief moments marveling at the craftsmanship. 

“Valek? Valek, I’m home!” 

He poked his handsome face from beyond the library doors and smiled. “Lottie!” He bounded up to her with a large, toothy grin and lifted her high in his arms, swirling her around in a circle before setting her down again. “I was beginning to worry, my doll. You forgot your whistle.” He pulled the ornate, silver whistle from out of his breast pocket. It dangled on the end of a long chain before her nose. 

Her whistle was their only means of communication when they were apart. Valek’s acute hearing could catch its enchanted sound from kilometers away. He had it constructed of pure silver to protect from Were-beings and other sinister creatures if she ever found herself in serious trouble without him. 

She grinned, snatching the thing and strung it back around her neck. “Sorry,” she said, turning it over in her fingers. “I was in a hurry tonight.”

“You’re always hurrying,” he grumbled.

Her giggle melted the worry contorting his otherwise beautiful features. His eyes were always so bright, his smile warm behind full lips. She didn’t find anything monstrous about him in the least. 

Valek looked to the other woman standing emotionless by the door and burst into thunderous laughter. “And who might this be, cluttering up my foyer?” Grabbing her by the wrists, he lifted her arms up to examine her better. 

Charlotte laughed too. The woman might have been considered appetizing at the start of the night, but now she looked a horrid, muddy sight, and like was emerging from a coma. 

“I found her in Prague. She’s quite the mess now, I’m afraid.” 

Valek’s smile dissolved into a disapproving glare. “You went all the way to the city?” His tone turned scolding. “You are never supposed to travel that far for me. It is very dangerous.” 

Charlotte winced. “Yes. I know. But Evangeline gave me a few of the potions she’s been working on. One was for distance transportation and the other for...half-life.” The woman made an unintelligible noise as if to demonstrate. 

“I see.” Valek’s expression eased back again. “Please send her my sincere thanks, then.” He leaned forward, planting a swift kiss on Charlotte’s forehead. “I am glad she looks after you when I cannot.” He stroked her cheek before proceeding to pull the woman by the hand toward the back of the house. 

“Me too,” Charlotte muttered with a bite of sarcasm. 

A knot formed in her throat as she watched him recede down the hall and longed to follow. A small, forbidden desire bubbled within her and she fantasized about what it might feel like...to be the one providing Valek with life, to feel the depth of a kiss like that. She glared at the woman, jealousy arising again. 

There were only two instances when she was not allowed to be in the same room with Valek: when he fed and when it was time for the sunrise. He’d established those rules as soon as she was old enough to understand them. 

“V-Valek,” she started nervously, stopping him.

“Hmm?”

“I saw Evangline on the square tonight. She mentioned wanting to visit.” 

 “Of course.” Valek nodded. “Is she all right?” 

“Yes. She...” Charlotte fidgeted with the material of her sweater. “Misses you, I guess.” She smiled in spite of the sick feeling forming in her gut again. It surprised her when she heard him chuckle and she frowned. 

“Are you all right with her visiting? Doesn’t seem you’re very happy with the idea.” He shifted an eyebrow, a new smile brightening his face. 

“It’s fine,” she sniffed, hating the fact Valek could hear her thoughts. However, she imagined he didn’t much need his supernatural abilities to read her. The psyche of an adolescent girl was probably not a difficult thing for a shrewd Vampire like him to figure out. In some ways he was like a father, but in the most annoying ways, he was more like an older brother. Charlotte grumbled and disappeared over the library threshold as he laughed, at last closing his door and locking it. 

She found sanctuary in their library. It was her favorite part of the house, the room where she spent the most time growing up. It was where she did all of her home studies, where she lost herself in fairytales, and where she and Valek put the Christmas tree in the winter. Sometimes, on nights when she finished hunting for Valek early, she went in there to sketch elaborate works into a large, leather journal. 

Finding she did not have an ear for music and was too clumsy for dance, drawing had become her most preferred form of self-expression. Often, she’d emerge from the library in the mornings, hands and arms covered in graphite. The town of creatures and those different from her had become one giant muse. 

When she did not feel inspired to sketch, she studied, taking it upon herself to learn about the dark facets of Valek’s life and what vampirism meant. This sort of studying, of course, being outside the realm of the nightly curriculum Valek selected, normal things like literature and arithmetic. Charlotte knew Valek hated when she became so engrossed in books about the Dark Gift, but he fascinated her to no end. She wanted to know everything, and most topics he refused to discuss. 

Charlotte flicked a switch, illuminating a small spidery lantern in the center of the ceiling. She was comforted by its faint glow and the way it warmed the forest-colored walls behind large dusty shelves.

Breathing in leftover scents from his pipe smoke, she scanned the shelves for her favorite book: The Anatomy of Vampires; Volume One. The damaged spine with peeling, gray leather poked out at her from the very top ledge, as it always did. 

Stretching up on her toes, she grasped the tattered volume. Pages shifted between the covers, loose for how old it was and for the many times she’d read it. She opened to the page she’d last dog-eared, a particular unit discussing feeding habits. This section focused on complications of only feeding on animals, something she often wondered about. 

Settling into his velvet armchair, though, as she began to read, her mind drifted. Thoughts took her to Valek feeding at the back of the house: 

The points of his incisors. The length of his glassy nails. The cool temperature of his skin. 

She hadn’t always known she was different from him. When she was a child, around three or four, she would go around pretending to bite Valek’s patients and houseguests, so desiring to be like him. Most of them only laughed at her attempts, for they loved and accepted Charlotte. As far as they were concerned, she was one of them. But there was one night, she recalled, just before her fifth birthday, when she’d made what began as an innocent mistake. 

A Fairy stalked into Valek’s office suffering an intolerable headache. But Fairies were not the much-loved stereotypical little girls with wings and pointy ears mortals revered in Charlotte’s childhood fairytale books. In reality, humans would not have expected the bloodthirsty monsters with large insect wings, jagged incisors, and slanted electric eyes. They were androgynous and more bloodthirsty than Valek had ever been, even in his lowest moment. 

The young Charlotte, rearing herself, let out a tiny roar and bit the Fairy on its claw. The thing spun sharply on her, its jagged teeth bared. A horrible bellow ripped from the back of its throat, sludge spewing from its gums. Charlotte screamed and cried in fright, scurrying away as it chased her around the office. 

The Fairy’s jaws snapped shut and opened again as it thrashed against medical equipment, important documents flying all around the room. Chunks of countertop and wall splintered. Black saliva dripped from its mouth as it finally cornered Charlotte in a space between two thick bookshelves, its snapping jaws only inches from her face. 

Valek appeared as fast as he could. Gripping its cranium with his large hands, he didn’t hesitate before snapping the creature’s neck with a crunch. 

The Fae fell to the floor, its wings thrashing in its final death throes, becoming drenched in its own blue-black blood, which oozed from its jaws and pooled under the bottoms of Charlotte’s Mary Janes. 

She stood there, screaming, watching the monster die. Valek grabbed her in his arms and ran her up to his bedroom, all the while shielding her from the decaying smell now permeating his office.

It had been the only time in her life she’d ever been welcomed into his room.

Valek sat Charlotte on this edge of his bed, her tiny legs dangling over. He knelt in front of her and wiped the tears away from her face. She only stared at him, crying and screaming as loud as her little lungs could. He mopped the stuff away from her nose with the end of his puffy sleeve, hushing her gently. 

“There, Lottie. Don’t cry,” he whispered. 

She sniffled, but the tears continued to fall. He set her on his lap, facing him; the ruffles of her red dress upped around her pudgy knees. He brushed the hair out of her face and flashed the largest smile he could conjure. However, the sight of his fangs did little to calm her. 

“Lottie. Little doll.” He hummed gently.

Charlotte was eased, then, by the musicality of his velvet voice and quieted.

“You see? You are all right now. There was a big bug in my office, and I squashed it for you.” He managed to smile less horrifyingly that time and prodded her on the nose. 

“S-squashed it?” She rubbed her eyes. He took her small hands in his and balanced her on his knees.

“Yes! I squashed it,” he said valiantly, his chest puffed.

She let out a tiny giggle.

“That’s it. All is well now.”

Charlotte nodded at him, her ringlets bouncing around her face. He kissed her forehead and began to explain the ways she was different from him and everyone else who lived in the Occult City. He went on further to tell her she was special because she was different and that was precisely why he loved her so very much. 

That was the first time Charlotte ever understood—the first time she realized she didn’t belong quite as well as she thought she did. 

She blinked back the memory and rubbed at her eyes growing heavy with sleep. The cuckoo clock on the wall read four in the morning. The sun would be up in not too long, and she decided to turn in early instead of staying up to see the dawn. Valek seemed preoccupied and it had been a while since she’d been awake during daylight. Tomorrow would be a good day to escape for a few hours in the sun. 

She glanced down one last time at the following chapter entitled: The Daily Death of a Vampire before standing from Valek’s chair. 

“Not reading that again, are you?” His melodic voice startled her from the library entry. He sighed and pushed back an unruly lock of dark hair, the rest tied back with a black ribbon. “What about your studies on Oedipus? Have you finished reading yet?” 

She offered a tired smile, tucking the book under her arm. “I’m going to sleep, if that’s all right. I’d like to go out tomorrow. While the sun is out, I mean.” 

His answering smirk was fast and didn’t reach his eyes. “Right. Of course. Well…say hello to it for me.” The request sounded sad and she knew why. Charlotte understood his longing for the sunlight after living a century without it. It was like an unrequited romance. He missed it. 

“Sure.” She noticed something then—a small red stain at the corner of Valek’s mouth. He was usually so careful about letting her see that sort of thing. She clenched her jaw tightly over the strange feeling spreading through her belly and before she could stop herself, she asked, “How was she?” 

Valek’s face fell. “S-Sorry?” He looked uncomfortable. 

“You’ve got....” She indicated the leftover blood and he turned away, dashing at it with the back of his hand. “I didn’t hear much of a struggle tonight,” she offered, an attempt to break the tension and shame. 

He released a mortified sort of barking laugh. “Do you usually?”

“Sometimes,” she admitted.

Valek’s eyebrows furrowed. He took a few deliberate steps toward her. “Charlotte, you know if there is ever anything troubling you...what I mean to say is...I don’t want you to ever feel afraid to talk to me. I know it must disturb you on some level to have to hunt on my account.” 

With her eyes locked to his, she grazed her fingers along the side of her neck. Valek’s face hardened. “I’m not afraid,” she whispered. She didn’t miss the way he hesitated, gaze lingering over where her fingers trailed. 

With a deep breath, he quickly replaced the violent gaze with a nervous smile. She dropped her hand. 

“Be careful when you go out.”

“I always am.”

She began out of the library, but he stopped her, wrapping his hand gently around her wrist and tugging her back. “I meant what I said,” he muttered near her ear. “If anything is ever bothering you, or makes you uncomfortable, I expect you to speak with me about it.”

“Of course, Valek.” She searched his face. 

He squeezed the bottom of her chin affectionately. They regarded each other for the last time that evening before Charlotte proceeded past him, up the stairs to her room. 

She thought about her five-year-old self against the Fairy again as she crawled into her bed, the thick volume still in her arms like a teddy. She pulled the covers around her shoulders and smiled when she thought of Valek’s attempt to cheer her up that night so many years ago—his horrifying grin. The Fairy’s long jagged teeth had been much scarier than Valek’s fangs. 

Charlotte gripped the covers tighter around her neck and squeezed her eyes closed. The image of Valek wiping the blood away from his mouth flashed in her mind. Blood, from a human just like her. 

It must have been a struggle for him to keep her there, to care for her the way he had her whole life. Valek must have fought with himself every day not to do something most horrible. She tried not to think about it—to detach herself from his victims. She wasn’t like any of them. She didn’t live life like they did. And they weren’t dying in vain. They were dying to sustain him. Her family. The one she loved. 

She wondered if he was happy. 

Rolling over, she thought of Evangeline, again. The Witch was beautiful with the brightest green eyes that popped against her bronze skin and dark hair. Nothing like Charlotte’s wild red curls and freckles. She flipped back again and blinked up at the ceiling. She could have sworn she noticed Valek’s eyes brighten when she told him about Evangeline’s plans to come and visit. 

Charlotte’s face burned as she fought with herself over the confusing feelings she’d always possessed for him. To her surprise, she felt her eyes well up with stinging tears. She squeezed the bottom of her own chin, replaying in her mind Valek’s action from earlier that evening, how platonic it felt. He would never see her as anything other than his ward. A child. 

A single tear rolled down the side of Charlotte’s face. She needed to guard these embarrassing thoughts from him at all costs. He would never understand the way she felt, much less reciprocate. 

She turned on her side again, hugging the Anatomy of Vampires book close to her chest and allowing herself to sink behind her miserable, dark secret...drifting to sleep. 
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The day was much cooler than the night before. The air was getting crisper. It wafted through her open bedroom windows, smelling of baking pies and firewood. Autumn was coming. It meant her nineteenth birthday and her most favorite time of year. 

She got dressed in a hurry and skipped to her vanity, attempting to comb through her messy tousles. Her antique brush jammed over a knot and she sighed, sneering at her reflection. Why couldn’t she have hair that behaved, like Evangeline’s? Men’s eyes always lingered when Evangeline ran her fingers through it—when she slid a lock of it between her lips. 

Charlotte grabbed for her satchel. She swung it over her shoulder and skipped to the second story landing, but Valek’s bolted bedroom caught the corner of her eye and stopped her. Its ornate, Gothic doors made it look like a mausoleum, letting no pinch of light enter between any crevices. It stared back at her from down the forbidding hallway. 

She frowned at it, feeling badly, for he had to remain trapped there during such a beautiful morning. She pushed one curl behind her ear. 

“Sleep well, Valek,” she murmured before starting again downstairs. 

Quickly, she dashed from the staircase and into the kitchen, grabbing a loaf of sourdough and a jar of marmalade from the icebox. Shoving the items into her bag next to her favorite volume, she dashed through the foyer and out the front door. 

Once outside, Charlotte sucked in the clean air, turning her face up to the warm sun. Valek warned her about her lack of vitamin D. She was kept so pale by her nocturnal life. He demanded she at least go out weekly during the daytime to stay healthy. She knew it worried him, being out on her own and beyond the reach of his protection, but she was more than capable of fending for herself. Valek taught her well how to defend against sinister things. 

A gust of wind rushed by, throwing strands of hair in her eyes, and chasing leaves across the footpath. Something else grazed her ankle, then. She found a partial edition of The Weekly Cackle. Splashed across the front page was more Regime propaganda: 

“Vampires in Berlin Consume Entire Village”, it read. It went on to describe a gruesome act about a band of alleged heathens draining an entire Occult City before burning it to the ground. Hogwash. Vampires didn’t consume anything other than human blood. By nature, they weren’t as violent as the story suggested. Most of the Undead kept to themselves and cherished their privacy. Someone was trying to strike fear in the hearts of those Magic. Angry, Charlotte tore the newsprint to pieces and tossed it back to the wind, hoping Valek wouldn’t be delivered a copy. She would need to remember to cancel their subscription. 

This was getting out of hand. It was preposterous. Vampires can’t consume the blood of anything other than a human being. It would make them ill. The Anatomy of Vampires dedicated an entire chapter to such things, but members of other Occult sects were ignorant. Elves believed any amount of gossip they heard, and Witches weren’t much better. And what was worse? They didn’t want to be educated. 

Moving past the arcades, wind sent debris skittering over the path behind Charlotte, making her jump. Valek’s worrywart tendencies used to seem ridiculous, but since the start of this hype, she found herself a little more skittish than she used to be. She wouldn’t stay out for too long. 

The streets of the Bohemian Occult City were abandoned of all but a few Elves and some non-nocturnal Shifters, creatures who looked human but were able to transform into animals. Charlotte had grown up playing with a lot of the Elven children, as they were closer to being human than any of the others. They ate normal food, though most were vegetarian, and they were mortal, except they aged slower than she did. 

Near the end of the square, next to an Elven church, across from Howler’s Tavern, there was Brouka General Store. It was the shop she found most convenient. It sold everything from fresh meats and produce to specialty potions and knick-knacks laced with psychic energy—things she might need for a night of hunting.

“Edwin?” Charlotte called to her favorite clerk, pushing through the rattling curtain of stones that rained from the front doors. Enchanted clay birds twittered around Charlotte’s head in welcome before disappearing to the wooden rafters of the shop’s ceiling. 

“H-hello there, Charlotte!” A willowy, odd-looking fellow poked his head out from behind a tall oak shelf that was covered in crystal potion bottles. “I’ll be w-with you in five m-minutes.” He went back with his rag to finish polishing. The purple stained glass of the bottle he dusted distorted his burlap face into a funny jug shape, forcing Charlotte to smile. 

Edwin was the strangest creature she’d come across while living in the Occult City. There was no one else like him—something like a living scarecrow with potato-sack skin and button eyes. 

“Take your time,” She called to him. “I’m going to browse.” Charlotte peered into cases of rotating quartz pyramids and evil eyes that blinked back at her. Baskets overflowed with every type of herb on the shelves nearest her. Rustic cabinets behind the counter held fearsome things in corked bottles labeled with crude handwriting. All sorts of lamps and pendulums hung at various levels from the ceiling, some hovering on their own and she had to be careful not to bump her head. 

On top of one counter sat lightning in a bottle, the glass jumping around over the wooden surface. Thick-looking rubber sealed the opening of the bottle, but flashes of light still zapped wildly inside. She wondered if he should have left such a thing unattended. 

It leapt again, higher, as if it was getting agitated. “Uh...Edwin?” she called, nervous, as she watched it skitter closer to the counter’s edge. 

The bottle leapt over and was caught at once by two, stitched hands. 

“Got it!” Edwin grinned at Charlotte through thick bottle-cap spectacles. “I d-don’t know why the boss even w-w-wants this on display. I don’t see how anyone would want to b-buy it. H-holds more d-d-danger than purpose, I think.” Edwin had some trouble articulating. 

She nodded. “Agreed.” She and Edwin had been acquainted recently when he began working there earlier in the summer, but it didn’t take long for them to become fast friends. 

“S-so, what can I do f-for you today?” 

Charlotte leaned her elbows on the counter and plucked up one of the dozens of generic crystal balls, turning it over in her hand. “I’m going out for the day. Have anything fresh?” She squinted at it, waiting to see something, but nothing appeared. 

Edwin leaned closer to her, whispering, “You’re c-crossing the b-b-borders again, Charlotte? Are you m-mad?” 

She nodded. 

“That is a b-bad idea. A very b-b-b-bad idea,” he started to sputter. “Bad, bad, bad!” His fists twisted in the material of his vest, a reaction when Edwin sensed danger. But Charlotte didn’t like to let his little episodes bother her. It was rare when his predictions amounted to anything. She rolled her eyes at him. “No...n-no. I don’t th-think you should...I d-don’t...” 

The lightning bottle sprung once more off the countertop, but this time, Edwin was too distracted to catch it. The glass shattered on the ground, electricity zapping, breaking the other glass bottles. Chunks of wood exploded from the cabinets. Owls and bats screeched in their cages, and Charlotte and Edwin were both knocked off their feet. 

She slowly lifted herself up and dusted off, looking around to see the once spotless store was now in utter chaos. A few of the rats had even escaped and were scurrying for a hiding spot. 

Edwin gripped the edge of what was left of the countertop and pulled himself up, as well. Charlotte laughed when he coughed out a puff of smoke, beams of electricity zipping off the ends of his spiky black hair. 

“No offense, but leaving seems a lot safer alternative than staying here with you,” she jested and put out a small flame flickering at the point of his bowtie. 

“I d-d-doubt it. It’s one thing to l-leave at night when it’s easier to h-h-hide....” Edwin wiped the soot from the material of his face. 

“Please don’t worry about me. I know how to sneak past their silly guards. And anyway, it’s because I am human they can’t sense me. Not when they’re sniffing for rogue beasts, like you!” 

“You’re n-not only putting yourself in d-d-d-danger, b-but Valek, too. He’s r-risking his throat by even k-k-keeping you here.” 

Charlotte ignored him, walking to a large barrel filled with produce and began sifting through the apples for an un-bruised one. “I’ve gotten away with living here my whole life and nothing’s happened, yet. So much commotion over nothing.” 

 “You saw th-the Cackle t-today, did you?” 

Charlotte shrugged. “What a spin! You don’t actually believe that garbage....” She was all the way on her toe, stretching so far to feel around the bottom, she almost fell in. 

Edwin hobbled behind her, wringing his hands nervously in his washrag. “N-no. I don’t. But I r-r-really think you should s-stay—“ 

Charlotte interrupted him with a squeeze of his shoulder and held two perfect apples in front of his nose. “What do I owe you?” 

Edwin scooped up a rat from the floor and mumbled something undecipherable. He waved his free hand at her as if to say she owed him nothing. 

Charlotte shoved two crowns in his palm, kissed his cheek, and skipped out of his shop. 

She made her way into the residential district where groups of Elven children were on their way to school. Bouts of their laughter sparkled over excitable conversation. One kicked an odd-looking leather ball to a member of another clique. She recognized a few of her old friends and waved, missing simpler times when they used to play together. There hadn’t been much free time since she’d gained more responsibility. Her hunting errands kept her preoccupied when her studies didn’t. She sighed. 

One of the Elven boys called out from a large group, “Charlotte!” 

Her face heated. Aiden Price, a woodland Elf with feathered, auburn hair and bright green eyes smiled at her as he waved on his friends and ran to meet her at the other side of the road. She’d kept her schoolgirl crush between herself and her sketchbook since she was thirteen. The sight of him still made her heart beat a little quicker. 

“Morning!” His eyes gleamed as he lifted her a few feet off the ground in an enormous hug. He’d been her very best friend until she stopped coming around as often as she used to. 

“Aiden! When did you get back?” He’d been off training at some fancy Elven prep academy in the mountains for the summer. Charlotte found it odd. His family didn’t seem the sort to afford such lavish things. 

“Yesterday. Out in broad daylight, huh?”

She giggled nervously. “Yeah. Imagine me acting normal for a change.”

“Nothing about you was ever normal.”

Her heart swelled in her throat. “How’s Mum?” Charlotte asked, changing the subject. Meredith Price, Aiden’s mother, had been her caretaker when she was too little to care for herself and when Valek wasn’t...able.

“She’s well, thanks. And Valek?” He adjusted the books slipping in his arms.

“He’s been busy. Patients and things.” She lied, but wasn’t sure why.

“Good to hear.”

An awkward pause settled over them. Their hours of once deep conversation had been reduced to meaningless small talk, now, and she hated it. She chewed her lower lip, rocking back on her heels. 

“Hey, hero! We’re already late!” One of the other Elves called for him. Charlotte exhaled, relieved, and also a little sad. 

“I should be getting off to studies. You’re so lucky you had Valek growing up,” he laughed. “No professors.” 

“Right! Valek is just a strict as any instructor of yours!” She rolled her eyes. When Aiden chuckled and tucked a stray curl behind one of her ears, she gulped. 

The others in Aiden’s group began walking again, without him. Noticing, he said, “It was nice seeing you, finally. You waited too long.” 

“You too.” Her stomach flipped. 

“Let me know the next time you decide to be normal. Maybe we can meet up at Howler’s or something,” he offered as he started to walk backward to catch up with his friends. 

“Sure thing!” She held her breath and willed her heartbeat to slow. With one last wave, she made her way in the opposite direction. 

The canopied pathway extending past the berg of homes remained dark in spite of the bright day. Charlotte lifted her gaze to the overgrowth of mangled vines and branches blocking out the light. The tunnel seemed such a void, the sound of birds singing wasn’t even present, like it would be in a normal forest. 

Traveling this pathway during the dark hours for Valek was much scarier, though. At night it was impossible to see through the blackness between the trees and bushes. If Charlotte really were being followed the night before, she’d never know it until whomever it was caught up with her. By then, it would have been too late. She shivered. 

The roads leading beyond the Occult City were stark and abandoned. None of the creatures ever dared to cross the borders anymore, which made her feel a little rebellious. The inhabitants were too afraid even to travel to the other secret cities since the Lord Wizard Vladislov had smothered his people with so many new regulations. 

She crossed under the old iron gate, looking around to ensure there were no prying Lycan eyes. The gates disguised the outer edges of the Occult City to look like a long-forgotten cemetery. That was the pretense, anyway, with the seemingly ancient, unmarked tombstones plotted over the unkempt field. Even if a normal human being did stumble upon this gate, it was a long way past the tombs and mausoleums, through the forested, canopied path to her village. And the minute another human crossed the borders was the minute they were Valek’s supper, though it was rare. 

Charlotte adjusted the satchel strap over her shoulder as she walked down the dirt road, passing fields of wildflowers and crops. 

A glorious, August sun gleamed down, causing her entire world to explode with brilliant colors, contrasting those of her normal muted night. Her eyes stung for how bright it was, but she reveled in it. 

There were a few farmers harvesting in one of the fields and they offered polite nods as she passed. She smiled back, but dared not utter a single word. It was always best to remain as invisible as possible. Draw no attention. That was another one of Valek’s rules. 

A little ways down the road, a small car puttered past her as the people inside smiled at the day outside. A family outing. Charlotte looked down at the dirt as she walked and thought of Valek again. 

She often thought about what it would be like to be normal—to have gone to school with kids her age, to have parents. But every time she pictured the usual mortal life, she saw a life without Valek and instantly realized it wasn’t worth it. He was everything to her, but he could never know. 

Warmth soaked through Charlotte’s white cotton dress. It had been more than a week since her last day spent in the sun and it was nice to feel it on her skin. Her world always seemed to be too cool and quiet. She didn’t complain, but a change was nice now and then. 

A familiar fork in the road surfaced as she crossed beyond a small hill. It was a spot where the road rambled all the way to Prague, and a rickety wooden sign pointed solemnly toward a clump of trees. It was rather unassuming, but it was the beginning of another dense forest, home to the most peaceful place Charlotte could think of. 

She peered around again, making sure there were no followers, and submerged into the thick blades of grass and cornstalks that grew all the way to the top of her head. Swimming through a sea of overwhelming green, she came out on the other side into a clearing, where the grass ended and the woods began.

She’d made this trek periodically since she was around ten or so. The trail remained marked by the pieces of red ribbon she’d used to indicate her way the first time, afraid of getting lost and not finding her way back. The enduring ribbons hung frayed and discolored among the winding twigs. This trail was still hers. 

She grabbed onto the low-growing branches to steady herself over the boulders and surprising dips in the earth. It wasn’t so much a clear path as it was a winding maze of forest. Stealth was key. But there was no threat—she knew the place too well and quickly found the familiar break in the overgrowth. 

Water surged down a boulder covered in green and brown moss as it hovered, the shape of a bell and the size of a small hut, over a pond that was just the right size to be her secret hideaway. The boulder hadn’t moved from its impossible place in the air, creating a sort of covered shower as the water plummeted in a wide circle at the center of the pond’s surface. On one side of the pond, a small crag rolled up and into deeper parts of the woods. But Charlotte liked her usual place and found it over a flattened rock face that protruded a few meters over the water’s edge. 

She settled her satchel first. Removing a knit blanket she’d taken from her room, she spread it wide before she sat and slid off her shoes, slipping her feet into the cool water. Deep from her bag, she found one of the apples and bit into its ruby skin. The juices exploded over her lips and dripped in rivulets down her chin and through her fingers. 

The pinewood was a symphony, that day. The breeze through the nooks of rocks and branches were the woodwinds, the birdsong high in the canopy, the strings, and the water plummeting into the pond, the percussion. Charlotte listened, content, as she took another bite of her apple and swung her feet around, creating little ripples in the water. 

Muggy warmth entrapped under the forest canopy made her eyes heavy. Suddenly tired, she looked at her watch. It was only one o’clock. There was no way she could allow herself to fall asleep. There was too much potential to be caught by some wandering human or rogue monster. An enormous yawn sprung from her in objection and she leaned back against a tree trunk. The heat and the lullaby of the forest made napping seem even more appealing by the minute. She stretched her arms wide. Unable to resist any longer, her eyes began to close. 

It seemed like only a few minutes. Sounds of birds and the trickling water ebbed in and out as sleep threatened to invade.

A low, booming thunder jolted her and Charlotte opened her eyes to find her golden sun, gone, replaced by big, ominous storm clouds. So much for her afternoon. She normally went swimming and drew pictures of birds and other daytime animals to take home and show Valek. However, if she were smart, she would begin her journey home now. 

As if on cue, one raindrop splattered on the rock face beside her. And then another. Another. The sky opened up before she had the chance to pack her things away. Rain cascaded down on the clearing, pouring new life over the forest. She lifted her face, the cool water sliding down her eyelids. It smelled like earth. It soaked through her dress, straightening the curls in her hair. It kissed her lips, still sticky with the apple juice. 

Charlotte decided it didn’t matter if she went home then, or not. She was already drenched to the bone. Looking around once more to keep sure she was still alone, she peeled the dress away from her body and jumped into the cool water, sinking to the pebbles at the bottom. Rising to the surface, she floated for a long while, the cold rain continuing to pour over her. She smiled. For the first time in a long while, she felt completely careless. That was...until he showed up. 

“Charlotte?” The familiar voice called her name from the rock face. “What are you doing?” He chortled. 

Aiden. 

Her eyelids snapped open. She screeched and dove under the water, scrambling to cover herself. How did he find her? 

Charlotte glared at him with only the top of her head peeking out from the pond surface as he continued to laugh, stopping to leer at her some more. 

“What are you doing here? I thought you were supposed to be in school!” 

“It’s three o’clock in the afternoon. You should see your face! What would Valek think if he knew you were out here showing yourself off to the woods?” He bent in half. 

She growled and smacked her hand down on the water. He flinched away from the splash. 

“Go home!” she yelled, her eyes watering. She must have fallen asleep longer than she thought. 

His face fell, his laughter subsiding. “Listen, I’m sorry, all right?” he offered, holding out her wet cotton dress. “I know this is where you usually go when you’re on your own. I had no idea—“ 

She grabbed at her dress, stopping him. It wouldn’t do much to cover her now that it was drenched. He held his hand to her to help her from the pond, his autumn hair falling into his smug face. 

“Don’t look!”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

He covered his eyes with his other hand as he pulled her up from the water.

“Turn around!” she demanded.

He held both hands in the air in pseudo-surrender as he turned away.

Charlotte made incoherent sounds of frustration as she struggled to pull her dress over herself again. “Now, how did you find me?” She glared at him with her arms folded over her chest. 

Aiden turned to her again. With a devilish smile, he held up one of her red ribbons. “I wanted to see you,” he admitted and glanced at the clouds that were now dissipating, allowing the sun to peek through again. 

She scowled at the ground, face burning. “I should be getting home. You shouldn’t stay here, either. If they found out you left—“ 

“I don’t care about that.” He batted his hand.

“You need to go back now. I mean it.”

“Only if you come with me. It will be safer that way.”

She rolled her eyes. Grabbing for her satchel, she began walking. She could only imagine the thoughts running through Aiden’s head. This was definitely one of those moments she wished she had fangs. 

He caught up with her. “Come on, Charlotte,” he begged. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you.” 

She couldn’t stand the chagrin that singed in her cheeks. She traipsed back through the woods, but he kept up. 

“Wait. Can’t we walk together?”

“Or you could follow me. Seems you’re quite good at it.”

“I told you. I wanted to see you. Some girls would take that as a compliment.”

Charlotte rolled her eyes at him. “I really need to get home. You can do what you want.”

“Why? Isn’t your Vampire still dead...or...sleeping, I meant.” Aiden cleared his throat.

Charlotte frowned and she noticed the Elf fall back a step, turning a shade of pink. 

He’d misspoken. Even though they both knew Valek always woke again in the evenings, it was still difficult for Charlotte to imagine he was, indeed, dead, at the moment. 

“He is. But I have some work I need to finish before he wakes up,” she said. “At any rate, he is not my Vampire.” 

“That’s right. You’re his human. It hardly seems right that he enslaves you to do his dirty work.” 

“I don’t think that is any of your concern, Aiden.” She stopped to scowl at him.

“Fine,” he huffed and started to move a little faster, storming ahead of her.

Charlotte frowned. Her conscience kicked her in the rear and she called after him, “Maybe we can hang out some other time. You know, when you can’t see my chest through my clothes?” 

He stopped, a crooked smile spreading across his face, so smug and yet still so charming. “Sounds like a plan.” He chuckled. “Can I at least give you a ride home?” 

Charlotte lifted an eyebrow. “Do you intend to get down on all fours?”

“Would you like that?”

Charlotte shoved him. He sniggered before grabbing her wrist, leading her through the trees and gestured to a large brown mare grazing in the grass.

“She’s beautiful. How could you ever afford to own such a fine horse?”

Aiden shrugged but didn’t look at her. “I promise it will be faster than walking.” 

Before Charlotte had the chance to refuse, Aiden was tugging her by the hand toward the horse. Stepping up on one of the stirrups, he mounted easily and held out his strong forearm to her, offering to pull her up. She looked at him and then at the massive ton-heavy animal. 

“Valek wouldn’t like it,” she muttered. 

“Valek isn’t here.” His smile made the corners of his eyes crinkle. “It’s safe. I’ve got you.” He patted the horse’s rump. 

Aiden was a hard person to resist. Those dimples and the shine in his eyes were rather persuasive. She pursed her lips and reluctantly took his hand and he yanked her up behind him without much effort. 

“Hold on tight.” He grabbed the reins and nudged the horse into a trot. Charlotte lurched forward, unsteady, and wrapped her arms around Aiden’s waist. “Alright, back there?”

“Shut up.” 

He dug the heels of his boots into the animal’s rear and they picked up speed. They seemed to fly more swiftly than any other horse possibly could, bursting from the field onto the country road, like a bullet. 

Wind rushed through Charlotte’s hair, whipping her curls dry. Combing those tangles out later would not be fun. “Can’t we go just a little slower?” she called. 

“This is slower!” 

Aiden’s stomach muscles tensed beneath her fingers as he leaned forward, forcing the animal to move faster beneath them. Hooves kicked up dirt as the sun and wind dried Charlotte’s clothes. They raced past the farmer’s fields and the hills with the wildflowers. The speed paired with the heat of the waning summer was like a drug, and Charlotte burst out laughing. 

“What is it?” Aiden shouted over the wind.

“I can’t believe you were stalking me!”

He grumbled something in response, but it was indecipherable under the rush in her ears.

When they reached the cemetery gates, the horse slowed to a trot. Sunrays disappeared behind more clumps of gray clouds gathering again. Overcast created a gloomy veil around the false graveyard. Charlotte stayed with her arms wrapped around Aiden, her skin prickling. 

“You shouldn’t sneak out anymore. Edwin told me the Regime is keeping a closer eye on the borders,” she warned. 

“Did he now? You’re breaking a more important law by even living here. Did he tell you that?” 

“He made some sort of a comment like that.” It was amazing, in all of her years living in the Occult City, she successfully crossed the borders each night undetected. Something was very odd about that, she thought. Valek could have been killed for smuggling and rebellion against the Regime. Rumors of Occult people being arrested for breaking Law One were surfacing all over now. “I suppose I should be more careful,” she admitted. 

With the exception of the horse’s hooves crunching in the leaves, there was an eerie watchful silence among the tombstones. Even though she knew the graves weren’t real, Charlotte hugged a little tighter to the Elf. 

“What? Are you afraid?” He asked, amused.

“Of what?” She sneered. “Monsters?”

They both laughed nervously. 

A branch snapped nearby, spooking the horse. She moved a little to the side and Aiden patted her on the neck. “Easy,” he whispered. 

“What was that?” 

“Just enchantments playing tricks on us...I think. You know, there are spells around this place designed to keep the likes of your kind out.” 

“They’re going to need a lot more than just some silly hexes.” 

They reached the part of the path where the trees started to grow over each other in a branched black hole that made Charlotte feel like she was entering a new realm. Branches grew high above, lacing like gnarled fingers, painting dark shadows over the dirt path. As they went, a ghostly melody echoed around their heads, so distant and dreamlike, Charlotte questioned if it was really there at all. 

“Hear that?” Aiden murmured, confirming.

“Sirens.”

A soft wind blew Charlotte’s hair into her face. She shivered as she thought of the horrible, haunting women who hid on the edges of rivers with lower parts like fish, feeding on the flesh of virgins. 

Crack! 

The horse whinnied, bolting into another brisk gallop. Charlotte’s heart slid into her throat. 

Aiden tugged at the horse’s reins, trying to calm her, but the animal raced on. “Slow, girl!” He yanked harder but his command went unheeded. 

The forest whizzed past. It was impossible to search beyond the blurs of greens and browns for what spooked her. 

“What’s happening?” Charlotte hugged tighter, trying desperately not to get thrown off. 

“I have no idea! This has never happened before!” 

The world pulsed by, the wind like hornets, angry in her ears. A dark blur darted through the trees, then, flying faster than the horse. It gained, disappearing for a moment into dense foliage before bursting onto the path, leaves exploding out around it. 

A Lycan. 

The horse reared, an anguished whinny ripping from behind the foamy reins in its mouth. Charlotte tumbled into the dirt, landing on her stomach. She heard growling. The world tilted and spun as she fought to right herself. The Lycan had been stalking them from the time they crossed the gates. It stared back at her with horrible, coal-colored eyes. 

“Aiden, do something,” she squeaked. 

“Like what?” Aiden tried his best to control the bucking horse, his grip iron-tight on the reins. He wasn’t about to be helpful. 

Late afternoon light filtered down between branches, throwing a spotlight on the Wolf. Charlotte’s whistle wouldn’t have helped, even if she’d remembered it. 

Soft, taunting growls threatened them. Saliva oozed from his gums, dripping into the cracks in the dirt from the tips of his fangs. His eyes were locked with Charlotte as she slowly stood over quivering knees. One of her ankles throbbed, but she didn’t dare shift her gaze. Fingers reaching into her satchel, she found the loaf of bread and tossed it forward before the beast’s nose. It went ignored. The snarling grew louder. 

“Ch-Charlotte,” Aiden whispered. “Your leg....”

She realized what he meant when she felt a familiar sting dart up to her knee. Blood. The Wolf crouched deep, preparing to lunge. He let out one last deadly growl before leaping into the air.

She screeched and swung her satchel at the animal’s head, slamming it into his jaw with a crunch. The impact was hard enough to knock him back to the dirt. A red ribbon of blood seeped from midnight fur as he lay there, whimpering and twitching, fighting with himself to get up again. 

Charlotte didn’t have time to think before one, large hand grabbed her shoulder, tearing her from where she stood. Aiden threw her back on the horse, in front of him, this time. Whipping the reins, the horse bolted down the trail toward home, leaving the Lycan fighting for its life in the dirt. 

Jutting out from her satchel was the bloodstained cover of The Anatomy of Vampires. She looked to see the crumpled silhouette get up and scamper clumsily back into the woods. Her stomach rolled. Something told her he’d return. 

One thing she was sure of—she and Valek were in a lot of trouble. 
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“I will not let you go into a Vampire’s house with your leg looking like that!” Aiden howled as Charlotte tried desperately to wriggle out of the grasp he had on her arm. But his fist constricted, pulling her in the opposite direction of her house.

“I want to go home now, Aiden!” There was no time to argue. There was no telling how long it would take for that Lycan guard to report back to a member of the Regime about what he’d seen. She had to warn Valek. They had to leave.

“No! It’s too dangerous!” he continued.

The two had locked the spooked horse away in the town’s stable and were now having this discord in the middle of a busy street. Spooks entered several taverns opening for the night. In the distance, she could see Ludo setting up his stand for business. 

“Valek is not going to hurt me. It’ll be fine by the time he wakes up. Let me go!” she insisted, struggling harder. 

“You don’t know that!” 

“Yes, I do! I know him better than you do!” She hoped observers about the square would hear their argument. She wanted to embarrass Aiden enough to make him give up. 

“I’ll haul you over my shoulder if I have to,” he threatened. 

Hearing a sniffle, she stopped and sneered at him in disgust. “Why are you crying?” 

“I’m not crying.” He quickly wiped his face with his sleeve.

“You’re such a baby. I’ve never seen Valek cry. I’m going home.” She started to tug away again, but he did as promised and threw her over his shoulder. “What do you think you’re doing?” She shrieked. “Let me down this instant!” She kicked and pounded on his back with her fists as he marched toward his own house. Some nearby merchants, at last, stopped and stared. 

“At least let Mum fix you up before you go rushing off.” He kept a calm and even stride, remaining unaffected by her tantrum. 

Aiden made it clear he didn’t trust Valek. When his mother was the one caring for her, Aiden had been there. They’d grown up together, but even with so much time spent around her household, his perception of Valek had always been sour. 

Charlotte grew tired in her struggle and let her body go limp as he transported her through the streets of the Occult City’s residential district. 

Evening was on the horizon. Lights from within each little cottage blinked on, silver pillars of spoke puffing out from the forest of chimneystacks. 

They reached the wooden gate surrounding his home on the outskirts of the quarter. Various picks of wildflowers and shrubs grew unkempt over the garden wall while sunflowers towered near the windows. Aiden carried her up the steps as they creaked under his weight, and pushed through the front door. 

The kitchen was hazy and steeped with scents of cabbage and steamed carrots. A stout woman stirred something in a large brass pot over a potbelly stove, her tawny hair and soft green eyes matching Aiden’s. 

“Mum! We need your help!” Aiden bellowed. 

Meredith Price stopped when she saw her son, panic-stricken in the doorway, Charlotte draped over his back like a hunting trophy. 

“Oh, Aiden! What on earth happened, dear?” She dropped her great spoon and rushed over, her frame jiggling. 

Charlotte squirmed to peer around Aiden’s shoulder. “Hello, Mrs. Price. Nice to see you.” She smiled politely at her through her angry grit, digging her nails into Aiden’s back. 

Aiden yelped and let her down. “Charlotte’s hurt,” he admitted, rubbing where she’d pinched him. 

“Settle down. Let me have a look.” Meredith said and gasped at the sight of the gash in Charlotte’s leg. Her narrowed glare slid up to Aiden. “Do I want to know what happened?” 

“Aiden’s horse chucked me off after he promised it would be safe.” Charlotte folded her arms and looked to see Aiden’s face fall. 

He looked with eyes as wide as moons at his mother. 

“Aiden S. Price....” Meredith’s voice grew. “I told you never to take those horses out of the town stable! Those are for when you are working! And where could you have possibly been going on a horse, anyway?” 

“Thanks, Charlotte,” Aiden groaned. 

Realization washed over Meredith, her jaw falling open. “You left the city, didn’t ya?” she shouted, wagging her finger in his face. “It’s dangerous! Don’t you understand? What would your father say?” 

“Har har! Aiden got in trouble!” One of his many younger siblings teased. The little boy with blonde curls stuck his tongue out at him from where he stood in the hall entry before dashing off to a different part of the house. Aiden grumbled. 

“It was my fault, Mrs. Price. I’m the one who left this morning. He only came looking for me,” Charlotte confessed. 

Meredith dismissed her, batting her hand. The look she exchanged with Aiden heated, some different emotion fused with worry. 

Silence dropped over the room. It made Charlotte’s stomach twist. “I should be getting home,” she said, shifting off her wounded leg. 

Meredith wrung her hands in her apron and gazed up at an antique timepiece over the stove. “Five o’clock,” she muttered. “Best come with me, dear girl. We’ve got just enough time to get you cleaned up and sent home without Valek ever knowing what happened.” She waved for Charlotte to follow into the den. Aiden trailed behind. 

Their den was a simple, warm room with a few bookshelves, enormous sunken armchairs, and an old radio against the wall. An open window let vines of ivy reach across the sill and down over the floorboards. Another one of Aiden’s siblings played with a rag doll in the center of a woven area rug. 

“Excuse us, Molly. We have to get Charlotte cleaned up. Can you take that into the other room?” Meredith waited expectantly. 

Molly Price must have been around eight or nine with blonde pigtails that grew all the way to her knees. Her eyes, bright and blue, sparkled when she saw her brother. 

“Hi, Aiden!” the little Elf chirped, dashing to hug him. 

Charlotte saw how she warmed him. He knelt down on his knees and wiped a smudge of dirt from her cheek with his thumb. “That’s a very pretty doll, Molly,” he whispered. 

“I’ve missed you, Aiden.” She pecked him on the cheek and skipped out. 

“All right, dear. Sit tight a moment while I grab the medical box.” Meredith bounced out of the room, too.

Aiden sat next to Charlotte on the couch. “Are you all right?”

She nodded. “Are you?”

“I’m sorry. I almost let you die back there.”

“We were both frightened.” She shrugged. “I’m fine.” Valek would have crushed   the animal in the blink of an eye, she thought bitterly.

Aiden sighed. “Can you not mention the Lycan to Mum?”

Charlotte giggled at him. “Mum’s the word.” She always found his Gaelic accent charming. The Price’s had once belonged to an Occult City in Ireland. Aiden told her his father’s work forced them to relocate to the Czech Republic. 

Meredith toddled back into the room cradling a large wooden box, overflowing with glass bottles and green herbs. She set it on the floor, removing a pummel and a ceramic bowl. Charlotte watched as she plucked several different kinds of leaves and began to crush them into a fine paste. 

“This will have you fixed up in no time.” 

“What is that?” Charlotte wrinkled her nose at the tart smell filling the room. 

“A recipe that’s been in our family for generations.” She continued to work, handing Charlotte a wet rag. 

“Thanks.” She started mopping up the dried blood from her leg. 

Aiden’s mother started to apply the green mush onto the wound. “This will stop any stinging or aching you might feel, and it’ll completely disperse the smell of blood. You know...just in case.” Her smile was tight, her eyes beady, as she winked up at Charlotte and finished the remedy. 

“What do you mean?” But she knew exactly what she meant and her heart sank. Charlotte frowned at her, stung by the borderline prejudiced comment. 

“You know we all trust Valek with out lives, but you can never be too careful. He is a Vampire,” she muttered as she started to wrap Charlotte’s leg in white gauze. 

“Valek would never hurt me.” She became flustered, her pulse pounding harder. 

“I mean no harm, love.” Meredith chirped on the defence. “It’s just...very easy for someone like him to lose control. I can recall one night, when you were very small....” She trailed off, her eyes going distant. Charlotte frowned. “When you were still young, I had to bring him mortals, as you do now, for fear he would...would give in at a moment of weakness.” Her smile was sad and kind. She patted Charlotte on the knee. 

Her chest tightened. She didn’t reply. Nothing so judgmental about Valek had ever come out of Mrs. Price before. She’d known him for such a long time. How could she believe he’d be a danger in any way? Valek was good. He had instincts, but he was good. Wasn’t he? 

She forced a smile at Meredith when she’d finished with the dressing. “Thank you.” 

“Not a problem. You need to take this off right when you get home. Can you remember that?” 

Charlotte nodded. 

She bid Aiden and his mother a quick good night and set off down the road toward home, at last. The sun was far in the west now, the light swirling fusions of red and gold. It would only be minutes before it would dip completely behind the mountains and the moon would come and paint the clouds in hues of purple. 

Charlotte hurried into the noisy town square. Dusk was when it was busiest. Elves and Imps were wrapping up their day shifts in the herb shops and pharmacies. Couplings of them skipped off in different directions to their respective homes and families, while Witches and other nocturnal creatures arrived for another night at the taverns. Charlotte flicked a coin onto the street near a self-playing fiddle. Whoever had enchanted the thing would surely appreciate her contribution. 

She skipped up on her heels over the footpath and back up to her large home. It was still dark inside. Quiet. Evidence of a long day’s rest still lingered in every room. She hung her bag on the coat rack by the door, bypassed the library, and crept up the stairs to her bedroom. It wasn’t that she had to be quiet. Valek wouldn’t be startled awake by any noise she’d make, but it felt respectful. 

The window in her room was left open, a soft early-evening breeze making the translucent curtains billow inward. They reminded her of dancing spirits. Her bedroom was white and delicate with soft accents of light yellow—a room in a doll’s house. Valek had done it up for her. It was how he imagined her. His doll. 

A heart as soft as his could never belong to the sort of monster Meredith or the newspapers depicted. 

Charlotte peeled off the white dress, which had mostly dried. She removed her shoes, also damp, and replaced them with a dress done in black lace that fell just above her knees. She sat on the edge of her bed. 

It was the way Valek liked her to dress. Delicate. Feminine. Most of the time she couldn’t—not when she came back from hunting, sweaty and caked with mud. It was hard to miss the way Evangeline’s friends goggled at her the night before, whispered things and giggled. She’d be lying if she said it didn’t bother her. But a mortal like Charlotte could never be as pretty. There weren’t enough potions in all of Bohemia. 

What was Valek going to say about what happened today? They needed a plan to leave before officials had a chance to come knocking. She stared at the floor as Meredith’s words echoed in her head: You can never be too careful. 

“Oh!” She’d almost forgotten the bandage. She leaned over and slowly unwrapped the dressing to reveal a completely normal, unscathed leg. It felt as though she’d never gotten hurt. It wasn’t even sore when she pressed it. Despite her misguided jabs at Valek that evening, Meredith was truly a gifted healer. 

A faint buzz sounded from the other side of the room. Charlotte looked up to see something small and gold glimmering faintly on her windowsill. A lightning bug had found a place to rest, it’s abdomen blinking in rhythm. Funny. It was rather late in the year for lightning bugs. She squinted at it, considering something. 

Careful not to scare it, she reached for a small glass jar, filled with graphite and color pencils, on her bedside table. As delicately as possible, she dumped them out over her bed and moved the glass over the tiny, twinkling body, until she was confident enough to lower the mouth and trap it. 

The little fly buzzed around inside, clinking against the sides of the glass in its pathetic effort to escape. Charlotte slid her hand underneath and turned the jar right side up to peer inside. The little thing continued its feverish flying. She fumbled about the drawer for the jar lid. 

“There,” she said when she secured it closed. “Valek will like you, I think.” You’re like a tiny piece of the sun.” She smiled and set the jar back on the table. The lighting bug continued panicking, clinking against the barriers of its prison. “Oh, don’t fret! I’ll let you out later.” 

Charlotte collapsed backward, glancing at the clock: Six in the evening. Time seemed to be moving at a snail’s pace as her mind spun with too many thoughts. All she wanted was for Valek to wake up so she could run into his arms, to warn him of the Lycan and of Meredith’s harsh words. 

She thought of him, cold and un-breathing, locked away in his crypt of a bedroom. She thought of the next chapter of The Anatomy of Vampires. The pages describing daily Vampire deaths held graphic illustrations of decomposing monsters. Streams of warm sunlight were depicted as poisonous rays—the punishment for eternal damnation by God, it said. 

Meredith’s voice reverberated in her head again. “It’s just...very easy for someone like him to lose control.” 

There had never been any instances when Valek hadn’t been in full control of himself—none that Charlotte could remember. Why was their world suddenly turning on the Vampire kind? Why were Occult people suddenly leery of the man who’d only ever offered to heal and help? 

And while she’d been there to love him for the past eighteen years, why was Valek still so alone? 

Charlotte rose from the bed, deciding to do something she hadn’t ever dared to do before. The older she got, the more difficult it became to ignore the emotions thundering inside of her. Valek wasn’t alone. He needed to understand that. She wanted him to see her—really see her as more than just his ward, or his “doll”, or however he imagined her. 

She hesitated, for the rules of the house had been made simple: keep away during feedings, do not enter Valek’s bedroom during the daylight hours. But she wasn’t a child anymore. Was this side of him so awful he felt the need to hide it from her—the only one in the world who wanted to understand? 

The image of Valek wiping the blood away from his mouth the evening prior flashed through her mind. Rather than frighten her, the memory, instead, caused this odd warmth to spread through her center and made her pulse flutter. 

Grabbing the lightning bug off her nightstand, Charlotte decided to wait no longer and slid into the hallway. 

She moved almost silently, a trait she picked up after so many years of living with a Vampire. He’d taught her a lot, she reckoned as she crept closer to his bedroom doors. The large windows to her right painted long shafts of sunset across the dark, dusty hallway floor. His entry was shut tight against the world, steeped in shadow. 

She pressed her ear against the cool wood and heard nothing but the hollow echo of an empty room behind it. Her heart thudded in her throat as she braced herself for what awaited her on the other side. 

Sucking in a deep breath, she turned the handle, cracking open the left door and peered inside. She strained to see into the heavy darkness. Black, velvet drapes shut the sunlight out from every window. But a thin string of orange light filtered in from where she stood, reaching all the way to the foot of his bed. Charlotte gasped and pushed herself inside, quickly closing the door behind her, afraid of what might happen if that beam were to touch his skin. 

The room’s atmosphere was grave-like, the air stagnant and chilled with the presence of death. Her eyes could not adjust to the depth of the blackness. Holding up the little buzzing beacon, still captive in the jar, she found it was no aid at all to her vision. 

This was stupid. She knew she’d get in trouble, but she persisted in sneaking slowly to his bedside. What did she expect to accomplish from seeing him this way? At last, she saw his dark figure in the center of the mattress. Her hair on the back of her neck bristled as she leaned over his long corpse. 

Valek lay there, a shell of the elegant and ancient man she knew. His arms, bones with a thin layer of skin, were draped gracefully over his chest. His hair, now gray and bristled, lay neatly on the pillow around his sunken skull. Charlotte’s eyes widened as she examined him closer, her quivering hands hovering over his body. She wanted to touch him, but he looked delicate enough to shatter. His eyes did not open when she traced them with her fingertips. It seemed like they never would again. He was nothing but withered remains, merely glamorized by the magic of moonlight. All at once, the Dark Gift, which had been so fascinating to her, seemed but a mere illusion. 

“Valek...” she faltered. “Can you hear me?” Of course, there was no response. A single cool tear slid down her cheek. 

So, this was why he never wanted her there—why her strong guardian never cared to burden her with the most gruesome parts of his existence. He didn’t want to ever let her see him this way, because he must have known how sad it would make her. He’d been right. Bitterness bubbled in her chest when she thought again about how lonely it must be to die every day, not allowing anyone to be at his side when he did. If he let someone close enough to comfort him, maybe the process wouldn’t be as painful. He would always wake up, Charlotte reminded herself to keep from sobbing. She batted away more rolling tears. 

Valek, who had found and rescued her from a life of abandonment, was neither man nor monster. 

Thunder whispered to her from miles away. Soft rain patters began across the roof. She set the glimmering jar on Valek’s nightstand and pulled one knee up onto the bed. The other. She touched his arm, careful. He felt colder even than normal. Charlotte stroked his hair, long and silken during the hours of night, now brittle. She lay next to him. 

Charlotte rested her cheek on his chest, so hollow and empty. The rotting stench of his deathly flesh permeated the area around her, but she didn’t care. More tears fell as she listened to the rain pound heavier above them and wondered if he could somehow feel her there next to him. She thought of his soul—if it went anywhere when he died, even for those few hours. 

A sob broke from her, at last. Her fist wound in the material of his jacket. The sound of the storm began to fade in her mind, and in moments, she, too, drifted. 
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White curtains flailed around, violent in gusts of wind and rain invading though Charlotte’s open window. She leapt from her bed and forced the pane closed against the storm. Panting, her gaze dashed wildly about her sunny walls. They seemed stark and weird against the much darker memories of the home’s master quarters.

Where were Valek and his somber room? How did she wind up back in her own bed? 

Metallic song from the German cuckoo clock on the wall startled her, the little ceramic figures beginning to dance and twirl. Ten o’clock? How could she have slept so long? 

Frantically, she pulled on her boots and hurried out into the hall. She wondered how much trouble she’d gotten herself into. Standing at the very top of the stairs, hands clasped under her chin, she listened hard. 

There was no stirring from the office. No sounds of doors closing, or the shuffling of papers. She wondered if Valek was even home at all. 

Slowly, she descended, her hand trailing along the polished banister, trying her hardest to keep her steps quiet. 

“Charlotte?” Valek’s voice lingered threateningly from the library threshold. She froze on the third to last step, goose bumps bristling up her arms. “Can I see you in here, please?” His tone struck her like warm poison. 

She made her way to the library door; stopping short when she saw him perched on the arm of his favorite garnet-colored armchair. Flames crackled in the fireplace in front of him, creating threatening ember reflections in his crystalline eyes. She swallowed thickly, never recalling a previous moment when she’d been as afraid of him. But it wasn’t his fangs or thirst she was in danger of. It was his rejection.

Rejection was worse. 

Valek stood, lacing his claws together. His face was strained, as if he was preparing himself. 

“S-sorry. It’s late. You must be dying with hunger. I’m leaving now.” She spun on her heel. 

“I think you know that is not what I wish to speak to you about.” His words halted her. “Please.” He gestured for her to have a seat in his chair. 

Biting her lower lip a little too hard, Charlotte turned and went to sit down. “I’m sorry for coming into your room, but when I came home I—”

“Please!” he barked with his claws near his ears. “Your thoughts are so loud, I can hardly hear myself think!”

“You know I hate when you listen to my mind....”

Valek held up the small glass jar, which had once held the glittering lightning bug. 

Charlotte saw the fly had become nothing but a brown carcass crumpled at the bottom. 

“What is this?” His tone remained low and even—the warning hiss of a cobra before a strike. 

“It m-must have died.” She winced, her fingers winding in knots in her skirt. “I thought you’d like a little piece of the sun.” 

Valek’s face contorted with rage as he hurled the jar into the fire, smashing it against the bricks and wood. Flames roared to life as they flicked over the broken glass fragments and consumed the bug inside. Charlotte recoiled. 

“You are not allowed in my chamber!” He bellowed. “You know that, Charlotte.” Her heart sank when he used her full name instead of the much more endearing “Lottie” he normally liked to call her.

“I don’t know what made me do it,” she muttered, fighting back tears. 

He approached her. “I do not impose rules lightly. I am only trying to protect you!” 

He stopped just before where she sat, his stance broad and erect, arms folded.

“Protect me from what?” Blood boiled in Charlotte’s cheeks as she launched herself to stand in front of him. “Why do you have to be alone? Why do you have to do that to yourself?”

“I have endured for decades. Every single morning, I die....” His glare pierced her. “It no longer affects me as it used to. I don’t like it either, but this is my affliction to carry, not yours!”

Her frustration built. “No one should have to die alone!”

“I will not subject you to something so traumatic!” he roared. 

Charlotte quaked in his shadow. He had never yelled at her before. She forced her gaze down at the tears splashing on the floor between her feet.

“And why did you leave the city borders today? I told you, it is dangerous!” He splayed his arms wide. “And now we have a mess to settle, don’t we?”

“Stay out of my head!” The salty taste of tears drowned the back of her throat. “Besides, you make me cross those borders every single night to do what you are unable so you won’t kill me!” She jabbed a finger at him. “I don’t see how the amount of danger you put me in is any less significant!” 

Valek shuddered. 

Charlotte realized she’d gone too far. She could have said anything to him. She could have called him any name in any number of languages, and it still wouldn’t have hurt him as much as accusing him of wanting to hurt her. 

“If you fear me so much, then I grant you freedom. All you must do is say the word,” he whispered. 

Charlotte’s mouth fell open. How could he say such a thing? The emotions rolled from her like a tidal wave. 

“You should have just left me in the gutters the night you found me. Did it ever cross your mind that maybe my parents put me there for a reason? Maybe they were coming back for me!” She regretted everything spewing from her, but she couldn’t stop herself. It hurt so badly that he didn’t accept her affection. He needed to feel that pain, too. 

His brows furrowed. “What an utterly selfish thing to say. No one was coming for you. I saved you from your death, that night.” His voice cracked when he looked her in the eyes. For a moment, the only sound in the room was the fire crackling. Charlotte held her breath. “You are only allowed to leave the Occult City when it is, without question, a necessity. You leaving for me is a safety precaution. Yes. Because I want you here, Charlotte. Because I care. That is true.” The words were stone. His gaze was winter frost. 

“Valek—” 

“And another thing...you are never, never allowed to be in the woods alone!” Producing his pipe from his breast pocket, he lit it. 

“Aiden was with me!” 

 “And he did nothing to protect you.” He put the end of it to his lips. 

Angry about his incessant mind reading, Charlotte’s mouth filled with acid. “Yes he did! He stopped my bleeding so I wouldn’t be in any danger walking back into this house!” Her hands flew up to cover her mouth. Now, she’d really done it. 

Valek closed his eyes and calmly blew a perfect smoke ring into the air. He turned his back to her and paced toward the fire. “Do what you want, then. If you’re in such terrible danger of me...leave.” 

Her arms dropped back to her sides. Of course that wasn’t how she really felt. The honest truth was she’d been sketching Valek’s face in her drawing book for years. The honest truth was she’d snuck into his bedroom because she couldn’t tear him from her mind. If she were being up front with herself, he was the one thing in life she treasured more than anything she’d ever possessed. 

Knowing he was listening, she quickly averted her thoughts to Aiden instead. Valek wasn’t ready to know how she felt. She turned and started to leave, hiding her own pain and guilt. 

“Take your whistle,” he whispered. 

Grinding her teeth, she clasped her trembling hand around the small tarnished thing on the end table beside the door, placing it around her neck again. 

“I won’t be long,” she offered grimly, knowing, in spite of her best efforts, Valek probably realized how she felt. He probably realized it…a long time ago.
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Magic particles blasted across the room as one Witch chased another, howling with laughter. “I swear your hair will be the ugliest shade of green by the end of the night!” 

The second Witch stuck her tongue out at the first. “Never gonna get me!

Evangeline rolled her eyes in a room she shared with the two others.

The Witch’s boardinghouse was tall and crooked, towering over other buildings in the main part of town. None of the windows matched and the fire escape spiraling around the building’s cylindered façade was rusted. It was a hard place to miss, not only for its odd shape, but also for the deep purple color of the bricks. About twenty Witches lived there, exchanging shifts to run the spell shop on the first floor. 

Evangeline had been off-duty for the past hour, and instead, spent it dolling up before a great gilded vanity, the surface littered with colorful brushes, intricate glass perfume bottles, and at least a dozen other enchanted-looking beauty products and concoctions. 

She’d finished with her hair, having curled it in loose waves about her face. A little spread of her favorite Femme Fatale lipstick, and she’d be through. She smiled dangerously; satisfied at her own reflection, as her chatty roommates finally took notice. 

Agatha, with a sharp, platinum bob cut, leaned forward, squeezing Evangeline’s shoulders. “And where are you going looking like that?” 

Evangeline arched an eyebrow. More of the hexed girls filtered into her room. Some sat over her purple silk bed sheets. Some leaned in the doorway. 

“I’ve got plans.” 

“With the Vampire!” Another added from the back of the group.

They all giggled shrilly, some cackling louder than others.

Agatha reached for the hem of Evangeline’s dress, hiking it up higher to expose more leg. “Well then...we’ve got to fight fang with fire....”

Her comment resulted in more hoots and titters, rousing the whole room with excitable conversation and more suggestions about her hair and makeup. 
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Valek listened to Charlotte’s footsteps make their way into the windy night. He heard the front door open and then shut with a finite thud. He peered out of the large, dusty library window at the small girl pushing through the storm, he arms wound tightly around herself, the wind blowing the hem of her dress up around her knees. He thought about running after her, but after such a terrible exchange, he thought it best to leave her alone. 

He’d never felt the need to yell at Charlotte before, but there was just something about her getting too close that frightened him. 

She was like a pomegranate seed he held in his hand. If he held on too hard, she’d burst, and the red would stain him forever. 

Waking up next to her warm flesh that evening was more than agitating. She’d huddled so close. Certain fantasies played over like a scratched record in his mind, but he’d never be able to explain them to her. 

He couldn’t deny his instincts—couldn’t tell her how he still struggled. If she walked past and the wind rushed the scent of her mortality to him, he’d force back that one demonic thought. His teeth in her soft flesh. His claws tearing at her clothes. 

The girl would be so very easy to destroy, and yet, she seemed so quick to destroy him. She didn’t understand how deeply her words cut. Charlotte was the only person in the world who could make him bleed. 

Guilt grasped a tight hold of him as he watched her continue to tread into the freezing darkness. The urge to go for her swelled in his chest once more, but she’d be back soon enough. She’d braved weather like that before. At any rate, he had to remain home on the off chance any patients might walk in. It was unlikely. 

He sighed as he turned to watch the fire again. Remnants of The Weekly Cackle smoldered under the flames. That Sunday’s edition had been delivered right to his doorstep. Imbeciles. They’d done so on purpose, wanting him to know what was being spread around this Occult City and others. 

Valek made his somber way to the back of the house. His office desk was a mess with papers and empty schedules. Creaks and whines of the home’s foundation settling filled the silence Charlotte left. He hated the empty feeling. 

Sterile walls and countertops made the unfriendliest companions, as he sat to his desk and began organizing the files he didn’t need to keep. Not with his eidetic memory. He glanced at the schedule once more and sighed. No appointments tonight. No appointments this whole month. 

There was an abrupt knocking at the front door. Curious. Patients always came in through the office door in the back. Who might be visiting now? 

The carved owl clock on the wall read eleven-thirty. Charlotte wouldn’t be back so soon. Then, he recalled what she’d mentioned about Evangeline. 

He shoved the papers away into his bottom drawer, inhumanly speeding to the front of the house. It took him half a second to get from the back room to the foyer.

Adjusting his ascot, he opened the front door to find the sultry Witch standing before him in a curve-hugging black dress that only came down to the middle of her thigh. 

“Evening, Evangeline. Good to see you,” he said. It was an honest admission, but something conflicted him under the surface. He did not allow his eyes to stray any lower than her face. 

“Valek.” She scoured the house behind him. No doubt, she was looking for Charlotte. Her wine colored mouth twisted into a wicked smile and she pushed her way in, letting the door slam shut behind her. “So, where’s the girl?” Her eyebrow quirked. 

Valek sighed, folding his hands in front of himself. “She’s...gone out.” 

Evangeline puffed out her lower lip in a look of feigned disappointment. “On a night like this?” She leaned into him, smoothing his lapel with her palms. “How unfortunate for her not to be warm and cozy here, at home.” 

Valek cleared his throat. “W-was there something you needed?” He moved a few paces deeper into the foyer. “How’s your shoulder healing? Would you like me to have a look?”

Evangeline angled her face down, smiling darkly. She shrugged. “If you like.” 

She walked toward him again, slower this time, as she slid her hand under the material of her dress. Valek clenched his jaw. She pushed the sleeve down off her shoulder, bronze and supple. 

She didn’t appeal to him in the same way mortals did. He didn’t thirst for Witch’s blood in the least. However, a different kind of desire arose, and he sighed as he ran his palm across her scar. He couldn’t recall the last time he had a woman. Warm. Gentle. He brought his other hand to the top of her neck, just under her fine jaw and watched her lips part with want. 

“You’re always making house calls, Doctor. I thought...tonight...I’d pay you a visit.” 

She backed him into the library and shoved him down into his chair. Valek lifted his hands, but she was already pressing herself against him, her dress riding up around her tanned, toned legs. Before he could say another word, her lips found his. He sighed, grabbing hold of her hair. 

She groaned, allowing him enough time to turn his face away. There was some level of guilt rolling around at the very core of him and he attempted to shove it away, though it proved difficult. Evangeline continued to kiss his neck while he fixed his eyes on a single, distant image:

Charlotte. Out there, hunting for him, in the dead of night. 
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Harsh wind whipped Charlotte’s matted hair around her face, blinding her, but she pushed through it. She was so stupid. She could have gotten rid of some of her pride to go back and at least grab her sweater. 

The night was a freezing meld of wind, water and the bitterness surging under her skin. Her teeth chattered and she hugged herself tighter around her middle. 

Leaves flew from the trees to the wet grounds. Almost every pair of tavern doors was bolted shut, even the most restless of night spirits having turned in for the evening. No one was dumb enough to be out in weather like this. No one, but her. 

She grimaced as she continued to replay their argument over in her mind. Valek was such a stubborn ass. Maybe she really would have gotten to live a normal life if he had just left her where he’d found her almost nineteen years ago. Maybe, if he had just gone on about his magical, otherworldly business, someone of her own kind would have rescued her, instead. Someone normal. Someone safe. A relationship that would have turned out to be a lot less confusing, because they would have aged, just like she did. Someone she would—no matter what—think of as nothing more than a guardian. Valek had never been, nor ever would be a parent. That was clear. 

Charlotte blinked back the image of Valek’s devastatingly handsome face behind her sour tears. Crossing her arms over her chest, she dug her nails into her arm, trying to distract from that which was causing her emotions to rage. 

She rooted around in her satchel to see if there was anything left of the travel potion Evangeline had given her. To her dismay, she pulled out two empty glass bottles. She couldn’t run away now, even if she really wanted to. And she didn’t. Leaving Valek would never be an option. But having those spells would have, at least, made hunting for him easier. Now, she just had to be lucky enough to find someone on the nearby country road. A farmer, perhaps. Though, she knew stumbling across another human at this hour wouldn’t be likely. 

Thunder thrashed somewhere very close by and she jumped. If the rain got worse, she’d have to turn around and go back. Valek would have to stay thirsty for one night. He could handle it. 

“Need a lift somewhere, love?” 

Charlotte squinted up through the storm gusts to see an enormous man with four long arms and four long legs walking easily beside her. Clearly, the weather was of no worry to him—a Shifter only half-changed into his animal form. 

How unfortunate it must be to have to turn into a giant spider. 

“No, thank you!” She yelled over the wind. No matter how kindly the old man’s face seemed, she was never to speak to strangers under any circumstance. The Magic were very dangerous, more often than not, and highly deceitful. 

The half-spider looked up at the threatening sky, cavernous lines in his human-like forehead crinkling. 

“S’a bad time fer you ta be out here on yer own! Where ya off to, little girl?” His bushy mustache ruffled. 

“I live with the Vampire, Valek Ruzik,” she said matter-of-factly. “I’m out hunting for him.” She hoped mentioning Valek’s name would be enough to scare the spider off. 

The man’s mortal-looking face shifted into an even kinder smile upon recognizing the name, as he continued to follow her through the pools of golden light over cobblestone roads and covered arcades. His heavy steps made the foundation rumble beneath her. 

“Ah, yes. Valek! Do send him my regards, will ya? S’been ages since my operation,” he said in a voice cracked by time. “But a girl like you shouldn’ be out in this kinda weather. Ther are other things, ‘sides me, that like ta stalk in weather like this. Just waitin’ for somethin’ delicious like you ta come along! Why, ya don’t even have a sweater!” 

Charlotte stopped again and frowned up at him. It was hard to see past the glare of the streetlamps in the rain. “I have to go for him! He can’t go on his own!” 

The arachnid thought a moment “Those awful Wizards. I got no idear how ther able ta keep power over summa these other Magic. ‘Specially Vampires! Why, ther just a buncha wisecrackin’ old Elves is all those Wizards are....” He twirled one of the knobs of his great mustache. 

Charlotte blinked up at him. She hadn’t really thought about them before, the Regime. “Are they really just Elves?” 

“Yes’um,” he grumbled. “Wisecrackin’ ones. Think ther so book smart.”

Charlotte giggled.

“Anyway, much too dangerous tonight to be gettin’ on like that. Lycans and Fairies hide about in weather like this. Not ta mention, ya kin catch a serious cold....” He adjusted the aviator goggles on the bridge of his nose. 

“What are you doing out here, then?” Charlotte asked, amused now.

“Where ther are Fairies about, miss, ther are arachnids about!” He winked at her. That made some sense. He was a Spider. Spiders ate flies. Well, Fae weren’t flies, exactly, but they were close enough. She cringed as she pictured the strange man chomping down over one. 

“A delicacy!” He licked his chops. 

Thunder rolled again, the rain pouring down harder, casting a silver mist about the roads of the town. 

“Best ya come with me. Hop on. If ya don’t wanna go home now, I’ll get ya somewhere safe, at least. Maybe not dry, but safe.” 

“How do I know you won’t eat me?” Charlotte crossed her arms, only half-joking. 

He put his two front hands on his abdomen, where his hips would have been if he were all human-shaped. “Ya don’ look like a Fairy ta me!” They both shared in a new bout of laughter. Despite the storm, Charlotte’s heart lifted with a sort of content warmth inside. “’Sides, I don’ got a taste fer humans. Mealy things.” 

The ground disappeared under Charlotte’s feet as one of his large hands grabbed her by the material at the back of her dress and pulled her several meters up onto his massive back. She marveled at how high up she was. His limbs seemed twice the size of his body, the hind ones, hairy brown pincers—spider’s legs. 

“Ready?” He beamed at her from over his shoulder with one, goggled red eye. 

She sucked in the wet air through her nose. “Ready,” she gulped and wound both hands around the material of his cinnamon-colored scarf. 

They were off. She crouched, keeping her head low, grasping even tighter. He moved, like lightning, back through the alleyways of the town, up over rooftops and down again to the streets. She shut her eyes against the tunnel of cold rain and the fear of being thrown off. 

Aiden’s horse had been traumatizing, but the spider was much stealthier and much faster. It was hard to recognize the city as it whizzed by too fast. Everything was a dark gray blur once in a while illuminated by the glow of a passing streetlight. She could hardly tell which direction they were traveling. Burying her face in his scarf, she kept her face hidden until she felt him lurch to an abrupt stop. Her stomach rolled. 

“Here we are!” he announced. 

One of his human-shaped hands helped her back down to earth, though the world continued to tilt and spin. She smiled politely at him. 

They weren’t in front of her house, but rather just beyond it at the start of a dense Bohemian forest. She could see the top of her estate poking out over the treetops. All of the lights were on inside, making her little castle a warm beacon under sheets of rain as it continued to ensue. It coaxed her back into the stormy witching our, but Valek’s burning rejection flared in her mind, again. 

In front of her was a rather large dirt mound, like that of a giant anthill. A very dark hole marked the entrance to the Shifter’s strange abode. Nervous, she backed away a few steps with her palms lifted. “Thank you for the ride, but I should be getting back now....” 

He chuckled down at her. “Not a problem, Charlotte! Ya did well. Thought ya might’ve passed out.” He lifted his goggles off his shiny eyes, letting them rest on his forehead. 

“You know my name?” She frowned. 

“Course! Once ya told me ya belonged ta Valek, I knew exactly who ya were,” he smiled, his wiry frosted mustache blooming over his grin. “I’ve heard so much bout ya over the years. It is quite a novelty ta meet a human girl!” He extended one of his frontal hands towards his burrow. “Yer welcome ta come down fer some tea. Bag it myself!” he said proudly, his thumbs hooked in his suspenders. 

There was something genuine about him. Charlotte looked again at the dark hole, squinting through it. She turned once, glancing back at her house and decided Valek probably wasn’t missing her right now, anyway. Trusting anyone other than Valek was against what she’d always been taught, but something in her gut spoke to her, telling her it was all right.

“Sure. That sounds nice. Thanks again, Mr.—”

“Třínožka,” he informed her. “Anansi Třínožka, at your service.” He grabbed her hand and shook it ferociously before turning and descending through his dark tunnel.

Charlotte followed close behind, though her eyes didn’t quite adjust to the blackness of the dirt-packed entrance. She felt around at the walls so she could guide herself more easily, even though the spider was doing most of her guiding, anyway. Her fingertips trailed across the winding tree roots and rocks hidden in the topsoil, until finally her vision met with a faint, warm light behind a set of patterned tapestries he’d used for curtains.

When Mr. Třínožka pushed through, Charlotte emerged into a large warren he’d dug for his home under the forest. Multitudes of trinkets, oddities and collectables lined the walls, stacked next to crude pillowy sacks of white web he used for seating. 

Another Shifter played music from the far corner of the burrow. A caterpillar type, just as large as Mr. Třínožka, sat folded over an old upright piano. He didn’t seem to notice the pair had entered behind him as his several hands danced over the keys without interruption. 

“That’s beautiful,” Charlotte offered. 

“That’s just Horris.” Mr. Třínožka waved one of his hands, though Charlotte was really speaking about the music, not the man. “He’s mostly deaf.” He removed his scarf and four pairs of knit gloves with the fingers cut out and tossed them onto one of the cockeyed tables. He mumbled tiredly, but she didn’t quite catch what he said. 

“He’s deaf?” Charlotte couldn’t believe the intricate sound of his rendition of Beethoven’s ninth symphony. “He plays so well.” 

“It’s no hindrance. Ya don’t need yer ears to listen to what yer heart hears.” He winked before scudding off to a different part of the hole, disappearing beyond another set of curtains. “Have a seat, then! I’m expecting more company. Tea will be on shortly!” 

Charlotte found comfort in one of the large, fluffy sacks and plopped right into the center of it. She struggled to keep herself upright, for it sucked her in deep, swallowing her until her knees folded up to her stomach. 

“You have a wonderful home,” she said loud enough for him to hear from the other room. 

 “Thanks.” The Shifter reappeared with a bronze teakettle in one hand and two ceramic vases in the others. “Earl Grey or chamomile?” 

“Earl Grey, please.” She smiled, continuing to try and find her balance in the chair. 

Mr. Třínožka turned towards the kitchen once more, but stopped when he noticed something fidgeting around a white web up in one corner, near the ceiling. Charlotte strained to see the small Fairy, this one only about the size of a pear, wriggling about, releasing little exasperated growls. It didn’t have any time to figure an escape before Mr. Třínožka snatched it away from the nook and snapped it into his mouth. Charlotte flinched and turned away, instead forcing her attention on his collection of trinkets. He was off to fetch the tea, once more. 

“Where do you find all these things?” Charlotte asked, her eyes scanning the cluttered den. There were gears and only halves of human pairs of shoes. There were dented pots and pans, many books, cuckoo clocks, lamps, hunks of un-polished scrap metal, stuffed animals, sculptures, photographs, silverware, snow globes, and about a million other things. 

“All over, really....” He reappeared again with four cups of tea in each of his hands. “I’m a junk collector. I collect junk.” He handed Charlotte her cup. “Like Horris.” She laughed. He set the second cup down over the coffee table and placed one on the piano in front of Horris before sitting down in one of the tuffs himself. “It’s what I do. One spider’s trash is another’s treasure, after all.” He sipped at his tea and sighed. “Wouldn’t believe the things I discover.” 

“Fanks,” Charlotte heard Horris grumble under his music. 

She took a sip too, steam bringing heat back to her cheeks. It tasted sweet with milk and honey, just how she liked it. 

“Take my friend, for example,” Mr. Třínožka continued. 

As if on cue, there was a fumbling sound from higher up in the tunnel. A “woah” and then what sounded like clods of dirt falling. 

“Ah, there he is now.” 

A familiar burlap figure came rolling down the tunnel, landing on his backside facing Charlotte and the spider, reeling from dizziness. 

“Edwin! Just in time!” Mr. Třínožka said, one of his arms stretching out to hand the ragdoll boy his cup of tea. 

Edwin took it, button eyes still lost like they were spinning. “Th-thanks. Oh—hi, Charlotte.”

She giggled. “You sure know how to make an entrance.”

“Ya know each other?”

“For a while. Once in a while I bug Edwin while he’s working,” Charlotte giggled.

Edwin grumbled something incoherent and found a seat next to her.

“Mr. Třínožka?” she asked.

“Yep?”

“How do you know Valek?”

“Tried ta cross the borders once,” he explained. “Grim mistake, that was. A guard caught hold of me. Left me fer dead. No leniency. Didn’t seem ta be much hope.” He lifted his vest to reveal a massive, crescent-shaped scar across his torso. Charlotte looked on, horror-struck. It matched in shape to the one on Evangeline’s shoulder, but was much larger. “Yer Valek did it. Sewed me back tagether. Never gave up on this old hunk a junk.” 

The evening went on like this for just a while longer. The three talked and laughed while Horris continued to play, seemingly oblivious to the goings-on behind him. Mr. Třínožka told stories of how he obtained some of his more interesting pieces. He was about to tell of how he’d met Edwin, when Charlotte stood, stretching her arms wide. 

“It’s late. I should really be going. Mr. Třínožka, thank you so much for everything. It is very good to know you.” She smiled with her hand on one of his arms. 

“Any time, girly. Don’t be a stranger. Say hey-ho to Valek an tell ‘im I said not ta be so careless with a lovely little thing like yerself.” He got up, collecting empty teacups in his arms. Leaning in, his eyes sparkled as he whispered, “I know he’ll be waiting fer ya....” 

Charlotte patted Edwin on the head before turning and crawling her way out of the long, dirt passage. 

The wind and rain continued to rage, outside. The walk back to her porch was quick, but by the time she arrived, she was sopping again. 

Foreign laughter bubbled from within the house. Charlotte’s breath hitched, for that was when she remembered...Evangeline. 

Charlotte burst through the front door, hoping to see the two of them just on the other side, standing in the foyer. 

The room was lit, little flames in the gas lanterns flickering, but it was empty. Shadows twisted and danced across the floor. They were coming from within the library. Heavy breathing. A giggle. A groan. Her stomach twisted with a feeling she didn’t recognize. She crept around the doorpost, hearing the Witch’s unmistakable musical laughter. 

What she saw next made something hard and icy shatter deep within Charlotte’s chest: 

Evangeline’s long sleek body leaned over Valek sitting in his armchair, shirt unbuttoned. Her lips moved slickly across his neck and to his mouth, while his hands disappeared under the material of her dress. And the worst part was...he kissed her back. 

Charlotte could feel her throat close as she stood in the doorway. She wanted to run, but her legs seemed nothing but bricks of lead. It felt like shards of serrated glass ripping her guts to ribbons. The onset of salty tears stung the bridge of her nose and her eyes welled as the venom filled her chest. She reached into her satchel and pulled out a few empty spell bottles, watching a few more horrible moments, before she dropped them over the floor. 

The loud shatter made both Evangeline and Valek jump. They turned to find Charlotte there, shivering with fury and despair. 

Valek leapt up from his chair, panting, his lips gaping. A small line formed between his eyebrows as his face contorted with some sort of pain Charlotte didn’t understand. 

“Lottie...” he breathed quietly, reaching for her. 

She saw herself out of body staring back at the two of them. “You make a beautiful couple,” she whispered. More tears rolled. Slowly, she turned and padded out again into the night, not looking back. 
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A small party of men in uniform and Regime dignitaries rode through the narrow town streets. Lightning thrashed overhead and the sound of their horse’s marching rumbled through the berg as they traveled up the road toward the familiar, little cottage. 

Danek Price rode near the front of the caravan near Tomas, a proud warrior Elf and respected soldier to the Lord Vladislov. He raised his fist. “Stuji!” Tomas commanded and the entire caravan halted. The horses steadied themselves, whinnying, as mud dripped from their hooves. 

“Have the men wait here,” Danek spoke low to Tomas. “I will not be long.”

“Sir.” He nodded.

Danek dismounted from his horse and traipsed up to his family’s house. Without any warning, he shoved through the front door to find his son sitting alone in the dark. From the look of his startle, Danek had interrupted some deep thought. 

“Son.” He remained in the doorway. The rest of the house was quiet, toys scattered over the worn sofas. He hadn’t been home in a while and felt urged to return back to work—to Prague and the elegant palace. A stack of crumpled parchment paper scattered the floor, illuminated by a dim lantern perched on the edge of the aged armchair where Aiden sat. “You called on me?” 

“Father.” Aiden stood, rocking up on his toes like he thought about approaching, but refrained. “Thank you for coming.” 

Danek took a few steps deeper into the house, gazing around at the dishes in the sink of the modest kitchen. “Your mother? How is she?” 

Aiden looked surprised by his question. “F-fine. Everyone is sleeping.” 

Danek nodded. He couldn’t help but wonder. At least for the sake of their children, he wanted Meredith to be doing well. “This is the first time I’ve heard from you in a while. How was your summer training?” He plucked a photograph from the mantle, eyeing it. “Why have you called on me?” 

“I need to speak with the Lord Vladislov right away. It is...regarding something urgent.” 

Danek raised his eyebrow. “Are you in danger?” 

Aiden’s hands trembled and he shoved them deep within his pockets. “Father... what do you know of the Vampire taking residence in this Occult City—of Valek Ruzik?” 

Danek set the photograph down again and folded his arms over his chest. “The Vampires are becoming a complicated matter. In all cities. Not just this one. I would have done away with the lot years ago, if it had been my choice. Though you and your mother went against my word. Befriending one,” he scoffed and shook his head. 

“The Vampire Ruzik has committed a serious crime against the Regime. He must be punished.” 

This piqued Danek’s curiosity. His gaze darted toward the door. The rest would have to wait a bit longer. “What do you know?” He sat down, folding one leg over the other. 

Aiden toed closer to him. “First, there is something else I need to show you. Something I discovered this summer.” 

Danek waited expectantly while Aiden held his palm up to a shaft of moonlight. Green ivy tendrils pushed through his wrist, snaking down his arm to the ground. Danek shrugged. “Very good. Your abilities are beginning to improve.” 

“That’s not it,” Aiden whispered. Rolling his wrist, the vines contracted. Danek leapt to his feet when a burst of orange flames combusted from his son’s fist, then replaced by surging, glacial water that pooled around his sneakers. “Want to see wind? I can do that, too.” 

Danek gasped, clutching at his chest. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. His son? The chosen one? “Why did you not tell me, before?” 

“These powers have only just surfaced, father. This means....” 

“You are next in line to rule the Regime,” Danek breathed and pulled his son close, wrapping his arms about his shoulders. It was something every Elven father hoped for, but one in a million experienced. “My boy! I’ve never been prouder! We must tell the Lord Wizard.” He pushed away from him, dashing for the door. “I’m off. A cavalcade will soon be sent to deliver you to the palace. Vladislov will be so pleased—”

“Father, wait!” Aiden stopped him. “Before you do that, I must tell you about the Vampire menace of this city! It is very important! He houses a human girl. He tortures her—forces her to go out night after night to bring him mortal prey. And who knows what other terrible things he makes her do....” 

Danek glared down at Aiden. “You’re mother befriended the Vampire in this city years ago. Why am I just hearing about this now?” 

“Well...you see...many in this town have grown fond of the girl. But the others... they fear what Valek would do if they dared to report it.” 

“And you? What has kept you from reporting this offense to me?”

Aiden collapsed back into the chair, holding his head. “It’s hard to explain.”

“I see....” Danek closed his eyes, pushing his frustration out through his nose. “Aiden, has nothing I’ve taught you meant a thing? Mortals are weak-minded and treacherous. They have no place among us.” 

“She’s not like the others....” 

Danek released a harsh, barking chortle, wiping a tear away from his eye. Sometimes, Aiden was so daft. “That’s the sort of foolish thinking that forced me to banish both you and your mother from the palace. First, she convinces you Elves and Vampires can peacefully co-exist and now, she watches as you develop some twisted infatuation with a mortal girl. She’s allowed your mind to grow weak and silly. This is not the warrior I raised!” 

“This is not her fault! My feelings are my own! She’s seen her error and realizes now that the Darkness is the enemy.” 

“Does she?” 

“Yes! And I, too, want to set things right.” He stood again. “I am ready to join the effort. I want to accept my rightful place as next in line for Lordship.” 

“This is a surprise, but a welcome one, to be sure.” Danek through for a moment with his finger to hips lips. “Your decision has nothing to do with this human girl?” 

“It has to do with me coming to understand all you’ve taught me. To reject those who live in the Dark.”

“Have you discussed the matter with your mother?”

The look in Aiden’s eyes hardened. “I answer to only one. The true ruler—Lord Vladislov of the Central European Magic Regime. Her feelings on this matter mean nothing to me. I will prove my sincerity.”

Danek considered this. “Be certain, my son, Lord Vladislov will not favor kindly if you have a sudden change of heart. And neither will I. You may be my blood, but Vladislov’s word reigns before all.”
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Charlotte moved at a slow, even pace off the porch and back onto the stone footpath. She just stood there. Breathing. Sucking in deep the rimy air. Exhaling, she could see her breath between the silvery plummets of rain. 

All the confusing feelings she’d been suppressing threatened to flow past her lips as her stomach rolled. How was she supposed to react? There was no more pretending with Valek. He knew. Her thoughts must have been so loud in the moment she found them together. He knew. 

“Charlotte, please, wait!” She heard him call to her. 

She broke into a run. That was the only thing she wanted to do—the only thing her swimming mind could think of. Just run. 

She prayed Valek was far enough away not to be able to hear her swarming thoughts of jealousy and infatuation. They overcame her. A fresh wave of bile crawled up her esophagus. Out of every evil thing in that city, Evangeline was the worst. Charlotte’s worst nightmare had been realized. Those sick images circled, vivid at the forefront of her mind, and sucker punched her clear in her chest. 

She ran, passing taverns and shops, not knowing where to turn next. There seemed no safe haven, that night. She needed to find some place empty, some place quiet where she could think. 

This confirmed all of the fears constantly tormenting Charlotte in the back of her mind. Evangeline was everything Charlotte wasn’t. Tall. Tan. Sensual. Powerful.

Night after night, Charlotte lay awake, imagining this very thing in her mind, as though manifesting it into real life. Her tears meshed so well with the rain, she couldn’t tell the difference. Her lungs scorched after a distance and she stopped, bending double. With her hands on her knees, she watched droplets roll off the point of her nose. This pain was more intense than anything she’d ever felt. He’d never look at her the same way again. 

Oxygen returned to her in a fury of blistering waves. Her shivering fingers wound around her whistle. It was habitual, but this wasn’t anything Valek could help her with. Charlotte straightened again and looked around at the desolate village square. Her teeth chattered as she wrapped her arms around her shoulders, zillions of goose bumps rolling across every plane of her body.

A shadowed alley caught her eye. It wound between a freestanding Elven cathedral and Brouka General Store. The dank path twisted around the side of the church and didn’t seem to dead end. Perhaps, that would be a good, quiet place. 

She began walking again. A gargoyle leered at her as she passed, its wretched jaws extended in an eternal howl, like it too was as tormented as she felt. She shuddered. 

Sure enough, the pathway turned and gave way to a mound of dirt and grass. A low fence of crude rock surrounded the churchyard, its mangled gate open and rusted. Grass, a brilliant emerald color, even in the dead of night, stretched to the moon, Charlotte’s ankles swimming in it as she walked. 

A stone fountain sat in the center of the forsaken garden, its cherubic statue pointing his chubby hand toward the night sky. 

Charlotte peered into the basin, finding a sickly sort of limestone build-up with moss growing around the sides. It didn’t look like it worked at all with the decay around the bottom where the rainwater collected. It was completely unkempt, but it was just the sort of place she needed. 

She sank into the basin of the dirty fountain, her legs dangling over the brim. She was already sopping and getting dirt on her clothes was the very furthest thing she cared about. Burying her head in her hands, the tears finally started to subside. 

Valek was nothing more than her guardian. He never wanted her to refer to him as a parent or anything similar. She was his ward—a common practice of a man from his time period. He’d made that point when she was very young. The boundaries were very clear. He was the only thing she’d ever learned to love. In spite of growing up around all of this magic, Charlotte looked at Valek like she looked at nothing else. It had always been just the two of them. He meant everything and she found him seeking happiness in the arms of someone else. 

Exhausted, Charlotte sighed and looked up to the stars. The downpour had diminished into a light drizzle. The storm seemed to have cleaned all of the thick clouds away, leaving the sky sparkling now. 

She should be happy for him, she decided. He’d been alone for so many years, even before he found her. And while he never spoke about it, she knew how lonely he still felt, even in spite of her. The thought of him involved with anyone at all seemed weird and unnatural. She couldn’t do for him what Evangeline could. It made sense for Valek to be with Evangeline. She was nice. Beautiful. She would take care of him. 

Something sharp stabbed at the inside of Charlotte’s chest, launching her into a new crying jag. She balled her fists in her hair. Her heart and mind raged on in battle, neither half making any sort of victory. What was she going to say to him? What was he going to think? How could she face him? There was no way this could get any worse. 

“Lottie?” The velvet voice dripped like honey in the thick gardenia-scented air. Her head snapped up to find him standing at the edge of the broken gate. 

No! Go away! She yelled the words at him in her mind, but nothing came out of her mouth. Instead, she buried her face in her knees again, wanting so badly to disappear. 

“I am not going to go away,” Valek said, answering her thoughts defiantly. As he ambled toward her, he kept his hands up in surrender, careful, as though she were a spooked rabbit. 

“Sorry,” she sniffed, wiping at her face. “I was just...surprised....” 

She felt like she was going to be sick. This was it. The floodgates of her mind were now open to him. He was going to hear everything she’d fought so hard to hide. Her heart pounded in her chest as she looked at him. 

He’d cleaned himself up. His hair was tied neatly back again. His red ascot and gray sear-sucker vest were buttoned in their rightful place. She wanted to look away, but his sapphire gaze held her. 

“I did not know. If you wish, I will not see her again.” 

He bent to wipe a tear away from Charlotte’s face, but she pushed his hand away. “Why are you here?” She sniffed. She wished she were on the opposite end of the world. 

Valek sat next to her on the scummy brim of the fountain and took her hand in his. His skin was cool and satiny, dry, though with a slick sort of touch, like the scales of a snake. 

“I am sorry, Lottie,” he said almost too soft for her to hear. “I should have never allowed it to happen.”

“Why are you sorry?” She wriggled her hand free and crossed her arms. Shifting away from him, she said, “Who you choose to be involved with is none of my business. You deserve to be happy.” She thought for a moment. “I...want you to be happy.” 

“Do not say such things. It is, without a doubt, your business. Evangeline and I have a complicated relationship, but I—“ 

“Do you love her?” She met his eye again. 

Valek hesitated. “No.” He sighed. “I am not going to explain my actions. But I promise you it was a meaningless escapade. Evangeline will not become my betrothed anytime soon.” He chuckled dryly. 

Charlotte turned her face away. It was the only effort she could make to hide from him. He inched closer. Incessant. Always so steadfast. 

“Do not cry, my doll.” He slid one long finger over her cheek, wiping away a tear and she couldn’t help but melt inside. 

Unable to hold it in any longer, she flung herself into his chest, knotted her arms around his neck, and bawled. “I don’t know what to say. I’m so confused. It’s not like I can hide it from you any longer. Eventually, you were going to hear it.” 

He rested his cheek atop her head, undoubtedly listening to the thoughts he’d not since paid so much attention to. Her mind swirled with so many images and things she wanted to tell him. But, by far, the loudest was, I love you. 

“I know,” he whispered. 

Frustrated, Charlotte pushed him away, covering her head with her hands. Her face burned. “Please don’t do that. Not now.” 

He hushed her, stroking her hair. “You should not feel the need to hide from me. You know that. I told you to come to me under any circumstance. I meant it.” He slid his hand up the side of her arm—a gesture she was sure he meant as comforting. It wasn’t. 

“I’m sure this was not the sort of circumstance you meant.” She brushed away more falling tears. 

“After this long, I do not need to read your thoughts to know what you’re thinking.” 

Her stomach lurched. “If you already knew, why didn’t you say anything?” 

Valek held her by the shoulders, holding her far enough away to look her in the face. “Listen to me now, Lottie. My feelings for you are unconditional.” He spoke gently, though his words carried a current of electricity and weight that penetrated her. 

“What are we, Valek? What are we to each other?”

“I wish I knew....”

She pushed away from the fountain and began walking away. 

He raced for her, grabbing her wrist. “Lottie, wait. Let’s give this up for tonight. It can be discussed at a better time. We’re both tired. Emotional.”

“I can’t go home yet. You haven’t fed.” She pulled away, but he was persistent. 

“I’ll survive.”

He grabbed for her again, but came just short. She wasn’t ready to be so close to him. She tried to run, but as she approached the gate, she lost her footing over the slippery rubble. Valek called for her as she fell, splitting her head open over the low stone wall. 

The impact was sharp. The stinging shot through one side of her head to the other as something slick oozed from her temple, down her face, to the side of her neck. In an instant, Valek was by her side again, taking her head in his hands. The image of him was blurry, tilting in all directions. His blue gaze shifted to thirsty black. Moving one of his hands away, she saw it was smeared with her blood and he began to tremble. 

“Oh, Lottie,” he groaned, though the sound was more demonic than she expected.

Charlotte struggled to sit up, her head throbbing. “Please...don’t do this.”

His even breathing became deep erratic growls. She could see he was loosing himself. “Run from me...run from me as fast as you can!”

“No! I won’t leave you like this.”

Valek’s clutch on Charlotte’s shoulders constricted. He shook her. “Run! Now!”

Charlotte gasped and pulled to her feet. Leaving him on his knees, shaking with bloodlust in the grass, she sprinted away down the alley as fast as she could go. 

She reached the city square and slowed. It was near dawn, but creatures were already starting to emerge back out into the streets. But there was something strange. A few of them stopped, clustering together, murmuring things into each other’s ears. Their many different types of eyes were locked on her. Whispers began to swell. 

Dazed, Charlotte stumbled forward. Her head continued to pound and she touched her fingertips to her wound, wincing when she saw her blood up close. Valek would not be far behind her. 

“Help!” She cried to the group. The world continued to wheel, her vision ebbing in and out of blackness. It was definitely a concussion. She wondered how fast Valek would be in coming to kill her. Her heart was in her throat, though she noted her deep sadness persist. “Help me! Please!” Her cries sounded rough in her own ears. 

None of the creatures budged. They all just stared at her, petrified. Disparaging. The gossip ensued louder. 

Huffing, Charlotte desperately staggered toward the center of the square, a few people moving to make space for her. There was a ringing in her ears. Gripping the hem of her dress, she worked to tear off a scrap of it and dabbed it over the blood. She searched through her tears for anyone familiar. Anyone at all who could help. There was no Aiden. No Edwin. No spider. Not even Evangeline appeared in the steadily growing crowd. 

Someone raced up behind her, grabbing hold of her arms. He caught her just in time, for she was about to collapse. His voice was in her ear. “I’ve got you. Hold on,” Valek said, and he sounded sane again. She moaned as he lifted her in his arms. “I’ve got you.” 

“He’s finally done it!” She heard one creature shout somewhere from the gaggle, which was still multiplying. “Can’t control himself, that savage!” 

“Was only a matter of time!” Another one added. It was clear the Regime’s propaganda had successfully altered the opinion of the city. 

“No!” She cried to them all. “He’s not a monster!”

“Hush, Lottie. It’s no use.”

Charlotte groaned again, fighting against passing out in spite of the gentle rocking as Valek carried her home. She gripped the material of his jacket, pulling. She wanted to reassure him. You’re not a monster, she thought at him. I forgive you. 

“I know, my doll. Thank you,” he whispered. 

“Valek!” It was her voice. Evangeline. Charlotte grimaced, hiding her face in his chest. “Valek,” she called again, getting close. Murmurs and bitter accusations continued to bubble from the crowd. Charlotte could hear her heels clacking over the ground as she approached. “What have you done to her?” She asked, out of breath. 

Valek stopped. “I’ve done nothing. But it seems you’ve already formed your opinions, just like everyone else.” 

“Then what happened?”

“She’s exhausted.” He sounded tired, himself. “Won’t you excuse us?” He began walking again.

“Can I walk you home?” 

“I don’t think so, Evangeline. Pleasant evening.” His words came out cold and biting. Charlotte’s stomach lifted in a small way. 

He pushed on. The rest of the walk home was done in silence. Charlotte might have even dozed off for a minute, because when she came to, she opened her eyes to a darkened, blurry staircase. As he trudged to the second story, bulbs from the wall sconces flickered and burst with each of his passing steps. Thousands of glass shards crunched under his shoes. The energy of an angered Vampire was an evil, weighty thing. 

Valek carried her into her room. Laying her down over her bed, he removed her shoes. She was shivering in her soaking dress, hair clinging in pieces to her face while her head continued to drum. 

“I’ve got to get you out of these,” he said, sweeping his hands under her back and pulling her forward. 

She was too overcome. She couldn’t fight him away. Instead she leaned with her cheek pressed against his shoulder as he undid the buttons down her spine and slid the garment off of her. Blood filled her cheeks, but he only lay her back down and covered her with her sheets and blanket. She felt the side of the bed dip as he sat near her, his claw fold around her hand. 

“It’s been so long since....” He stopped, his hand squeezing hers. Pain colored his words. “I never expected our relationship to become so intricate. I only ever wanted you to be happy.” She didn’t know how to respond. To her surprise, he leaned over her, burying his nose in her hair. She held her breath. He stayed there a moment before pressing his cool lips to her forehead, near her head wound. She waited for his reaction—the smell of her blood was surely still overwhelming for him, but rather, he pulled away and sighed. His footsteps sounded toward the door, stopping again. “Peaceful slumber, little Lottie.” He seemed to think for a moment. “Charlotte....” 

Without another word, he turned, closing the door behind him. 




[image: Image]

Sitting alone in his great study, Vladislov watched the world teem outside his window. A phenomenal September sun painted its jack-o-lantern color across the morning sky. The moon had begun to fade against the periwinkle clouds over the mountains of the West. His side of the world was now waking up to greet the day as Western civilization tucked itself in for another night. 

Mortal children stretched in their beds, yawning up at a brightened sky as their mothers rushed them out into their mundane lives. School. Work. Mortals wasted their time on this earth. They took up space better used by the Magic—those with what Vladislov considered to have divine blood. 

But as everything ordinary was, they were temporary. Dust in the wind. If it were up to him, they’d all be gone, soon. After the Vampires, of course. He cracked a smile that stretched the cavernous lines in his face. 

Within a great royal blue armchair, he swiveled around to thumb through what seemed like a hundred and one ordinances on his desk. He sipped at his tea, grunting with his exhaustion. He’d been awake since the wee hours of the morning to ensure everything was in order to begin the devastation he was about to wage on the Darkness. Specifically one. 

After nearly two decades of searching, he’d finally found him: Valek Ruzik. 

Vladislov grinned again, finding the heathen’s Wanted file on his desk. 

The upstart had dared to break into his rooms uttering demands that were not his to make. It had been late one particularly dark autumn night when the moon was new and the sky at its blackest, Vladislov sat alone in this very office. 

He scoured around at the room bathed in jewel-toned upholstery. Globes of many different worlds spun on their axes, hovering in the air on their own between marble columns and bookshelves. The memories of that dreadful night seemed to manifest before his eyes. 

The year was 1989, the year Czechoslovakia would divide into two nations. The year Vladislov made the decision to weed out the vile and the weak and to rule over only those deemed worthy—those of the Light. 

Brothers of the oligarchy sat around a grand table in the center of the study. It was an evening meeting called to discuss a brand new law. The devious idea was brought about by Bedrich—he was the brain, good at finding tactics to weaken certain creatures, so that Vladislov could more successfully carry out his desire to rid the world of the Dark. 

“Exercise Law One to its fullest extent!” Had been Bedrich’s advice. “Add an addendum to cage all Magics within Occult City borders. That will surely make the Vampire population weak with thirst. They will be desperate and easier to kill off.” 

Genius. And so, Vladislov had it written. 

“...and on this thirteenth day of October in the year of nineteen hundred and eighty nine, we the esteemed rulers over the European Decree of Magic....” Vladislov recalled his words from that night verbatim. He spoke to his brethren as he scrawled across parchment with a quill. “...Hereby ordain that he who bares Magic or any amount of sorcery within his blood may not now, nor ever venture out from the borders of Magical societies to the mortal civilizations. Failure to adhere to this most important law will result in certain death, or, if immortal, destruction,” he finished, eyeing the others over half-moon spectacles. “Those who are in favor of this deed may now sign in blood.” 

Bedrich stood from his seat first, his massive cranium bulging from under his indigo robes. “I,” he said quietly, moving to where Vladislov sat. Taking the quill from him, he pricked his finger and pressed a single drop of red to the document page. The drop snaked across the parchment, forming into his signature. 

Kazimir stood next. He was the lowest member of the oligarchy, and a master of air and everything theological. At first, he believed it unnatural to forbid the Magic from being among the mortal, but after some affective coercing by Vladislov, he changed his mind. “I.” He was next to stand, combing his fingers through his jet beard. He mirrored the actions of Bedrich. 

Last was Danek Price. He was a Wizard significantly younger than the others. His family had immigrated to the Golden City from an Occult town in Ireland. Vladislov had called upon him personally to join the Regime brethren, for he was a master of the earthly realms and fantastic with militant strategy. Danek was strong. Merciless. “I,” he chanted and also signed. 

Taking back the quill, Vladislov raised it high in the silver stream of moonlight. “And the last to make it so….” 

The windowpane behind him crashed inward, raining shards of glass throughout the chamber. Chilled autumn air curled around Vladislov’s throat and throughout the room as every candle stuttered out. 

He stood at once. “Guards!” 

Bedrich and Kazimir fled, while the ever-ready Danek drew Vladislov’s letter opener from the table, preparing for a battle. He raced toward where Vladislov stood. “Protect the royal blood!” 

A black silhouette straightened up in the moonlight. “I can not allow you to sign that,” it hissed. 

Just as Danek was about to slash off his head, the shadow disappeared in a shroud of smoke, echoing laughter encircling throughout the room. Vladislov shuffled backward, escaping the maniac cackle as it sounded directly in his ear. 

“Don’t build the wall, Vladislov! It is not the answer!” 

Neither of the Wizards could tell where the voice was coming from, scanning wildly to every corner. There stood no body. 

“Who intrudes? I demand to know!” Vladislov bellowed. 

Moving too fast for neither he nor Danek to intercept, the shadow lifted Vladislov’s goliath desk over his head and sent it crashing down. Vladislov’s right arm was crushed. It pinned him to the floor as he cried out in anguish, shivering under the approaching figure. The document. Where was the document? 

“There is blood....” The shadow grabbed at a paper amidst the debris. Holding it close to his face, he inhaled. It distracted him as Danek snuck up from behind and plunged the letter opener straight through the shadow’s chest. He screeched and stumbled forward in pain. 

“You will be slain for this insolence!” Vladislov cried. Within a thin shaft of silver light, he could see a defiant smile spread across the Shadow’s face. He ripped the blade from his chest, running the bloodstain over his tongue. Vladislov gasped. “You—you’re....” 

“I am the thing watching from the darkness until the day you die,” he whispered. “The thing that will haunt you as you dream. The only thing...you will never defeat.”

Kazimir and Bedrich burst back into the chamber, a platoon of Elven guards thundering in behind them. 

“Kill him!” 

The shadow flung himself back through the window he’d destroyed. The guards dashed over and gazed out into the night, a few of them racing down to lower parts of the palace to chase him out into the city. But the mysterious figure had been lost—nowhere to be found. 

At least, for the past eighteen years. 

Now, the Regime’s hatred and fear for the blood-sucking creatures continued to consume its four leaders, and they finally knew the whereabouts of Valek, the assailant of that night so many years ago. Vladislov thought of ways to make sure another attack, like that, would never happen again. He sat up sleepless night after sleepless night devising ways to make life more difficult for the only thing he would never defeat, and every night, he came up with the same solution: rid the earth of Vampires completely. Form a mass genocide of the parasites. They did more harm than good, anyway. The world would no longer have to live in fear. 

“Sir?” A young page interrupted Vladislov’s musings. “Pardon me, your Lordship, but I’ve come to tell you master Aiden will be arriving this morning.” 

“Very good,” Vladislov grumbled. 

“The Vampires from the Northernmost Slovakian Occult City have arrived, as well, sir.” 

Vladislov nodded and waved him away. 

Kazimir soon replaced the boy in the doorway, walking over to his elder brother, and squeezed his pointed shoulder. 

“Tomorrow is the day, Vlad,” he crowed. “This is only the first of many districts to be cleared. Soon, the entire world will not have to worry about these savages looming over their bedsides, anymore.” 

Vladislov slowly got up, and with a tired smile, he turned the gas down on his lamp, darkening the spinning globes and the rest of the baroque study. “Yes, Kazimir. Soon, human children will forget every vampiric fairytale ever told. It will be as though they’ve never existed and we can all rest easier.”

“Can you believe one of them asked me what she was being tried for?” Kazimir guffawed, lines crinkling around his dark, shimmering eyes.

“How did you respond?” Vladislov only slightly shared in his brother’s amusement. 

They began together out of the study and into a long hall with steeple ceilings and more marble pillars 

“I told her they were all guilty on the count of ruthless murder. How could we let creatures such as these exist after killing thousands of people and endangering our secret?” He twirled the ends of his beard around his knobby finger. “The little demon looked at me like I had three eyes.” His laughter was a quiet snake’s hiss. “You should have seen the way she clawed at those bars, as though she were strong enough to rip through argentalium. The light-infused silver drained her enough to cause the heathen to pass out.” His laughter was thunderous again. 

“Let us see how strong they are when forced to meet eyes with the sun,” Vladislov muttered.

“We will soon see. Good day, brother.” Kazimir stopped and nodded before retreating down a different corridor.
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Curtains were drawn, letting in a breeze much softer than the storm from the night before. Charlotte stretched as she woke. Twilight had come upon her small town, coloring the sky in swirling tufts of pink and gold. 

Bolting upright, she fought to remember how she’d gotten there. The last things she recalled were the argument, the spider, and…Evangeline. 

A sharp pain flared at the side of her head and she reached up to find it had been bound with gauze. She winced as her fingers prodded against the wound. How could she have fallen asleep? Where was Valek? 

Her stomach lurched when the last bit of the prior night came flooding back. The pain, the confusion, the ridiculous jealousy, all burned within her. It couldn’t have been a dream, though she wished it were. It was the only way to explain a different, duller pain throbbing in her chest—a telltale sign of a broken heart. 

She slipped on a pair of jeans from her dresser and an oversized green sweater and ran into the hall, finding Valek’s bedroom doors cast wide open. She froze, listening. It was far too early for him to have gotten up already. What if something awful had happened? What if the Lycan guard had come for him, or one of the other ignorant citizens of their city attacked in fear? She remembered the awful things they shouted at him last night. More lightning pain shot from the top of her skull, making her flinch. She’d failed at bringing him someone to feed on. What if he was hurt? Weak? She hurried downstairs. 

In the library, remnants of dying embers glistered over a heap of ashes. Charlotte retched and fell back a step when she finally found an emaciated Valek corpse sprawled out in his armchair like he’d been there for over a hundred years. 

She muffled her scream behind her arm. Something really had gone wrong. Why wasn’t he in his bedroom with the thick curtains drawn? Had he been there all day? She tore through her mind for an explanation, but didn’t remember much about what took place after their conversation in the churchyard. 

Cautiously, she padded towards his body, reaching for him, when his chest jumped. She shrieked and fell back, her heart pounding as she watched him lunge forward, bending in half. He gasped for air. Valek clawed at his shirt, heaving. He coughed up something black and putrid as he struggled to inhale. The stuff oozed between his fingers as he tried to cover it. He grasped the side of the chair with his other hand, tearing holes into the upholstery. 

Charlotte looked on, horrified, as his skeletal frame seemed to expand back into semi-living flesh. His eyes, like ink stains, scowled at her from under a wicked shroud of tousled, dark hair. 

She inched forward but he halted her with an outstretched claw. “Stop!” He choked out more of the spewing bile. “Do not...come...any closer.” He heaved again. “I need—” He hacked again. 

Knees quaking, Charlotte balled her fists in the material of her sweater. She could barely hear anything over the pulse in her ears. “I’m going. Don’t worry, Valek!” She charged out of the house, not forgetting her whistle, this time. 

The night was frostier, but calmer. The storms seemed to have finally passed. Charlotte tore the bandage from her head, discarding it somewhere over the porch steps. Her shoes crunched in the gravel and leaves between the fixed stones in the path. She could feel her heart, damaged and raging inside her, as she pushed on. No matter what, nothing could stop her from hunting for him. 

She quickly breezed through the square, not wanting to run into anyone who might distract her. Passing Brouka General Store, she saw the burlap boy staring sadly at her through the spotless window, rag in hand. He waved meekly. 

Charlotte frowned at Edwin, aware he knew more than she did about what happened last night. She watched Edwin shake his head miserably and hobble back into the deeper ends of the shop. 

 “Charlotte!” A sickeningly familiar musical voice rang out from behind her. Evangeline. She clenched her jaw tight. The vile enchantress ran up to her from her usual place within Howler’s Tavern. “Can I talk to you?” She asked breathlessly. 

“No.” Charlotte scowled and kept walking, pushing her way through the gaggle of Imps and Sprites. She didn’t miss how I few of them stared and whispered things. 

But Evangeline was determined and kept up effortlessly alongside her. “Please? I really must talk to you!” the Witch begged. 

“I don’t have time.” 

“Listen, I want to tell you how sorry I am.” One large ogre shoved Evangeline backward into the crowd. “I didn’t think it was like that between you two!” 

Charlotte stopped and seethed, whirling around to face the Witch, only barely breathing through her clenched teeth. “Like what?” Her hands wound in knots at her sides. Her shoulders trembled. 

Evangeline sheepishly tugged at a lock of her hair. “When you saw us in the library...you reacted like you’d found him committing adultery, or something....” 

Charlotte’s nostrils flared. She jabbed a finger at her. “I do not owe you an explanation about what it’s ‘like’ between me and Valek! That is none of your business!” She turned on her booted heels and began storming through the square again. 

“Then, it’s none of your business whether we see each other again or not,” Evangeline huffed. 

Charlotte closed her eyes tight, wishing fangs would appear in her mouth. She faced her again. “For your information”—a few town citizens stopped, gawking wide-eyed for she was growing louder—“Valek is my business! He has been my business for eighteen years!” 

“Exactly! Your whole life!” Evangeline started to yell, as well. “He is practically your father!” 

Charlotte’s jaw dropped. Her eyes stung with the horrible embarrassment. She hadn’t expected those words to come from Evangeline’s mouth. Salty tears stung her eyes, but she forced them back. 

“He doesn’t give a damn about you, Evangeline. He told me he never would.” Charlotte sought her revenge quietly, this time. “Valek is too good for you.” She took a few steps closer. “And let me fill you in on something else.... My relationship with him was simple until you came along and ruined everything! Because of you, things are never going to be the same again!” 

Hot tears streamed down her face. There was no stopping them. The honesty of it all hurt worse when she heard it out loud, like all of her tormenting thoughts became tangible in the air. 

“So, here....” Charlotte reached into her pockets and tossed a few silvery coins at Evangeline’s high-heeled toes. “The payment Valek owes his harlot from last night. In full.” With that, Charlotte turned once more, and marched away. 

But Evangeline persisted still. “Charlotte?” 

She rolled her eyes. Apparently, there was no way she was going to win this without allowing the harpy to gain some closure. But she didn’t bother to stop, this time. Evangeline raced to fall into step next to her. 

“I really had no idea! You’ve got to believe my actions were not done out of malice!” Evangeline’s own gaze shimmered with a hint of moisture. 

Charlotte tightened her jaw, but said nothing.

“Please?”

Silence. 

She quickened her pace.

“You’re right. I wasn’t aware of the situation. I didn’t realize how close you two are.”

Charlotte relaxed. Fighting wouldn’t change what was done. “How close we were,” she sighed. “I don’t know how it’s going to be now that he knows the truth about how I feel. What did you think? How separate could Valek and I possibly be? It’s always been just the two of us. What makes you think I’d ever want that to change?” 

She peered up at the tall, gorgeous woman with magical traits that made her more similar to Valek than Charlotte’s own humanity ever could. Her heart sank. 

“Your apology is nice, but it’s not going to undo any of the damage.” 

“Perhaps,” Evangeline muttered to the ground as they continued. The two of them had moved beyond the residences and were now entering the tunnel. 

“It’s fine. All is forgiven. You can go back now,” Charlotte finally said once they reached the outskirts. 

“But I want to come with you,” Evangeline pressed. “I don’t like you leaving the borders alone. Valek wouldn’t like it, either.” 

“It’s more dangerous if you come with me. Trust me.” The memory of Charlotte’s leg wound from the other day prodded at her. As much as she despised Evangeline, Charlotte would never want to be the reason she got captured by Regime officials...or worse. 

“Let me right my right my wrongs,” she begged. “I can protect you. I can get you to Prague in two seconds!” 

Evangeline was not about to give up and Charlotte decided the less the two of them spoke the better. They walked together through the fake cemetery and under the gate. The large crescent moon hung low in the sky and made the long, dirt road ahead of them look like a silver serpent in an ocean of grass. Sounds of the night surrounded them. An owl hooed from a distance away. A calm breeze made an easy ruffle across the wheat fields. Charlotte imagined that even far off stars seemed to have their own distinctive twinkling sound. 

“So where are you planning on going?” Evangeline asked. “I can get you anywhere.” 

Charlotte shrugged. “Not too far. Normally, I walk until I happen upon a night traveler or a nearby village.” 

“And then what?” She sounded intrigued now, clapping her hands. 

“I pretend I’m lost. I ask if they can help me find my way. Sometimes, my conversation distracts them long enough to lead them over the borders. Sometimes...it doesn’t.” Charlotte’s tone dipped several octaves. “A spell would help. We can lure them through the gate. Valek will be fast when I call for him. By the time I walk home, they’ll already be dead and he’ll be smoking his pipe in the library.” 

Charlotte didn’t elaborate on the details—how sometimes when they didn’t come as easily, she resorted to knocking them out with whatever she could find. A rock. A stick. But she could never kill them herself. Valek couldn’t drink from a dead heart. 

She puffed out her chest a little. The seduction, the killing—those things did make her more similar to Valek than Evangeline. 

“Don’t you get frightened?” Evangeline’s eyes grew wide. 

“Yes. And it’s dangerous, of course. But I have this.” Charlotte lifted the whistle, inscribed with a scrawling cursive C on one side and the face of the moon on the other. It twinkled in the muted starlight. “Valek always comes when he hears this.” 

A little ways down, where the crop fields started, Charlotte noticed a silhouette staggering down the hill through the tall corn stalks. It was man. He looked as though he’d been hurt. 

Evangeline grabbed Charlotte’s arm, wrinkling her nose, and whispered, “Wait. Let me handle this.” She grinned. 

“You don’t have to do that—” Charlotte began but Evangeline ignored her, already sauntering toward the grassy bank, leaving her standing in the middle of the dirt road.

The man reeling through the late hour had undoubtedly been through some sort of ordeal. Charlotte could see his clothes had been torn. 

“There’s no time,” he shouted. 

“Hurry, before the beast returns!”

What was he referring to? Was he intoxicated? They were far past the borders. Charlotte peered over her shoulder, but the road behind her remained clear. 

The man stopped and analyzed the length of the approaching sorceress. Charlotte harrumphed. Hunting would be so much easier if she looked like Evangeline. 

“Good evening,” he smiled as though, suddenly, nothing at all bothered him. He undressed her with his eyes.

“Hello.” Evangeline tossed her hair over her shoulder. “You’re out a little late aren’t you?”

The man rubbed at his torn sleeve. “Y-yes. And yourself, as well.”

“My sister and I are traveling this road alone.” She gestured to Charlotte. “We’re trying to find the nearest village. I think we’re lost,” she giggled. 

He chuckled. “What direction are you headed?” The smile didn’t leave his spellbound face. “I’d be happy to accompany you.”

“South.” She offered no more information than that, glancing back once at Charlotte.

“Very well.” He offered her his arm. She accepted. 

The moment her skin touched his, all human qualities in his face fizzled, flickering out in his eyes like an extinguished candle flame. Amazing, Charlotte thought. She probably had those powers against all men. Maybe Valek didn’t have any control over himself last night. She watched in disbelief as the Witch whispered something in the man’s ear and he chuckled, though the sound was hallow and enchanted. 

A sudden, low rumble crawled up Charlotte’s spine and into her ears. Her throat closed. She dropped her arms to her sides. A distant voice in her mind spoke to her, telling her exactly what made such a sound. 

Evangeline and the man froze also, looking past her to something standing just behind. “Charlotte...” she squeaked, lifting her manicured talon, pointing. 

Charlotte slowly twisted her hand around to see a half-shifted Lycan standing there, seething, lower parts like a man. Yellowish fangs bared, they oozed slippery ropes of saliva. His slanted eyes fixed on Charlotte. She recognized the scar over his left eye and slight indentation in his head from when they’d first met. He was the same Lycan guarding the Occult City borders, and Charlotte was in heaps of trouble. 

She trembled, feeling up her chest, searching for her whistle, small, fearful sounds slipping from her. 

The wolf abruptly stuck her with his massive claw. It sent the pendant hurtling out of her hand. His claws left deep gashes in her arm as she tumbled, face first, to the ground. She hadn’t seen where it landed. 

Charlotte coughed up a thick clod of dirt and rolled onto her back, trying to fill her lungs with air, instead. The animal loomed over, a low rumble bristling the fur around his neck. His shiny nose almost grazed hers. A bloodcurdling scream ripped from her chest. 

“We have to do something!” The mortal man yelled from somewhere behind the Wolf. 

“The whistle, Evangeline!” Charlotte cried. “Find the whistle!” 

Evangeline, who’d been frozen in a terror, snapped to life, running for the little silver thing in the dirt. The beast diverted his attention to the Witch, leaping away from Charlotte and lunged for Evangeline, who now clasped the whistle tightly in her hand. But something darted in front of the large animal, intercepting it from killing her, just in the nick of time. Evangeline shrieked and fell back. 

Charlotte rolled onto her elbows and saw the wasted body the Wolf was now thrashing around with in the dirt...was Edwin! Sounds of burlap ripping made bile crawl up Charlotte’s esophagus. She could see piles of stuffing spill out from one of his limbs. 

“Edwin!” She stumbled forward, tripping as she ran for him. She lacked a plan, but her mind was clouded with the image of Edwin’s body being destroyed. Charlotte leapt onto the beast’s back and pounded on it hard with her fists as it continued to snarl and tear. She pulled at his fur. Clawed at his eyes. Anything to make him stop. 

Evangeline blew the whistle with all her might, the sound trilling high above the growls and thrashes. 

Someone else jumped on, next to her. In a flash of moonlight, she saw it was the mortal man before she was thrown off into the dirt again. The Shifter vaulted away from the now lifeless pile of rags and back at Charlotte, pinning her to the ground. It dug its claws deep into her shoulders as she cried out in terrible pain. 

The Lycan was about to tear Charlotte’s face off, when a silver shadow gunned through the night and slammed into the beast a full force. 

The two skidded several feet through the dirt. They tangled, throat for throat, limb for limb in the darkness. Vampire and Lycanthrope. Evangeline ran over, pulled Charlotte into her lap and held her as they watched both figures roll and tumble with each other, growling and flashing fangs and claws. 

Valek roared, clutching the half-wolf by the neck and sent it flying into an elm, its body crunching against the impact of the thick trunk. 

The human man, his clothes soaked in his own blood and dirt, stared wildly at the four of them. First, Evangeline, then Charlotte, next, Valek, and finally, the Wolf whimpering on the ground. It twitched, fighting to get up, stumbling over itself and shaking its head, before it set off deep into the forest, disappearing in the heavy shadows. 

“Let him go,” Valek sighed through his exhaustion. He rolled onto his back. “He will die.” Inhaling slowly, he seemed to smell the fresh blood lingering in the air. His nostrils flared as he sat up and snapped his gaze in the direction of the one closest to him, eyes enveloped in black. 

Both Charlotte and Evangeline stared in horror at the Vampire they thought they knew so well. The monster before them, however, seemed altogether different. His gentle mannerisms had sunken somewhere deep in the shady waters of his mind. He looked at Charlotte as a shark would look at bleeding bait. The drunken passion behind his wild gaze surfaced as he stumbled toward her, fangs gleaming behind his parted lips. He moaned softly, tortured, aroused, and hungry. 

Creeping ever closer, he dropped to his knees, sinking one claw in the soft dirt. He leaned in, so close to her face, she could feel his cold breath on her eyelashes. She pressed her back harder against Evangeline’s shoulder, shivering violently. 

“Chhhharrrlotttee—” he hissed. The sound of his voice was foreign and serpentine as it slid past his lips. 

Her pulse was erratic in her throat and she willed it to steady. She squeezed her eyes shut. “Valek, it’s me....” 

She felt Evangeline’s grip on her tighten. “Yes, Valek. It’s Charlotte. It’s Lottie,” Evangeline soothed. 

Valek’s wild gaze did not leave Charlotte’s throat. “Lottie...” he breathed again, saying the word, but attaching no comprehendible recognition. 

“Valek. Listen to me. You don’t want to hurt me.”

Valek made a new, disjointed growl. “There is nothing I want more than this...” 

He moved closer to her throat, but Charlotte held his face between her palms, looking him directly in the eye. “Your doll. Your Lottie,” she smiled and hummed the familiar lullaby he’d always sung to her when she was little and afraid. The same song when the Fairy had attacked her in his office. “Little Lottie,” she sang again. “Remember?” 

Something human grasped at him, then. He withdrew from her and stood up, fighting hard, and forced himself to turn away. “L-lottie....” His breathing was staggered as his hands curled into fists in the hollows of his eyes, rubbing them feverishly. His focus turned on the other mortal who was staring at them, a terror-stricken mess in the dirt. 

The man writhed on the ground, trying his hardest to stand and run. But something cracked in his hip, causing him to arch backward and cry out, his head pressed to the ground. Tears drenched his bloodied face. 

Valek’s eyes glazed over again. He bent to the ground at the man’s side. “That is a lovely aroma,” he whispered. Before the man could react, Valek reared, as a cobra would, and struck. Fangs sunk deep into the mortal’s jugular. 

Evangeline let out a tiny scream as Charlotte buried her face in the Witch’s shoulder. Evangeline tried to cover Charlotte’s ears so she wouldn’t have to hear the man’s inevitable demise, but his screams and sick gurgles were too harrowing as he drowned in his severed life. 

She had never actually seen Valek feed before, and truly, it was deplorable. When the thirst took him, he became a different being, entirely. She turned her head to see better, partially curious, mostly terrified. This was monster Valek. This was the Valek she was only now becoming acquainted with. 

Thick ichor rushed past Valek’s lips, some of it sliding down and staining his front. He held the human’s neck secure to him as he gulped heartily, smiling as the man grappled and clawed and shoved. 

Watching the man’s life drift from him, his limbs growing weaker and weaker under Valek’s unwavering power—it seemed one of the unfair things of this world. Predator and prey. 

Charlotte was just like that man. She could identify with him. Weak. Helpless against forces of the Dark. For the first time, she grieved for one of Valek’s victims. At last, she saw proof of what Meredith had been talking about. She knew the act, but it had a heavier impact when witnessed first-hand. 

Too terrible to watch the suffering, she was relieved when the human was finally drained. Cold. 

Valek came up for air, craning his head toward the moon as the last of the blood swam in a ribbon of garnet down the side of his face. The animal in him disappeared and he discarded the man’s vessel to the dirt.

Slowly, Valek got to his feet again, this time, with a wary look toward Charlotte, his eyes sad. Sorry. He approached and she immediately shot up to face him, eyes drenched. He attempted to hush her, reaching his long fingers toward her damp cheek, but she angled her face away. 

“I am...so...sorry, Lottie,” he whispered, eyes welling with pain. This time he’d done some permanent damage. “Please. Don’t cry.” He caught a single tear lingering on her face. 

“You almost killed me,” she said quietly, without looking at him.

He didn’t answer. He knew.

Charlotte’s knees shook like they might cave. She saw the heap of burlap and stuffing on the dirt road. Edwin. The once enchanted scarecrow-boy lay dead in a mix of fur and dirt. Her gaze moved to Evangeline, pleading. 

“I can fix him.” A tear rolled down the Witch’s bloodless face. “I promise. It will be...easy.” 

Charlotte nodded, starting to feel a little less numb as the onset of sadness began to swell at the base of her throat. She didn’t want to say anything more to either of them.

The Witch’s glamorous hair was now caked to her face with dirt, blood and sweat, though she was still just as beautiful as she ever was. Charlotte looked to Valek once more. Valek, her only confidant in the world—her only family—was now beyond recognizable to her, their differences painfully apparent. Amending her thought from earlier, she decided she wasn’t even close to what he was. Like the man, she was simple prey, a link in Valek’s food chain. She’d never felt so far removed from him. Not even when he held her at arm’s length. Not even when he argued with her about sneaking into his bedroom. Not even when she’d found him with Evangeline the night before. Never. 

He’d looked upon Charlotte with black, thirsty eyes, without seeing her, without knowing her. After eighteen years, how could he? 

She spun away from him and ran back down the dirt road. Back to her house, a place that used to feel safe. Back to where things were, at least, familiar. She ran and the wind dried her tears. She ran until all she could think about was the road in front of her. 

She ran, leaving Valek, Evangeline, and a crumpled, little Edwin behind. 
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Giant red drippy letters and symbols had been splashed crudely across the façade of Charlotte’s house. The gasp she released plumed in a gray mist in front of her face and she fell back a step. Who could have done such a thing? ‘Bloodsucker’ had been smeared across the front windows, along with other offensive things under the depiction of a large, evil-looking face. This propaganda was getting out of hand, but then, could she blame them? Valek hadn’t exactly appeared a gentleman these past nights. 

He surprised her when she breathlessly stumbled through the front door. Of course, he’d beaten her home. He was still the beautiful disaster before her with his hair disheveled about his handsome face, his shirt still tattered and undone over his lean, iridescent body. The perfect demon. Alluring and evil. 

“Why did you run?” His lips peeled over his fangs when she didn’t answer him. He stormed up and grabbed her by the tops of her arms. “Why did you run away from me?” He shook her, his demand desperate. “It’s me, Charlotte!” 

It all amounted to too much and she collapsed to her knees. 

Valek also lowered to the floor, keeping his hold on her. His grasp transformed into an embrace instead. She pressed her face into the crook of his neck, whishing it felt comfortable and safe, like it used to, but it didn’t. This time, something made her nauseas. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been so scared of him. 

“It’s just me, Lottie,” he pleaded, his voice wavering. “You are safe with me. I promise. I don’t know what came over me.” 

She pulled away. Her breathing was still fitful. It continued to break in involuntary gulps and gasps. She worked to steady her shivering, closing her eyes against the sight of him, but the heaviness of his energy circulated. 

She needed a bit of distance and, after a moment, she stood and traipsed up the stairs to her bedroom, feeling his gaze burning a hole in her back the entire way up. She made sure her thoughts remained guarded until she closed her door behind her and she was alone. 

Moving to her vanity mirror, she gaped at the streaks of dirt smeared across her face and clothes. Her fingers curled around the edge of the desk and she hung her head between her shoulders, forcing her breaths to come out even and calm, trying to wrap her mind around the fact that her beloved guardian nearly just ripped her throat out. Meredith couldn’t be right about him. She couldn’t. 

All over, her skin felt feverish. She tried to roll her wounded shoulder, the entire side of her sweater soaked in blood. It smarted something awful, lightning pain shooting through her ribcage and down her back. Her stomach tossed when she realized not all of it was her blood, probably. Poor Edwin, she thought. What if Evangeline couldn’t fix him? Leaning a little closer to the mirror, she pulled away the material of her sweater to examine her lacerations better. 

“Looks bad.” His gentle voice startled her. Within the mirror, she saw the morose Vampire looming sadly against her doorsill. 

“It is,” she mumbled bitterly at the floor. “Isn’t the smell going to bother you?” 

Ignoring her rancorous comment, he approached her, lifting his hands to examine her. When she stayed with her back to him, he spoke a little louder, “I need to mend this, Charlotte. Before the wound becomes infected. Your body temperature is already high.” 

“You can sense that?” she scowled at his reflection.

“I can.”

“Won’t I turn into a wolf, now, or something?”

Some amusement played a trick in Valek’s eyes as the muscles in his jaw tensed. 

She could tell he was suppressing a chuckle. He shook his head. “Doesn’t work that way, I’m afraid. For now, you’re still Lottie.” 

Charlotte turned and gingerly shifted her arm to him, grinding her teeth as another bolt of pain spread across the top of her shoulder and back. He squinted at the gash, trying to pull the fabric away enough to see the damage clearer. He shook his head. 

“I cannot assess how serious this is.” His voice sounded sterile, like when he spoke to one of his patients. Typical doctor. “You’re going to have to remove that.” He rolled up his sleeves. 

She froze, remembering she had nothing on underneath, other than her bra. Shit. She exhaled slowly through her nose. Blood pooled in her cheeks and she bit down hard over her lip. Looking up at Valek, she only found him staring back numbly. There was no reason why this should be weird. 

Turning away, she peeled off the sweater in spite of another voice in her head protesting very loudly. The article dropped in a heap on the floor by her feet. When she faced him again, Valek cleared his throat, as though it made him uncomfortable as well. Perhaps, she should have listened to the voice. 

Her palms were clammy. He took her bare arm in his talon. Her heart pounded so frantically, she bet he could see it bouncing off her sternum. 

“This is very deep,” he diagnosed with a sigh. “Come downstairs, please. I need to clean it and close it up.” He wandered out of the room, but she didn’t miss when his eyes shifted in color again. 

Charlotte toed after him meekly. Valek’s movements were stiff as he walked. The smell must have been overpowering, she suspected. Meredith Price’s inevitable words resounded in her head once more. ‘Vampire.’ ‘You can never be too careful.’ 

Valek pushed his way into the stark office, walls and cabinets white, countertops orderly. The room didn’t match the rest of the house in the least. In fact, it seemed void of any warmth at all, and being there reminded her of all the mortals she’d helped him kill. She looked to the one corner with the burnished iron door that marked the entry to a freezer room Valek used to store the bodies until he could dispose of them more properly. She shuddered. Why hadn’t she ever felt so guilty before as she did tonight? 

“Have a seat.” Valek indicated the large, leather office chair behind a pine desk. The lack of color in his voice was unnerving. It sounded hollow, his eyes made of slate. 

She did and watched him bend to the cabinet under the sink in the corner, pulling out a bottle of rubbing alcohol, suture thread, and white gauze. Then, he proceeded to wash his hands. Her tongue swelled in her mouth, though she wanted badly to articulate what she was feeling—to ask him questions. But instead, she just sat there, a bloody conflicted mess. 

Valek leaned casually on the corner of his desk, as though this were nothing but another typical night, and started to dab the blood away with an alcohol-soaked rag. Upon the first touch, Charlotte drew in a sharp hissing breath. It was icy and it made the sting worse. 

“This will hurt a bit, I’m afraid.” The smell invaded the entire room. She could tell he wasn’t breathing as he pulled out the suture needle and sterile thread. “Look away, please.” 

He started to sew up the gashes in her shoulder. Wincing each time the needle poked through her skin, she clawed the chair arms, her teeth grinding together. She needed to focus on something else and she quickly chose a small drawing of hers hanging on the wall in a black wire frame. It was a stick figure, colored-pencil version of both of them before a box meant to resemble their house—something she’d given him when she was about eight or so. The simplicity of the colored markings made her smile. Only Valek would have found it beautiful enough to put in a stupid frame. 

“Done,” he said, snipping at the stitch to release her. 

Charlotte glanced up at him, surprised. He made fast work of it. “Thank you.” She quickly got up from his chair, and without another word, left him in the office. 

Shoulder tenderer than before, she was slow back up the stairs to her room. She needed to find something to cover herself with. There was once a time when that situation wouldn’t have been awkward at all, though it was now. 

After a quick hot bath, she rifled through some different things in her drawer, settling on a dress of warmer material—a nice olive colored one that fell to her knee. She slid it over her head and hurried to her closet where she found her brown knee-high boots and pulled them on, as well. 

She plopped down on her bed and thumbed through the pages of her sketchbook. Plucking a black graphite pencil from her side table, she started sketching. It would be the only tedious, cathartic thing to get her mind off of Valek and everything else. Deep black lines began to form nicely shaded images. Her abilities had significantly improved since that drawing she gave Valek when she was smaller. 

Charlotte concentrated on the childish, little picture again, how it looked hanging there over his desk, and started re-sketching it with greater skill. Maybe, when all of this confusing turmoil was over and things were back to normal, she’d give this new rendition to him to replace the old one. 

Too focused on the drawing, she leapt halfway out of her skin when something abruptly chinked against her windowpane. She threw aside her sketchbook and eyed the glass, waiting for that deformed Lycan to come lunging through, bent on revenge. But whatever it was, thudded against the window again and she got up, slowly walking to the sill. Careful of her new stitches, it was difficult and painful to lift the heavy pane, but she was delighted to find Aiden waving broadly at her from the ground below. 

“Charlotte!” He clutched several pebbles in his fist, dropping the next one he was about to throw. 

“Shut up,” she hissed at him. “Are you really chucking pebbles at my window? Isn’t that a little cliché?” 

“I guess.” Shamed, he sent the rest of the pebbles clacking to his feet. He chuckled sheepishly and scratched at the back of his head. “Come down here!” 

“Shh!” She put her finger to her lips. “It’s not a good time. Valek’s home.” 

“I heard about what happened. There’s something I need to tell you,” he said a little more hushed than before, but still with an eager edge to his words. 

“How did you find out about that?” She snapped, leaning a little farther out the window. 

He shrugged. “Evangeline. She was carrying a pile of stuffing back to her house.” 

“That pile of stuffing is Edwin! But you need to be quiet!” Valek would surely hear them, if he hadn’t already. 

Aiden smiled stupidly. “I’ll be quiet if you come down here!” 

Charlotte held her forehead. How could she resist? “Fine, but not so close to the house....” 

“Agreed.”

“Where should I meet you, then?”

“My house.”

Charlotte glanced down at her watch. It was one-thirty in the morning. “Isn’t your mother going to be furious if you have a houseguest at this hour?” She shoved her watch down at him, expecting him to see the little ticking hands from where he stood, a full story below her. 

“My parents aren’t home....” He shoved his hands in his pockets and kicked the pebbles by his feet. “Look, you’re wasting more time by arguing with me. Do you want to hear what I have to tell you, or not?” 

“Fine! Your house. Five minutes—if you leave now!” 

He grinned again before disappearing back into the thicket of trees. Her stomach fluttered. She closed the windows and turned to see Valek standing, once again, at her threshold. To be expected. She folded and arms and harrumphed. 

“What does he want with you at this hour?” Valek looked like a ghost. Forlorn. Stiff. His face was sallow. 

“He...um....” She couldn’t lie. He would know. “He wants me to come over.” Her mouth went dry. 

Even in sadness, she couldn’t deny how handsome Valek looked leaned up against the intricate scrollwork around her doorframe, like he was part of the craftsmanship. 

“Really? At this time of night?” he asked flatly. 

“He doesn’t have any studies in the morning and he knows this is the only time I’m ever awake.” 

Valek pushed away from the frame and said, “Have a splendid time.” His words were a bit sour, but seemed sincere enough. 

“All right...” she offered slowly, making sure he was serious.

He didn’t utter anything further. 

“Then, I guess, I’ll be back a little later.” She took a tentative step toward the door, in case he really was having a harder time with this than he was letting on. Still, he said nothing. “I won’t stay out too long.” 

“Be careful.” He whispered without looking at her. 

His energy was unbearable. She pushed past him, but before she got to the top of the stairs, she turned around to find he was still watching her. He reminded her of one of those sculptures whose eyes seemed to follow you no matter where you stood in the room. Guilt swelled within her and she ran up to him, wrapping her arms around his middle. He hesitated a moment before hugging her back. 

“Not too long,” he murmured against the top of her head. 

She offered him a small smile before making her way down the staircase and out the front door. 

Autumn descended upon the Occult City in full force. Brown and orange leaves crunched under Charlotte’s boots as she skipped down the road toward the residential district. She was fairly certain Valek’s eyes were still on her from the second-story window, but she didn’t bother to check this time. 

Angular jack-o-lantern eyes followed her as she went, the bewitched pumpkins having been placed along street corners by the town’s Witches. They usually started decorating for their New Year’s holiday around Mabon, or the autumn solstice, leading up to their turn-of-the year celebration, which, for them, was at the end of October. The fall festivals were glorious night-parties of cider, pumpkin soup, hot wine, loud music, and Witch games even Charlotte liked to partake in. 

The warm glow of the floating, bewitched street lanterns stretched her silhouette long and black over the roads. She lifted her hands in the air, exaggerated to look like claws under the fierce, angled lighting. What if she were a monster, too? She thought of the chapter in The Anatomy of Vampires about human transformation, but then pushed the thought from her mind. 

New hands from nowhere clasped around Charlotte’s face, yanking her backward, concealing her screams. She grappled with whoever it was, only to hear the taunting sniggering in her ear. She knew those hands far too well. Wheeling around, she smacked the top of his arm. Aiden threw his head back and guffawed into the night. 

She hit him again. “So what did you want to tell me, pond scum?” 

“Wait til we get to my house.” He searched through the heavy shadows around them. 

“What’s wrong with you? You were just screaming at the top of your lungs at my house!” 

“I said, be quiet!” He put a hand to her mouth again. “Noisy thing.” 

She made a face and knocked him away before he wound his fingers between hers and led her a little faster through the streets. 

She grimaced down at their hands woven together, discovering she didn’t like it at all. It felt too warm, somehow. Too normal. “You’re weird.” 

“You’re the only human living in a town of Elves and Witches. I’d say you’re the freak in this case.” 

The two made their way to his house without any more words. It was quiet and dark with the promise of missing parents. Charlotte’s stomach flipped like a pancake. 

Once inside, he led her into the den where they both sat together on the warm, knit area rug over the dusty floor. With a finger to his lips, he said, “Don’t make a sound. My brothers and sisters are finally sleeping.” He rolled his eyes. 

She lifted her eyebrows at him expectantly. “You had something important to tell me?” 

The room was completely dark, except for the small candle on the coffee table. An apple tree outside cast a veiny shadow over the floor and across the Elf’s face. Even in the dim light, Charlotte could see Aiden’s bright features fade into seriousness. He adjusted, sitting on his knees, his tawny hair falling into his eyes.

“I—I wanted to....” He struggled to get the words out. Aiden apprehensively took her hand again. 

She grinned. “What are you doing?”

“I wanted to make sure you were okay,” he said, gazing at her from beyond a thick bed of eyelashes. 

“Why wouldn’t I be?” Thinking back to how close Valek’s fangs had gotten to her throat, she was thankful Aiden couldn’t hear her mind, or else he’d really hate him. She mashed her lips into a tight line. 

His eyes hardened. “Evangeline told me about Valek—about what he almost did to you.” 

Shit. “It’s fine. Really. Just one of those things that happens when you’re in the wrong place at the wrong time...with the wrong person.” She met his gaze on the last word, but they both looked quickly away again. “He never would have done it.” 

Aiden pressed his warm palm to her cheek—much different than the feeling of Valek’s. Her heart jump-started. “Almost getting killed isn’t just ‘one of those things’.” 

She wanted so badly to argue with him. She wanted to fight him away and tell him he and his mother were wrong about Valek, but she couldn’t. This time...he was right. Valek scared her within an inch of her life. She understood he had instincts sometimes beyond his control, and maybe that was the reason it was impossible to be around him now. 

“Is your shoulder okay?” Aiden asked. His face inched closer to hers. 

She could feel his breath on her lips. “Y-yes.”

His kiss was so gentle she barely felt his lips brush hers. It was the first time she’d ever been kissed by anyone. Every surface of her skin came alive with new electricity she’d never felt before. Even for how delicate he made it, the kiss was warm and soft. Her fingers knotted in her skirt. 

He pulled away with a question in his eyes, but when he found her smiling, he kissed her again, a little deeper, this time. He moved his lips steadily against hers. Her mouth trembled under his, not entirely sure of what she was doing, but knowing it felt right. 

She was so lost in what was happening, it surprised her when she felt him pull away again. His breathing was ragged, but he kept his hand around hers. 

“That wasn’t what I wanted to talk to you about, either,” he chuckled. 

She laughed a little too, tucking her hair behind one ear. 

“I mean, it was something I wanted to try, but there’s something else....” He hesitated, some serious thought contorting his expression. “We’re leaving Charlotte.” 

She gaped at him, a sudden, bad feeling igniting within her. Something wasn’t right. “Where are your parents?” Charlotte prodded again. 

“Mum’s in Prague...visiting my dad....” His gaze shifted to the side. “Why is your dad in Prague?”

“He works there.”

“He works there?” She blanched. 

“It’s a long story.” He shook his head. “He works there...at the Regime headquarters.” 

“But, I thought you told me—” 

“My dad is fourth in command of the Regime. Their headquarters is in Prague. I wanted to tell you, but I couldn’t settle on the right time.” 

Charlotte leapt up into standing. “The Regime?” 

He stood, as well, suddenly intimidating and large in the small room that seemed to close in around her. “Does Valek ever leave the Occult City?” 

There was a suspicious reason behind that question. “No! Valek knows the law, Aiden.” She winced, backing away. 

“It doesn’t seem so, Charlotte. He brought you into the city, didn’t he? That is highly against Law One.” 

Realization swept over her like a bat caught in a flash of light and she advanced on him, angry. “What exactly are you trying to do, Aiden?” 

“I spoke to my father. He agrees Valek is in breach of the magic law. You should stay here, with me. It’s too dangerous to go back to Valek, now.” 

She gasped, disgusted. Fury rolled from her chest, burning in her throat. That is, until the panic set in. “Why? Why would you talk to your father about us? I’m mortal, Aiden! They’re going to kill us! You’ve put us in danger! Because of you, now they know!” Charlotte suddenly found it hard to breathe. She shut her eyes as she struggled to control her seething. Her mind raced with how she was to get Valek out of this mess. 

“Charlotte—“ 

“Your little plan isn’t going to work! You’re not taking him away from me!” she yelled, not caring anymore about her volume. 

“Listen to me,” he continued to argue. “Valek is dangerous!” 

Charlotte only gaped at him. “Why are you doing this?” She asked, soft and pleading, this time. 

“Come on, Charlotte. You can stay with us.”

She shoved him away. “I’m leaving and I never want to see you again!”

He grabbed hold of her wrist. “If you go back there, danger will come for you.

She ripped her hand away. “Take your hand off me! You’re supposed to be my friend!”

“You’re more than a friend to me.” Aiden pulled her close again, crushing his lips to hers in a fiercer kiss. It was revolting, this time. She turned her face, releasing small yelps of terror. He released her, shock coloring his eyes. “It’s because of him, isn’t it? You choose a Vampire over me?” 

“That’s absurd,” she muttered. “I would never even—”

“You say it, but you don’t mean it. Not really.” His voice was filled with cold fury.

Her eyes burned. “I’m leaving. Don’t follow me.” She bolted out of the den. 

He pursued her into the living room. “You’re making a grave mistake!” She ignored him, tearing open his front door. “Do you hear me?” She dashed down his porch steps, wrapping her arms around herself. “We’ll see what Lord Vladislov has to say about this! You’ll see what I do once I take his throne!” He continued to call over the threshold at her. 

His last comment made her gasp. What did he mean by ‘take his throne’? The bleeding hearts growing around Aiden’s fence were their usual vibrant red and orange until they shriveled into a gray dust as she went. She glowered over her shoulder to find Aiden still glaring. 

Hugging at the chill creeping through her bandages, she broke into a sprint. Eyes from the jack-o-lanterns seemed to gawk at her as well, as she swept past them. 

Who knew how fast Aiden’s word would travel? If his father was fourth in command, like he said, Charlotte bet it would be fast enough. She shook with both rage and terror as she thought about the possibilities of what the Regime might do if they came for Valek. Pressing on faster, she caught the stare of one particularly wicked-looking pumpkin, its grin gnarled and wide. 

“Charlotte...Charlotte...” the hexed thing chanted after her in a sing-song way. “We know why you run. Charlotte...Charlotte.... Run faster. Run faster. Until you are safe and at home....” 

Her face felt numb. She stifled a small yelp behind her palms as she tried to remind herself that the Witch community only enchanted jack-o-lanterns for entertainment. Just a mere prank. They weren’t really intelligent. 

A number of pumpkins lined the other side the street and repeated the song the first one started. “Run faster. Run faster. Until you are safe and at home.” Their collective voices swirled and overlapped one another’s until the chanting became chaotic and maniacal. 

A new shiver scurried up her spin and she bolted faster. It seemed the things were following her. She passed dozens of them in a haze of orange as she dashed out of the residential district and into the town square, a spirited fusion of color, voices and light. 

“Charlotte!” 

She screeched and fell backward after slamming into something lanky and made of burlap. 

Edwin helped her up and she dusted herself off. Gasping at the sight of the living scarecrow boy, she flung her arms around his neck, planting a swift kiss on his cheek. He’d been sewn back together again, looking brand new. 

“Edwin! You don’t know how happy I am to see you!”

“Why the h-hurry?” he asked, adjusting his glasses she’d knocked askew.

A lump formed in Charlotte’s throat. She didn’t want to tell him what happened. He’d been through enough traumas that week, and this was something she needed to handle with Valek. 

From over her shoulder, she found the jack-o-lanterns, lifeless again, and staring innocently forward, the candles quivering within their gutted bodies. “I was...just on my way home.” 

The shiny black eyes behind Edwin’s bottle cap goggles, now repaired at the bridge with duct-tape, went blank. “N-n-no. I-I don’t th-think that’s a g-g-g-good idea...” he began to sputter another warning. 

Charlotte sighed. Not again. “Edwin? What’s the matter, now? Is it Valek?” 

“No! No! No!” He scratched his head feverishly. “N-no! It’s n-n-not! It’s n-not Valek. V-valek. Tr-trouble!” Edwin’s head shook violently from side to side like he was about to short circuit. 

Charlotte glanced around for someone she possibly knew. Something was going seriously awry in her magical little town, and according to Edwin’s half-baked warnings, it was about to get a lot worse. 

No one in the square seemed to be paying attention. There was nowhere else to go but home. 

“Valek is in terrible trouble, Edwin,” she concluded. Clouds moved over the moon, throwing her in complete darkness. She hugged herself—not to keep warm, but rather, to keep herself together. “I have to go.” She proceeded again while Edwin continued to spew. 

“N-no! No! No! V-v-valek! D-d-danger!” 
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Charlotte burst through her front door, causing the surrounding walls to shake when she slammed it behind her. She looked down at her trembling fingers before curling them into tight fists at her sides, trying to keep them still. She scanned the room for her Vampire, the skin on her arms and face tingling. 




     “Valek?” Her voice broke when she called him. 




He poked his head out from the library, raising his eyebrows at her. “Everything alright?” 

The awkwardness between them reappeared as soon as their eyes met and she quickly looked away, though breathed a sigh of relief. He was there. He was safe. Edwin had been wrong. 

“No. It’s not,” she breathed. Aiden’s kiss burned in her mind. His admissions made her eyes water. She needed time to think. She could form a plan on her own, and she wasn’t ready to talk to Valek. Not yet. “Just leave me alone, okay? And stay out of my head!” She stomped past him into the kitchen. 

Valek said nothing as he watched her go by. 

Charlotte tore open the icebox door, scanned the shelves for something edible, overlooking the certain compartments Valek used to stash emergency medical supplies. Her stomach started talking to her, which was just part of the reason for her rage. She was always testier when she was hungry, another trait she picked up from Valek. 

She pulled out a fistful of carrots, celery, and a chicken breast and laid them each out on a cutting block. The silver butcher knife she unsheathed from the wooden knife-holder glistened off the soft light about the old, gas stove. She feigned unawareness of Valek, who stood in the entryway, watching, as usual. 

She started with the celery, hacking into small green chunks before pushing it into a heap on one side of the counter. Pulling a lackluster pot out from the cabinet above the stove, she filled it halfway with water and set it over a lit burner. 

Aiden was such a sniveling coward. Crawling to his daddy. Who was he to intervene in her life—to threaten Valek? Next time she saw him, she’d rip out his jugular. Miserable, ignorant Elves. How was she going to escape while the Regime was watching? 

Next, the chicken. She washed the meat and dropped the breast in whole—the best way to flavor the stock. Steam lifted into her eyes while she stirred, and she could feel her pores opening. She inhaled deeply, attempting to calm herself, though knowing she needed to tell Valek what was going on. 

She started chopping the carrots, her hands moving too fast as she thought again about Aiden and of the things he told his father, the Wizards’ cogs turning from their high, holy place in the city and the plans they were plotting against her now. It was only a matter of time. She had to get Valek out of the Occult City very soon. She pictured Aiden’s smug face. His lips. His lips releasing the secret she’d kept for nearly eighteen years. Then she saw them kissing her— 

“Damn!” she blurted as the silvery knife plummeted to the floor, splattered with blood. “Damn it!” she repeated as loud as she could, clutching her wounded finger. She ran over to the brass sink and started rinsing it under the water. 

For a moment, she’d forgotten completely about Valek looming in the corner. She froze, the water continuing to plummet around her hand. Slowly, she peered over her shoulder at her Vampire who had noticeably tensed. His pupils engulfed his pretty, blue eyes—gone black as pitch and cold as death. Her throat closed. Not again, she thought. 

He stalked up behind Charlotte and slammed his fist down over the faucet handle, stopping the flow of water. 

She spun around to meet his chest at her eye level. Again, fear made her pulse erratic, but there was another feeling—different and warm spreading through her belly. Her wide gaze slid up to find his demonic one. She gulped. But his glare wasn’t hungry or scary, like it had been on the country road with Evangeline and the mortal man. This time, it seemed softer. 

“You mustn’t curse in this house, Lottie.” One corner of his mouth stretched upward in an agonizing, sweet smile that sent a quiver through her body. 

Bronze light created a muted flame in the black behind his lashes, as his fingers slid down her arm, searching for her wounded finger. 

Stuttering incoherently, she meant to protest, but couldn’t find any of the words she wanted to say. He pulled her hand up to his cool lips and she felt them part over the flesh of her palm. He smiled again and it was enough to paralyze her. 

He pressed the cut to his mouth and gently sucked. The pressure sent a new ripple down her spine, forcing her to exhale. She watched his pleasure in innocence and curiosity, both horrified and tantalized at the same time. The inside of his mouth was cold, though alluring, and she missed the feeling of it when he softly pushed her hand away. 

Looking down at her palm, still lingering in his, she saw the cut finger had completely healed, leaving no sign of a scar, nor any trace of blood. His responding grin was sultry and even a little evil. 

“I—I...um....” She fought to articulate something. Anything. Her mind was wild. Her cheeks were flushed. 

He hushed her, tucking her curls behind her ear and stroked the side of her face. Every muscle in her stomach clenched. He lowered his face so close to hers she could see her own reflections in his black eyes. The word “danger” rang out in her mind, but her lips ached for his anyway. The effect he had on her was unfair. 

“There are many things we need to discuss,” he whispered into her mystified face. 

A sudden pounding slammed against the front door, interrupting their exchange. A foreign voice rumbled from the other side. “Open up!” 

Both Charlotte and Valek’s heads snapped toward the foyer. A fist met the door once again, more aggressive than the first time, rattling its hinges. 

“This is the Regime Guard Force! We demand you open the door!” 

A different, raspier, voice bellowed, “We have this house surrounded!” 

Valek turned his eyes on Charlotte and she could tell by his intense focus, he was tuning in. She held her breath. He was going to hear everything: from the kiss, to the argument, to Edwin’s warning. Behind his lashes, the blackness quickly dissipated and his eyes turned back to their hardened, icy state. 

“Quickly! To my office! Hide in the freezer. Do not come out under any circumstance no matter what you hear!” He kept his voice low, squeezing her hands. 

Charlotte’s arms prickled as the light above the stove flickered out. She tried to think of any other place she could hide that didn’t contain nearly frozen dead bodies. 

The first voice boomed again, “We know you’re in there!” 

“Hurry,” Valek whispered. “Everything is going to be all right. Remember what I said! Go!” 

Charlotte bolted for the other room, her pulse in her throat. Yanking open the heavy, freezer door, she made sure it was sealed tight before finding the coldest, darkest corner against the far wall. She was surrounded by lumpy, black body bags. They lay there like grave markers, clumped too close together over the concrete floor. The stench was light, but even freezing could not stop the rotting decay. She shivered again. 

This was all her doing. She’d been callous. Careless. Irresponsible. She hugged her knees to her chest. All her thoughts writhed and spun in her mind as she sat, clutching her head in her hands, imagining Valek being taken away. Her pulse raced, though it felt like it might just stop altogether. She buried her face in her knees and swallowed her scream, trying to quiet her mind—trying to hear the muffled voices and what was happening just beyond the freezer door... 
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Valek waited until he heard the office lock click before he started down the hall toward the foyer. It had been a near century, but the cold shock of mortal fear was a hard thing to forget. It returned to him the instant he heard their thundering—the instant he heard the guilt circulating through Charlotte’s mind. He made an attempt to relax his shoulders before he opened the front door to five burly guards annexing his porch. 

“Evening, gentlemen. What sort of assistance can I be to the great and powerful Regime guard force?” 

“The Vampire Ruzik, I presume?” The officer standing at the front of the squadron asked. 

Valek grinned and laced his fingers. “Who needs to know?” 

“We have reason to suspect you are harboring a human child in your home. Under Regime law and by decree of Vladislov, himself, we have the authority to investigate.” The officer was a tall fire Elf with jewel-bright slanted eyes and a waxed head. His stance was broad and proud. 

“As is plain before your eyes, there is no one here, save myself.” Valek gestured broadly in the inside of the house. 

“You did not answer my question,” the officer grumbled. “Mister Ruzik, are you aware it is against the Magic Code to keep human pets?” 

“No.” Valek clenched his jaw with the notion anyone would refer to Charlotte as a pet. “A human child does not reside here. If one did, I can assure you, it would not be in their best interest.” Valek flashed his fangs. 

“I do not find you charming, mister Ruzik.”

“Nor I, you.”

“May we have a look around?” The officer pressed his fingertips together in front of his chest. “As a formality, of course.” His tone was of feigned politeness. 

Valek tensed but the guards didn’t wait for him to respond, shoving their way inside. The squad bypassed the library, with only a few quick glances inside, and thundered into the kitchen and the darkened, barely-used living room off to the left. A few of them parted from the larger group and stomped up the stairway. 

Valek remained collected on the outside, following them into the kitchen, though he frantically searched through his mind for a solution. Every nerve ending was electric under his skin. Evidence of Charlotte was everywhere. 

“You will not find what you seek. I do not know where you are drawing your information from, but I assure you, it is false!” Valek ground his jaws together. 

The officer chuckled. “I saw the sign out front. You are a doctor, Vampire?” he said coolly. “You don’t say.” Sarcasm curled around his words. “Well, who knew a leach like you could be so intelligent? I’m sure this town is going to really miss you.” 

Valek said nothing. 

“You know,” the Elf started again, “we are cleaning your kind out for good.”

“Meaning?” Valek asked through gritted teeth. 

“You...people, for lack of a better term, have been contaminating our world for far too long. It is Vladislov’s order.” The officer’s smile was crooked. “Don’t you think it’s time you crawled back into your crypt and stayed there? 

Valek wanted to badly to rip out the Elf’s jugular with his fangs, but quickly concealed them under his lips, attempting to cool the stolen blood that was now a river of fire under his icy skin. 

The officer in command bent to pick up the bloody knife from the kitchen floor, eyeing the mess of food. “Making dinner this evening, mister Ruzik?” he asked before lighting the stove with a small flame from his palm. It cast a dingy light over the dull sheen of the pots and pans. Valek took a step back at the sight of the Elf’s magically produced fire. It was a threat. He sauntered closer to Valek. “Funny. I didn’t think your kind ate carrots.” He brought the bloody end of the knife so close to Valek’s nose, the thirst flared in his chest, the pupils in his eyes bleeding out over the white, like spilled ink. 

The muscles in the back of Valek’s throat constricted as the familiar burning flared. “I advise you to keep your distance, mister....” 

“My name is of no concern to you.” The officer ran his index finger across the bloodstain on the shiny blade and rubbed the gore between his index and thumb. His face contorted like he was disgusted by it. 

One of the guards, who had been searching upstairs, ran into the kitchen, clutching the sleek, bronze arm of Evangeline, yanking her behind it. “Look what I found!” His voice was rough, like gravel. He shoved the Witch forward, sending her stumbling into Valek’s arms. 

She looked tearfully up at Valek as he quickly tuned into her thoughts. 

“A Witch?” The officer asked. 

“Y-yes....” Valek wrapped his arms more affectionately around her. “This is Evangeline.”

“I though you told me no one was home with you, mister Ruzik.”

“I thought no one was home.” He held Evangeline at arm’s length, smiling. “Darling, when did you get back? I though you’d be out past daylight.” Valek suppressed a gag over calling her ‘darling’ and forced a broader smile. 

Evangeline blinked at him and then gaped at the guards. “Um…I...just a little while ago. I was upstairs, obviously.” 

“I don’t need to hear some convoluted explanation.” The officer batted his hand. “This evidence will be enough for the Regime to order full possession of your property.” He held up the bloody knife again. “But just in case they’re feeling merciful—” He snapped his fingers, sending some of the other guards off to the back of the house. “We’ll take the girl, too.” 
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Upon hearing their angry voices and footfalls from the freezer, Charlotte shut her eyes tight. She remembered the drawers of clothes she left open in her room. The kitchen was a mess. 

If she and Valek were going to make it through this, if they were able to escape, she vowed to mend the falter in their relationship. She vowed it to herself and to him. It didn’t matter what kind of creature he was, or what instincts he struggled with. Those things could be dealt with. He was the most important thing in her world, and nothing was worth losing him. 

Voices drew nearer. Charlotte crept forward and pressed her ear up against the icy door. 

Heavy footsteps advanced until she could tell they were in the office, and she scurried to the back corner again, trying to find the very deepest shadow to submerge herself. This was it. This was the end. She squeezed her eyelids shut in a feeble attempt to disappear completely. 

“Vampire!” She heard the foreign voice call. 

Different, faster footsteps approached. “Yes?”

“What do you use this refrigerator for?”

Charlotte’s breath was like a stone in her chest. She needed to think fast. Feeling the bags around her, her fingers pressed over a lump that felt a lot like a nose and cheekbones. She grimaced, unzipping the top as slowly and quietly as she could. 

“Medicinal purposes,” Valek answered. “Gentlemen, I’m afraid you are wasting your time with—”

“No, no.” The other voice stopped him. “I’m quite interested in your practices.”

Charlotte gasped as she continued to pull the heavy, chilled body from the bag. Glancing down, she stifled a scream upon finding the sunken eyes and the blue lips of the woman she’d lured home for Valek just a few nights ago, her ‘Prague’ sweatshirt streaked with blood. “S-sorry,” she squeaked down at her. 

“Why don’t you open the door for me?” The officer said. 

Charlotte’s heart was in her mouth.

“Please,” he continued. 

As fast as she could, she slid herself into the bag, squeezing the zipper-head between her nails, working to close it from the inside. Her shivering became more violent, and as she listened to the freezer door scrape open, she pressed her palm over her mouth and held her breath. 

The clack of steel-toed boots sounded twice and she assumed it was the officer stepping inside. With her hands folded over her mouth, she dug her nails into her cheeks, willing her trembling to stop. 

Thwack! 

Something hard crushed against something else, resulting in a sliding sound across the floor. Charlotte could have only assumed a covered body had been kicked. Hard. It was all she could do not to scream. If the guard had chosen her bag, the impact would have been enough to break a few of her ribs. 

“Must you be so disrespectful? Until you find substantiation against me, this is still my home.” Valek said with controlled anger. 

“What happened to this one?” The guard must have been talking about the female Charlotte uncovered and slumped against the wall. 

Valek cleared his throat. “Lack of vacancy. I’m sure my life habits fascinate you to no end, and I am thoroughly enjoying the interview, but you will be wasting your time here, gentlemen, if you continue to pursue my household because of some misguided goose-chase. Frankly, you are interrupting what’s left of my evening and I am requesting, kindly, that you leave this private property.” 

As he spoke, Charlotte could tell the footsteps were receding, Valek’s voice getting quieter the farther they moved back down the hall. 

“If a human did, in fact, reside here, there is no doubt they’d be long gone by now, for you seem so educated in the habitual life of a ‘parasite’.” They were in the foyer now. “I mean...how could I ever contain myself in such a tempting sort of situation? Being what I am, and all.” There was another pause. Charlotte strained to hear if the officer was saying anything. “However invasive your behavior, I do bid you all a very pleasant morning.” 

Charlotte jumped at the sound of the slamming door. Then, there was only silence for what felt like several minutes before hastened footsteps rumbled back into the office and into the freezer. 

Above her head, claws ignored the zipper, and instead tore a hole in the material of the body bag. “Hurry! Light the fire. She’s becoming hypothermic.” Before she could say anything, Valek swept her up close to his chest and rushed her into the library. “Lottie? Are you all right?” he asked, setting her down before the hearth. 

Evangeline was there. Seeing her in the library again made Charlotte’s stomach lurch. 

“Ignis!” she chanted with her hand sprawled toward the wood. An orange flamed erupted over the thick logs. 

Valek pulled a wool blanket off the fainting sofa and swiftly draped it over Charlotte’s shoulders. He knelt by her, rubbing at the tops of her arms, still careful of her wounds there. From the corner of her eye, she noticed Evangeline frown. 

“Thank you,” Valek offered to the Witch over his shoulder. 

“If it weren’t for Edwin coming to warn me, I would never have known. It’s because of him.” 

“Well, thanks to Edwin, then.”

Evangeline took a step toward them. 

“Thank you, I said,” he snapped and she stopped. 

Evangeline ached for redemption. Charlotte could see that. Pain darkened the Witch’s eyes and suggested she still had feelings for him. There was a bitter taste over Charlotte’s tongue, then, and Valek hugged her closer. Was he still listening? 

Evangline sighed. “I apologize for what I’ve done to Charlotte’s bedroom.” 

“I understand,” Valek said, continuing to caress Charlotte’s spine. She frowned. He didn’t look at the Witch at all. 

She pulled something from around her neck, and approached Charlotte slowly. Kneeling at her other side, she held up her whistle. It glinted in the firelight. Charlotte gasped and took it in her hands before looking up at Evangeline’s soft face. The last time she remembered seeing her whistle, it had been lying in the mud outside the Occult City borders. 

“Thank you,” she murmured. 

Evangeline’s smile was sad. She stood to her feet again. “Goodnight, Charlotte. Valek. If you need me, you know where I am.” She turned, sulking, as she slouched out of the library. 

Charlotte stared at the yellow and orange flames licking across the wood, waiting until she heard the final click of the front door. She squeezed her fist around the whistle, strung in its rightful place around her neck again. 

“Valek? I have to tell you something....” 

“I know,” he interjected. “I heard.” He sighed and rubbed his eyes. “We must take our leave. But it’s nearly daybreak. Our time has run out, so we must wait until evening to steal away through the hills.” 

“You heard?” She doubted they were referring to the same thing. 

“My apologies, but I needed to know what the situation was before I answered the door to those scoundrels.” He snorted. “Aiden. Who would have guessed?” 

No. That wasn’t it. She shifted onto her knees, fingers fidgeting in her lap. She felt nauseous. What if he rejected her again? They needed to have this conversation and it was better now, than later. “What did you want to talk to me about? You know. Earlier. In the kitchen?” She gulped and averted her focus back to the crackling fire. 

Valek withdrew from her. “I...I do not remember.” It was a lie. He was a Vampire. Is memory was never an issue. 

Charlotte lifted an eyebrow. “You don’t remember?” She scoffed.

“No.”

“I think you do....”

“No! I do not!” He shot to his feet, shoving his hair out of his face, exasperated. She stood as well, though her teeth continued to chatter. “You’re lying!”

“Enough, Charlotte!” he snapped. His eyes were wide an angry when they found hers. “I clearly do not wish to discuss that which you are trying to have me discuss. Enough! Please!” 

She could tell he was seething, even as he turned his back to her. Valek, usually at ease, now seemed strung out and frantic. He spun, eyes darting along the walls. Once more, they were not their normal blue—jet black and crazed. 

“What are you looking for?” 

“The time. What time is it?” he growled. 

Charlotte peered down at her wristwatch and then wide-eyed out the window at the ink sky beginning to bruise purple in one corner. Dawn. She ran over to him, tugging at his sleeve for him to follow. “Come on! We have to go to your room!” 

Valek tore away from her grasp. “No! I will go alone. You are not allowed in my room.” He passed her, rounding the corner. 

But she quickly tailed behind him, as they both started up the stairs. “Yes I am! You’re not thinking clearly! I have to stay with you in case the guards return!” 

“And what do you expect of me if that happens? I’m dying, Charlotte! Even if you’re locked in my room, that still will not make you safe!” 

The stairs thudded under Charlotte’s relentlessness. “They won’t come into your room during the day, Valek. They know it would kill you!” 

They arrived on the second-story landing. “I’m not sure they would care,” he grumbled. 

“What do you mean? I thought they only want to arrest you.” 

Something caught Valek’s attention as he looked beyond where she stood. She turned to see it too. Her bedroom. Or, what was once her bedroom had been completely scorched, as though someone set the place on fire. The entire hallway smelled of smoke and sage. The curtains were singed. Her clothes, furniture—all completely condensed to ash. Charlotte gaped up at Valek. 

“Evangeline had to do it,” he said quietly. “I heard it all in her mind. She saw them approaching the house. She snuck up the storm drain...concerned about you. They were going to figure out this room did not belong to her, so she had to destroy it.” He exhaled. Giving up, he grabbed her wrist and led her towards his bedroom. 

As the two of them passed the long, arched windows, a single beam of morning light flashed over the hills and escaped through the curtains. It thrashed across Valek’s face. He cried out, releasing Charlotte and recoiled back against the wall, clawing at his scorched skin near his eye. 

“Valek!” She grabbed his arm, trying to see the damage. 

He pulled away from her, pulling the doors apart. She rushed in just before he slammed them shut again, bolting them. 

She strained to adjust her eyes to the pitch black, feeling around in the dark for something she might bump into. Valek’s cool hand wrapped around hers, puling her deeper into the room.

“I am grateful you will not have to see this, at least,” he said grimly.

“Are you all right?” She reached up with her free hand, searching for his scorched cheek, but he pushed it away before she could touch him. 

“You are to remain in the exact spot I place you. Understand?”

“Can’t I be next to you?”

“No. It is bad enough you are even in the same room with me.” He gently pushed her down to the floor.



Charlotte could tell she was in a corner, feeling two walls meet behind her. His sweet scent grew greater as his face lingered nearer to hers. It was more concentrated in this room—clean like the smell of freshly fallen snow, yet as ancient and pure as damp earth. 

“Listen to me. No matter what you hear, no matter what I say, you are to remain right in this spot. If I come close to you, you must try to get away. Do you understand?” 

“But—”

“I am serious! I have never endured this with a human present. There is no telling what I am capable of in this most monstrous state, for the danger is at its greatest during the sunrise. It is going to take everything within me not to....” He dropped topic quickly, as if not wanting to even utter it aloud. “No matter what I say. No matter how convincing I am. Keep away from me.” 

She could feel him back away, though his pretty scent remained everywhere in the room. She didn’t hear another move until...it began: 

The sound of his nails tearing at the sheets as he moaned. His cries became agonizing. 

“Valek?” She inched forward.

“N-no! Lottie...” he struggled.

Bedclothes thrashed, glass shattering on the wood floor, and something like a hunk of bedpost going to splinters. He wailed out her name, harrowing enough to make her shove her back up as hard as she could into the corner. Her eyes welled. “Llllllllllotttttttiieeeeee...” he wheezed. It was a demonic, sinister sound. 

She was going to die. There were so many chances for that to have happened already these last few days, but this time, it was real. There was nowhere for her to escape, for she was not about to open the doors to risk his life. She clung to the walls, nails digging so deep into the floor molding she thought they’d rip off. The darkness was still too thick for her to see through, but she squeezed her eyes shut anyway. 

“Come here, Lottie...I won’t hurt you.” The voice stroked the raised hairs on the back of her neck and didn’t even associate with the Valek she knew. “I promise!” A barking, maniacal laugh stormed through the room. 

Charlotte whimpered. A sick feeling crawled up her esophagus and she choked over her own fear. She hugged her knees tighter, swearing there was an entirely different monster there in the room with both of them. Don’t even move, she reminded herself. Don’t even breathe. 

“I can smell you, Charlotte....” The voice edged closer. “Your fear. Charlotte....” She bit down over her hand to keep herself from wailing. 

“Char—“ The voice stopped dead, something cold and rigid smacking down on her leg. 

Howling, she shot up, springing clear to the other side of the room, smashing into some piece of furniture and tumbling to the floor again. She wanted to race out of the room, but there was no opening the door. If sunrays got in, he’d die forever. Instead, she crawled, feeling for the other wall, and cowered in the opposite corner. 

Listening over the mix of her pulse and her chattering teeth, she searched with her ears for any sign of him. Anything—like footsteps, or breathing. Anything that sounded like he might be getting close again. 

“V-Valek?” she whispered.

Silence. 

“Valek?” she asked again. Slowly, she clawed up the wall until she was standing, though she continued to cling, not trusting her trembling legs. “Valek?” she asked a little louder. There was nothing. She toed more carefully back towards the direction of the first corner, pushing the edge of her boot around the floor. A few steps in, she nudged against something. 

Gasping, she stumbled backward, but nothing grabbed her. She bent down next to whatever it was, pressing her hand to what she figured out was his back. It didn’t move. She breathed a long sigh of relief, letting her head drop forward, between her shoulders. “Thank you,” she panted and lifted her head again. “It’s okay now, Valek. We’ll be safe soon,” she promised. Grabbing onto the top of his arm, she turned him face-up and pulled him so that his upper half lay over her lap, like a giant doll. She stroked the hair out of his face. “I’m sorry I got us into this mess. I promise. I won’t let the monsters get you.” 

Abruptly, the doors shot open, streaks of deadly yellow light blazing in, blinding her. She screamed at the vision of the tall, solid silhouettes at the threshold—the blazing corpse howling on the floor before her. 

Charlotte raced to the bed and tore off the thick, black comforter. “Close the door!” She hurled it over Valek’s melting body. “Close the door now!” Her own voice sounded distant, echoing in her head like she was screaming through a tunnel, her vision clouded. She turned again to the figures at the entryway. “I said, close the—”

Something hard slammed over the top of her head. 

And then there was nothing. 
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The sun scorched high over Prague, setting the city spires aflame in the early morning. Aiden peered out at them from a tall, narrow window in chambers far grander than his Occult City home. His room alone had two separate floors, with multiple work desks, several candle chandeliers constructed of the finest stag antler, and a staircase with intricate wooden molding against the east wall.

“So when can we move in, huh?” Ales, one of his best friends from Bohemia called over the snowy white balcony rails that looked over the sprawling main floor of the chamber. 

He was a gangly boy with sandy hair and face full of freckles. He’d been most impressed by the elegance of the Art Nuevo designs in the marble floors. 

“You’re lucky enough my father even allowed you dunderheads to accompany me here,” Aiden chuckled at Ales and one other Elf he had attended regular studies with—grown up with. 

Dalibor plucked a chalice from a silver trey held by one of the palace pages, holding the sweet sunflower fizz high above his head. “Men, let us raise our glasses to Aiden. Heir to the ultimate Regime throne!” He was broader than Ales, with shaved black hair and beady eyes. 

Ales hurried down over the stairs, also taking a glass from the tray. “Here, here!” He laughed and threw back a swig of the bright and bubbling yellow drink. 

Aiden sat on the stony sill and folded his arms. Arching an eyebrow, he said, “Yes, and when I am Lord, you two will have a place of honor in my court...as ladies in waiting.” The three exploded in deafening hysterics. 

Aiden pressed Danek to allow his friends to come and bare witness to the great change his life was about to take. “It will be good for young Elves to see the glory of the palace and all that Vladislov has built,” he said. The truth was, Aiden mostly just wanted to show off. 

Distant shouting sounded from somewhere outside the palace. Aiden spun to press his nose against the glass again, Ales and Dalibor rushing up behind him to hang off his shoulders 

A caravan of guards on decorated horses led a strange-looking carriage through a secret Regime square, flanked by thick walls, on the south side of the palace—an entryway for larger parties no humans were allowed to see. Gold and garnet Regime flags had been strung around the perimeter of the courtyard, flapping in the wind as they went by. The carriage was altogether black and foreboding, something uncommon to see among Elven craftsmanship. 

No. This vessel was onyx. There were no windows, and Aiden even strained to see a door, though he knew there must be one somewhere. It had swirling Gothic details about the sides and reminded him a lot of a coffin. He smiled as the platoon leading the carriage disappeared under great ivy-covered eaves. 

“What’s all that about?” Ales asked, stepping back. 

Aiden smirked at him. “An offering. Lord Vladislov required me to prove my loyalty to the Regime.” He grabbed for Ales’s sunflower fizz and chugged it. 

Dalibor’s face fell. He pushed off the wall. “You can’t be serious. Charlotte’s your friend! You know what they’ll do to her?” 

“You forget who you’re speaking to,” Aiden snarled. “In all my training, I’ve learned what separates us from the uncivilized creatures of this world. Do you know what that is?” He eyed the mystified faces of each of his friends. They could be so daft. “Loyalty!” They jumped. “The Vampires...Charlotte...they have no loyalty! Do either of you? And anyway...I only mean to scare the girl before I swoop in like the ‘good-guy’ I am to save her. You’ll see. She’ll realize I’m far better for her than that savage!” 

Aiden chucked the glass over the floors, storming off into the breezy corridors. Behind him, he heard a page skittering to sweep it up. This power would be great—definitely something he could get used to. A grin snaked across his face as he went, though some ways down, Danek emerged from around one of the columns. 

“My boy!” he cheered with his arms spread. “How are your friends enjoying the palace?” He patted him on the shoulder. 

“They are in awe, as am I, father.” Aiden couldn’t recall a time when his father had been warmer to him. Finding out his son was the chosen one seemed to flip some sort of paternal switch. 

“And your quarters?”

“Everything I need.”

“Splendid!” Danek clapped his hands in front of his face. He’d adorned himself in fine emerald robes with golden stitching. They were his ceremonial robes, Aiden recognized, different colors representing different powers. 

“What about mum? And Molly, and the others?” 

“They’re all downstairs, getting ready for the festival, son. You should be preparing too, for your future subjects will be eager for you to make an appearance.” 

“Of course,” Aiden agreed. 

“You will find robes in your chamber. Have the pages fetch something proper for your friends. Festivities begin in an hour.” With a final squeeze of Aiden’s shoulder and a tight smile, Danek made his way down the other direction toward the great hall. 

“Oy!” Aiden called back through his open chamber door. “Get yourselves dolled up! It’s time for a party!” 

Ales and Dalibor poked their puzzled heads out from the entryway and Aiden could see the page still rushing about from within. 

It didn’t take long to find formal robes and clean up. Aiden’s was done mostly in gold, with white stitching—colors proper for Vladislov’s protégé. Ales’ were the formal robes of a common Elf, though dyed blue for his being partial to water. Dalibor’s were red, signaling his strength in fire. 

“If you gentlemen are ready....” Aiden adjusted the silk belt at his waist before a lengthy mirror. “I’d say it’s time to watch some scoundrels burn.” 

The three continued to toss quips at each other as they made their way through the maze of halls and down spiraling staircases. There were corridors of ancient Elven coats of armor, embroidered tapestries that must have taken a century to stitch. Countless maids and pages bowed at their middles to Aiden as he passed. 

“Wow, Aiden!” Ales jabbed him in the arm. “You’re a regular chief, I’d say.” 

Aiden smiled.

“Master Price?” Someone beckoned him from the stair of the east wing.

The three stopped, each head craning to find a burly wizard in scarlet robes. Bedrich. “Vladislov requires audience with you before we begin.”

Aiden glanced at Ales and Dalibor.

“Your friends can join the games and kiosks in the North Yard. You’ll be able to return to them after your duties are fulfilled.”

Aiden nodded as he approached the Wizard, while the footfalls of his friends receded to the direction of the festival. 

Bedrich’s smile was smothered under his wiry salt and pepper beard. He wrapped his broad arm over Aiden’s shoulders, leading him. “Just in here, young Lord.”

He led him through a different arched doorway, into a darkly lit study with giant spinning globes and bookcases that seemed to rise into infinity. Flames billowed in each of two massive fireplaces and jolly music could be heard from beyond an open window. Danek was there, as were the other members of the oligarchy, each surrounding an elderly gentleman with a silver beard and a bionic, right arm. His robes were the most magnificent, designed in swirling jewel tones. Silver stitching. Gold buttons. His face was as aged as it was wise. The way he sat was regal and even for someone so seasoned he was intimidating. Aiden could almost sense how great his power was.

“The war has begun, gentlemen,” Vladislov’s brandy-soaked voice crackled as Aiden entered. 

Danek and Kazimir each looked to Bedrich as they approached. 

Danek extended his hand toward Aiden. “My son has proven his commitment to his future Lordship. He’s brought to us, Valek Ruzik, the Vampire we’ve been seeking for nearly two decades. The very fiend who threatened the life of our Lord Vladislov,” he bellowed to everyone in the room. “Valek is in our custody now.” 

“You’ve done very well, boy,” Vladislov spoke slowly, stroking his beard. 

“I was merely carrying out my duties to the Regime.” With his hand over his heart, Aiden bowed halfway. 

“The Vampire Ruzik has evaded justice for far too long. The evidence you’ve brought against him has given us legal cause to be rid of him, once and for all. There is no need for modesty.” 

“You have already sentenced Valek to death?” 

“Actually...we have saved that honor....” Vladislov’s bionic hand reached toward a document. “For you.” 

Danek held up a jeweled dagger. Aiden frowned.

“After all, you are one of us, now.”

“A single drop is all we need, and Valek’s fate will be sealed,” Danek whispered. Aiden looked at the parchment, now hovering in the air before Vladislov. At the top, it read: Warrant of Death. 

“Become worthy of the Regime blood...sign it!” Vladislov hissed. 

Aiden took the dagger from his father and stabbed the point through the top of his finger. He pressed the blood to the document and watched in amazement as the red blotch formed into his signature. The magic of the Regime was far advanced beyond what he new from the Occult City. 

“You’ve done us all proud, son,” Danek beamed. “Now, let us join the celebration.” 

Aiden walked among the four great Wizards, a high honor unto itself, down the grand staircase—one that began narrow at the top, through broadening into a sweeping bell shape over the floors of the main hall. 

More guards flanked the group. As they neared the doors to the courtyard, music and a sea of hundreds of voices swelled louder. 

Two large water Elves guarded the doors to the outside. “Liege and esteemed cabinet!” One of them addressed with the stomp of his scepter. “Welcome to another grand Festival of Dawn, otherwise known as, Festival Svitani!” 

They pushed the doors open, revealing a small arena at the center of a wide piazza. There were many more people than Aiden expected, all of the Light realms of Magic represented. Children flocked to pet domesticated dragons. There were bands of fiddle players and flautists. Smoked meats of all kinds rotated on spits over small fires. There were tents set up where artisans carved things of wood and clay. Hardy women peddled sweet cakes and various beers. 

An announcement was made, calling people up to the wooden bench seats to witness the “burning of revenants”. Aiden’s heart thudded. 

People began to file up crude steps, while another pair of guards ushered Vladislov off to the center of the ring. Aiden thought about going off to find his mother, or his friends, until Danek’s hand was at his back, leading him in the same direction as his predecessor. 

“You will speak today,” he said. Aiden’s mouth went dry. “It has been decided by the Lord Wizard, himself. He wants to see how you’ll conduct yourself before your subjects.”

Once the crowd was almost entirely seated, Aiden, Danek and the other Wizards watched from a shaded box of cushioned seats as Vladislov approached a podium, ready to address the swarm. Immediately, he was greeted by a standing ovation—exuberant cheers and cries. Elves tossed flowers and the merry music subsided, all quieting for his most important word. 

“On the dawn of this glorious new day,” he began, speaking into something manufactured out of a stag’s horn. It sent his voice echoing around the whole place. “We, the citizens of all Occult society, shall seek justice from our oldest and most dangerous enemy.” 

From the hollow arcades somewhere near where Aiden sat, he could hear furious hissing and wails of terror. His stomach turned. Impossible. They could not be Vampires. How were they being kept alive and animate during daylight hours? 

He leaned closer to his father, whispering, “What kind of magic is that?” 

“Ancient, Elven magic, son. You will find out soon enough. The idea is to make them feel the pain. We want them to suffer.” 

Vladislov droned on, “The moon has finally met with the darkness, letting in new light. With that, it is my great pleasure to introduce for the first time anywhere, a new heir to rule over all I will one day leave behind.” 

Danek stood, signaling Aiden to do that same. 

The crowd erupted in another ferocious cheer as Vladislov stepped to the side of the podium, holding his arm out toward where Aiden was. 

Danek grabbed hold of his arm. Aiden could feel his heart in his throat as they slowly emerged out into the sunny morning to greet the massive audience. Before this, he’d never seen a broader smile from Vladislov, or any warmth in his face at all. There was a copious amount of tension in the air as Aiden took the stand where Vladislov had just been, looking up over the ocean of expectant faces. Once again, the crowd sat, becoming silent. 

Aiden cleared his throat, his blood a rushing tidal wave throughout his body. “T- two decade ago....” He inhaled slowly, steadying himself. He hadn’t planned on saying anything. But this was his destiny. This was where he belonged. “My predecessor was nearly slain by one of these monsters. I have seen the damage they can inflict. They do not belong in our societies. They do not adhere to our laws!” 

The crowd began to lift again, several hoots and cheers bursting from the quiet. 

“They kill without mercy!” More applause. Aiden couldn’t believe how the passion and the words gushed from him, like he opened a vein he didn’t know he had. “Once our enemies worried us, persecuted us.” Aiden smacked his chest and the crowed stood again in uproar. With them, Aiden’s words swelled also. “They crossed our borders to feed, endangering our secret! Today, we must remove from our midst, the elements that reside in darkness!” He slammed his fist over the podium and the screams from the audience became deafening. 

Aiden panted. The adrenaline had overtaken him—transformed him into something he didn’t know he could be. This feeling came natural. Born to rule. 

His sweeping gesture toward the guards signaled them to open a door and force enlivened, captive Vampires from the dungeons out into the daylight. 

“Very good, son. Very good,” Danek’s voice was in his ear as he patted him excitedly on the shoulder, but Aiden could barely hear him over the mass. He turned his face to the sky, the sun emerging from behind a wall of clouds. The Vampires squirmed and fought one another to remain in a spot of shadow. 

A male Vampire was knocked into a pool of bright sunlight. His screams were blood curling as his gray flesh first cracked, throwing blinding beams of light throughout the entire arena, before he burst into flames and ultimately dissolved to ashes. 

More of their shadowed sanctuary faded, and the rest endured as the first, screaming in agony before they burnt to dust. 

“I do not see Valek among them?” Aiden muttered to his father. 

“His execution will be carried out in a more private setting. Vladislov wishes to savor it, as I’m sure you do, as well.” 

Thick gunmetal smoke billowed upward to the pale sky. Horrible heart-wrenching cries could be heard from the fleshy pieces that still contained whole heads. The smell wafting through the audience of creatures was foul, like the burning flesh of a thousand bodies fused with sulfur. 

Once every present monster had been reduced to ash, and the crowd departed back to each of their respective Occult Cities, faces streaked with air-born residuum, Vladislov ordered the courtyard to be swept and shined before the next group was to be burned the following morning. 

As the High Wizards ambled back to their quarters, Kazimir stopped Aiden, shaking his hand. “That was truly a vision today! I feel in my bones you will be a splendid ruler, Young Lord.” His voice rang through the winding, obelisk hall. “I’m so happy to see justice finally being served and we can rid ourselves from the lowest of all lowly creatures who ever did escape the gates of Hell.” He chortled and his heavy voice bounced off the cold walls once more. 

Aiden was satisfied, but there was something else stirring around his mind— something vexing him. He smiled back at Kazimir, though wasn’t really listening to what he was saying. Valek was sentenced to death, but what of Charlotte? No one had mentioned her—not even after he requested that she be delivered to his quarters. He needed to find her. 

Tomorrow, it would be another group of these sub-creatures too unfit to walk the earth. It would be another pillar of smoke. Another thousand screams. And the next day, the same thing was to happen. And the next. And the next, until the world was completely cleaned and Aiden could reign...not only over Magic, but over all.
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Something hard snapped in Charlotte’s jaw as she finally began to drift from the hazy blackness that had taken her captive. When her eyes fluttered open, she was confused by the unfamiliar dismal room with wet stony walls and crooked pipes hanging in ragged zigzags from the ceiling. A gross green sort of fuming condensation dripped from the top of the room, disappearing into the dirt floor. Smog filtered among milky light through a barred window carved into the east wall. 

Where is Valek? Where did they take him? 

Groaning, she turned over onto her belly and realized the sharp pain jolting from her ribs to the top of her head. She gasped, clutching the back of her skull. The air smelled thick and polluted and she coughed it up. It was a strain to push herself up over the cold, dirty ground, but she tried, feeling something warm and slick ooze down one side of her face. The gash in her head throbbed. 

Low hissing wafted through the haze from the back of the dungeon, letting her know she was not alone. She went rigid—listening. The sound started soft, but quickly grew layers of various pitches and volumes, reaching out to her like claws that tore at whatever courage she still possessed. 

Charlotte closed her eyes and willed the place to stop spinning so she could get her bearings. Several pairs of cat-like eyes reflected off the moonlight. The creatures began to creep from their hiding places against the dank bricks. Their hands distorted into claws as they slinked toward her, their silhouettes human-shaped.

Hiss. 

The noise spiraled gain through the blinding smog that made it hard to breathe. She struggled to see the approaching figures in better detail, hearing the guttural hissing coming from above her, then. There, more of the dark things crouched on the steel piping overhead, only the edges of their faces illuminated. 

“Good evening,” one crowed at her.

“Vampires,” Charlotte mused.

Feeling around on the floor, her trembling fingers found something hard and pointed. A bone shard. She hid it behind herself, out of site, and averted her thoughts.

“There is nothing left to feed on,” a female sighed from the back of the room.

Charlotte’s heart slammed against her sternum. The wound on her head pounded harder as the room started to gain focus. There must have been seven. No. At least ten—all advancing toward her. She searched their faces, but to her dismay, none of them were his. “Valek.” The word slipped from beyond her lips. She meant to call it. She meant to scream out for him, but the sound was but a mere whimper. 

One mocked her and the rest started to caw and cackle as she scuffled backward against the far wall. She was a mouse caged with a family of snakes. The hissing grew louder as the shadows pursued. 

“Do you not understand what’s happening, stupid girl?” the first one spat from the pipe above her. “Don’t you know why you’re here?” 

Charlotte gaped up at him. She felt numb. 

“You’re here to repent for all of your fellow humans you helped kill. You’re no better than us.” 

“She’s our last supper,” another scoffed, resulting in more hideous laughter.

The first Vampire leapt like a feline from the rafters to join the group on the floor.

“I don’t understand,” Charlotte cried. “Where am I?”

But they only continued to carry on. The moon glinted off each silvery fang as they all leered at her, closing in. She shielded herself with her arms. One lifted his claw and struck her across the cheek. Pulsing red dripped to the floor. Charlotte cried out in agony, her hair falling into her face. The blood ran like hot water down frosted glass and the hissing grew louder. 

Another one tore at her shirt, exposing her bruised skin to the icy undercurrent— her bandaged shoulders. One of their talons slashed a long slit at her throat. Tears mixed with blood seeped to the center of her chest.

One of the creatures leaned in, too close to her face, and whispered so low she struggled to hear. “Please know, Charlotte, we were never this gruesome. But if we are to be punished...then we might as well deserve it.” He turned only his head to look at the rest of them. “Drain it. All of it.” 

Charlotte’s scream fused with their animal cries as they lunged at her, though she moved fast, striking the first Vampire in the chest with her gruesome weapon. The man hissed, recoiling with the crude ivory fragment protruding from his chest. 

Charlotte dashed to the edge of the cell. “Valek!” She cried. 

The pained hissing quickly turned to a wicked laughter as she turned to see the Vampire pull the bloodied bone from him. She cried out again as they leapt at her again, tearing her skin open, spilling her life. Their cold lips fixed all over her body. She opened her mouth to howl in suffering, but couldn’t hear herself scream over their ghoulish sounds. 

Death rushed over her like a flashflood through a hollow tunnel, and though she felt herself submerging, she fought to stay above surface. If she allowed herself to sink, life would be over. For the first time, she felt what it was like to be the victim. She deserved this. 

She didn’t know where Valek was—didn’t know if he was dead or alive, but she needed to tell him. Even if it would be the last thing she’d ever do. 

“I love you.” She was only able to whisper it, but she hoped, wherever he was, he could hear. “I love you.” The words rang out so saliently as the rest of her dark world seemed to evanesce into hell. The hissing, the screaming, the pain, and...“I love you.” 

Metal bars at the front of her cell crashed inward. Thunder Elves, dressed in yellow robes, came stomping in. Currents of electricity flew around through the air, yellow, streaming bolts striking the bodies of the living dead, yet managed to miss Charlotte. The Vampires recoiled, dashing into the back corners of the cell like rats in bright light. Charlotte clung to her next breaths, straining to see the blurry, Elven figures, though her vision was waning. 

“Take a good look, men,” one of the officers said. “Soon, we will never have to lay eyes on such dreadful creatures again.” 

“Come on, beasts! We have somewhere for you to be!” Another guard sent a new flash of lighting across the room and Charlotte heard one of the Vampires screech. 

The platoon of Elves ripped some of the revenants off the ground, throwing them over their shoulders. Some were pulled down from the piping. One guard impaled a Vampire with a wooden stake as he tried to fight away, though it only stunned him for a few seconds. 

The struggle continued as the squadron worked to shackle the wrists of the gaggle of heathens. Charlotte’s life pooled in between the cracks in the stone under her. Unable to move, she kept inhaling deeply, fighting oblivion. 

One of the guards noticed her and she closed her eyes. “What about the human?” 

“Leave her. Leftovers for the next batch that comes through. If she lasts that long,” he chuckled as they finally walked out with the group of screeching soul-feeders as they all continued to kick and fight and hiss for their lives.
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Valek sat alone with his wild thoughts in a separate cell all the way down the cold, stony corridor. The only thing he could see in his mind was Charlotte being torn away from him—Elves dragging her through the dirt like some common criminal. Alone. Afraid. She had never asked for this. 

He touched his claws to the sides of his face. Scarred, his flesh felt like cracked marble from the sun. 

Sounds from what seemed like kilometers away bounced off the moss-encrusted brick, echoing down the hollow tunnel and rattled in his ears. Screaming. Hissing. A bloodletting. He sighed and buried his face in his hands. Poor, sad individual, whoever it was. 

But the next scream made the bile rise to his esophagus. Valek gasped, pushing himself forward onto his knees to press his face between the bars, grimacing in rage. 

Her scream shattered him. Her fear lodged itself in his throat, making it impossible to breathe. The sickening sounds ricocheted off more metal doors and chains. Her blood was the smell making the air thick. Blood that was hers and only hers. Life that was hers and only hers. It didn’t even thirst him. Instead, he felt like he might be sick—a sensation he hadn’t felt in quite a bit of time. 

“Charlotte!” Valek roared and sprung to his feet, tearing at the frosty bars, pleading with all his might that, by some miracle, they’d bend. But he knew the Regime thought better of it. They were smarter than to simply fix their dungeons with some simple steel or iron. She cried again. “Lottie! I’m coming!” His voice was a lion’s roar back down the interminable corridor to where she was. He continued to tear and fight and gnash his fangs, but to no avail. 

There were screeches. More hissing. Yells from Regime guards and what sounded like heavy blasts. 

Her final scream was his only response and an overwhelming and unfamiliar notion of helplessness bowled him over. Big, red tears streamed from his eyes and plummeted to the floor, before him. What would he do if he lost her? There was no existing as he had before. Eternity would die with her. 

Great footsteps faltered away down the corridor, the maniac sounds of his brethren dissolving as the doors boomed, signaling they’d been closed. 

He pulled and pulled. Giving up was no way out of this, but it was a good reminder of what it was like to be so human, so weak. The horror of helplessness. His Lottie was alone, begging for him, yet he could do nothing. 

“Lottie,” he continued to bellow. “Charlotte! Please! Don’t give up!” Valek slumped, hand outstretched between the bars. A sharp and nasty sob broke from his throat. 

Silence answered him. 

He sucked in a deep breath and could barely hear the sound of her thoughts anymore. They’d discovered the best way to torture him. The silence of her mind grew louder. She had to live. “I love you, Charlotte!” 

He thought about the night in Vladislov’s chambers—thought about the way Valek successfully dodged every last one of his guards. We are the only things you will never defeat. 

His knees quaked beneath his weight. He pictured Charlotte’s eyes, wide with fear, now slowly closing. He saw the menacing creatures ripping at her soft skin. He thought about how he was one of them, responsible for the demise of so many just like her. He hated himself and everything he was as more tears, made from the blood he stole, rolled down his face. The only way she could still be alive now was if by some divine magic. Something ruptured at his very core. They’d defeated him. 

“Valek....” A tiny voice rang out, pushing through his misery. 

Valek gasped. Could it really be true? He jumped up and gripped the bars tighter, a mournful cry ripping from his center as he forced them apart. Larger drops of blood spilled from his eyes as he pushed the gap wider and wider, grunting, surprised by his sudden strength. It went beyond even the paranormal strength he thought he knew so well. How was this possible? 



Liberated from his cage at last, Valek didn’t take but half a second to rush into the cell several meters down the hall. Thankfully, her door had been carelessly left open. Charlotte’s little form lay crumpled in the center of the cell, illuminated by a milky pool of moonlight. He rushed, throwing himself over her, grabbing up her pale body in his arms. She felt cold. 

“Lottie,” he breathed. 

A faint heartbeat pulsed within her. Her eyes were only slightly open, breathing shallow. Most of her wounds had already healed from the weird medicinal properties in the saliva of her predators, while leftover blood dried in blotchy patches on her skin. Even the claw marks in her shoulders were gone. If he ever were to come face to face with those creatures who called themselves Vampires, he swore he’d kill them faster than the sun could scorch their skin. 

She moved her head to the side, a small smile turning up the corners of her white lips. “I knew you would....” Her eyes closed again. 

Valek’s breath hitched, but her pulse was still present. With his free hand, he moved to graze her cheek. His throat burned with the smell of the room, however feeding was the furthest thing from his mind. He slid his fingers through her perfect, soft curls. 

“I am here now, Lottie.” He took her hand in his, holding it to the side of his own face as he started to hum her lullaby, gently rocking her. “Little doll. I am here. And I’m so sorry I wasn’t before.” His eyes welled again as he watched the strained little lines near her eyes melt into peace. 

Her warm fingers moved slightly against his cold cheek as they huddled together in the center of that dismal chamber. The moon outside the barred window created an easing, quiet pool around them. 

I love you, she mentally murmured to him. 

He kissed one unhealed slash across her face until he felt it disappear under his lips. He kissed the side of her neck until it healed as well. She would pull through, he decided. She had to—for there was no way he could exist without her. 

“Me too,” he whispered. 

Her eyebrows twitched and furrowed and she groaned. “You—you were…supposed to…stay…out…of…my head.” Her head lolled to one side again. 

Panicking, he pulled her closer, listening hard, but found she was still breathing. Her pulse was faint, but persistent. His stomach unclenched. He smoothed her hair. “Sleep now. We’ll be safe soon.” 

He found her silver whistle was still strung where it ought to be around her neck. Pulling it over her head, and tucked it behind his own collar for safekeeping. 

Valek inhaled the smoke left over by the morning’s execution, breathing in the dust of his own kind as he cradled his little love. He traced the outline of her soft lips, once a ruddy pink. There was a trace of a single silvery tear left on her cheek and he caught it on his finger. Holding it to a shaft of moonlight, he watched it glitter. 

More heavy footsteps resonated off the stones, like alarms. How was he to get both of them out alive—or, at the very least, her? Looking around the cell, he wracked his brain for a plan, a million options whizzing by, though he saw faults in all of them. 

The footsteps continued to advance. They were coming for him. A soft sound lifted out of the small opening between Charlotte’s lips, something Valek took to mean she heard them too. 

Carefully slinging her over his shoulder, he stood, ensuring she was secure to him. There was nothing left to do. He was going to run. 

Too late. Three guards, the familiar Elves who’d greeted him at his home in Bohemia, stormed the cell’s entry. Fire Elves, he recalled. The helpless feeling rolled over him again. 

He recognized the snarky officer first as he laughed, his beady eyes narrowing. “Hello, mister Ruzik. Going out for the evening?” 

The sound of his voice made Valek’s flesh crawl. Why did doing what he was about to do feel a lot like suicide? 

The second guard reeled his hand back before streaking a giant fireball at Valek’s head. He dodged it to the side, running under the attack, his fangs bared, claws out. He squinted through the surge of harsh light and aimed for his combatant’s body. 

Colliding into the Elf, he knocked him into the metal bars with such force he heard the satisfying crunch of the guard’s ribs. One of the bars actually gave, collapsing into the piping that ran above them, causing them to become unhinged. Water sprayed down, soaking Valek and extinguishing the Elven fire. 

Angered, the officer propelled his fist toward the side of Valek’s head, though again, Valek slipped away just before a new blast from the third guard could reach him. Recovering quickly, he sailed his free claw into the third guard’s face. With a gruesome snap, he dropped to the floor, skull crushed. 

Another roar unleashed from Valek. His dark eyes fixated, finally on the officer. The Elf lunged for him, more fire exploding from both fists. But Valek pushed past the assault, grabbing the officer’s forearms, turning the balls of fire to his own face. 

The Elf withdrew, screaming, as he tried to extinguish the flames now melting his flesh away. Valek grabbed onto the back of his robes and pressed the burning man against the bricks. 

He leaned into his ear, careful the fire did not catch him or Charlotte, and said, “Tell the Regime, we will win this war.” It was a valiant promise. “Tell them...we are the only things they will never defeat!” 

And then, he was off, darting through the dark corridors like a spirit who’d been successfully freed from the underworld. He moved so fast, the guards he passed in the long halls of the palace would not have seen him if they blinked. Flights of stairs were a gray rush as he plummeted beyond them and dashed past tapestries, lights, and more chambers with towering, arched ceilings. Charlotte clung tight to him, her head bobbing any time he jerked in an abrupt direction. He could hear her mind waning in and out of consciousness. 

“It’s alright, Lottie. Stay with me.” 

Valek ran until he came on a pair of immense, wooden doors at the end of a gargantuan foyer. Bolted shut. He gazed above to see a massive, glittering chandelier of garnet and quarts dangling from four ornate buttresses in the center of the Baroque ceiling. There were dead ends to Valek’s left and right, marked by large, scathing torches. More guards proceeded all around them. 

“Seize him!” They echoed with typical squadron commands. “Do not let the heathen escape!” 

He turned, searching desperately for a different exit, but was sure these doors were his only way out. 

“Stop!” The gaggle of officers continued as they clumsily stomped down the surrounding marble halls. 

There was no other option he could see. Valek lunged for the doors. He didn’t care how thick they might be. He’d break his way through! 

One of the advancing guards launched another ball of flames from his fist, much larger that the attacks in the dungeon. It spun past Valek and into the doors, igniting them. Valek skidded on his heels, stopping short of the flames engulfing the wood. They were trapped. 

Breathing came in sharp jabs to his chest, mostly for fear. Physical exhaustion was hardly an issue. If that were not the best way to escape, they would have not blockaded it, he was sure. 

Fire snaked up the wood and caught hold of one of the ceiling beams, each lick growing more violent. The whole place would collapse if they allowed it to persist. 

Clusters of guards grew closer and closer, his chance at freedom becoming slimmer and slimmer, until one more pair of footsteps raced in a stealthy way down a corridor to Valek’s right. He looked to see Aiden sprinting toward him, his face glistering with beads of sweat. 

For a moment, Valek was sure this would be the end as the Elf watched Valek with fevered eyes. He slowed, seeming to be devising some sort of plan. Valek knew the notion to destroy him flashed in Aiden’s mind. He saw the idea in his head about another ball of flames hurtling right for Valek’s face, but he also sensed a different, nervous sort of energy building within the boy, too. 

“You are not taking her anywhere!” Aiden called over the harsh roar of the fire and crackling wood. 

“Haven’t you done enough? It was your foolish way which brought about all of this chaos!” 

Aiden readied his fist with the promise of a new attack. 

“Please!” Valek cried. “She doesn’t have much time. I can save her. I can get her to help.” 

“I will not allow you to leave here, much less take her with you!” He could see moisture building in the boy’s eyes. 

“You know what he will do to her if we stay! I will gladly kill you if that’s the way you want it. Either way, Charlotte is going with me!” 

Aiden’s gaze darted down to the lifeless girl slung over Valek’s shoulder, his lips pressing into a tight line. “This changes nothing between us,” he growled before a surge of energy billowed around Aiden’s arms, pulsating to his wrists. The Elf relinquished a battle cry and bent the air around him as he lifted his hands to the fire. He would do this now, but Valek was certain this was far from the last he’d hear of Aiden. 

A strong air current shot from his fists, sending a wild wind rushing toward the flames. But that only made things worse, the fire billowing higher. A wooden beam collapsed down over the hall from above them, almost crushing Valek where he stood. 

Aiden gasped. Another wave of energy rushed through him, one that seemed more fueled by fear. Valek grabbed tighter to Charlotte. The heat started to singe the cracks left in his face. Scents of smoke and burning wood were utterly stifling. Everything seemed to move in slow motion as Valek watched droplets of sweat trickle down from Aiden’s forehead. 

Once more, he lifted his hands to the raging fire. This time, a thick stream of water burst forth, successfully extinguishing the flames. The group of palace guards stood, gaping stupidly at Aiden as Valek wasted no time in rushing through the disintegrated doors, out into the dark streets of Prague. 

Valek closed his eyes as he ran, not looking back. He could only feel the leftover heat lingering in the air as it faded behind him. Thanks to Aiden, Charlotte would be safe for now. But Valek knew, the moment the sun climbed back to its place in the morning sky, Aiden’s hunt for Charlotte would begin again.

And he would not stop until he had her. 
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Valek careened through the night with such accuracy, the only thing mortals noticed on the street was a slight breeze ruffling their clothes as he sped past. 

Small lights flickered in the gas streetlamps of Old Town, their shine dancing over the wet pavement. The rain was letting up. He reveled in the coolness and clarity of the air around him, but remained aware Charlotte’s clock was ticking. He needed a place to hide. She was motionless, as she remained draped over his shoulder, his concern for her growing with each speedy step he took. He needed supplies. Rations. Medicine. Where was he to find all of that now?

A memory raced to the front of his mind then and he dashed through a side street to find his way, instead, to Josefov, a section of Prague that used to be a Jewish ghetto several decades ago. 

It was their only chance at survival. There was no returning home. The Bohemian Occult City would surely be on some sort of lockdown—guards put on high alert for the fugitive who impossibly managed to escape the inescapable. 

Valek prayed the old, spired house with the indigo rooftops and snowy walls still stood where he remembered it. Francis had a habit of moving about every decade, or so. 

“I-I’m so cold...” Charlotte moaned. 

“Almost there, Lottie! Hang tight!” Valek’s crystalline eyes shifted through the night, scanning the streets for the ivy-covered porch rails he used to know so well. The iron garden gate. The French windows. 

Passing beyond the Old Jewish Cemetery, he, at last, found what he was look for at the end of the long narrow street near the banks of the sparkling Vltava River. The familiar home loomed between two greater Gothic buildings, looking lonesome and unkempt. 

Being in the city instantly resurfaced several hundred memories, and Valek couldn’t suppress the emerging swell of hope in his chest. He thought of the night he found Charlotte tucked in those pathetic rags. Her wondrous, curious eyes. She hadn’t changed. Even though she was capable of aging, she’d always be that lost little doll. 

Pulling her forward from his shoulder, he cradled her in his arms before flying up the dusty, broken steps. Upon seeing the boarded windows, and the way the grass grew up wildly around the porch, his certainty leaked away. Perhaps, Francis was not here, like Valek hoped. Perhaps, he too, had been captured. 

Valek burst through the front door, the flimsy thing crashing against the wall behind it. Dust particles hung in the air. The house was dark. Silent. Cobwebs clung to the chandelier over the black and white checkered floors about the foyer. Furniture had been turned over in the room off to the left, the entry to the great room blockaded by wooden planks. The lavender wallpaper peeled. Mirrors were smashed and oil paintings were torn to shreds, as if done by someone’s claws. Valek’s gut sank. 

He inhaled, trying to sense if there was anyone left there. His eyes snapped open. Curious. There was a stirring—a familiar presence. But from where? 

“Francis!” He called out, exhausted and pained. Charlotte’s heart rate continued to slow to a faint and dangerous throb. He sucked in the air again, sure someone was with them. “Francis! It’s me!” 

As he called out a second time, a Vampire decadently dressed in white ruffles and tight, black satin pants emerged from the shadows of a thin hallway. His long, platinum hair hung in neat curls about his thin, swarthy face. He reminded Valek of a French fop, straight out of La Reforme, handsome, young, and effeminate. 

“Well...well...well. Who seems to have dropped into my perfectly pretty parlor?” Francis grinned wide, rubbing at his lower lip with his bejeweled claw, the other one wrapped firmly around the knob of an elegant walking stick. He appraised Valek’s ratty overcoat and mangy hair. “Filthy, filthy. The black cat must’ve drug you out of the rain, so it seems.” He tsked, his voice light and trilly. 

“Francis,” Valek breathed again. “They did not discover you. How did they not find you?” He released a mad and desperate sounding laughter that was more like a bark. “I was worried!”

Francis scoffed. “Come now, dearest friend. How could they find me?” His chuckle was low. “Impossible, considering this house has been enchanted by my indentured Witch.” He waved his arm, revealing a young woman with tousled, brown curls, shorter than Charlotte’s, and a face like a doll. She stepped around from behind him. 

“A pleasure!” She curtsied. 

“We are aware of everything. I am old enough to catch all their silly tricks, dear Valek,” he snorted. “They’re just Elves.” Francis’ expression changed from fabricated joy to immediate disapproval as he lifted an eyebrow at the sight of Charlotte, hanging limp in Valek’s arms. He tsked again, shaking his head from side to side. “What nonsense have you brought to my door this time?” 

“Please!” Valek stepped toward him, desperate, clutching to the only thing he still loved about life, slowly turning to death in his arms. 

“Oh, Valek, really!” Francis waved his claw before splaying it out over his chest. “I do not receive a visit from you in several decades and you return to me...a family man?” He threw his head back and chortled like the Cheshire Cat. “You’ve grown soft.” He lightly prodded Valek with his bony finger. “Not the ruthless Vampire I remember.” 

He sashayed over to a small table where an elegant decanter sat, filled halfway with deep, red liquid. The black and gold walk stick made thumping noises on the floor as he stepped. 

“I need your help! She is dying as we speak! I cannot go back out there.” 

Francis remained cool, pouring himself a glass of blood. He released a small, amused sound before approaching Valek, sipping. Standing before him, Francis ran the flute under Valek’s nostrils and watched his blue irises sink under the sinister black. His grin formed again, satisfied. “So, it seems...you are still one of us. Still blood thirsty. For a moment, I thought you’d lost the Gift.” There was a sour bite to his words. 

“You will let us stay?” 

“Valek...” he began again, his face contorting with thought. “Do you know how many of us have attempted this sort of thing?” He gestured to Charlotte. “Are you aware of how many of us have experienced what you’re experiencing—a lust of life! Listen to me when I say it is not her you are in love with. It is her mortality. You miss it so much. I see it in you—this need to be close to the vitality again. That is what you’re in love with. The idea.” He sipped at the blood again, swirling it around as though it were a glass of fine merlot.

“Francis, you are ignorant and selfish, as you have always been,” Valek grumbled in a resigned voice. He had half a mind to knock the glass from Francis’ hand, but he was far too exhausted for another confrontation. “I beg you. Help us.” 

“I am helping you, sweet Valek.” Francis sighed and twirled a strand of his friend’s dark hair around his claw. “Which is why I don’t wish to see you get hurt.” He turned his gaze on Charlotte again and sighed. “The thing is, mortals are like dogs. You get attached. Their life goes far too quickly. And when it’s over, it’s over, and you’re left mending your heart.” 

“The only way I’d ever be hurt is if you refuse us!” Valek snapped. 

“So, you have come to me for sanctuary. Though, such a request will come at a high price,” he sang, tapping his claw over his lips. 

Valek jerked Charlotte away from him. “Don’t even think of it.” 

“I am hiding other Vampires here, you know. You are not my only friend. You would be subjecting the child to them, and you know how testy we get when we’re thirsty....” Francis cocked his head. “And she does smell so divine.” 

It wasn’t so much of a threat as it was a legitimate warning. “You cannot use her like that!” 

“If it were just you and I. But there are others to think about. They are starving— living in the lowest form of poverty imaginable. My house Witch steals packages of donated blood from the hospitals in the city, but she always brings it back cold,” he whined. “And sometimes, we don’t even have the pleasure of partaking in that. Sometimes...we find ourselves relying on rats!” He shuddered. 

Valek recalled nights living with his Dark Gift early on. He hadn’t figured out a stealthy way to hunt yet. He recalled what it was like—feasting on rodents in sewers. It was not an easy thing to forget. But even sympathy wouldn’t sway him. What Francis suggested was gross abuse. 

“No.” Valek hugged the girl closer to his chest. “Are you mad? Do you know what that would do to her?” 

Francis batted his lengthy eyelashes. He placed his hand on the side of Valek’s broken face. “Think. Out there, she will die. Of that I am certain. As it is, if this conversation carries on much longer, she won’t last. In here, she would be the most protected. The most cherished. Make your decision, for she will soon pass beyond my help.”

“No, Francis! This is my whole life I am holding!”

“Then you have damned her! Leave! Before I summon the others! They will not be as restrained as I am.” Francis’ manicured features twisted with fury. The effete Vampire turned on the black toe of his shined, leather shoe. “Good luck.” 

Charlotte was ghost white, and trembling. He could barely hear her pulse now. Hugging more tightly to his chest again, he bowed his head in defeat. “Wait.” The world outside the door behind him grew lighter. Valek’s choices grew slimmer. 

Francis peered over his pointed shoulder, eyes sparkling. The little Witch next to him grinned. 

Valek crumpled. “You leave me without a choice. Do what you must. But save her.” He spoke the last of his plea down to the Witch, who nodded. 

“Oh, Valek,” Francis cheered. “How happy I am that you see things my way!”

“But if any of you hurt her,” Valek continued. “I will tear you limb from limb.”

Francis’ expression turned sheepish. “Well...of course we will try not to hurt her. We will be taking it straight from the vein.” He shrugged. Valek hissed angrily at him, but Francis wagged his finger. “Tut, tut. None of that. As I said, you are welcome to decline my offer and leave.” 

Valek’s nostrils flared, but what was left? Aiden would surely find her anywhere else. Sadly and finally, he nodded. 

“Fantastic to see you again, my friend. I had the feeling I was going to...sooner or later.” He smirked. 

Valek breathed and smiled back his halfhearted “thank you”. 

“Sarah, after we show my dearest friend and his—er—guest to the basement, would you prepare a room for her upstairs?” He snapped his fingers. 

The Witch cheerfully bounced over her feet, gesturing Valek to follow. Francis stayed close behind as she led them down the dark hallway, decorated with oddly placed paintings of flowers and people Valek did not recognize. It was a clear disguise for the unlikely event any human would happen to enter the dingy, seemingly-abandoned home. 

Feeling along the floor, Sarah found a rope—the only handle for the trap door that was hidden there, encased by dust. Mortal eyes probably would have never noticed it. She yanked it open, murky particles cascading into the abyss. Valek peered forward into it, before glancing skeptically back at Francis. 

“Once you take her down, there is no coming back....” Francis squeezed Valek’s shoulder. “After you.” 

Valek hugged Charlotte closer to him and stepped forward, peering into the blackness, still unsure of the awaiting horrors. The tunnel was narrow and seemed to grow narrower the deeper it went, though he could see where it opened up to a lit room. Orange light stuttered over what looked like a dirt floor. Fire? 

“Go on,” Francis sighed, impatient. “We literally haven’t got all day.” 

“Forgive me,” he whispered down to Charlotte. He pressed her even tighter to him, squeezed his eyes shut, and jumped, the hem of his shirt billowing up around his stomach, as he plummeted. His landing was graceful, however, his boots thumping over the packed dirt. Charlotte shifted in his arms. He could see she was trying to wake herself up, eyes twitching, small sounds escaping past her lips. 

“Look out below!” Francis’ voice echoed from above. 

Valek briskly moved out of the way as Francis landed just next to him, brushing the dust away from his frills. 

“Welcome to Chateau de Francis!” He cheered. 

Valek assessed the room, which was just simply a large dirt-packed basement with several grungy pieces of furniture, a blazing fireplace, and a dozen coffins lining a stony wall. Perfect for a gaggle of rogue monsters. The walls were cracked where water pipes and tree roots emerged. The casket lids had been left open. The only possible way for one to tell if it were daylight outside was if all the Vampires in the room had dropped dead. 

Valek narrowed his eyes. “Coffins, Francis? Rather cliché of you....” 

“Would you rather slumber over bedrock?” Francis folded his arms. “In any case, it’s impossible to get a bed down here, now isn’t it? Besides...I like cliché.” 

The group of Francis’ “friends” had fallen silent as they sat in the wilted armchairs around the brick fireplace. They seemed to have been carrying on a heated conversation until Valek, quite literally, dropped in. Now, they stared, studying. 

Francis threw his arms wide. “Comrades! I present to you, Valek Ruzik, a medical expert from the Southernmost Bohemian Occult City! He has escaped the walls of the Regime and has come here for salvation. He is one of my oldest and dearest friends and I trust everyone will show him a...warm...welcome.” 

“He’s brought supper,” a tall male said.

“Fresh blood,” sighed a pair of twin females that moved in eerie synchronization with each other. They’re eyes were glazed over, as if in some weird trance.

Valek stepped back, but Francis’ hand found the top of his arm again. “In time, my friends,” he said. “The mortal has been all but drained and needs time to recover. Sarah? Where is Sarah?” Francis looked around himself as if the Witch should have been right at his ankles.

“Yes?” Sarah said after she plummeted from the tunnel herself, holding a feather duster in one hand.

“Have you finished with the girl’s quarters?”

Sarah nodded.

“Then, I need you here. She is passing into darkness. See to it she returns to us safely.”

The Witch approached Charlotte in Valek’s arms, pressing her palm to her forehead. “You’ve brought her here just in time. This will require truffles with rat’s liver....” She bounced back to the mouth of the tunnel. Plucking a small, silver needle from her apron, she waved it at the hole, and a long, wooden ladder sprung down like an accordion. Clambering up the rickety steps, she disappeared once more. 

One Vampire stood from his chair, a young man who looked as if he was changed at about the age of seventeen, with long golden hair he tied behind his head. He was smaller than the other males, his frame still boyish, though his face possessed an older wisdom. “You were captured?” His eyes grew wide with his astonishment. “But how could you have possibly escaped the palace walls?” 

“It was difficult,” he responded tonelessly. “I had help.” He saw Aiden’s face in his mind, remembering the fury burning through him. 

Everything grew tense again as the group became painfully aware of Charlotte’s mortality. It was the warmest, most evident scent in the room. Valek saw a few of their thoughts as their hungered stares lingered. He grinded his teeth so loud, he hoped it would drown out the calls of their minds. 

“No one will touch her until she is well again. No one will even think about her until I say it is right.” His glare slid from face to face, as he sneered. “Understood?” 

They each obliged without argument. There was no testing a member of the undead capable of escaping the clutches of Vladislov. More of their thoughts told Valek they kept all the blood they needed in a small icebox Sarah kept in the kitchen. It would suffice until the girl regained her strength. However, they continued to watch him, some empathetic, some disgusted. He accepted neither pity nor disapproval. He didn’t need any more “friends”. 

“No one will touch her,” a female spoke in an airy voice. This one had stark white ringlets that ran spiraled down to the back of her knees. They surrounded a severely beautiful face, haunting—a fine nightmare. And though she loomed over some of the males, her limbs were delicate and reminded Valek of a prima ballerina. 

Valek lumbered over to the rows of coffins and turned on the group again. “Which is empty?” 

“None,” the tall male called Lusian said just as evenly, though he pivoted to snicker with another, ebony-skinned male called Sasha, whose eyes were of striking contrast to the deep gorgeous color of his skin. 

Valek approached him, glaring. “We can do this the hard way.” Rearing his knee, he shoved his boot straight into the large Vampire’s chest, sending him hurtling backward into a chair, splintering it. “I am not here to make friends,” he muttered. “I’ll ask again. Which...is...empty?” 

“The last three,” came the soft mutter of the female with choppy, dark hair as she helped Lusian to his feet. Dusana was the name Valek heard in her mind. 

“Reckless behavior is not going to help your situation!” Francis sputtered, as he, too, rushed to Lusian’s side. 

Valek ignored him and moved to the casket in the center of the indicated row. The inside was superfluous with layers of red silk and black lace. When Francis said he liked cliché, it had not been in jest. 

Crouching, Valek placed Charlotte inside—something he did not particularly like doing. He tried to imagine it was just like any other bed, though seeing how fragile she looked in the case made it difficult. 

He watched her face, peaceful, as he removed his torn shirt and blanketed her with it. Sitting on the ground beside her, he grabbed hold of her hand and squeezed, lamenting. He never wanted to be a cause of pain to her—never wanted to put her in harm’s way. But he’d done that, and over the past several days, it had been more than once. He would not move from her side until she woke up. He wanted to be the first thing she saw, so she’d know she was safe. 

Sarah soon returned with canteens of soup, bread, and a few other things she was able to harvest from the city in the middle of night. Among the food, Valek noticed a small, velvet pouch.

“I must work quickly,” Sarah chirped and Valek shifted out of the way, though leaned forward to watch. 

The Witch plucked a small chocolate truffle from the pouch and pressed it into Charlotte’s mouth. The girl’s eyes snapped open and Valek’s heart skipped, though he found there was very little life within them. He knew she still wasn’t there with them.

“Listen to me, mortal girl. You must swallow every last bit.” 

Charlotte chewed slowly and swallowed, her eyelids sliding closed again. “Good. She will be ready by the evening.”

“Ready?” Valek didn’t like the sound of that. 

But the Witch offered nothing more before flitting off again. 

Valek buried his face in the crook of his arm. Had he somehow flung them into an even worse situation than the Regime? He stopped himself. Nothing could be worse than death and destruction by the hands of Vladislov. 

The others continued to whisper things by the firelight. Valek could hear everything they were saying, and more. They might as well have screamed out at the top of their lungs. 

Disgusting, he heard one of them think. The way he lingers over her, as though she were his dying lover. Can’t he see she’s only temporary? Nothing more than a meal. 

“I’ve seen this kind of thing before,” Jorge, the young blonde Vampire, whispered. “It becomes something of an obsession—the love between mortal and immortal. It’s compulsive—being obsessed with their human lover’s mortality. They fall in love with that which they have lost. The warmth, the thriving, living, breathing feeling they feel again by getting so close.” He was explaining this all to Sasha. “It is not healthy for our kind. And it never ends well.” 

“But, I thought the girl was something like a child to him.” Sasha’s brow furrowed over his baritone musings. 

Jorge cocked his head toward Valek, who wanted only to jump and howl for them to shut up. “It certainly doesn’t appear that way.” 

Sasha went on pondering, while Valek snorted in contempt. Idiots, he shot the thought in both Vampires’ general direction. 

After a while, the white-haired female sat next to him. He didn’t look away from Charlotte’s face while he sensed the Vampire called Andela draw nearer. She carried a full glass in her hand and tapped lightly on his shoulder. 

“What?” he snapped. 

“You’ve been sitting here for an age. Dawn approaches.” She offered him the glass, her voice remaining as light as it was before, though he noticed how she trembled with her own raging thirst. 

“Thank you, but I cannot take it. You look half-starved as it is.” 

“You are sick with the thirst. You wouldn’t want her to see you like this, if she wakes before the sunrise.” 

He realized the aching burgeoning at the base of this throat, his boiling center. The scent wafting up from the glass made him shiver. On the whole, he’d forgotten about what he was, because, for the hours he prayed for Charlotte, he felt human—utterly powerless. 

“I insist.” She offered again. 

Valek apprehensively took the glass from her, searching through her mind, though found nothing cruel or judgmental about him. He threw back a fat gulp, but retched, nearly spitting it back out again. “This is pig’s blood!” He recoiled in disgust. “And it’s cold. I thought Francis said Sarah steals from hospitals!” He wiped at his lips with the back of his hand. He’d never had it cold before. It did almost nothing to satiate him and he finally understood what Francis was talking about. 

“Sorry,” she shrugged. “I know it’s awful, but it’s the best we have now until—“ 

“Please.” He stopped her with the raise of his hand. “I cannot hear it. It is bad enough I even agreed.” 

A moment of weighted silence passed as they both watched Charlotte’s sleeping face. 

“She’ll be all right,” she offered. “She’s dreaming.”

“Oh?” Valek stroked Charlotte’s cheek. “Good.”

“Don’t you want to know what she’s dreaming about?”

“Yes. More than anything. But, I promised her I’d stay out of her head,” he explained with a slight smile, recalling her fierce demands. Charlotte could be quite a lion when she wanted to be. 

“I see.” The Vampire also smiled. “I am Andela, by the way.” She offered her claw to him. 

“Valek.” He ignored her gesture and Andela withdrew her hand, looking awkward. 

“Well...if either you or Charlotte need anything, I’ll be here.” Her expression was soft and sincere. “She will be safe, Valek. We are not like those savages who tried to destroy her. From what I’ve seen in both of your minds, that group was bitter and angry, bent on revenge. We are merely frightened. I promise. She will be safe. When it’s my turn, I’ll be as gentle as possible,” she offered before she stood to rejoin the rest of the clan, though her proposal did not make Valek feel any better about what Charlotte’s duties would be once she woke. 

He studied her sweet face again, wanting so much for her eyes to flutter open and find his. He thought back to a couple of nights before—the night she’d crawled into bed with him—how her face looked when he rose to find her there, and the way she smiled when she dreamt. He wished he hadn’t reacted the way he did. He would give anything to go back and relive that night. But even with all the supernatural ability he possessed, one thing he could never do, was turn back the hands of time. 

He lifted her hand to his lips, just so he could breathe her scent again. Closing his eyes, he inhaled deeply her perfume of tea roses, allowing himself to be comforted by it, though the guilt continued to twist his insides. 

“Valek....” Her little voice fluttered up from the morose box. 

And there she was, watching him, just as he wished she would. The gaggle behind him went statue still again. 

“I am here,” he whispered, pushing more forward on his knees. Everything else in the room seemed to dissolve, leaving only her. 

Her eyes closed and then reopened slowly, like those of an antique doll. “Are we safe?” 

“For now,” he admitted breathlessly. “We are with...friends.”

“You’re hurt,” she frowned, reaching for the cracks scarring his face.

He shook his head. “It is nothing to be concerned over.”

“I’m so sorry,” she whimpered, her eyes welling up.

“For what?”

“For before. For when I stopped trusting you,” she said. “This is all my fault.” New tears streamed down the side of her face.

“No,” he hushed her, smoothing her hair. “No. I was very wrong about so many things. You had every right to have questions. To be angry. Scared, at times.”

“I should never have been afraid of you.” Her gaze shifted from his face to her surroundings—the soft sides of the casket. “Am I...dead?”

“No,” he chuckled. A few soft laughs resonated from the fireplace, as well. “All is well. You put the fear in me, but you’re all right now.” He ran his fingers though pieces of her hair and began to hum her lullaby.
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Charlotte’s head gave one nasty throb and she clutched it as she pushed herself to sit up. She blinked until the spinning stopped. Her head was buzzing, but nothing else seemed to hurt, though her body felt weak and heavy. 

Valek’s eyebrows pulled together. “Perhaps, you should not get up yet,” he warned. “You’ve lost a lot of blood.” 

Several pairs of luminous eyes, like Valek’s, stared at her from one corner of the room. She stared back with the same level of curiosity. “Who are they?” she whispered, fighting to remember what happened. 

Valek rushed to explain. “We escaped from the Regime palace. We’ve taken shelter in the home of an old friend of mine.” 

“Careful handling the word ‘old’ when describing me,” Francis warned from somewhere behind Valek. 

“He’s harboring other rogues from the Regime, here. Nowhere else is safe,” Valek continued to explain. 

“The palace? That’s where we were?” She was astonished, more questions invading her mind. She recalled every detail of the guard’s face—the one who found her hiding in Valek’s bedroom. She remembered opening her mouth to scream, but hearing nothing, as they dragged her away, kicking and clawing through the mud and cold morning rain. Everything had gone hazy. The last thing she saw was Valek’s blazing skin before waking up in the dungeon. 

The dungeon. 

 “Do you remember?” Valek frowned with concern. 

Charlotte saw him, then. Really saw him. She analyzed his disheveled hair about his smudged, beautiful face. His pale, broad chest. He should have been dead. She thought for sure they’d killed him. Grabbing onto his bare shoulders with all her might, she yanked him close, wrapping her arms around his neck, gasping. “You saved me!” she cried. Valek hugged her back, but she pulled away again. “Your face....” One cheek had zigzagging, staggered scars where he’d been caught by the sun. “I tried to stop it.” She stroked the burn lines, but he met her fingers with his and pulled them gently away. 

“I know. It will be all right, Lottie.”

“How do we heal it?”

“It is not important.” He changed the subject. “How do you feel?”

Ignoring him, Charlotte gaped with wide eyes as the warm firelight danced off the hauntingly beautiful macabre faces. They all gazed back at her, still studying her with intense question. There must have been ten or twelve of them. She saw the ominous daggers gleaming in their mouths, tasting the scent she left in the air. 

Various parts of her body prickled with the memory of being fed on. She shut her eyes, feeling as though she never left those dungeons. She could almost smell the pollution—could almost hear the sinister hissing. Knotting her fists in her hair, she tried to force the images away. Something cold touched her hand and she found Valek regarding her with more intense worry. 

“Lottie. They are safe.” He put her fingertips to his cool cheek again. “You are safe. I swear it to you.” 

A fresh wave of tears threatened, stinging the corners of her eyes and the bridge of her nose. 

“Charlotte....” Another voice drifted from the group. It was soft. 

She looked to the Vampire’s frightening smile, though it almost appeared kind. “Something very wrong is happening in all of the Occult Cities. We need to figure out why the Regime is killing off our kind. We were wondering if you and Valek might be able to help us.” She spoke carefully, wringing her hands, as though Charlotte were a wild rabbit. She approached a few steps. “It seems, they are only seeking out our kind. Vampires. We need to understand why. Each of us escaped from a different city. As far as we know, our numbers are dwindling.” The Vampire’s eyes looked just as horrified as Charlotte felt. 

She glanced again to the group huddled together around the fire, though this time, she saw their faces—saw the frightened, desperate expressions, the mortal emotions. They didn’t appear to her as monsters so much. Charlotte looked back to the tall female and nodded. 

Cuddled up nearest the fire in a large wool blanket, Charlotte was soon nursing a canteen of soup, though she could barely hold her head up. Valek sat with his arms around her, the small brown-haired girl kneeling in front of her just long enough to hand her a lavender-colored pouch. 

“What is this?” Charlotte asked, but the girl skipped away, without answering, to grab something from the far corner of the room. 

“Medicine,” Valek explained. “If you’re feeling weak, eat one.” 

The group of Vampires listened intently as Charlotte explained about her clashes with the Lycan guard, Aiden, and Meredith’s strange comments against Valek, and then what Aiden admitted to her the night she crept to his house. 

“So...Aiden said he was planning on taking Vladislov’s throne, did he?” Dusana sneered from her perch in Lusian’s lap. They matched each other, a bit more frightening than the rest, with edgy raven hair about angular faces clad with metal piercings. Tattoos snaked around Dusana’s arms. Lusian’s tattoos snaked everywhere. “That only means one thing.” 

“He controls all elements—something only his predecessor can do,” Valek added hotly. “Aiden Price is next in line for the Lordship.” 

“There must have been something of interest seen during your time in the palace,” Francis suggested. “Some other clue of what they’re up to.” 

“Have you seen the latest in the Weekly Cackle?” asked the Witch they called Sarah. Her crumbled copy of the newspaper thumped to the floor at the center of the gathered group. 

“I did,” Andela moaned with her chin resting in her hand. “More slander. More dirt. Our kind is being pictured as evil and ghastly.” 

“But we are, aren’t we?” Lusian’s chuckle was snide. 



“I control my urges,” she snapped at him. 

“Charlotte, continue with what you were saying, please,” Francis offered. 

She chewed her lower lip, tripping over her thoughts. “When Meredith fixed my leg...she uttered what I’d consider racial slurs against Valek...for what he is.” Her eyes dashed to his face and back again. “She was...trying to warn me. Or rather...trying to keep me. Aiden’s comments were similar the night I saw him alone,” she revealed. 

“Aiden never spoke to you about his father?” 

“Every time I asked, he alluded to the fact he was working—changed the subject.” She fiddled with the canteen in her hands. “They tried to convince me that Valek was dangerous. For a moment...I believed them.” She gulped. 

“Interesting how this is all starting to come about now,” Lusian spoke. Every set of eyes landed on him. 

“What are you gibbering about?” asked Francis. 

Moving Dusana to the side, Lusian got to his feet. “You all remember that one crazy git? You know...the one who attacked Vladislov a few years ago the same night the Regime passed the law about closing our borders?” 

“That was more than a few years ago....” 

“Right!” Dusana leaned forward, gesturing passionately. “He was the one who set out to assassinate Vladislov! I saw it all over headlines the next day.” Her laughter was barking. “Must’ve been right mad, that one. I imagine the Elves strung him up by his fangs.” 

“They didn’t….” Charlotte heard Valek mutter almost inaudibly beside her. 

The group fell silent. Lusian stilled and then Francis joined him in standing. “What was that, Valek?” 

“They didn’t...string me up by my fangs.” There was a chorus of resounding gasps. “I got away.” His pale eyes slid over to Charlotte’s, coloring with a bit of a smile. “It was the same night I found Charlotte.” 

Glares hardened. Faces strained. It seemed like an age before anyone spoke again. Valek? His expression was icy and bitter. He’d once tried to be a hero? Charlotte mulled this over while more excitable conversation eventually bubbled over the silence. 

Lusian asked Valek pointedly, “Are two decades enough time to plot an entire genocide?” His eyes flashed. “A war on the entire Dark side of the Occult, even?” 

“Why would they? We prey on mortals. What’ve we ever done to them?” Sasha added thickly, folding his broad arms. 

“They fear the dark,” the twins Ana and Aneta chanted with their hands clasped together. 

“And do you really think one Vampire was enough to scare the Regime to resort to such lengths? I saw the way they turned over my Occult. They’re expending a lot of their resources just to kill the lot of us,” Jorge scoffed. 

“Yes. I do.” Valek’s voice remained low, his eyes fixed on the flames in the hearth. “Above all else, Vladislov craves power. The only thing threatening the dominance of light...is the dark.” 

“Why not, right?” Lusian said. “They never found him.” He gestured to Valek. “There’s probably never been anyone with as much gall to even break into the palace, let alone try to assassinate a six-hundred-year-old Wizard! Why not burn up the entire Vampire population just to ensure justice was served? And who knows? Maybe Valek, here, isn’t such a visionary.” Lusian stepped deeper into the circle, his features made more intense by the firelight. “Maybe there were others out there who’ve tried to finish what he’s started and didn’t get as lucky. It would be a fight for freedom, after all.” 

“If the Regime is so afraid of the Dark...that means they’re weak against it,” said Francis. 

“That is why they are spreading fear and propaganda. If everyone sides with the Light, no one will find anything wrong with what they’re doing!” Lusian’s voice was ecstatic. 

“How brainwashing...” said Ana and Aneta collectively. 

“I could even believe the old Wizard is dying,” Andela muttered. “He might be trying to make a safe and easy transition for his next in line.” 

A few others uttered things in agreement, nodding. 

Charlotte thought of Aiden again and an anxious feeling rippled through her center. She was amazed as she watched the collective faces about the circle work and shift together, as if they all shared one brain. There was a small surge of envy for not being able to tune into the mental conversation she wasn’t privy to. 

“We are the only things you will never defeat....” Valek mused, chuckling darkly. All of those eyes landed on his face again.

“Is it true?” whispered Dusana. “Are we really more powerful than even the Regime?

Valek’s focus darted at once to her face. “We are. We’ve just all been too preoccupied with our own feral needs to realize it.”

Charlotte frowned at him again. She wished so hard to just be able to go home—for things to go back to normal. She got the feeling there was a lot she didn’t know about her Vampire guardian, a lot he never told her.

“Valek’s a non-conformist,” Francis suggested with a small snicker.

“Only when I feel the rules are harmful or unfair.”

“Still, if they’re doing this, why don’t other creatures of the Dark revolt? What of the Lycan guard you mentioned? He’s dark! Law Two of the Magic Cods is: Harm none and do as you will. Doesn’t this go against all that?” shrieked Dusana. 

“We harm, though, don’t we?” Jorge muttered. He glanced at Charlotte. They all glanced at Charlotte. Valek’s arms tensed around her. 

“We kill to survive. Most beings on this earth do,” Valek countered. 

“But we’re breaking another law. Law One, because we kill mortals. Even you do. People...just like her.” Lusian jabbed his talon at Charlotte. “We are responsible for as many murders as human-on-human murders and that is how they are justifying all of this to Dark and Light races, alike. They want to appear good—the heroes. The thing is...we are the victims now.” He walked over, crouching before Charlotte, so they regarded each other nose to nose. “Thanks to your keeper here, the hunters have become the hunted.” 

“Step away from her,” Valek warned, a low, beastly sort of rumble vibrating in his chest. 

“He’s not my keeper....” Charlotte’s cheeks flushed in a flurry of embarrassment. 

“Seems like this is all your fault!” Lusian spoke to Valek, now. “We should turn you in now so the rest of us don’t have to pay the price!” 

“You could do that.” Valek’s tone was dismissive. “But do you really believe something so simple will make all of this just go away? It won’t. They had me in their custody for over twelve hours, and Vampires were still slain. Francis is right...they are weak with the Dark. Perhaps, Vladislov realized...I’d been right....” Valek’s eyebrows furrowed. 

“You cannot simply lock away an entire race, wait for them to starve, and throw away the key, without expecting some retaliation,” agreed Andela. 

“That’s why they’re doing this. I found it out a long time ago...from that silly book I told you not to read,” he scolded at Charlotte. 

“What book?” Francis’ interest was even more piqued than before. 

“The Anatomy of Vampires. First volume,” Charlotte explained sheepishly. She wasn’t sure why it felt like she was revealing something she shouldn’t have. 

Several members of the rogue coven exchanged heated glances.

“What is that?” Lusian sneered. 

“I’ve heard of it. A title forbidden by the Regime itself. A mortal by the name of Alistair Vlain penned it centuries ago before he was captured and killed for knowing to much...” Jorge whispered. “Only a few copies left of it in the world, they say.” 

Andela shifted in her seat, looking uncomfortable. She got up from her armchair and slumped to some other dark shadow in the room. 

“How did you know about all that?” Valek asked, darkly. 

“The real question is how does your girl have a copy?” Francis flipped his hair and crossed his arms. 

“I acquired the volume...in my travels...” was all Valek offered. 

“Wait,” Charlotte started. “I’ve read that thing a thousand times. I don’t remember it mentioning anything about the light.” 

“I tore that part out a long time ago,” said Valek, flatly. “There are some things I deem inappropriate for you to know.” 

“She’s just like you! You’ve always been so obsessed with knowing everything about the Gift!” Francis flailed his arms in frustration at Valek. 

“Because you never taught me anything!” Valek shot to his feet. 

“You never came to me!” Francis did as well. “Some things are not meant to be known by just anybody!” 

Charlotte recoiled from what was about to become a rather bloody argument, she was sure. 

“Fellows, please,” the Witch soothed, squeezing between them, pushing the two Vampires away from each other. They towered over her small frame. “There is a more important discussion to be had.” 

Valek exhaled through his nostrils. “My opinion is...instead of using your efforts to get me recaptured, which will solve nothing, we focus on finishing what I set out to do two decades ago.” 

“What do you propose?” Francis asked, still looking miffed. 

Valek wheeled around on the rest of the group, his claws in fists. “We fight. This cannot be some Velvet Revolution. Clearly, they do not know how to reason. All ‘heroes’ understand is taking down the ones they cast as ‘villains’. We’ve got to form an army. As many of us as they can’t catch. We fight to the death. We fight for our freedom.” 

Admiration flashed in Lusian’s eyes. “Because it really is true...isn’t it? We are the only things they will never defeat.”

Valek nodded as Charlotte marveled at him. He was powerful—perhaps more powerful than she’d ever realized. And there was something else. She was proud of him. 

“Oh no,” Andela croaked from somewhere at the back of the group.

All heads jerked toward her. One of her claws gripped the top of a chair, her talons tearing holes in the leather, the other one clutched to her chest. Every ounce of white in her eyes was now completely overtaken by black. “It’s starting.” Blood spilt in a wave of red past her lips as she choked. 

Francis blanched, “What time is it?” He glanced around frantically.

“Dawn,” Jorge groaned.

Francis shrieked an oath, his eyes, too, turning black. “We continue this in the evening!”

The calm of the room was overcome by sudden chaos. Lusian swiftly glided over to his coffin on the other side of the basement, and drew a long silver dagger from his belt. 

Charlotte felt Valek sink next to her. “Don’t look.” His whisper was gruff in her ear. He pulled her face to his chest. She shuddered, peering aside with only one eye.

Lusian’s pained, garbled cry rang out as he pulled himself into his tomb, his black shirt sticky and wet at the center. Reaching out, he yanked the lid overtop, choking and sputtering, until the coffin closed with a thump.

Charlotte gaped up at Valek, finding his eyes were dark, as well. He grimaced down at her. “Sometimes, it’s easier to get it over with, quickly,” he explained, stroking the side of her face. He lifted her off the ground, into his arms. 

Crying and moaning resonated from the others as they started, like Lusian and Andela before them, dropping one by one. Some dragged out their deaths, holding onto the last bit of the night as long as they possibly could. 

“Do not...take your eyes...off of me,” he struggled. 

She obliged as he carried her back over to the same coffin he’d chosen for her earlier. A chill skittered across her skin. She wound her fingers in the loose locks of his hair, hiding her face in the cool skin of his chest. Something squeezed at her insides. There it was again, his most beautiful scent. 

He knelt to the floor, eyes still transfixed on hers, and she wondered why he wasn’t reverting to the untamed monster he was a few sunrises ago. Why wasn’t he trying to kill her, like before? 

“Everything will be fine. Do you remember the morning I allowed you into my bedroom?” His lips twitched in a weak, strained smile. 

“I was just thinking about it,” she admitted.

“I promise you...this will be nothing like that.”

She nodded, swallowing, despite her dry throat.

“No reason to be afraid....”

“I’m...not.” She was still confused by his restraint, but thought better of asking him about it. His time was running out and it was best not to remind him of what he was capable of doing. 

Someone shrieked from the other side of the room and Charlotte jumped. Valek lowered her in first. When he let go of her, she heard something snap, like his joints giving way. He cried out in pain, like the rest of them. 

“Valek!” 

He placed both of his hands inside, trying hard to pull himself in. Charlotte grabbed into his shoulders and tugged with all her strength, until the rest of him was inside with her. He looked up with another pained smile. 

“J-just close it most of th-the way...” he stammered. “You have to b-breathe.” He fought to keep his eyes open—to continue living. 

Charlotte was about to reach for the heavy lid when she saw Francis hovering over her. Her pulse reacted and she hugged close to Valek, knowing he would not be able to do much to protect her. 

“Don’t worry, doll. I have it.” Francis smiled softly down at her. 

Not taking her eyes away from him, she slowly lay down on her side. It was the only way there was room for the two of them, and watched as the lid slid across the top, leaving only one, thin ray of light over her face. She looked to Valek again. Always seeing him in the darkness, she imagined what it would be like to see his face, warm and happy, in the sunlight. She huddled closer to him. 

“I-I wish I w-wasn’t like this,” he said. “S-scary.”

“You don’t scare me,” she lied.

“Don’t I?” He grinned as he shook, his eyebrows drawing together.

She inched closer to him and pulled his arms around her, listening to his staggered breathing as he lay there, dying against her. This was the moment she’d been waiting for. She must act on her impulses now, or their relationship was never going to change. 

She lifted her chin until her lips met the side of his jaw. She could feel his breath catch in his throat, every piece of him straining to move away. Was this wrong? 

“Ch-charlotte...p-please....” He winced, turning his face. Valek slammed onto the side of the casket with his fist, the wood cracking with the impact. 

He didn’t want this. Her heart sank. “Okay,” she whispered back, sad. “Sorry.” 

Her scent in such a tight space must have been more than agonizing to him, especially during this crucial time. She respected his control. His hands slowly slid up her arms to her head, fingers intertwining in her curls. She watched him in question, only finding a smile softening his features. There were moments left. Her eyes welled. 

“I’ll see you at sunset.” She rested her cheek on his chest, listening to his dead heart give a few final slams against his sternum. 

“Sunset,” he agreed.

His arms stiffened around her. And, with one, last sigh...he was gone. 
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Aiden paced with so much fire in his gait, the wood floors of his chambers scorched under his feet. His eyes blazed behind their shroud of lashes as his gaze darted about the chamber, threatening to melt the first face they met. It was safe to say Dalibor and Ales were off hiding from him somewhere in the palace. Helpful commanding officers, they’d be. He thought twice about giving them the opportunity. 

He couldn’t stand to ever see Charlotte hurt, nonetheless dead. When he saw Valek standing before the engulfed palace entrance with Charlotte slung over his shoulder, simple instinct took over. It didn’t allow him the time to consider whether or not he was making the right decision. He didn’t care what happened to Valek, naturally, but no one was going to hurt Charlotte. Not even the high ruler, himself. 

“Damn it!” Aiden’s roar shattered the silence about the room. He sent his fist hurling into the side of a bookshelf. 

“Calm yourself, son,” Danek Price’s voice was smooth and regal, but somehow still managed to unnerve Aiden all the same. “This will all be dealt with in time.” 

“I had her!” Aiden growled, gnarling his hands in front of his face like claws, looking at them desperately, imagining something, like sand, slipping past them. “She was right in front of me!” He raked his hands through his hair, grunting. He stopped pacing and thought a moment. “What if they run? What if they flee the country?” He turned to his father, hearing the hysteria in his own voice. 

“There is no place they can hide for very long. Not with Valek being what he is and his complicated relationship with the sun. There are disadvantages he possesses, which we don’t. They will allow us the upper hand.” Danek slowly stood from a kingly looking chair with a tall back and green upholstery. “We will find this Charlotte of yours, if you believe she is so imperative.” Moving over to one of the many gilded surfaces in Aiden’s chamber, Danek grasped a decanter filled with brandy, pouring himself a glass. “Until then, we must keep our wits about ourselves.” He swigged back the liquor. “Can’t have you appearing a foolish affection-struck boy in front of your subjects, now can we?” 

“Those...ticks...mosquitoes...they think they’re so damn clever,” Aiden fumed, twisting his hands. Flames licked over his knuckles. 

Danek sauntered over to his son and thumped him on the back. “Aiden, you have been bestowed all of this power for a reason. Now is your time to show Lord Vladislov the sort of asset you will be to this world once he’s gone. And after what you’ve done...letting Valek Ruzik escape...I must admit, the Lord is not so sure anymore.” 

“It’s not my fault those halfwits put her in the dungeons with those disgusting lice!” He roared. “What was I supposed to do? Let her die?” 

“Aiden, you deliberately released the most important pawn in this game back to his freedom!” Danek spewed and Aiden quieted. “It took everything I had inside of me to convince Vladislov not to order you dead for your reckless behavior!” 

Aiden stared sourly at his shoes, now wading in a puddle of water. More water streamed over the lower lids of his eyes, though it was not like natural, salt tears. It flowed down his face like a tumbling river, soaking his clothes. 

Danek set the glass of brandy back down. “Perhaps, you should go speak with him. He’s the only one who ought to understand your interesting, little situation, anyway.” 

Aiden tore down the dour corridor, eyes and fists still blazing. The sound of his marching bounced off the stone and marble like chills off a spine. Wind whipped his hair around his face as more floods trailed behind his feet. His powers were only as controlled as his emotions were, and being an angry adolescent did little to contain his abilities. 

He stomped up to the North Wing, to Vladislov’s expansive quarters. A string of ivy tendrils ripped from underneath his fingernails and latched onto the locked, chamber doors, tearing them off their hinges and with such force, chunks of stone flew with them. Large hunks of wood and metal crashed to the floor in splinters. 

“By all means, come in....” Vladislov glowered at Aiden over his half-moon spectacles. He pushed away from the massive volume he was reading at the end of an oblong table. Turning to face the boy, his one biological hand folded over his metal one. “What is ever the matter...my prodigy? Can’t be upset over the escape of Valek Ruzik, can you?” he said crossly. “Shame you weren’t harmed during the upheaval.” He went back to reading.

“Would’ve taught you a valuable lesson....” 

“With all due respect, sir, this stratagem isn’t working. The guards you’ve placed in command are completely incompetent,” Aiden seethed. 

Vladislov lifted his bushy eyebrows. “Rather galling of you to say such a thing.” Licking his thumb, he turned the page. “Censor your tone, please. I have not had but a single problem...and that problem was because of you.” His gray eyes found Aiden’s again. 

“They almost killed Charlotte!” Aiden bellowed.

“Who?”

“Charlotte! The human girl upir Ruzik holds as a pet! She was to be under my protection!” Aiden’s chest expanded with rage, saliva spewing from his lips.

“Hm. Yes, that was our modus vivendi? I must have forgotten.” His focus slid from one page over to the next.

“You fed her to those beasts! I was never alerted of her location! I was supposed to save her, remember? That was the plan! I was supposed to be the hero! The good guy! You agreed! Explain that to me!” 

“Unless you intend to attack, I must suggest you extinguish that at once, or I’ll be inclined to put that fire out myself. For good.” 

Aiden gasped and laced his flaming fingers behind his back. 

“Oh, don’t look so surprised. It is but a mere fraction of your true potential. Now that you are my heir, you will find yourself capable of many things you would have previously only dreamt of.” 

“Your Lordship,” Aiden approached the table under many large golden pendulums and rotating discs and orbs suspended from the ceiling. “That girl is more important than just any simple mortal. She is to be my wife.” He leaned back on the last word, as if anticipating an angered strike from the great Wizard. 

But Vladislov simply leered at Aiden, his lips tightening over his beard. “A human girl...as a wife to the leader of the Central European Magic Regime?” He spoke the words slowly, like he tasted something strange for the first time. 

“Yes,” Aiden breathed. “I know it sounds odd, unconventional even, but I—”



“I’m not quite sure I follow you, young master Price.” His forehead crinkled in deep concern. His mechanical finger stroked his bottom lip. “You wish to take command of my army...my guards...to have them carry out orders which have little to do with my war. You want to compromise the safety and security of the Order of Magic, simply because you have a silly schoolyard crush on a mortal girl?” 

Aiden could only offer him a pleading look. 

“Aiden...sit down.” Vladislov sighed and stroked his beard. He closed the oversized volume he’d been reading with a thud that pushed up dust from the pages. Aiden approached, glancing quickly at the silver cover with blood-red letters that scrawled in cursive: The Anatomy of Vampires: Volume One. Why was he reading such a title? 

The chair made a noise, like claws on metal, as Aiden pulled it back and finally sat down next to his mentor. Vladislov leaned towards him, his elbows on the table, his head propped over his laced fingers. 

“I wish to tell you something. A secret. I, too, once cared for a mortal in much the same way. I believed I loved this person as much as you believe you love the Vampire’s girl. Mortals are all the same, though, young master Price. They are deceitful...and die far too easily.” 

“But she didn’t grow up in their world,” Aiden fought. 

“She grew up in the home of a ruthless assassin, which is far worse, I imagine, dear boy. I agreed to your silly request, earlier, but after the destruction of my grand hall and nearly killing a fraction of my guard force, I have decided. She is treacherous and shall never be allowed back in this palace alive.” His eyes swelled like moons over the last word. 

“Is that why you put her in with the monsters?” Aiden mumbled. “Because you believe she is one?” 

“Apprentice...matters of the heart are complicated. They drive a perfectly happy man to madness. But you are the next ruler of the greatest empire in the world, and I am afraid you must put these matters aside and focus.” 

Aiden pushed away from the able. “I apologize, my Lord, but if you could just listen...there is a reason—” 

“This is for your own good.” It was clear he would hear no more of it.

“I’ll decide what’s for my own good!” Aiden shot bitterly.



Vladislov stood to his own feet, face twisted in rage, now. “You may be the future of this empire, but I am its present!” He spewed. 

Raising his hands, he sent a blast of fierce wind hurtling into Aiden’s chest, sending him backward, and slamming him into a bookcase. He fell forward to his knees. 

“I have toiled my entire reign to keep the human and magical world separated! Single-handedly did I rip the world out of the Dark Ages! No more do mortals scuttle about the streets at night with swords to off some dragon, or silly crucifixes to slay some monster! The world is better of because of me! I will be damned if you try and change that now!” 

Aiden stumbled to his feet, breathing very fast. He steadied himself, willing the chamber to stop spinning. Clearly, he’d underestimated the ancient powers of Lord Vladislov. 

“You will have to respect it. The sooner you learn your place in this Regime, the easier it will be for you,” Vladislov said gruffly. “You have a lot to learn.” 

“I understand,” Aiden panted. The fire might have been out at his hands, but the rage still burned within him. “My apologies, sir.” 

Reaching for an intricately stitched glove on the table, Vladislov yanked it over his mechanical hand. “I think it would be much better if we speak again when you are in a less...hormonal state. Now, get out of my chamber.” Aiden clenched his teeth and bowed before Vladislov. Quietly, he began out of the room. But before he could get all the way over the threshold, Vladislov called out to him again, “And do repair the door on your way out.” 

With his walking stick in hand, the Wizard hobbled away from the table and up a few shallow steps to a wide raise in the room, igniting a great fireplace from the power of his fists. It illuminated more expansive bookshelves, oil paintings of past Regime rulers and notable magic figures, a crystal ball on a pedestal, and countless other things Aiden didn’t know how to use. 

He thought of Valek and Charlotte hiding somewhere alone in the dark streets, like rats, in the mortal city. He cringed. An approaching guard stopped in the middle of the hall, saluting Aiden. 

“Fix that!” Aiden ordered, indicating the splintered door, and trotted back down the now-flooded corridor, lost within his mind. 

The guard snapped to work, though Aiden continued to keep his furious gaze toward the floor. It didn’t matter what Vladislov said. He’d be dead soon, anyway. The throne would belong to Aiden. He could carry out his own master plan. The joining of two worlds. Magic and mortal. He would rule over all. And no one was going to stop him. It was ingenious. If magic married mortal, it would change the world forever. There would be no more living in secret. No more hiding. Vladislov’s ideas were obsolete and fossilized, just like he was. The humans would love Charlotte as a symbol of heroism and grace. They would adore her, and adore Aiden in turn. And he’d become the greatest ruler who ever lived. 

And only one, single leech was standing in the way of all that. One leech...and one deluded old man. 

Aiden didn’t walk down the stairs, but rather, pinned his arms to his sides, wind whipping up his hair and clothes, and flew like a hawk. His cogs wheeled. The cold air bouncing off the bricks around him washed his head clear of everything except for how to carry out his plan. He plunged deeper and deeper until he landed in the bowels of the palace, in front of the dungeon entrance. 

Shoving the door open, the dank smell of rotting corpses slammed him in the face. Choruses of moaning struck him like a hive of un-tuned cellos as he stalked past cell after cell of prisoners. They weren’t only Vampires. The Regime was capturing anyone they believed had conspired against them. Anyone, including one lonely Witch with long, chestnut hair. 

“Get up,” Aiden ordered as she swung open the barred door to her cell. 

Evangeline gave him a black look behind her eyelids, stained with streaks of makeup and dirt. Her hair was a nest around her face, bruised from the fight of getting her on the defiled floor. It clung to her bloody forehead, neck, and shoulders. The rest of her emaciated appearance matched the rank stench fuming from her distressed, grubby clothing. 

“I said, get up Evangeline.” His voice remained even and low. But when she still didn’t cooperate, he moved swiftly and snatched her by her matted hair, yanking to her toes. She cried out, clutching his arm for relief. “When I tell you to do something, I expect it to be done.” His voice was liquid fire in her ear. 

She nodded frantically, biting down on her lip as tears stained trails on her cheeks. He released her and she stumbled backward into a wall. 

“Evangeline....” His tone grew quieter, still. “Do you expect to live much longer if I keep you down here?” 

She shook her head and heaved.

“Do you want to live?” He neared her, his large shadow darkening her face. Evangeline only looked at him with pleading eyes. The answer was clearly written on her face.

“Then...I want you to listen very hard to everything I am about to tell you. And I want you to follow my instructions exactly as I give them....” 
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Valek lay drifting in some cool darkness, caught in an undertow he could not resurface from. It was an infinite space. No oxygen. No smell. No sight. Something pounded in his ears. A pulse, he recognized, though it sounded drowned, like it was sinking amongst this dark ocean. Then, suddenly, it was as if someone ripped a gaping hole in his universe. All of the black waters rushed away, the pulsing sound overwhelming in his ears. He was being pulled with it through a large, hollow tunnel. 

It muffled the sound of the beating heart completely, until the rushing almost deafened him. His mouth opened, gasping for air, though he only felt suffocated. And then, he opened his eyes. 

“Charlotte?” He fumbled around in the dark, gaze darting about the heavy shadows of the casket. “Lottie?” He choked, fighting for the oxygen to come easier. 

She wasn’t there. 

He blinked wildly. When he died, she’d been right next to him. Where was she? Francis. He roared. 

“Charlotte!” He called, and tore furiously at the plushy insides of the coffin, kicking and punching until the wood started to crack. The lid had been positioned to cover then entire box, and it seemed as though they’d locked him in, somehow. “I’m coming, Lottie! Hold on!” His hand ruptured through the wood above his head, breaking the lid. Reaching, his claw found a lump of metal. They’d chained him. “Charlotte!” He howled again. No. They were not going to torture her this way. 

In a massive fit of rage, he shoved himself upward, smashing through the top.

 He leapt out, stumbling into the basement. Lusian was perched on a nearby casket, grinning. 

“Wake up on the wrong side of the grave, sunshine?”

Valek lunged at him with his claw wrapped around the other Vampire’s gray throat. “Where is she?” he growled.

“Depends on which part of her you’re looking for.” He only continued to smile smugly at him.

Valek shoved him against the wall, pressing himself against him so hard; he threatened to crush his ribs. “Answer me!” Pulling him forward, he thrust Lusian into the wall again, Lusian grunting, particles of dirt debris raining down from the ceiling. 

“He’s a waste of your energy,” Dusana said from where she crouched near the fire. “They’re already upstairs...preparing her.” 

The trap door flew open as Valek leapt up into the narrow hallway. Since the prior evening, he found the house had been cleaned up. Illumination had been restored to the antique lighting fixtures along the ceilings, the paintings straightened. The wallpaper was no longer peeling, and the floor had been polished, free of every last piece of dust. 

Buoyant laughter resonated from a nearby room. Valek stormed, zipping as fast as he could through the house until he found Charlotte and Francis sitting together in an elegant open dining room. Classical music flitted from somewhere—the old record player in the corner, perhaps. The chandelier was gold, a crystal ball hanging from its center like a falling dewdrop. It was larger than the one in the foyer. There was another fire. A smaller, though gilded hearth. The mirror above it glittered in the golden light. 

“Excuse me,” came the musical trill of the house Witch from behind Valek as she pushed past him, skipping to where Charlotte sat with Francis at a small round table, draped in ivory linen and fine china. 

Sarah refilled only Charlotte’s teacup, of course, before taking her own seat in one of the four baroque chairs surrounded by walls of lovely lake murals. Valek marveled at the flickering candlelight from the center of the table as it bounced off the deep color of Charlotte’s autumn curls, her plate filled with fruit pastries. She’d been dressed in something fine—navy blue, sleeves just above her wrists, and a hem that showed off her legs. Beading dotted the lace like stars in an early-evening sky. He folded his arms, starting incredulously at Francis. What was he up to? 

“Have a heard time getting out of bed, this evening?” Francis cawed without looking at Valek. Instead, he remained grinning at Charlotte. It looked as though they’d been having a splendid enough time without him. 

Noticing him, Charlotte smiled, too, before dashing over to Valek, wrapping her arms around his middle. “Happy sunset,” she whispered into his chest. 

Francis turned to him, at last. “Sarah, won’t you go fetch dear Valek, here, a few old shirts of mine and some other articles while you’re at it?” 

Sarah jumped up from the table. “Certainly.” She vanished around the corner again. 

“Can’t have you running around here, half naked like Fabio, can we?” Francis arched a black eyebrow. 

“Who?” asked Valek.

“Are you all right?” Charlotte captured his attention again, her hand on his cheek.

“Yes. And you? How are you feeling?” Valek gave another suspicious glance to Francis whose shoulders shook with his silent chuckle. “What have you done?”

“Oh, will you stop shivering?” Francis stood from the table, as well. “Charlotte and I were just getting to know each other. She is lovely.”

“What has he been telling you?” Valek said to Charlotte, but she looked confused.

“Nothing to worry your head about. All of your secrets....” He approached him, his grin turning slyer. “Are safe with me.”

“She’s been telling us all about life in your village. Fascinating. Truly,” Sarah chirped upon her return. She handed Valek a white, buttoned shirt, which he quickly slid on. “The rest is folded for you downstairs. You know, I’ve seldom spent time in the country and what Charlotte has described—” 

“Secrets?” Charlotte interrupted with a frown. The room fell quiet with the exception of the crackling fire and the record, which was starting to skip. 

Valek wrapped his claw around Charlotte’s hand, tugging. “We can discuss it later.” The energy about the room tensed and Sarah rushed to pluck the needle off the record. “We’re leaving. Now.” 

Valek began pulling Charlotte from the room, but found himself suddenly facing Lusian, Jorge, and Sasha, all standing in the corridor, black-eyed and blocking his way. 

“What poor manners, dear friend.” Francis sipped something from a wine glass. “I thought we had an agreement, Valek. Remember?” 

“What’s going on?” Charlotte whimpered, her voice small. 

The surrounding Vampires stared at her with hellish eyes. Valek bowed his head in defeat. 

“Please,” he said gruffly. “Allow me to take her upstairs alone. I would rather be the one to talk to her about this, anyway.” He shot anther acidic glare toward Francis, who only grinned in reply. 

With his arm around Charlotte’s waist, Valek led her past the thirsty coven and up the stairs and down another, shorter hallway. They rounded into an empty bedroom. 

It had already been dressed to welcome someone, with clean white sheets, fresh-cut lilacs in a white vase atop the nightstand, and pressed dresses hanging neatly in a row in an armoire left open. He knew all of these accommodations were made specifically for Charlotte. Something rolled in his center. In his peripheral vision, he noticed her staring up at him and he attempted to calm the strain in his face. 

“Valek, please....”

“Sit down,” he advised her.

She sat on the edge of the bed. Her glare was dark, but she was without flaw. The hem of her skirt slid up over the middle of her thin, white thighs. Valek averted his gaze, shoving his hands in his pockets but her unyielding stare made it impossible to keep himself steady. He noted a powerful kind of ache inside of him. He inhaled before attempting to speak. 

“Let me preface,” he began slowly, “by telling you...no matter what...you are safe here. I am at a constant arm’s length away.” 

She gripped the edge of the bed tighter. “What do you mean? W-what’s happening?” 

He found the strength to look her in the eye. “Lottie, there were several... agreements which needed to be made before Francis would allow us to stay here.” 

“What did you agree to, Valek?” Her voice trembled. 

“Please. I do not want you to be frightened, but if I hadn’t consented to this, he would have let you die.” He inhaled and got to his knees before her, taking her hands. “They are starving. As you know, the Regime has made it impossible for them to hunt at all.” He stopped, searching her face. 

Her eyes grew wide and watery as she gaped at him, inching backward on the bed, fists twisting in the bedclothes. “You’re giving me to them?” She wailed. 

“Charlotte, no. It isn’t like that—”

“Yes! It is! It is exactly like that! What of my consent? Did you ever even consider me?” She fought, reaching for the pillow to bury her face and muffle what would have been loud and violent screaming sobs. 

He gripped onto her, trying to have her calm. “Lottie, listen to me! I had to give in to Francis. It was either this, or watch you die. I am never going to let anything bad happen to you.” 

She glared at him, her eyes red and puffy. “What do I have to do?” 

Valek clenched his jaw so tight he thought it might crack, before he said, “Nothing.” His throat was like sand. He shut his eyes, finding it hard to look at her again. “You just sort of...sit there and—” 

“You mean they take it straight from me? Can’t you just prick my arm with a syringe or something?” 

“No, I—”

“You think it’s okay to feed me to a gang of beasts?”

“I am one of those beasts, Charlotte.”

“No.” She threw her fist at his chest. “You can stop this. Please tell me you can stop this!” She beat him again. And again. And again, until her fist-falls were quick and frantic before she collapsed forward into his arms, sobbing. 

He stroked her back, hushing her. “This will be much easier if you don’t fight.”

“Don’t make me do this!” She sniffed and wiped at her face. “Please.”

He held her by the shoulders. “I need you to live.”

“Why?” 

“Because, I love you.” 

Charlotte caught her breath, going quiet. They watched each other for what seemed like an era. “But...I already know you do,” she said carefully. 

“Not the same way I used to, Lottie,” he admitted, taking her hands again. “You know what I mean.” It wasn’t a question. 

“For how long?” She shuddered, her eyes still watery. “How long has it been since you’ve felt differently?” 

He thought about that. “For as long as you’ve been looking at me like that.” He grabbed her up from the bed, wrapping his arms around her tightly. “Lottie, I have no other choice. Do you not see? Francis was never going to let me leave once I entered this house with you in my arms. They are too desperate. He articulated one thing to me, but his mind was saying something altogether different. The moment I would have crossed back over his threshold, would have been the moment he came after me to kill you. There isn’t a single living or un-living thing on this planet that means more to me. When I thought you were dying, so was I. I promise you will be safe every time you are called upon. You have to trust me.” Holding her was the most comforting thing he could think of, though he recognized it was not enough. 

Charlotte slid out of his arms, her frightened gaze still locked on his face. “I’m afraid.” 

“As am I. I am so sorry.” 

Her face changed with a new thought he was still forbade from listening to. Color filled her cheeks. “I...want you to be first, though.” 

He rubbed at his chin, stepping back, considering, but knowing it was a bad idea. “Charlotte, do you remember anything about what happened to you in the palace?” 

She shook her head. “Barely, and it doesn’t matter anyway. I’m sure this will be different.” 

“I don’t know if I’m entirely comfortable with—” 

“Valek, I’m so afraid to do this!” Her voice became gravelly with her panic. “They’re not going to care, like you will. You owe it to me!” Tears streamed in silvery ribbons down her face. 

He drew in a deep breath. All he could do was stare at her. The lovely dusting of freckles, like a constellation across her nose. Her large eyes. Her heart-shaped lips. If he were being honest with himself, he’d admit having certain fantasies, urges deeper than just a usual bloodlust. Charlotte had just been a child. It happened so fast. Suddenly, before him, stood a woman. She was no longer a girl. For a long time, he knew they were meant to find each other in this world—fated to one another. He only needed to wait for her to grow up. He brushed the hair from his face. “Lottie—” 

“Please.” Her voice wavered in anticipation. 

They locked eyes once more. “I want you to know we won’t have to hide forever. This will not be the rest of your life, Charlotte.” 

Though he tried his best not to listen, her thoughts became extremely loud in that small room as they circled his head in words and echoes overlapping each other. The challenges they now faced were enough to convince him, if they survived this, they would survive together through anything. As he gazed down at her, he could see the apprehension burning all too fervently in her eyes.

Her grasped both sides of her face. “Can I come back inside your mind now?”

She gulped and nodded.

He tilted her head back so he could look at her directly. Tidal waves of emotion flooded through abruptly open gates. All of her fears and desires he already knew would be there, made themselves so much more evident to him, then. She blushed a deeper shade of crimson. 

“Do not be embarrassed, Charlotte,” he chuckled, feeling her cheeks heat against his palms. “You have some lovely ideas. I wonder....” He pushed his mouth closer to hers and hesitated, testing himself. She quivered. 

He couldn’t resist her any longer, pressing his cold lips against her warm ones. He moved his hands down to the base of her neck as their lips moved together. The ache, which had burdened both of them, seemed to melt away. The world and all of its problems were lost somewhere in time and space. Charlotte was once again the person Valek knew best. In that moment, they weren’t different from each other at all. 

She pressed her lips firmly to his again, releasing a hot breath that sent a trail of fire down the back of his throat. Wrapping her arms around his neck, he felt her tongue brush over his fangs. She was impossible to let go of, as lingering and intoxicating as red wine. 

Lifting her, with her legs around his waist, he pushed her back onto the bed, and loomed over her. He leaned down, whispering her name in her ear, before sliding his lips along the soft contours of her jaw. She sighed and the sound was maddening. He opened his mouth, letting his cool breath prickle the tiny hairs on her skin. She exhaled again. It sent a jolt of electricity through him. Her fingers knotted in his hair as he skimmed only the tips of his fangs down one side of her neck, stalling. 

“Do it,” she whispered.

He pulled away, watching her, his breathing still heavy and staggered in his chest.

“I want you to....” She grazed her fingertips under the purple circles under his eyes.

This newfound daringness in her was completely foreign and exciting. He never thought Lottie would be this way—passionate, sensual. His hand trailed down her arm until he found her palm, mouth open, tasting the scent she left in the air. 

“Please,” she challenged again, her lips parting. “I trust you.” She kissed him deeply again. 

It was too much this time. He turned his face away, panting, tearing holes in the bed sheets. “I’m not perfect, Charlotte. I couldn’t live with myself if I ever—”

“You won’t hurt me.” She said it without doubt in her voice.

Both of his arms kept his upper half steady over her. He thought for a moment, thankful she was unable to hear what was going on in his mind, and smiled. “You’re going to be exhausted later,” he warned. 

She bit her lower lip and it was enough to send another tremor down his middle. 

He lifted away from her slowly, something malicious curling the corners of his mouth. Moving out of the light, the shadows played tricks on the cracks in his skin, before he disappeared from her sight completely. 

He heard Charlotte’s pulse leap into her throat, though she giggled, despite her fear. Glancing behind herself, she murmured, “Valek?” Her voice cracked a bit. 

A soft, inhuman hissing rumbled deep within him. But unlike the minatory hissing that had woken Charlotte in the dungeon, Valek didn’t mean for this sound to be threatening. It came out calm. He knew it allured her, and just as she sat up on the bed, he dashed through the darkness, grabbing her arms, pinning them to her sides. 

“Don’t move,” he said, his mouth pressed to the side of her head. The soft throb of her heart quickened in his ears. He measured it every time he inhaled. As her pulse became more erratic, so did his breathing. He gently pulled her dark red ringlets away from her pallid throat. 

“Valek,” Her voice came out, trembling. 

He replied with another inhuman sound. His hands traveled down her arms to her wrists and forcefully pushed her back to the mattress. Her heart thumped in her chest as his cool breath curled over her collarbone. 

He saw himself reflected back to him from her mind, then: eyes, shrouded underneath his hair, glinted dimly at her. His entire face seemed to be one, large shadow, with only fangs glistening at her in a devastating smile. 

He lowered himself again, letting his mouth hover directly over hers. A sound, like thunder, quaked low in his chest as he listened to her breathing accelerate. He moved down until he lingered beneath her ear, and searched her throat until he felt the pulse living under the bed of ivory skin. His lips parted. 

She inhaled, grasping his arms for support. 

Then, with one hot exhale, he pushed down. Warm, thick wine exploded over his gums and slammed against the back of his throat, gushing into his concrete veins, filling him with life.

Charlotte gasped, her heart fluttering wildly like the sound of African war drums pummeling in his ears. It was so loud it drowned out the noise of her panic. The rhythms grew louder and more rapid with each second that passed, his sanity slipping further away. 

“Valek!” She pushed with all her strength. “Stop! Valek!” 

But it was too much. The rhythm raged on as the focus of the room washed over with deep red. Light melded together with the darkness and his consciousness slipped to the undercurrents, back to his stormy seas, tugging him in different directions. She warmed his every extremity, her life pooling over his lips, and it was as though her pulse had somehow become his. Hypnotic. Carnal. Sinking him into a trance that would keep him locked to her until it stopped. But something else grew in his mind. A distant and different sound, pulling him back from a roaring typhoon to shore. 

“Valek!” 

Finally hearing her bawl, he shoved away, the rushing in his ears lulled and he could feel his eyes shifting back to normalcy, the burning under his skin subsiding. Humanity took over the animal as he looked down at her fearful, watery eyes. 

She lay there, still as she could, mouth open, barely breathing. Her eyes were hooded. Her blood pooled in a puddle of red in the white sheets. 

“Lottie?” He choked. “Oh no.” He quickly moved off from her, yanking her into his lap. “I got carried away,” he cried and brushed the hair out of her face. “I’m sorry,” 

“It’s not your fault,” she said, shaken. It was too soon after her experience in the dungeon. It wasn’t a good idea. 

“No. I should have handled myself better.” He rocked her as they sat there, in silence for some moments, reeling. Valek spoke first. “Did I hurt you?” 

“A little,” she admitted, tucking a stray curl behind her ear with her face nuzzling under his chin. “You scared me, mostly. I’m all right.” 

He tilted her head, kissing the wound at the side of her throat closed. “It was not the right time for us,” he whispered and kissed her forehead. “We should have waited.” 

“No. You needed to be first.” 

A rapping came from outside the bedroom door. It was followed by Sarah, who cracked it, peering in. Her expression was sad and apologetic as she entered, Francis trailing soon after. A web of long, feathered eyelashes cradled thirsty eyes. His complexion was even more ashen than usual, his gaunt cheekbones seemingly able to cut glass. 

“Excuse us, Valek. It is time.” 

Valek hugged Charlotte closer, looking helplessly to his friend. “No. Not yet, Francis. I beg you!” 

Francis grimaced. “Now, I was courteous enough to allow you to feed first. The others are going mad with her scent. I apologize in advance.” He stepped briskly toward Charlotte, his gaze fixed at the base of her throat where some blood still dried. His normally dazzling white hair, neatly combed to his mid-back, was now a sheen-less mess. 

He grasped onto Valek’s shoulders, tossing him toward the door with a strength Valek didn’t remember him having. He stumbled, sliding back to his feet to find Francis had replaced him on the bed with his arm draped over Charlotte’s shoulders. 

“It’s all right,” she offered up at him. “I’ll be okay. I know what to expect, now.” 

Valek gaped at them. Hopeless. He couldn’t stop this from happening as much as he wanted too. “I know you’re scared, Lottie. You need to remember what I said. You are safe. No matter what happens, I will be here.” He glared at Francis, who only sneered. 

“I don’t think it’s wise.” Francis shook his head.



“I am not moving,” Valek demanded, folding his arms.

“Boys,” Francis instructed someone behind Valek.

He’d been so distracted he hadn’t noticed Lusian and Sasha enter the room, each with snide grins across their faces. It was obvious why they were there.

“Do what you please. Watch. If that is what contents you.” Francis gave a final smile toward his comrade and turned to see his reflection in the girl’s glassy eyes. “Ahoj, my little doll....”

Valek roared and lunged at Francis, but Lusian and Sasha worked to restrain him, holding him back as he gnashed and fought with ferocity.

Flashing his large incisors, Francis tore deep into the top of Charlotte’s shoulder. She gasped, her head falling back as her jaw flew open in an anguished, silent cry. Her hands balled up in the satin of the Vampire’s shirt as Valek could only watch her red warmth ooze down the middle of her spine while Francis continued to drink passionately. 

Valek flinched away from the sight of it, his eyes overflowing with red. Frustrated, he shook out of Lusian and Sasha’s grasp and shielded his face. It pained him too much to see. He wanted to stay strong—to be there for her—but the anguish smeared across her face pushed him to stumble desperately out of the room. 

In the hall, he found Sarah leaned up against the wall, listening. She was upset, as well. She gazed at him, shaking her head and covering her mouth with her hands, her eyes large and watery. 

Bitterness dashed through his heart. He straightened himself, attempting to appear collected. “How could you possibly empathize?” He muttered before plummeting down the stairs to the first floor. 

The horde of Vampires, who’d remained submerged and hidden in the depths of the basement, were now ascending and bursting through the trap door. They stormed the stairway and gathered together on the landing. 

“No,” Valek said through his grit. “It cannot happen this way!” 

Andela was the first to approach him. Her features were not as beautiful as they were the night before. Instead, she seemed a corpse bride, her cheekbones sallow, her eyes sunken. “Charlotte will be all right, dear Valek. None of us wish to harm her.” 

“Don’t any of you realize how harmful this will be for her? Even without physical consequence, she will be mentally scarred from this!” He brought his knuckle to his teeth and twisted to peer back up the stairway. Francis was finished. Charlotte was petrified. Valek could hear it all. 

“There is no other way, now.” Andela placed her spindly hand on his shoulder but he shrugged away. “Sarah is caring for her. That’s what she’s for. She knows how to keep Charlotte sustained between feedings, and she will be able to heal her completely once we are done.” 

Valek looked at Andela and gave up. He covered his face with his hands and knelt to the floor as she moved silently past him up the stairs. 

He thought of following her—ripping them off of Charlotte—until Lusian and Sasha thumped back down the stairs, looking rather well fed. 

“What are you doing?” asked Valek. 

The two gripped him around the tops of his arms, and though he hollered and protested to get away, they persisted in dragging him back toward the trap door. 

“No!” he roared. “I need to be with her!” 

“Sorry, friend.” Sasha smirked. “Don’t need you interfering.” Jorge appeared as well, marching behind them, and opening the trap door. 

They shoved Valek in, sending him plummeting through the darkness to the basement below. Of course, he landed on his feet. 

From above, he heard something click shut, like a padlock being fastened, and he knew the coven was not about to let him escape.

“Charlotte!” he cried, but there was no response. She was beyond hearing him.

He was shocked to see the small, dirt-packed room had been ransacked. It was completely dark. The little fire burnt out in the hearth, dead soot smoking where it used to be. Most of the upholstery was torn, a few chairs missing arms and legs. The splintered wood on the ground suggested they were bitten off. 

Trying to tune into Lottie’s mind, he crouched there in the dankness of the basement for what seemed like hours. He did not release his face from his hands, because he did not want to see his reality. His other senses showed him enough. She was talking to him from two stories up. Reassuring him. She wasn’t happy, obviously, but she was being cared for. In the deeper parts of her thoughts, lived a slight amount of blame, but she didn’t want him to hear that part. Of course she blamed him. He put enough blame on his own shoulders for the both of them. 

Someone touched Valek’s back very softly, though it still startled him. He looked up to see Andela, her hands wrung, her face sorry. Her eyes were blue again, and she appeared healthy, once more. 

“Better, are you?”

“Valek, I—”

“What?” he snapped, standing...seething.

“Valek, she’s all right. Just as I told you, she is resting now.” She laced her fingers looking upon him in earnest. “Sarah is tending to her.”

As she spoke, the rest of the coven descended back to their grimy home. Jorge worked at creating a new fire while Dusana and the twins moved to right the furniture...as much of it as they could, anyway. Sasha and Lusian joined the others. Francis and Sarah were still missing. 

Not feeling like speaking to any of the others, Valek and Andela decided to sit together at a crooked table in the corner of the room farthest from the firelight. They spoke some of the Bohemian Occult, of Charlotte, and the night he found her, what made him decide to keep her, and all that. All the while, Valek noticed Andela spinning a golden band across the surface of the crude wood. 

“What is that—a ring?” He squinted at it.

Her responding smirk was fleeting and sad. “My wedding ring...yes.”

Valek frowned. Shaking his head, he sat back in his chair. “Sorry. That is none of my—”

“I had a life before all this,” she interrupted without looking at him. “I was married once.”

“What happened?” Valek leaned toward her, again.

“I became...” she sighed. “This. It was difficult for us. My cravings were so....”

“Unbearable.” Valek met her stare before they both looked away in shame. And then he understood. Why she’d been kinder than the others. Her lack of harsh judgment. She knew. 

“That’s a word for it, yes. I tried to leave him—to protect him. Mortals are unyielding creatures if they want something bad enough.” 

Valek narrowed his eyes at her. “Why did you love him?” He thought of what Francis said to him in the foyer—about Charlotte’s mortality. Valek wondered if there was something logical about it. 

“Because....” She looked up in thought. “He knew I needed him more than he needed me. He never thought me a monster, no matter how beastly I acted. I resigned myself to a lonely existence, but he never gave up on us. And living alone...that’s not really living...is it?” 

Sarah skipped up to the table, dashing an end through their conversation. “The girl is asking for you,” she offered with a soft smile. 

“The girl has a name,” Valek sneered before pushing away from the table. With a slight nod at Andela, he began toward the higher parts of the house, not missing Francis who glared after him as he passed. 

“Not too long, Valek! We have stratagem which needs discussing!” he called after. Valek ignored him, shooting through the tunnel like a bullet. He felt drained, almost has much as Charlotte must have. 

Dashing up the stairs, he rounded the corner to her lilac-scented bedroom. And there was Charlotte, lying peacefully at the center of the bed. Her hands rested on her stomach, her face turned away from him toward the window. Her breathing was soft. The sheets were clean. There was no sign of any damage, as far as he could see. 

“Lottie?” 

“Yes?” She answered quickly, sitting bolt up in the bed. Her dress had been changed. The blue lace was replaced by an off-white sort of nightdress, made from some frail material, so thin, he could see her every curve. “What are you doing here? Francis told me you were needed downstairs.”

“I don’t care where he needs me. I wanted to know you were all right.” He approached the bed.

“I am, now,” she offered as he sat next to her, wrapping her in his arms.

“I’m sorry,” he said against her hair.

“Didn’t you hear me? I said I’m fine.” Her words sounded flat.

“Lottie,” he began again, nervously. “If this all ever gets to be too much—that is—if you ever feel you no longer want to be part of this anymore...I can help you escape. You can still have a normal life.” 

He waited for her reaction. She pulled away, frowning at him. 

He continued, “I never gave you the choice, Charlotte. If you’d like to leave all of this behind, I can help you. I’ll find a place for you to—” 

“What are you doing Valek?” She tensed and slid her hand out of his as her mind began to race. He doesn’t want me, circled most prominently. 

“No, Lottie. I only mean....” He searched for the right words. “I’m saying this because I care for you above all else. I want you to be happy. You know our world is a dangerous one. It’s not too late for something...less complicated.” She didn’t say anything. Valek reached for her hand again. “What do you want?” 

Her eyes seemed to search his for what he was thinking. “You,” was all she said. 

He thought about this, sliding down on the bed to lie on his back. He pulled her to curl up next to him with her head on his chest. Holding her more secure to him, he closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. 

“Does that mean you want me too?” She asked, amusement coloring her question.

He opened one eye, peeking down at her, and smiled. “I’d take a ray of sunlight to the chest if it meant you and I could be together, forever. I was fated to find you, Charlotte. And I won’t let the monsters get you....”
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“I have a feeling you’ll be more comfortable up here with me,” Sarah the Witch, trilled in a high, musical tone after Valek left.

She and Charlotte started downstairs until they found the main floor of the house, which seemed like a different house entirely. This landing had a living room of its own, complete with several cushy, green chairs, another baroque fireplace with murals and ornate glass bottles, and another small hallway Charlotte suspected led to separate rooms. 

Francis’ house was a labyrinth; it seemed to extend on and on, surprises around every corner. But that was to be expected, Charlotte supposed, if you lived with a Witch enslaved to do your interior decorating. 

“Stay here,” Sarah chirped, pushing Charlotte through the hall and into the den before bouncing away again. 

Charlotte marveled at the indigo-painted walls encrusted with what looked like bits of moonstone and jade spiraling in a complicated mosaic. Toeing deeper, she scanned the numerous birch shelves stacked high with volumes and scrolls of things enchanted. From large soil pots, grew thick, winding roots stretching up into the air. They made pedestals to support spell books and quills with ink. A selection of fine-looking pointed hats were pinned over the mantle and herbs hung from the ceiling in wicker baskets. Jam jars filled with all sorts of bone fragments, sparkling dust, gnarled twigs and other things littered almost every surface there was.



Charlotte carefully stepped over the puddles of wax pooling around oversized candles on the floor, still burning. She walked over to one of the sagging armchairs and sat down, sinking deep over the cushion. It reminded her very much of Mr. Třínožka’s burrow and she suddenly found herself missing the old spider—worrying for him. 

Despite her nightmarish ordeal, she felt strangely comfortable in the curious, winding house. There was something peaceful about the place. 

Sarah soon reemerged into the den clutching two mugs of what smelled like hot drinking chocolate. Beaming, she handed Charlotte one of the mugs—a red one, which looked too familiar. Charlotte frowned, remembering Ludo in the Occult City and the mug of cider he’d given her every night upon her coming home from hunting. “Where did you get this?” 

“The cup?” Sarah shrugged. “I’ve had it in the cupboards for ages. Drink up! You’ll feel much better.” 

Charlotte peered down at it again, noting in the chip in the handle and the small detail work along the bottom. It wasn’t the same, but so similar. Her heart gave a horrible ache for home. She wondered what had become of her house, her old friends, Edwin and his little shop. 

“Go on!” Sarah flitted her hand at Charlotte. 

She smiled and shyly took a small taste, feeling the sweet hot liquid rush over her tongue. Within only a few moments, the sickly weak feeling within all but disappeared and she could almost note the new life replenishing in her veins. It was an odd, warm, pulsing sensation that seemed to flare most near her throat and wrists. 

“Thank you. What is this?” She examined the dark remnants inside the empty cup as Sarah marched over to one of the shelves, thumbing through various book spines. 

“It’s a healing potion for blood-loss. Pretty simple magic, if you’re trained enough. The licorice and chocolate beads between feedings don’t help as much as that stuff, but it takes longer to make,” she explained, tossing a book over her shoulder before reaching for another one. 

A small fire crackled in its hearth. Charlotte sighed and leaned back into the dark green cushions, her eyes shifting around the wondrous room. “Is that your specialty? Healing, I mean?” Grimoires had been left open along the floor around a cockeyed coffee table. Charts of moon phases and star patters had been unraveled. Spiders (the usual kind) clung to cobwebs up near the ceiling.



Sarah made a small, frustrated noise and tossed another book. “Yes, I suppose.” 

The words came out bored-sounding. “Though I’d much rather hone my ability in fortune telling. Any old Witch can heal.” 

“I love what you’ve done with the place,” Charlotte offered, setting the mug down. 

Sarah spun to her, her hands clasped under her chin as she beamed. “Don’t you, though? I decorated it all myself!” 

“It’s fantastic.” Charlotte meant it, her gaze still wandering. With each turn about the room, she found something new. “I wish I was a Witch....” 

Sarah marched up to her. “Me too. Things would be easier. Now, give me your right hand.” 

“What? Why?” Charlotte recoiled, clasping both her hands together. 

But Sarah grabbed at it anyway and began analyzing her palm over the coffee table as it sat between them, held up by carved, wooden gnomes. Charlotte watched Sarah trace the line in her hand. She looked no older than eighteen, herself. She wasn’t anything like the two-faced hags Charlotte knew from home. Sarah reminded her a lot of a doll she once owned. It had the same, short brown curls, petite nose, and rosy cheeks. 

“How baffling,” Sarah grumbled.

“What is it?” Concern tapped at Charlotte’s temples.

“Oh, nothing!” She continued to clutch her hand while referring to an unrolled piece of parchment in her lap. “Your lines don’t match with any of my human charts.” 

Charlotte leaned more forward, attempting to peer at what was so frustrating to the Witch. “Human charts?”

Sarah released her hand and held the document closer to her face. “Every type of person has a different way of reading the patterns in their hands,” she mumbled, still looking for an answer. 

“Every type of person? But I thought everyone’s palm looks different anyway,” Charlotte said, frowning down at her own hand. 

“Well, of course! That goes without saying!” She became exasperated as though Charlotte were missing the obvious. “Don’t you see how there are absolutely no lines in your hand, except for that silly one down the middle?” She huffed. 

“Well...sure...but I didn’t know it was silly.” Charlotte pushed her hand really close to her face, making her eyes cross, trying to see what Sarah was becoming so agitated over. She could find nothing unusual. Wasn’t that the way all mortal hands looked? She’d never stopped to appraise any of her victims’ hands before. 

“Other humans have many more lines than you have. I mean, where’s your lifeline? Your love line? Your line of success?” Sarah prodded as if Charlotte were personally insulting her. 

“My what?” 

“Aha!” Sarah snapped, making Charlotte jump. Her finger landed over some words scrawled into a moth-eaten book that looked like it was bound by mummy gauze, rather than leather. “Tell me, have you ever taken a peak at Valek’s palm?” Sarah lifted an eyebrow at Charlotte, a coy smile turning up her pink lips. 

“No.” What a strange question. Why would she? 

“I’ve found it, here, in this, The Dark Magick of the Ancients. It says Vampires, though once human, have a different pattern than a human’s altogether. They don’t have a lifeline, because their lives are continuous. They don’t have a line of success, because when you’re an immortal, success is rather a moot point,” she continued to drone. “They might only have one line to signify their link with an eternal mate...but that is only exclusive to certain Vampires.” Sarah barely took a breath as she continued to paraphrase. “Elves and Witches just have little stars and X’s.” 

She stretched her own hand toward Charlotte to show her an example of what she meant. 

“See? They each signify certain things. What your trait will be. When you will master your field in sorcery, that kind of thing.” 

“Can I see that?” Charlotte reached for the book. 

“No, no.” Sarah snapped the book closed and the resulting cloud of dust made Charlotte choke. “This is very old—given to me by my mother, though if you’re that interested, I’m sure you can find a new addition in any Sorcerer’s bookshop. And anyway, it’s written in Latin. I doubt you know any Latin.” 

Charlotte thought back to Valek’s strict curriculum of Latin, Shakespeare, and the kind of arithmetic she’d never need, but thought better than to argue. “So why does my hand not match a human pattern? I’m not undead...yet.” 

“I don’t know,” Sarah sighed, pushing all of her graphs and books away. “I’m only halfway through my training and palm reading is more complex than some people like to think. Let’s try tasseography instead.” 

“A what-ography?”

“Tea leaves.” Hopping up from her seat, Sarah flounced to an empty kettle hanging on a hook over the fire. It was small and dented. Perhaps, it was another hand-me-down. “What exactly are you trying to figure out?” Charlotte giggled.

Sarah pulled out the small, silver sewing needle from behind her ear. Waving it over the cauldron, Charlotte could hear the tinkling of water splashing over metal. “I want to know stuff about you, I guess.” Sarah shrugged. “You’re very interesting, you know, Charlotte? It isn’t often I get to interact with a real, live human.” 

“You could just ask me things....”

“I could. But that isn’t much fun, now is it?”

After some moments, the water in the cauldron began to bubble, steam furling out over the brim. Sarah slipped it off the hook and moved to pour the water into two new cups sitting off to the side on a taller end table. Charlotte wondered how long they’d been sitting there. 

“How long have you been studying?” She asked as Sarah worked, stirring each cup of tea with a dainty spoon. 

“Fortune telling? Since I figured out that was my niche. I suppose it’s been around fifty years. I’ve got a ways to go....” The metal spoon clanked over the china as she tapped the excess tea off of it. With the cups in her hands, she made her way back to where Charlotte sat. “I’m a Witch of the thirteenth generation. Our magic is still pretty young.” 

She blinked at her, having no idea what that meant or what the aging process was like for her. She and Valek never spoke much about Witches. She thought about Evangeline then, wanting to ask how old Sarah was, but she figured that might have been rude. 

“Drink it.” She shoved the cup of tea at Charlotte, some of it sloshing over the side. 

Charlotte took it in her hands, peering down at the deep purple liquid. “How much?” 

“All of it. Until the tea is gone. But don’t ingest any of the leaves,” she warned with the wag of her finger. “You’ll be throwing up for months, and we can’t have that.” 

Charlotte grimaced. She hesitated before cautiously taking a small sip. When she realized the taste, she gagged, though forced herself to swallow what little bit was already inside her mouth. “Blech! What is this?” 

Sarah rolled her eyes. “Tea fortuna, used only for leaf readings. You have to drink it all. Come on,” she urged, pinching Charlotte’s nose and forced the rest of the stuff down her throat. 

Charlotte squirmed and gurgled until it was in her stomach, the taste bitter and sour, like a rotten apple wrapped in dirty socks. 

“Fabulous!” Sarah clapped her hands together and skipped back over to the fireplace. 

“That was unnecessary,” Charlotte mumbled, crossing her arms. 

“Hush!” Sarah hissed. “Come here.” She beckoned her to stand close before the crackling, little fire. 

Charlotte did so with apprehension, huffing, as she joined Sarah, all the while shooting her scathing looks. “What’s happening now?” 

“Quiet!” Sarah shushed again with a finger to her lips. Closing her eyes and gripping the small cup with both her hands, she chanted something Charlotte knew was Latin, and chucked the dampened leaves into the fireplace. 

The flames exploded, billowing all the way up into the lower parts of the chimney, the fire hissing and whirling as purple and green sparks flew from it, some fizzling out on the rug. The firelight seemed to come to life as the flames formed into recognizable shapes. 

“Is this supposed to happen?” Charlotte whispered, but Sarah batted her hand to quiet her again. 

The fire morphed into several things. The first was a familiar figure holding a small infant child. Then, it took the shape of a Fairy and the frightened face of a little girl. 

“But, all of this already happened.” Charlotte’s eyes grew wide at the impossibility of the images, confused. 

“It must read your past. Only then, can it predict your future.”

“What if I don’t want to know?”

The fire continued to swell and dance, taking on shapes of Charlotte’s various other memories as the two watched in amazement. Sarah even muttered “interesting” a few times, like Charlotte’s life was some mere science experiment to her. It continued that way until the flames turned from orange to black with gold rimming. 

“It’s showing your future now,” Sarah whispered. 

First, there was the image of Charlotte and Valek together, which made her smile. Shortly after, the image of Valek seemed to disappear and then reappear again. 

“What did that mean?” Charlotte asked.

“Quiet,” Sarah reminded her.

Then, the fire turned into the shape of what appeared to be a lion with two tails, and then another—this one a mirror image of the first with the color of the flames reversed. Gold with black rimming. The last thing the fire displayed was Charlotte’s face before it slowly fizzled out, smoke filtering up the chimney into the night. Sarah turned to face the rest of the room, hand clasped to her chin, as she stomped to collapse back into her chair. 

“Very, very interesting,” she mused, rubbing her forehead. 

“What?” Charlotte urged, still standing before the fireplace, searching the dying embers for more of an answer. 

Sarah’s eyes remained distant. “Nothing. It was...vague. I hate ambiguous premonitions.” The Witch got up again and walked over to a different row of shelves, starting to skim a different stack of books, fingering each spine until she found the one she was looking for. She yanked it off the shelf, flipping through its pages. 

Charlotte slowly made her way to the Witch’s side and peered over her shoulder. Sarah searched for different symbols through a chapter that explained tealeaf predictions. “It says here, if an image is mirrored back to itself, it’s symbolic for undergoing an inner change. Death, perhaps.” Charlotte drew in a quick breath as Sarah turned the page. “But the weird thing is, it doesn’t mention anywhere what it means if the flame’s color inverts. Odd.” 

Charlotte sighed. “How long did you say you’ve been studying this?” 

Sarah rolled her eyes and closed the book. “Come on.” She stood again. “I’m going in circles with this and we must get you wearing something other than that rag.” 

“Excuse me?” Charlotte hurried after the house Witch, through the hall and back up the stairs. 

“You’ve been through quite the torment. I know what you want, and if you want it, you should be looking more presentable than that. And looking presentable happens to be another one of my specialties.” 

Charlotte glanced down at the slightly moth-eaten nightdress she still wore. It looked like something that might have belonged to Sarah’s grandmother, which was really saying something. “What do you think of it?” 

“Your nighty?”

“No…the way I feel. Valek and I....”

“Well, I understand,” Sarah admitted. “He’s very handsome, isn’t he?”

They rounded the corner back into Charlotte’s bedroom. The whole room smelled of jasmine, now. Pretty green vines twisted in spirals in one of the corners by the ceiling and what looked like real stars twinkled above the black-iron, spiraling bedposts. 

“How are they—are those real stars?” Charlotte watched in wonderment at the tiny, twinkling spheres while Sarah rummaged through the wardrobe. 

She glanced over her shoulder and wrinkled her nose. “No, you silly thing, of course not. Those are bewitchments I like to place around the house sometimes, just to make it pretty.” She turned back to the wardrobe, and pulling out a rangy brown dress, she threw it to the floor. “I love nature. There isn’t enough of it in the city, I think, though sometimes I make a tandem up to Petrin Hill.” Folding several other frothy dresses over her arm, she carried them to the bed, draping them each out next to each other. “Here, you’ll like these. I barely wear them anyway. I’m still going to have to take these in for you.” She threw the clothes on the bed and turned, quickly tearing at Charlotte’s nightdress. 

“Hey!” Charlotte blared, grasping to cover herself. 

“Oh, please,” Sarah snorted and pulled out something burgundy and leather. “Put this on! And these!” She threw a mini skirt and a pair of black stockings to Charlotte’s flailing arms. 

She caught the pieces clumsily, holding them out. Her eyes widened. “I can’t wear this!” 

“And just why not?” Sarah stamped her foot, reaching for another article—this one, a chic, brown sweater. “To hell with baby doll dresses. I know men like Valek,” she said suggestively. Charlotte wondered what she meant by that, exactly. “Are you going to trust me, or not?” 

She caught sight of herself in a small mirror hanging near the bed. Even after drinking Sarah’s enchanted chocolate, she still looked like a carcass with deep circles under her eyes and her hair, a frantic mess about her shoulders. She thought of Evangeline and sighed in defeat. “Whadya got for shoes?” 

Sarah squealed in excitement and hopped up on her feet. She dashed back over to the wardrobe. Even she was fashionable, with the bandana tied around her head, her fitted vest and boots. She pulled out a pair of lethal-looking black pumps. Was she trying to kill her? 

“I don’t know about those....” Charlotte shook her head. 

Sarah grunted and shoved the sweater and heels into the growing pile of clothes in Charlotte’s arms. “There is a bathroom right behind you, since you’re so modest.” She indicated the white door. Charlotte stuttered in protest, but Sarah shoved her inside, not wanting to hear another word about it. 

The bathroom matched the foyer; white and black-checkered floors, a small crystal chandelier over a deep tub with beastly feet, and gold-plated faucets. Charlotte dressed quickly, careful not to snag the stockings with her nails, and even more careful not to catch another glimpse of herself in the wide mirror. It would take a lot of magic to fix her hair. 

She reappeared into the bedroom, trying her best to be graceful over the suede black stilts that unfortunately fit her like a glove, so there was no valid argument not to wear them. 

Sarah, who’d been sitting on the bed, fumbling with the other articles of clothing, leapt to her feet. She shrieked in delight, her hands in fists by her head. “See, now? That is so much better!” 

Charlotte couldn’t stifle her smile. The sweater was a bit large but fell nicely over her shoulders. She tucked it just a bit into the burgundy, leather skirt that came to the middle of her thigh. The black stockings and the heels made her legs long. Butterflies swirled in her stomach. “I love it,” she breathed. 

“The top is just a tad large. Have to take most of these things in for you.” Sarah plucked her needle from behind her ear, again. 

“Thread?” 

“For what?” Sarah held out the needle, tip pointed toward the sweater and chanted, “Minus filo subtegminis!” Fibers of the sweater made swooshing sounds, as they pulled tighter to fit more correctly around Charlotte’s middle. Lifting her arms, she marveled at the well it hugged her now. 

“Thank you! That was amazing.” 

“Not a problem.” And, in a Fairy Godmother sort of fashion, she waved the needle through the air toward the other clothes on the bed. Sounds of fabric pulling reacted from the second incantation. Sarah turned and tucked the little bodkin through the material of her collar. 

Charlotte folded her arms. “I know all you said was ‘less thread’ in Latin.”

Sarah put her hands on her hips, looking dejected. “How did you know that?”

Charlotte only smiled and shrugged.

Sarah tapped her index finger on her lower lip. “Still, though, what are we going to do about the rest of you? Your hair is ghastly.”

Charlotte made a face. “I know.”

“Quick, quick.” She pushed her back toward the bathroom again. “We don’t have much time. That I can predict,” she said with a wink.

She backed Charlotte toward the closed toilet seat and tapped it, like she wanted her sit down. “Is this a make-over?” Charlotte asked sarcastically, obliging.

“Of course it is,” she snapped, but giggled with her excitement.

Charlotte guessed Sarah didn’t have many opportunities for girl time. It wasn’t like Andela or Dusana needed the same kind of help Charlotte did.

Sarah pulled open one of the drawers, finding something like an enchanted sort of make-up brush, though the handle seemed special. It was made of quarts, swirling silver designs within the fragment. 

“Have you enchanted that the same way you enchanted your sewing needle?” Charlotte asked, interested. 

“It’s not my magic.” She turned it over, examining it, herself. “I bought it off a Witch in New Town. Couldn’t get over the thing.” Sarah held it up to Charlotte’s face and said, “Be still.” She waved it through the air like a conductor’s baton. “Pulchra!” She chanted. 

From the plume of the brush’s white bristles, a golden, glittering powder flurried in a cloud over Charlotte’s face, almost making her sneeze. “Are all incantations just simple Latin?” she asked, holding her nose. 

“The easy ones,” Sarah admitted flatly, though her eyes grew bright, her smile spreading wide. “Oh my goodness, Charlotte! Look at you!” She spread her arms like she wanted to hug her. “You’re stunning! Praise the goddess, are your eyelashes long!” 

Charlotte sat there feeling awkward, though excitement buzzed around in her chest. She’d never really had any girl friends, either, come to think of it. “Can I look?” “Not yet. I need to finish with your hair.” Sarah squinted and bit her lower lip. 

“Let me guess...there’s some magic tool you have under the—” 

“Found it!” The Witch cheered, pulling out a beaded, antique hairbrush from the cabinet under the sink. 

“You don’t do anything the normal way, do you?” 

“Why? Magic is so much easier.” She swirled the brush through the air before jabbing it at Charlotte. “Crispus!” 

Charlotte arched an eyebrow. “Really? Curly-haired?” 

“It’s not the words, it’s how you say them,” she trilled, her smile growing larger still. 

Around her face, Charlotte could feel her curls pulling tighter. They grazed her cheek. She reached up to feel how springy and full of life they were, shooting an astonished look at the Witch. 

“I’ve got a little something for everything,” she giggled. Reaching for Charlotte’s hands, she pulled her up and turned her toward the mirror. “Now you can look.” 

Charlotte’s mouth fell open. She couldn’t find the words to express how she felt. There was never a time in her life when she remembered looking so...together. 

Her face was clear from any dirt smudges. Each curl was wound in perfect place. Her clothes were mature. Her eyelashes were dark and long and nearly brushed her rose-painted cheeks when she blinked. Her lips appeared fuller with the soft color that lined them. 

“Well?” Sarah moved out from behind her, smiling too, at Charlotte’s reflection.

“I don’t believe it,” Charlotte breathed. “Thank you.”

“Good.” She grabbed her by her wrist and towed her back into the bedroom. She placed her little sewing needle on the bedside table. “Because we’re officially out of time. You have a visitor.” She winked at a tall shadow looming in the corner of the room. 

Charlotte’s breath hitched. 

“I should leave,” Sarah said cheerfully before skipping out of the room, but not before squeezing Valek once on the arm. 

Charlotte felt the blood rush to her face. She smiled at him. “Hi.” 

He stepped towards her, eyes bright from the silver-blue moonlight streaking in through the frosty window. His face was severe as he appraised her. “You are a healing sight....” His teeth slid over his lower lip. 

She shuddered, glancing down at her outfit. “It was Sarah’s idea.”

“It makes you uncomfortable.” It wasn’t a question.

“You’ve never seen me this way.” Her voice sounded small.

He slowly slinked past where she stood and opened the window, sending the cool harvest air in. “And you’ve never see me this way.” He turned back, his smile wicked and hypnotizing. He was overwhelming. Sauntering back over to her, he slid his claw under her jaw, behind her ear. It sent little trails of chills over her shoulders. “You are the most maddeningly beautiful thing I’ve seen in over a hundred years.” 

She gulped. She wasn’t used to this Valek. He was smooth. He was sultry. His stare was unrelenting. She thought of something else, then. “Can I see your hand?”

He looked confused, but offered up his right hand, anyway. She grabbed at it, turning his palm face up. The bottom dropped out of her stomach. Just as Sarah said earlier, there were no lines in his palm. Not even one that meant he had a soul mate. Disappointed, she dropped it. 

“What are you looking for?” he asked, examining his palm himself.

“Nothing.” She pouted and crossed her arms.

His brow furrowed, but his smile suggested his amusement. “What? My line of fate?” He chuckled. “Is that what you’re looking for? I write with my left hand. That’s the one you have to look at.” He offered up his other palm, revealing the small crease that ran through the left corner. Just like Charlotte’s. 

“Oh...” She traced it. “Did you know...before, I mean?”

“That it matched yours?”

She nodded.

“I did notice,” he admitted. “But there are many different kinds of soul mates. I already knew I’d be with you always.”

“So what does this mean now?”

“The same thing it meant before. You are mine. But the way you are mine is... altered.” He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. Instead, they looked pained. Without warning, he pressed his hands to either side of her face and crushed his lips to hers. The kiss was deep, but it was fleeting. “I wish I could stay,” his voice was gruff. 

The sound drove her wild and she gripped both of his wrists. “Then stay.”

“I cannot.”

“Where are you going?”

“I must return to them,” he sighed, raking his claws through his hair. A few dark strands fell in his eyes. “I wanted to wish you a good morning—make sure you were feeling all right. We were in the middle of forming some kind of attack plan against the Regime when I snuck away. They’ll wonder where I’ve gone.” 

“They will know as soon as you go back downstairs.” She smiled, tapping her forehead with her index finger. 

“You really must try and sleep now. You’ve had a very long night.” His face fell. “So have I. Are you hungry? Do you need anything?” 

She tugged at his sleeve. “Stay.” A fusion of sadness and panic knotted her gut. “Stay with me.” The simple thing about it was she didn’t want to be alone. Not in a house filled with monsters she didn’t know. Not after their relationship had just knee-jerked in an exciting new direction. 

He chuckled, the sound warming. “Enough, Lottie.” He stroked the side of her face. “Go to sleep. I’ll see you at sunset.” She pouted, but he was already on his way out. He opened the door, and before leaving her, peered back around the frame. “Sunset,” he repeated. 

“Sunset,” she promised, quietly.

He smiled and pulled the door closed.

Charlotte kicked off her shoes and padded back over to the bed, her head hitting the pillow, the joy crawling up through her skin and exploding out of the tips of her fingers and the top of her head. The suffering—the being fed on—was only temporary. She would find her own place in this society of magic. But, for now, at least she owned this—his love. Once and for all, he was hers. She might have chosen to focus on all of the awful, scary things she had been through that night, but why should she? 

She pulled the covers around her, continuing to beam at the ceiling, feeling his kiss lingering over her mouth. Eternity with Valek would never be enough.
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Aiden leaned over the stony railing of his chamber balcony, gaze scouring through the night as though he might spot Valek darting among the shadows. Wherever he was now, Aiden knew he’d be nowhere near the palace. He thought about setting off on his own—thought of simply taking a horse from the stables and searching every hostel, every inn, turning over every damn rock...until she was found. 

Night dusked with a chill, the sky clear and filled with stars over the city. From beyond the walled-in courtyards, he could hear the blaring horns of traffic and the hum of what promised to be bustling metropolis streets and busied thoroughfares with thousands of people. It mocked him—beckoned him—a challenge. Go ahead, it said, try to find her among all of these people. 

Terrible hacking drifted out into the early morning from an opened window on a higher floor. It was most certainly coming from Vladislov’s quarters. Aiden had been unable to sleep for the past few nights, and it wasn’t because of his anxiety over finding Charlotte. These marble halls and brick passages carried sound easily, and he heard hem of the ailing Wizard, even when he kept his own windows shut. 

“Lord Aiden,” came Dalibor’s voice from behind. Aiden didn’t bother to engage him, but rather stayed fixed in his frustration. Both Dalibor and Ales had recently been named part of Aiden’s personal guard force, and so far, Aiden was surprised with how well they were doing with their newfound responsibilities. He needed a team of his own, beyond the heavy hand and watchful eye of Vladislov. “We’ve just sent out three more squadrons in aid of your search.”

“Fine,” Aiden sighed. “Good.”



“Sir?”

“Tell me...what do you think makes a leader great?”

Dalibor joined Aiden’s side as he leaned his own elbows over the bannister, eyes shifting up to the magnificent sky. “I’m new to all this, you know, Aiden?” He spoke offhandedly now, as he always did when they were lads in the Bohemian Occult City. “But if I could make any observation, it would be that, while strength and courage are important, it is vision that truly wins the day.” 

Aiden smirked. Dalibor was always the most intelligent of the group. “My father would have me believe it is loyalty that makes a leader great.” 

“Seems illogical. Loyalty is reserved for those who follow. Vision is for those who lead. If you want my honesty, vision is what Vladislov lacks.” He thumped Aiden on the back. 

“We should be conquering the outside world, not hiding from it. First, the Dark. Then, the mortals. Do you think my vision is worthy of the throne, Dalibor?” 

“I think...you have the only vision worthy of the throne.” 

“Good. Then, I have an idea.” Pushing away from the balcony, Aiden began inside, calling to his friend from over his shoulder with a broad wave of his hand. “I’ll see you for the executions. There is someone I need to speak to.” 

He didn’t give Dalibor enough time to answer before he was, once more, traveling through the corridors of the palace’s third story. Maids and pages were busy readying the halls for the day, illuminating the wall sconces and dusting the tapestries. 

“Morning, master Aiden,” a few of them chorused as he passed. 

He always smiled at the maids. He enjoyed their excitable giggling and chattering after they thought he was out of earshot. But none of those common Elves would ever own his heart. Not ever. 

He made a short trip of the two staircases down to the common chambers used for Vladislov’s guests, and who knows what else. Fortunate for him, there were little to no guards in the area, as the Vampires captured the night before were being readied for that morning’s festivities and all eyes and arms were needed in order to keep them secure. The Regime didn’t need any more escapees. It was a good thing Aiden was, for the most part, unseen. He didn’t want word of this little exchange reaching the ears of Vladislov. The old man was beginning to fade. Anything to upset him further would be...unnecessary.



The common hall was long and carpeted by a pristine garnet runner over the cold marble floors. More oil paintings of famed Wizards and Elves of days passed hung between the dozens of pine doors on either side. Aiden found only one of those doors left ajar.

Evangeline was packing several things into a large leather satchel that sat in a slumped heap on the edge of an elegant bed. The room reminded Aiden of Christmas for some reason, trimmed in wine red and forest green from the tapestries, to the rugs, to the bed sheets. 

She didn’t notice him right away, working quickly to stow her vials of potions, and a brand new, velvet-lined grimoire with a gold leaf pentacle on the cover. He’d plucked it from one of Vladislov’s libraries without the Wizard knowing and gifted it to Evangeline, imagining the ancient spells within might come in handy. 

As she closed her satchel, Aiden cleared his throat from the doorway, making her jump. She swiveled on the bed, finding him smirking at her. Approaching her, he noticed her tremble, and he chuckled, in love with his own ability to intimidate in such a way. 

“M-morning,” she faltered with her hand on the satchel. “I was just collecting myself to leave.” 

“You understand all of the instructions I have given you?” He asked.

She nodded sheepishly.

“Good. Come.” He wheeled around and walked from the room, starting back down the corridor of common chambers, to the grand hall. Evangeline’s footsteps hurried behind him. She’d wrapped her long, washed hair in a neat bun behind her head and the new clothes the Regime had given her were neatly pressed, just as he’d instructed. Her boots were shined. Her black cloak billowed behind her as she raced to catch up with him. Meredith had done well to heal the scrapes on her arms and face, destroying any evidence of force or torture. Aiden could trust his mother more than his father, at the moment. She was less inclined to go tattling things back to the Lord Wizard. 

This would go exactly as he planned. 

“The sun will be up in only twenty minutes.” He spoke fast, walking faster, his hands clasped behind his back. “Sunset tonight is approximately at five-thirty. You have one night to locate their hiding place. I trust you’ve given good thought to where that might be.” He glanced back at Evangeline. 

“Valek has an old friend who lives in the city,” she admitted. “Valek used to speak of him often.” 

“Good. When you find them, I want you to report back.” The two continued under a few baroque archways leading into the grand hall. 

Pages were still working on reconstructing the great doors of the palace Aiden was responsible for destroying a few nights earlier. The memory played over again in his mind like a record on a broken needle, a few of the smaller details skipping: 

Valek standing in front of his impending demise, frightened for the first time in his miserable, unholy existence by the towering flames. Charlotte slung hopelessly over his shoulder, her heart slowing—near death. Aiden remembered the energy pulsating through his body. He wanted to kill Valek, of course, but the only thing he could focus on was how he was going to save Charlotte. 

Aiden looked one last time at the Witch, a gust of self-manifested wind blowing his hair around his face. “I don’t want to kill you, Evangeline. Find her.” 

Evangeline walked silently, without even a last look to him, out of the palace. He watched her recede through the hall, through the door in repair, and out into the brightly lit Golden City morning. 

Aiden turned around to see his father standing behind him, watching with his hands clasped behind his back. The look on his face was severe. Aiden felt the bottom fall out from his stomach. Uh oh. 

Danek approached him. “Tell me something, son. Why are you fighting so diligently for a single mortal child?” He was already in fresh robes for the morning execution festival. Voices could be heard beyond the palace walls as droves of Elves and Imps were probably being allowed into the courtyards—right under the noses of the city’s mortal population. “I still don’t understand.” 

“Charlotte is special, father.” Aiden shook his head. “I can’t explain it to you. In time you will understand.” He clenched his right fist, feeling the one line in his palm crease. One line. 

Another memory, one of a much younger version of himself and Charlotte sitting together in his dark living room, flashed before his eyes, his mother placing something in Charlotte’s hand. It sizzled. She had cried out it pain. Meredith called it an accident. It wasn’t. Charlotte had long forgotten that night, thanks to a spell hidden in her cider. The truth was, Meredith possessed the idea long before it ever made sense to Aiden. The truth was, Meredith always knew what her son would become. 

Danek sighed. “Would you like to walk with me to the courtyard? Vladislov needs to have a word with you before things begin today.” A twinkle reached his eyes. 

Aiden gasped. Perhaps Vladislov was ready to turn power over to him! How could persist in leading this effort while ailing so? “Of course!” Aiden shared a grin with his father. 

The two walked in the direction of the center gardens, as they’d been doing each dawn. Guards had since filled the grand hall and surrounding corridors, saluting them as they went, until they disappeared beyond the walls into the beaming daylight. 

Danek and Aiden, this time, on their way to the highest box in the arena, met a regally dressed Meredith Price and the rest of Aiden’s siblings on the way. She kissed her eldest son on the cheek while Danek cleared his throat and averted his eyes. In the eyes of the Elven church, they remained married...but things were never that simple. Emotions were complicated, and as it seemed, Meredith possessed too many and Danek not enough. 

“Good morning my dear!” She cheered, leaning in closer to Aiden’s ear. “I heard Vladislov is getting ready to make quite the special announcement today!” He voice trilled. With a hand on his back, Danek spoke in Aiden’s ear. “I will see you up there, son.” 

He didn’t regard Meredith at all before he walked away.

She pretended not to notice, her eyes still glittering as they remained fixed on Aiden’s face. He smiled back at her, patting Molly on the head. “We shall see, won’t we?” 

Occult creatures in the stands eyed the young Elf. He didn’t miss the way they leaned in to one another, whispering things and pointing occasionally. It was as if they already knew something he didn’t.

“I am so proud of my son!” Meredith pinched his cheek before clapping her hands in front of her face. “Just think how splendid our little plan will turn out, my love.”

“All that’s missing is—” 

“I know, but don’t worry your head. The girl will be found,” she beamed and they began walking again. 

Aiden thought of how Charlotte adored the night. Looking up to the warm sun hovering above them, he decided she would come to respect the day. She may never love it...but she would respect it. 
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The atmosphere in the basement was hot and thick. The group yelled over each other, each brain working individually, now. Valek tried to listen in on each point, but decided it was impossible—like watching some complicated eight-person tennis match. 

“We should strike now!” Lusian roared. 

“We have to bust down those walls!” Sasha bellowed from the back of the group. Some of the others agreed, raising their fists high. It wasn’t good. They were lacking any sort of rational thinking and being confined together for so long was driving them to the brink of insanity. Vampires rarely acted in packs. Sure, there were covens, but men and women of the Dark Gift usually needed their space. 

None of them were silent, except for Valek. He sat as still as he could in an armchair. Watching the fire dance, he sorted through his own militant ideas, yet dashed them all, because each one of them would somehow put Charlotte in danger. His mind swam with the various conflicts circulating through him and through the room, but every so often, the noise dissolved into the background and simple, happy thoughts of Charlotte would surface. 

Over the past few nights, Valek had seen strength in her he’d seen before, but never stopped to think much about. When she hunted, she was brave. When she argued his ridiculous stipulations, she was brave. But this time, she’d given her very own life to protect him and remain safe. She was a hero. Witty. Intelligent. Charming. He thought of her lips again. Those stockings—he wanted to tear them to shreds.

A new ache swelled inside of him and he bit down hard over his fist to quell the need to dash up through the tunnel to find her. The coven had fed from her for the second time earlier that evening. She’d been less frightened, though Valek had remained by her side all the while. With him watching, the others were less inclined to spend too much time, each of them coming and going rather quickly. 

The blathering chaos around him continued. “Perhaps, we can sneak past the guards when the moon is new. It will be hard for them to catch us in the dark,” Dusana added, and it was followed by gusts of both affirmatives and arguments. 

Valek tuned into Charlotte’s mind again, though it was quite a task with her resting two stories above him. The thoughts were muddied, but they suggested a colorful dream. He blinked away from her mind and tried to listen to the room again. To focus. He wasn’t doing a great job at it. 

“Will you all hush up?” Francis’ shrill squawk shattered the yelling and the room fell silent. He stepped away from the corner and pushed through the clump of Vampires toward where Valek was sitting by his lonesome. Francis bent until he was eye to eye with Valek, glaring, as though he were an errant child in trouble. “Valek,” he began softly as he glowered at him. “If the girl is going to be a distraction, she needs to go.” Francis raised his eyebrows and placed a solemn hand on Valek’s shoulder. “I understand how confusing and frightening this is, but even when you and I had our little...situation, I was at least able to focus on other aspects of my existence.” He straightened, backing away. 

“I’m not getting rid of her.” 

“Well, of course you aren’t. We need her here as much as you do, but I’m asking you to please concentrate or I’ll lock her in the attic. This is a crucial time and we need you.” 

Valek leaned forward with his elbows on his knees, rubbing his face into his hands. Some awful idea flashed through his mind. 

“No. You cannot change her. We are keeping our promise. We are not harming her.” Francis spoke quickly. “Aside from that, do you know how stupid it would be to have a fledgling Vampire with us now? I implore you! I need your leadership, my friend. It’s time to start thinking clearly.” 

Valek grimaced and looked away, trying his hardest to guard where his mind was and to focus on the task at hand. The war—infiltrating the Regime. There were now two powerful Wizards they needed to assassinate. What If Sarah could put some sort of enchantment on the house? Something that would attract more rogue creatures? They could increase their numbers by the hundreds. They could build an army of their own and begin the uprising. 

“That’s too dangerous. We’d attract too much attention,” grumbled Lusian.

Jorge added, “We should relocate into the mountains, perhaps.”

“That’s no good. They’ll be searching heavily wooded areas the most,” said Andela.

“What makes you say that?”

“Don’t you think they’d anticipate us to hide in a place like that? Off the beaten path? They’re expecting us to squirrel away like the rats they think we are.” 

“Valid.” 

Shrill screaming pierced Valek’s skull as it swirled from somewhere upstairs. He slammed his eyelids shut as it struck him. Charlotte. He jumped to his feet, but Francis was already next to him, exasperated. 

“This is exactly what I mean! When we need you most, there you are, running to her!” 

“But she’s in pain.” His eyes scorched. He blinked wildly, waiting for the sound to fade in his mind. 

“She’s not really screaming,” Francis explained. “She is having a nightmare!” 

He grabbed Valek by the shoulders, steadying him and pressing him back down into his seat. “We must establish a solid plan before another day comes. We cannot afford to stay in the city any longer. I never thought I’d be saying this, but we are running out of time to live.” 

Valek looked into Francis’ gray face and began to mentally unfold a mapping of the Regime palace, as he remembered it. Francis, as well as the rest of the group, listened in, trying to see the metal pictures as clearly as they could.

“They’ve got an infinite amount of fire on their side,” he explained. “But we’re faster and stronger than the lot of them. Andela’s right, I’m sure they have units patrolling every forest, every abandoned castle, every Occult City border this side of Madrid. There is no place to simply run.

“We’re going to have to do what I said. Perhaps building our numbers will draw attention. We wouldn’t have to slaughter every guard. If a few of us are successful in evading the pawns, all we must do is reach Vladislov and Aiden. 

“Take care of them, and we can check mate...at least for a time. Any members of the oligarchy we leave alive will eventually try and rebuild, but by then, we will be long gone and it affords us the time to build our numbers, then—slowly and the right way.” 

“Why wait? Let’s take out the entire court!” boomed Lusian, beating his chest, and most of the other coven members agreed. 

“It would be ideal.” Valek nodded, as well. “But the task of killing Vladislov alone is large. It’s best to go in expecting the least. Overconfidence will get you killed.” 

“Some of us will perish, regardless, I am certain,” said Jorge.

“But if we do nothing, then we will all burn,” concluded Francis.

A new, even more ghastly shriek suddenly shook the clan’s sensitive ears. At once, they all looked toward the upper levels of the house. Valek was the first one who took off to the gaping hole in the ceiling. Francis sighed and rolled his eyes, but gestured for the rest to follow. 

They ascended, one by one, each landing stealthily on the upper floor. Valek stood frozen, listening, not breathing. When he sensed nothing more, he bolted in the direction of the closest body warmth he could feel, and found Sarah in her den, sitting in front of a crackling fireplace, her tiny white hand clasped firmly over her mouth. Her eyes were wide and shiny, fixated on the dying flames. 

Francis pushed past Valek, and ran over to the Witch, kneeling down on one knee beside her. “Sarah?” He prodded her. “Sarah, darling? What did you see?” 

Sarah’s face remained frozen. Her eyes didn’t even shift. Francis looked up at Valek and the rest of the coven, now crowding behind him. 

“This only occurs when she’s had a pretty serious vision. I have never seen her out this long.” His gaze moved again to Sarah and he stroked her hair. 

“Vision?” Valek questioned. 

“Sarah only gets them once in a while. A perception of the things to definitely happen. An intervention of fate.” He looked worriedly back at Valek. “These visions are not normally something positive. If I were you, I’d go check on your precious girl,” He muttered darkly. 

Valek turned and pushed past the others, flying as quickly as he could up the stairs. He got to Charlotte’s door and threw it open. “Lottie!” 

Charlotte was writhing in the center of the mattress, clawing violently at the bed sheets. She screamed his name and then something completely unintelligible. 

He bolted and shook her awake. “Charlotte!” 

Her eyelids shot open and she froze, looking at him in fear, her breathing staggered. Perspiration glistened along her forehead and throat. 

“Are you all right?” 

Her mouth opened in a silent yelp and she shook her head back and forth, tears streaming. 

Sitting on the edge of the bed, he pulled her into his arms and cradled her. He stroked her damp cheek. “It was a dream, Lottie,” he hushed. “That’s all. Just a dream.” A horrible dream about a thousand mouths clinging to every part of her body. Draining her. Killing her. Valek closed his eyes, drowning in guilt. 

Charlotte rested her head over his collarbone. “Please don’t feel bad,” she whispered, twirling the tousles of his hair around her finger. She wiggled, until he loosened his arms so she could peck him on the point of his jaw, just under his ear. 

They were interrupted when Francis cleared his throat in the bedroom doorway. “Sorry,” he said at the floor. “I think you should both come downstairs.” 

In Sarah’s den, Valek found the Witch had, at last, come to, being comforted by Andela and Jorge. She continued to stare in horror into the empty fireplace as Jorge held her. 

“Is she all right?” Valek asked as he approached with Charlotte. 

Sarah slowly looked up at them. She got to her feet and stumbled over to Valek, grasping at his shoulders with all her force. She choked out her words. “You have—to get her—out of Prague!” 

“What did you see?” Valek asked. 

Sarah blinked back tears and turned to a horrified Charlotte. “I know what your lines mean, Charlotte. In your hands. I know everything.” The way she spoke was split between pleasing and warning. She had this horrible, crazy look in her eyes as she grabbed Charlotte’s hand. She held her palm up to the coven of Vampires. “You see? Do you see it?” She was maniacal. 

“Sarah, explain to me what you’re talking about,” Francis demanded.

“Her fate line matches mine,” Valek argued. “We already know that.”

“No! Don’t you see? There are two lines that deliberately cross each other, though one is very faint.” Sarah brought Charlotte’s palm close to her face, tracing the one, deeper line with her fingernail. “Valek.” And then another, more shallow line Charlotte hadn’t noticed, before. “Aiden.”

Charlotte pulled her palm back. “I don’t understand,” she said in a panic.

Sarah flexed her sharp index finger at the fireplace. “I saw you...I saw....” The Witch stopped. Her face went blank again. “I saw you in a...wedding gown. That is what I saw.” 

Everyone grew eerily quiet, different dark gazes flashing around the room. Valek watched Charlotte’s terror become more and more intensified, her heartbeat spinning faster than her thoughts. “No. There has to be some mistake. I would never....” She glanced nervously up at Valek. 

“Sarah never makes mistakes with visions, like those,” Francis interjected. “Visions like these are sent to her by some sort of divine force we believe—these things we are meant to see.” 

Charlotte clasped her palm with her other hand in an effort to hide the lines from everyone in shame. Valek remained silent. 

“Who else was in the vision?” Charlotte shouted more at Valek than anyone else. 

He felt unable to say anything, an immense lump swelling in his throat. He saw the picture of Sarah’s vision as clear as the room in front of him. Charlotte was stunning in a floor-length off-white gown and a crown that was undoubtedly of the Regime. The hall around her was illuminated by the morning sun. Gilded and elegant. She stood near Aiden, smiling. Valek felt like someone lit him on fire. 

“Charlotte, I’m not saying you would marry him out of free will...” Sarah began, more comfortingly than before. She was returning to a normal mental state as she slung her arm around Charlotte’s shoulders. 

“You all have to believe me. I’m in love with Valek,” Charlotte pleaded, somehow causing the lump in Valek’s throat to balloon larger. “You know that. Don’t you?” 

“We do.” 

“But what about the line that belongs to Valek?” Charlotte asked, hope coloring her words. “There must be some reason why it’s deeper than Aiden’s. And anyway, Aiden isn’t a Vampire, so why does he have a line of fate? Valek can prevent this from happening, can’t he? Valek, you can do something, can’t you?” 

Sarah hushed her. “You are linked to each other, but I’m not sure what it will all mean when faced with the Regime. I’ve never seen anything like this before.” 

Andela walked over to Charlotte, surrounding the girl in her wiry arms. “This is all going to get better, Charlotte.” The deep, jagged edges of Andela’s face were painted with the eerie shadows by the firelight. It made her look like the angel of death cradling Lottie in her arms. “I think I speak for the whole group when I say we consider you part of our coven of rogues.” 

Charlotte glanced around the room at the others, who regarded her much more softly than they had at first. Jorge was nodding in agreement and the baleful Sasha was even smiling. 

“For you to be as brave as you have been in this house, that says a lot about you.” Dusana spoke this time. “None of the human beings I’ve ever known were as badass as you are.” 

“So brave,” Ana and Aneta chanted together. 

This was enough to cause Valek to crack, at least, a faint smile. All they said was true. He glanced at Francis, finding his was the only face that wasn’t smiling. Instead, it was a sickly, green shade and Valek knew why. 

“Oh no,” Sarah squeaked and pressed her finger to her lips, seeming to remember something. Slyness painted the way she looked at Charlotte, with a bit of amusement thrown in, too. “I think I might have just ruined the evening....” 

“Well, naturally,” Francis scoffed. 

But the way Sarah was squinting, and the thoughtfulness behind it, suggested she was referring to something else. Valek tuned into her mind, however Witch-minds were usually filled with cobwebs of spells and chants, so he brushed through all of that to get to.... 

“Sarah, I appreciate the hard work you’ve done, but do you really think now is the appropriate time for a—” 

She lunged at him, pressing her palm to his mouth. “Hush, Valek! Or you’ll ruin it even more.” 

Suddenly, one collective smile popped up on every face in the room. Every face, except Charlotte’s of course. She frowned, looking uncomfortable. “What’s going on?” 

Sarah tugged on Valek’s sleeve, towing him out of the room, leaving Charlotte staring after them in suspicion in the circle of mind readers who knew everything. 

Sarah stood two stairs up so she could lean in close to Valek’s face. “Charlotte’s birthday is in a few weeks, isn’t it?” 

“How did you—” 

“Her tealeaves revealed an October birthday, but I didn’t let on that I knew anything about it.” 

Valek sighed. “We always celebrate on the thirteenth. The night I found her. I’m not sure of the true day....” 

“It’s still just the first week of September!” she groaned, and little too loudly, before lowering her voice again. “Who knows what will happen by October?” 

“I do not like the way you said that.” 

“It’s honest, Valek. None of us know what will happen tomorrow, let alone in a few weeks!” 

“But you’re a fortune teller....” 

“Don’t be difficult.” She prodded Valek hard in the sternum. He stared at her crossly, but couldn’t smother his chuckle. “Everything’s been ready since this afternoon. I took care of it all while you were...you know....” 

Valek frowned. It was a nice attempt, but he wasn’t much in the celebratory mood. He couldn’t shake the knot in his stomach. The worry. It was unnatural for an Elf to have a line of fate. What did it mean? “I apologize for not sounding more grateful. I am. It’s a nice thought. It only seems now is an awkward time for a party.” 

Sarah pouted. “She’s had such a hard time. We need to boost the morale. For everyone, not just her. Let me do this.” Her voice grew so small and shrill it would have been inaudible to human ears. Grabbing a fistful of his shirt, she continued dragging him up the stairs. 

“Where are you taking me?”

“The attic.”

“The attic?”

“It’s perfect! The others will distract her. I’m sure they’re all already privy to what’s going on.” She spoke the words over her shoulder, and he was sure she was aiming them at the sensitive ears of the coven in the den, so they’d play along. 

It took them three flights up the dingy staircase to reach a thin, slightly uneven brown door. Fumbling in her pocket, Sarah pulled out a ring of brass keys and unlocked the entry to the attic, entering Valek unto a world of fall color. 

Hexed stars glittered in an array of blues and purples near the vaulted ceilings, where silver shafts of moonlight crept through the crevices in the wood. Over a long stretch of a flower-covered dining table, fluttering white candles hovered. Ivy vines with brilliant leaves of orange and red created a makeshift arbor over the center of the space, raining the leaves to the floor, creating a carpet of autumn, new leaves growing where the old ones had fallen. 

A pile of instruments lay over each other in one corner. He supposed they were to be enchanted later, by Sarah, to play music underscoring festivities. Large pumpkins dotted the perimeter of the room, more candles within them, and Valek found himself encompassed by their sweet scent, paired with other things. Roasted duck. Cinnamon. Caramel. Apples. He supposed it was coming from the food under the opulent, gold-plated trays that were scattered over the ruby tablecloth between heaps of orange and yellow tea roses. They flowed over from the brims of wooden buckets. 

“Looks an absolute treat, Sarah,” he breathed, noting the happy lift in his chest. Perhaps, she was right. They needed a break. Charlotte needed some happiness after a week of nightmares and teeth. 

Sarah smiled brightly. “Ten til midnight. When should we bring her up?”

Valek glanced down at his scruffy appearance. “You enchant the entertainment. But first, would you kindly point me in the direction of Francis’ wardrobe?”
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Ana and Aneta each gave a giggle that harmonized with the other, and the sound was frightening. Ana kept her left claw over Charlotte’s left eye, Aneta’s right over Charlotte’s right, as they led her up the stairs. She tripped a few times on the way up, listening to the chorus of hissing giggles from the rest of the clan behind her, save for Valek, who went missing after he disappeared earlier with Sarah. 

“W-what are we doing?” Charlotte asked for what must have been the hundredth time. 

“Keep going,” Andela trilled merrily.

“Does this have anything to do with—”

“No,” Dusana but in. “You’ve spilled enough blood, tonight.” Charlotte heard only the female voices giggle and she could have sworn there was a small harrumph that sounded a lot like it came from Francis. 

“Stop.” Ana and Aneta said together after they’d been climbing steps for minutes. Charlotte lost count at fifty-three. Wherever they were, they were way above the second floor, where her bedroom was. 

They uncovered her eyes, showing Charlotte a plain door. She frowned, bewildered. There were cobwebs in the corners, like it hadn’t been opened in a century. Her stomach bubbled. Where was Valek? “This looks like an attic,” she said uneasily. 

“Don’t be so frightened and open it!” Sasha’s bass voice overwhelmed the narrow passage. His order was followed by more laughter.

Charlotte hesitated before reaching for the handle. She pushed it open, finding only a dark room on the other side. So dark, she could barely see the nose in front of her—

“Surprise!” Sang Sarah, and the entire rogue coven from behind her, making her jump so much, she thought her skeleton ripped clear through her skin.

Suddenly, the room exploded with color and light, strings of shimmering stardust whizzing through the air while a fiddle, a cello, a flute, and a violin began their merry playing. Something, like silver tinsel, streamed from an unseen place near the wooden ceiling beams.

“What is this?” She smiled as she toed through the piles of autumn leaves along the floor, marveling at the brilliant candlelight—the fall scene draped around the room with both magic and gossamer. “What have you done?” she gasped, and plucked a brilliant, scarlet leaf from her hair. 

The coven filed in around her, filling the small attic room, plucking up flutes of red liquid that, at last, was not from her body. Sarah skipped up to her and planted a swift kiss on her cheek. “Happy birthday, Charlotte!” She pushed a delicate plate at her, filled with a fancy pastry surrounding a small chocolate pumpkin in its center. 

“But my birthday isn’t for another—” 

“I know. But we needed a distraction. Best to celebrate life as much as we can for the time we have it, for it has a way of passing us by in a flash of light.” Her smile was sad and thoughtful as she touched Charlotte’s cheek. 

“Seize the night, as I always say!” Lusian cheered and so did the rest, a few clinking there glasses together. 

“But where is....” 

Valek emerged from the deepest shadow at the back of the room, and the mere sight of him made Charlotte’s heart feel like it might detonate. He was a devastating vision in a sleek black collared shirt, the buttons opened to the middle of his pearly chest, the sleeves rolled up around his muscular forearms. He’d tucked the shirt into a pair of dark denim. His hair was shiny and loose about his shoulders, his flashy smile, hypnotic. It was one of the only times she hadn’t seen him in his usual three-piece suit—his pristine ascot—his cuff links. The more modern version of Valek was a sophisticated sort of casual that unraveled her. Her mouth watered. She barely noticed Sarah take back the plate from her. 

He lifted his own glass over his head, his other claw shoved into his pocket. “To my Lottie. Happy early nineteenth birthday.”

The rogue coven all raised their glasses again and drank deeply. All but Valek. He handed his glass to Jorge standing nearby before bounding up to Charlotte and sweeping her up, twirling her in a circle, as he’d done a few nights earlier in their foyer, at home. It made her chest ache. But that was quickly dispelled when he held her by the back of her head and crushed his lips to hers. There were sparks, and they weren’t from Sarah’s bewitchments. 

“Hey, now, none of that!” Dusana hailed over the music. “We’re still in the room, you know.” 

“Unfortunately,” Valek breathed into Charlotte’s mystified face and they both shared a grin. 

Near one of the larger pumpkins, Charlotte didn’t miss Francis leaning against a wall, looking particularly dejected, as he sipped silently at his glass. Why was he behaving so bitterly? She’d thought, out of everyone there, Francis would be the most-likely life of any party. But his pouting didn’t seem to affect Valek in the least. 

“Dance with me.” The question was frightening enough to capture her full attention, her breath hitching. 

Dance? No. 

Without waiting for an answer, he hooked his arm around her middle, his claw taking her hand. He must have known the idea made her nervous, for it was much less of a waltz and more of a simple gentle rocking in a slow circle with Valek’s cool breath near her ear. It sent zaps of electricity across her skin. 

“Who did this?” Charlotte asked. 

“It was entirely Sarah’s idea. I had nothing to do with it.” 

As they turned again, Charlotte was happy to find Sarah’s smiling eyes. “Thank you,” she mouthed toward the Witch, who had undoubtedly become her best friend in a very short amount of time. 

Sarah curtsied once, her eyes sparkling. 

“Excuse us! We’d like to dance with Charlotte!” The music picked up as Dusana and

Andela pulled her away from Valek by the material of her sweater. Charlotte never would have guessed it, but these Vampires were a lively bunch. Laughing, the three started spinning together in the center of the floor. Charlotte saw Valek laughing quietly, as he backed away, joining Sarah near the table to spectate. Ana and Aneta rocked together near the playing instruments, which Charlotte found sort of delightful in the creepiest of ways. 

Soon, Dusana was enveloped in Lusian’s arms, and they were waltzing without error, as though they’d been prized ballroom dancers for the best of a hundred decades. Jorge bowed to Andela before sweeping her about in a large circle. It was an odd match. Andela towered so much higher than Jorge. Then Sasha found Sarah, pulling her up on his toes, before spinning her about the room, also. 

A bit sweaty and out of breath, Charlotte escaped the dance floor to go stand near Valek again. “Is something wrong with Francis?” She asked, panting. 

“Nothing for you to worry about.” He twirled one of her curls around his finger. “To be honest, I almost wish you and I were alone in this room.” 

“Sarah made it so beautiful,” Charlotte admitted, looking again to the sea of glittering stars over small mountains of autumn. The raining leaves didn’t seem to have an end, and they were kicked up around the coven’s feet as they continued to dance and twirl. 

“There’s something which has bothered me for years,” Valek muttered and exhaled slowly through his nose. 

Charlotte snapped her gaze to him. “What’s wrong?”

“I’ll never know when your real birthday is.”

“Valek...” she groaned, taking his hand. “It’s the thirteenth. That is my real birthday. It represents the same thing as anyone else’s birthday—a day I was brought into my life. You brought me into this unbelievable world on October thirteenth. This is my life.” She gestured at the gaggle of partying Vampires and giggled. 

“And are you happy?”

“I will be.” She hugged him around the middle. “When we are all free, I will be.

Sarah hobbled up to them, off her center from all the spinning. She brushed her hair from her lavender eyes. “Are you having fun?”

“I am! And it looks like you are, as well. Thank you, Sarah!” Charlotte hugged her just as she was about to topple over.

“Are you hungry? Dinner’s really just for us,” she said, looking to the magnificent table. She’d set it for a feast of twenty.

“Yes, eat! We’ll all sit, though!” Jorge called over the music, which calmed to a song more atmospheric, seeming to interact with the mood of the room.

Everyone moved toward the table, Sasha pulling out a chair in the center for Charlotte. She nodded her thanks. Valek found the seat to her left, Sarah to her right. Empty glasses of blood magically refilled in front of the Vampires, while Charlotte and Sarah shared the small roasted duck, potatoes, cider, and the plethora of sweets laying out between the candelabras and floral baskets.

Their collective conversation rolled over topics of life in the city, to Charlotte’s feelings about being the only mortal she knew—there was a particular interest in that. “But, did you have many friends in your Occult City?” Andela asked, shaking her head. “Were there children you were able to relate to?” She and Valek exchanged a look. 

“Most of the Elven children. There were a few Shifters, as well.” Charlotte took another sip of her cider. “To be honest, I’ve spent most of my time with Valek.”

There was an abrupt scrape of one of the chair legs through the leaves, which had now become so overwhelming, one almost had to swim through them to get anywhere. It was Francis who made navigating them look easy, as he stormed off toward the attic door. Yanking it open, he disappeared down the stairs, leaving the room in stunned silence. Even the instruments stopped playing as each of the clan members looked at each other.

Valek snarled, throwing down his napkin over his emptied glass. “Excuse me, won’t you.” He stood from the table as well, following after Francis.

Charlotte’s heart was in her stomach. She looked at Sarah. “I’m confused. Have I done something to offend him?”

“No, girl.” It was Sasha who answered. “It’s nothing you did. I’m afraid it’s much more complicated than that.”



There was a sudden sour taste in her mouth. She pushed away from the table, as well, clumsily wading through the leaves toward the door. But Sarah’s hand caught her arm. 

“I wouldn’t. There might be things Valek doesn’t want you to hear.” 

Charlotte grimaced, pulling her hand away. “What does that mean? What is he hiding?” 

She rushed for the door, starting down the stairs, until she heard the distinct, low hiss of Valek’s grumbling: “You could, at least, control your emotions for one evening! She deserves one night, Francis.” 

“I cannot watch you with her!” He hissed back. “It is sickening. You disgust me!”

“You’re overcome with scorn!”

Holding her breath, Charlotte crept down one more stair, attempting to get closer, until the wood under her feet betrayed her. Squeak. Valek and Francis fell silent.

“Lottie, return to the party!” Valek bellowed up at her.

But from over her shoulder, Charlotte saw the party...was ending. 

Vampires staggered downward in single-file toward where she was. Francis had sucked enough life out of the evening to kill it. Sarah leaned against the doorframe and huffed with her hands on her hips in disappointment. 

“We’ve got a few hours until sunrise, anyway, Charlotte,” Andela said with her arm draped around her shoulders. “There’s still more to strategize if we all want to stay together and stay safe.” She kissed the side of her head, regarding Valek and Francis on the third-story landing. 

“Do you see what you’ve done?” Valek muttered at Francis.

“Dobry den, Charlotte,” Dusana said, following after her.

“Dobry den,” a few of the others chorused as well.

“Sweet dreams,” Charlotte whispered after the lot of them, her eyes moving to Valek, again. He wasn’t looking at her. His glare was on the floor, hands in his pockets. 

Sarah started down as well, but stopped to give her a tight hug around the middle. “I never saw you coming, Charlotte. But I am so glad you did.”

“Thank you again for the party, Sarah. It really was one of the best nights I’ve ever had.”

Sarah smiled, squeezing the top of her arm. “We needed a break,” she repeated. “Even if it was short-lived.”

Valek relinquished a foul oath before dashing away at full speed. He was nothing but a silver blur, as he zoomed down the rest of the stairs. Francis shot a glare up at Charlotte before descending, as well, his steps much slower and forlorn. She watched the back of his head as he marched all the way down to the first floor. 

“Do you need help cleaning up?” She asked Sarah. 

The Witch shook her head. “No, no. Go on. It’s a simple incantation, and the place is back to boxes and cobwebs.” 

Something about that made Charlotte sad. It was such a beautiful scene and seemed a waste for it to all fade away. But curiosity tugged at her. She wanted to know why Francis was so angry, and so, she too, ran down the stairs to her bedroom, expecting to find her Vampire waiting. 

Valek was not there. 
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Charlotte slumped, disappointed, into the empty room and shuffled over to the armoire. The only happy thing was a swirling bewitchment over her bed Sarah must have placed there, earlier. It looked like the aurora borealis in living hues of green and pink. If it wasn’t for Francis’ little house Witch, Charlotte believed there’d be no happiness about the house at all. 

She opened the pine doors, rummaging until she found another silk nightdress. Her eyes were heavy. Her arms and legs were weak. For the first time in nights, adrenaline and terror weren’t coursing through her veins. They should have been, but instead, they’d been replaced by complete emotional exhaustion. Full of duck and cider, she’d sleep well that day. 

Careful to roll down the stockings, and shimmying out of the sweater and skirt, she folded them neatly before stepping into the nightdress. Some small sound, like stone against wood cracked from the entryway of the room. Charlotte smiled, pulling up the frail material of the dress over her bare skin. “I know you’re there,” she said. 

There was no time to turn around to face him before she felt his thick arms circle her, holding her tightly to him from behind. “You’re far too tempting for your own good, you know. Eventually, I’ll lose control and swallow you whole.” 

“If you did, at least I’d be out of Aiden’s grasp.”

Valek sighed, moving to the bed, and collapsing backward over the mattress. He rubbed his eyes. She was fast to join him, squirming into the crook of his arm. “I suppose we could cross countries,” he mused, stringing his claws through her hair. “Go to Germany. Run all the way to Spain. Sail to America, even. Yes, it would have to be a boat. People on an airplane might be horrified by the man combusting spontaneously in his seat if someone were to open a window cover during daylight.” 

She recognized he was trying to be funny, but he wasn’t. 

He turned on his side, pulling her closer to his thick, bloodless chest. His flesh would have felt so alive, supple under her fingers, if it had only been warm. “I want to hide you from the whole world,” he said with his lips pressed to her forehead. “I want to find the perfect place, and hide you where no one would ever think to look.” 

“You’ve got about three hours.” 

His chuckle was more like the rush of a night breeze. “I don’t think I could find a place satisfactory enough so quickly.” 

She took his left hand and squeezed it.

“Does this mean I have to share you with that lunatic?” he asked.

“No. Our bond is stronger. I know it is. That’s the good news, right?” She shifted to lie flat on her back, studying her right palm over her face

.“There must be bad news, then.”

“What do you mean?”

“Good news always seems to come with bad news.” Valek exhaled through his nose. “The News’. They’re siblings, you know? Twins.”

“Who told you that?” she asked, amused.

“My father. A long time ago.”

Charlotte hesitated. “The bad news is...Aiden will always be trying to change fate.”

“Aiden will not have an ‘always’ if he’d dead.” Valek smirked and she knew he was imagining tearing the jugular from the Elf’s throat.

Charlotte didn’t respond. She only proceeded to trace the line of fate in Valek’s palm back and forth.

“I was a lost soul before I found you. You’re my beacon of light, Lottie. If you go, I will be lost again.”

She looked up, finding the fire burning in his eyes. She moved the soft hair from his face. “I love you, Valek,” she whispered. Then, she traced the delicate raised cracks on his cheek left by the sunlight. Her fingers ran all the way from the side of his face to his neck and stopped before the material of his shirt, where they disappeared under his collar. “Did this hurt?” 

“Some people wonder if death hurts. I imagine the moment I met eyes with the sun was quite similar to mortal death.” His gaze went distant. “There is a bright light you recognize from some far off memory, but you cannot recall the last time you saw it. You only know it appeared just as beautiful in your memory as it does when you’re faced with it again...at last. You feel the desire and you must go toward it, all the while, it is killing you slowly.” 

She withdrew her hand, but he caught her wrist at once, pulling it close again, her fingertips brushing his full lips. 

“Valek, I think what you did was very brave. Standing up to Vladislov, I mean. And I don’t think the others blame you at all for the start of this war. I only think you blame yourself.” 

“I only think you give me too much credit. I am not the hero you see. The way you sketch me in your head...it is not really who I am.” 

Her chest tightened. She succeeded in pulling her hand back and rolled away from him, pulling the covers up around her shoulders. “What is ideal is blind, as is love.” 

“What do you mean?” He propped up on his elbow. Apparently, she’d intrigued him. 

“I mean....” She bit her lower lip, pausing for a moment. “You can’t see how perfect you really are to me.” She craned to peer at him again. “Don’t tell me how I should see you. Let me see you the way I want. As it turns out, the way I sketch you is pretty great.” 

Leaning over her, he barely kissed her, his lips slightly grazing the corner of her mouth. “Loving you is so easy, Charlotte. Because it was something I was meant to do.” 

She smiled up at him. “I was thinking about something....”

He sighed, dramatically falling back over the pillow. “You always are.”

She sat up, her pulse giving one great jolt. She wasn’t sure if she was ready to have this discussion, but it needed attention. “I want to be with you forever...but—”

“Lottie.” He sat up, taking her face in his hands. “It’s all right. We don’t have to talk about this, now. It’s not something you should be worrying about. That is a big decision. It requires calculated thought. It is, literally, a matter of life and death.”

“I know it doesn’t have to happen now. But I just wanted to make sure...when the time comes...if I do want to be like you...you’ll still want me.” She searched his eyes, hoping the answer within them would be the one she wanted.

“Oh, Charlotte....” He kissed her deeply again. She breathed a sigh of relief. “No matter what happens, I am always going to want you.” 

“But I’ll be different.” 

“Naturally.”

“I won’t be warm anymore.”

He grasped her shoulders. “No. Matter. What.” Kissing her forehead, he said, “When you’re ready.” He rolled onto his back again, folded his hands neatly on his stomach, and closed his eyes. 

Lying there, at least for a moment, he looked so peaceful. “Are you staying up here with me today?” 

“I am.” 

“Not going to help them with the battle strategy?” She lifted an eyebrow before draping herself over his chest, propping her chin on her arm. He took a deep breath, his chest ballooning, lifting her higher. She giggled. 

“I’d much rather be up here surrounded by you then down there with that whoreson.”

She frowned. “That what?”

“That knave.”

“Who? Francis?”

“Yes, that varlet.”

Charlotte giggled and Valek laughed too. Another thought dashed across her mind. “You’re old.” She knew how old he was. He’d be one hundred and seventeen in February. But some nights, he showed his age more than others. 

His dragon’s eyes flashed open and he growled a wild sound, rolling over her and pinning her onto her back. “Yes! The ancient demon and his demure young virgin.” He kissed her throat and she moaned softly. “You shouldn’t make that sound. You’ll unhinge me.” 

“Don’t call me demure,” she whispered with a sideways smile. Her time with him was running out and she wanted to consume as much of him as he wanted of her. Her pulse was blistering and the affect this had on him was interesting. 

“Charlotte?” His pale eyes disappeared under black pools and her stomach muscles tensed. 

“Yes?” 

His breathing became deep, but sharp and sporadic. He was visibly shaking. His gaze was wide, fixed on her face. It did not blink. “I change my mind. I...am going to the basement.” 

He started to push away from her, but she grabbed at the revealing black shirt he continued to wear. “No. Please, don’t go.” 

He froze. His trembling was so violent it shook the bed. “It is...getting a bit difficult for me to stay.” 

“It’s all right, Valek. I understand.” She sat up, pulling the strap down off of her shoulder, exposing bare skin to him. She pulled her hair away, looking at him expectantly. 

He glared at her for a few moments. “No!” He winced, shaking his head. “Lottie, I cannot keep doing this.” 

“I’m fine. Really.” She pulled the collar of his shirt, bringing him closer to her face again, pressing her lips to his. 

At once, he pushed away from her. “Charlotte! No!” He took a few steps back. 

They stared at each other in silence, Charlotte confused and even a bit angry. “What’s wrong with you?” 

“Don’t you understand? I can’t keep using you like this!” 

“Honestly, I’m so tired of your knee-jerk reactions,” she fumed. Something glinted dully on the bedside table. It was Sarah’s needle. She must have left it after decorating for the party. Charlotte made a reach for it. But Valek dodged faster than her, grappling for the bodkin in her hand. 

“Don’t be so reckless!” 

Charlotte shuddered. The tip of the thing succeeded in pricking the top of her index finger in spite of Valek’s efforts. They both watched it plummet to he floor, the very end of it stained with a small amount of blood. She looked to see the tiny, crimson droplet creep from her skin. Valek saw it, too, his nostrils flaring. 

He groaned softly. “You should not have done that....” 

She smiled at him provocatively and rubbed her bleeding finger over her bottom lip. And then she licked at it, the coppery taste buzzing over her tongue. “Just a cut. Kiss it better?” 

Valek gaped at her. It was something like shock, though she could almost see the devil playing games behind the dark bed of his eyelashes. His talons sprawled at his sides in want, his stance broad. Tense. He released another carnal sound, taking a single step toward her, though the movement was stiff, like his leg was made of stone. He was struggling to hold himself back from her—she could tell. 

So she went to him, moving quickly until she slammed into the front of him. He sighed, and in the time it took for her heart to pound once, he was shoving her back against the headboard. It was barely a single second. His hands were fast to find her ribcage, balling in the material of the nightdress she still wore. His kiss was deeper than it ever had been before, and she felt a warm, slick river of blood seep out from one corner of her mouth, flowing down the side of her face. It coursed down her neck as he continued to pull it out of her mouth. Her heart drummed, but it wasn’t fearful like it had been the first time. It almost seemed syncopated to his rhythm as he continued to pull at her life. His tongue flicked it off from behind her lips, her own tongue, over her teeth. 

Even though she didn’t possess Valek’s special inhuman abilities, her senses seemed just as heightened when she was with him like this, noting the vacuuming pressure from this inside of her body. 

But then it stopped. 

He finally pulled away from her, both their mouths stained red. Her own rust and salt taste was overwhelming. Valek remained balancing over her for what seemed like minutes, their faces close, just panting. Last week, their relationship was as simple as guardian and ward. These were things she fantasized about often, when she was sure she was alone and he could not hear her mind. It was almost as if a different person came out of her skin when she was with him like this. A woman, sure of herself and what she was doing. She liked it. 

A new thought began to surface. Another fantasy. Something she’d always wondered about, but never dared to ask. The air felt hotter in her lungs as new, more human desires swelled in her mind. 

He must have seen those images, too, for a new kind of unease flashed in his eyes, then. She saw the muscles of his jaw clench. 

Do you think now is the right time, she thought at him. 

“No.” He gulped. “I don’t.” There was something sad about the way he said it as he peeled himself off of her. He sat on the edge of the bed, rubbing his eyes before shoving the hair out of his face. 

She exhaled a breath she felt like she’d been holding for an age. She didn’t know why, but the idea of real, human...sex...seemed scarier than any of the other nightmarish things she’d been faced with in the past week. 

“I should leave,” Valek said under his breath. “At least for a bit. Just to get some... air.” 

She sat next to him. “Will you come back up?” She pressed her forehead to his. 

“Yes. Always. I am here when you want me.” He stood, readying himself to leave, before both Lusian and Dusana walked in at once. 

“We smelled desert,” Lusian scoffed.

“You’ve already fed tonight. Get out.”

“Don’t speak to us like that!” Lusian boomed.

Valek growled, crouching, readying for an attack.



Charlotte flew from the bed, pulling Valek back, though the attempt was feckless. 

He was steadfast, like a boulder. “Valek, I’ll be fine. Just send for Sarah.”

“No. Two at once is out of the question. You’ll have to rip the head from my shoulders, first,” he sneered at Lusian. 

“I can arrange that.” 

Something hurtled through the bedroom window, smashing the glass into a million shards. Charlotte screamed as Valek flew to hold her away from the intruder, Lusian and Dusana sweeping backward, clinging to the far wall. All were ready to dive at whoever it was, hissing at the massive black shadow trying to straighten itself up in the darkness, grumbling something incoherent. 

“Valek, watch out.” Lusian commanded, preparing to slaughter the invader.

“Whoever you are, you have five seconds to vacate!” Dusana howled.

Charlotte squinted through the shadows, trying to catch the face of the trespasser. 

As he continued to mumble, she recognized who it was from the glint off his goggles and his frosty whiskers. 

“Stop!” Charlotte jumped forward, hands outstretched to the Vampires. She saw Valek straighten, his head lolling to one side in exhausted realization. False alarm. “Don’t hurt him,” she said to Lusian and Dusana. “We know him.” 

She ran, helping Mr. Třínožka up from the floor. His large spider’s legs slid over the broken glass as he mumbled, “Confounded....” 

“Mr. Třínožka, let me help you!” She tried to help him stabilize himself.

“I kin get up, girly. I aint as old as ya think,” he grumbled, his eight legs continuing to slide every which way.

“You’re hurt,” she pulled her hand away from one large hairy leg, green goo making her fingers stick together.

“I’ll be fine! I jus need ta find meself a bandage and I’ll be right as rain. Kin we git some light in here?”



As if on cue, Sarah rushed in. “My needle! Where in the Godess’ creation is my needle?”

Guiltily, Charlotte bent the floor, handing Sarah the little, stolen thing.

“Do you know how long I’ve been looking for this?” Sarah flashed her a black look before pointing the needle at the spider, chanting, “Lux!” A bright, new bewitchment burst from the end of the needle, lighting up half the room. “Is everyone okay in here?” 

Francis was soon to follow her, as was Andela, Sasha, and the others. 

“It’s all right,” Valek said with his hands up to the group. “We know him. He’s from our Occult City.” 

“That’s right!” The Shifter was finally able to get righted on his feet. 

Charlotte could see his face clearly in Sarah’s hexed light, then. His goggles were cracked in one corner, knocked askew off his face. There was a good amount of black soot on his mustache, and his pocket-watch spun on its chain as it hung carelessly from his vest pocket. 

Charlotte wrapped her arms around one of his front legs. “I’m so happy you’re okay, Mr. Třínožka!” 

“Barely,” he mumbled. “Them Wizards aint nothin’ but trouble. Nothin’ but trouble. They set fire ta yer house! The whole place was burnin’ ta the ground when I rushed in ta try and save ya. Well...I thought the worst, ‘cause I couldn’t find you nor the doctor anywhere,” he finished, sadly. 

Charlotte and Valek looked at each other. “We’re okay,” she offered, patting one of his front arms again. 

“You are. But I can’t say the same fer everyone. Found this little guy....” The spider lifted a lifeless pile of rags tucked within his vest and set him on the floor. 

“Edwin!” Charlotte fell to her knees, straightening the burlap form crumpled over himself. The stitches on his face soullessly smiled at her, but there was no life left in his button eyes. 

“He told me, ‘fore someone did this ta him, you two had been kidnapped. So I left the city ta see if I couldn’t try en find ya. Went all the way ta the palace. Well, my nose is awful sensitive, there, Charlotte. I smelled yer blood all the way from Vodičkova Street. Thought ya must’ve been in awful trouble.” He eyed everyone else in the room from behind his crow’s feet. “Can’t tell if I’m right er not, yet.” His mustache bristled as he hmphed. 

“Won’t you please stay, Mr. Třínožka?” The entire Vampire coven glared at Charlotte. She supposed it was kind of audacious for her to suggest such a thing without asking Francis, but she didn’t care. The more they had on their side, the better. “And Edwin, too,” she added. 

“Pardon me, darling, but I don’t think it’s your place to invite people into my home.” Francis batted his lengthy eyelashes at her. 

She rushed to him. Maybe this was an opportunity to make good. “Please, Francis? You said you needed more of the Dark Magic to start an uprising against the Regime. These are my friends!” 

“I don’t see what an old man and a potato sack can do to help our efforts.” 

“Whatever happened ta manners? You better learn some ‘fore I start throwin’ punches.” Mr. Třínožka wheeled his four fists around in a few circles. 

Francis chortled. “I’ll even allow you the first hit. Age before beauty, after all.” 

“Everyone just shut up!” Sarah squeaked. She threateningly pointed her needle at Francis who splayed his claw out over his chest, looking abashed. “I agree with Charlotte.” 

“I cannot believe you would act against me! I am your master!” Francis hissed at her. She only stuck out her tongue.

“Don’ worry yerself.” Mr. Třínožka batted his hand through the air. “I aint about ta stay any place I’m not welcome,” he grumbled.

Sarah whirled to him. “You are very welcome here. These snobby Vampires have to learn to get along with other sects of the Occult.”

“Last time I checked, I was the ring leader of this circus!” Francis chimed.

Sarah continued to ignore him, grabbing one of Mr. Třínožka’s large hands in hers, pulling him out of the room. “Come on, we’ll get you all fixed....” Her voice disappeared around the corner as she led the massive spider down the hall, his many legs skittering around his oversized rump. 

Charlotte remained on the floor, cradling the lifeless Edwin in her arms. She looked up to Valek, who was exchanging dark glances with the other Vampires in the room. 

“Charlotte has a point. The spider is wise.” He shrugged. 

Francis sneered. “I stand by what I said earlier. You have gotten very soft over the years.” Francis stepped close enough to him he could have bitten the nose clean off his face. “I had very different intentions when I created you, darling. If she wasn’t keeping us fed—” He jabbed a claw at Charlotte. “You’d both be out on the street, fighting to keep each other alive.” 

Charlotte’s eyes welled. Why did he hate her so much? 

Francis stormed up to her, grabbing up her wrist in his grasp. “You are nothing but livestock!” He sank his teeth into Charlotte’s skin. She cried out, clasping his arm with her free hand, trying to break free. He drank, the feeling harsh and cold, until Valek tore him off of her, sending him skidding backward, almost breaking the armoire. 

“You are pathetic.” Valek said darkly, advancing on him. “You’re not getting rid of us for two reasons.” 

“Enlighten me.” 

“You wouldn’t win this war without me. You’re spoiled. Irresponsible. More importantly, you’re afraid.” 

“And the second reason?” he asked through gritted teeth. 

Valek leaned way from him. Charlotte noticed his face soften. He hesitated. “You’re still in love with me,” he admitted quietly. 

Charlotte’s mouth fell open. Everyone still in the room probably would have been gaping too, but Charlotte guessed they were all already privy to what Valek was alluding to. Instead, they all looked uncomfortable, a few of them even leaving. 

“Francis...that’s why I left. Because I am never going to be...what you want me to be. I never was.” 

Did she really just hear what she thought she heard? Valek’s eyes slid for a moment to her face, and then back to Francis again. 

The room remained silent, until Andela rushed up to tourniquet Charlotte’s wrist. “And we like Charlotte!” she added in an attempt to lighten the moment. 

“Very well.” Francis straightened his clothes, huffing. “You are all pinned against me and that’s fine. I give you my home and I am repaid with this!” Francis shoved his way out of the room. Sasha, who remained, followed quickly after him. 

Valek looked back to Charlotte, his eyes burning again, this time with an apology she didn’t understand. How could he have never mentioned this to her? 

She stood, still with her arms wrapped around Edwin’s upper half, his legs dragging. She smiled nervously at Andela and Jorge, who were still there. “If you could all just give me a few minutes. I’m suddenly feeling a little light-headed.” Hugging Edwin tighter, she eyed Valek sourly as she, too, walked out of the room. 

She found Sarah laying a fire in the hearth of her den. She’d moved the coffee table closer to the couches, giving Mr. Třínožka enough room to sprawl out over the area rug, picking glass out of his legs. 

“It’ll just take a good mix of herbs to fix you up, Mr. Spider,” she offered, poking at the wood with the iron pick. 

“Thanks, Witchy.” 

Charlotte had a mind to question Sarah about the past between Francis and Valek, but she was already in a bitter enough mood. Charlotte thought it better to change the subject. She knelt on the floor, too. “What happened to Edwin?” She asked. 

They both turned to smile at her. 

“Dunno,” said Mr. Třínožka. “One day I was talkin’ ta him in his shop, the next day I came back, tellin’ him I was leaving fer ya, I found him on tha floor, like that.” 

“It’s probably a good thing you left,” Sarah said, starting to slather some green stuff on his leg. It looked a lot like the stuff Meredith had cooked up for Charlotte’s Lycan leg wound. “If they ever figured out you knew Valek and Charlotte, they might have come looking for you, too.” 

“Yer a sagely little Witch, ya are!” He said with a smile. 

“Aww.” Sarah patted him on one of his shoulders. “How cute are you?” She turned to Charlotte. “I love country monsters.” Finishing with the bandage, she skipped to the back of the room to put away her first aid. 

“Do you think you can fix Edwin, Sarah?” Charlotte asked, absentmindedly running her fingers through his messy black hair. 

“I’ll see what I can do. There must be some way....” She stepped back over to the fireplace, hanging her small black cauldron over the hook. “Tea will be ready in ten.” 

“Ah, tea,” the spider said. “I could use a nice cup.” 

Sarah moved to one of her bookshelves and Charlotte scooched, cross-legged, closer to the fire. The warmth felt so good to her cheeks. She wondered when she would ever see the sun again. Mr. Třínožka sat behind her with his eight legs stretched out around her. Dust from the old rug flickered through the air in the orange light. 

“Feels good to be safe, for now.” He pushed his goggles up over the bridge of his nose. 

“Yes,” Charlotte agreed, however, didn’t believe it would last. She peered over her shoulder. “Sarah?” 

She flipped through her most-prized spell book. “Yes, love?”

“In your vision, all you saw was me walking down the isle, right?”

Sarah stopped and looked at her. “The fates are very tricky, Charlotte. You never want to question them or second-guess what they’re trying to tell you. The vision I saw is etched in stone and sure to happen. They only show you a small piece of what is to come, but it’s up to you to handle the rest.” 

Charlotte considered that. Up to me? 

“The more I talk about it, the more upset you’re going to get.” The Witch shoved her pointy little nose deeper into her book. 

Charlotte sighed and, resting her chin on her knees, watched the fire again. 

Mr. Třínožka placed a hand on her shoulder, which made her feel warmer. “Sure have missed a lot, haven’t I?” he grumbled. He smelled to Charlotte like one of those butterscotch candies you forget about in your pocket for a year. The older the sweeter. “Don’t you worry! No matter what, we’re gonna stick together.” His mustache ruffled with the hint of a smile. 

She smirked, hugging Edwin tighter. “I know we will.”

He grumbled something incoherent.

“Think I found a spell for our Edwin!” chirped Sarah. “But it’s going to take some time to produce. It requires things that might be difficult to find in the city.” Sarah paced, still squinting at the pages of her book. 

“Who’s still left in the Occult City, Mr. Třínožka?” Charlotte asked. 

“Not many. The Elves are still sittin’ pretty, like always, but a lotta the Fae left town. And with lunch gone, most a the Shifters go...” he said. “That one Witchy friend a yers. She’s gone.” 

“Evangeline?” The Elves had found her “living” with Valek the night they came storming in, she recalled. They must have gotten the idea that Evangeline was part of the conspiracy, too. If that were the case, she was most surely dead. To Charlotte’s surprise, she felt sadness swell at the base of her throat. 

“Yessum. That’d be the one. They arrested her. Paraded her away in shackles through the square, those beasts.”

The lump in Charlotte’s throat made it hard to breathe. Looking back to the crackling flames, she felt sorry for all the bad things she ever said to her.

The contents in the pot started to bubble.

“Whoops! Tea’s on!” Sarah sprung for the kettle, taking it off the hook with the hem of her skirt. “Excuse me,” she said, tottering over sprawled spider legs to the far table. “No fortune-telling leaves, this time,” Charlotte grumbled.

“Why would I waste my precious leaves on you a second time?” Sarah laughed, half-joking, half...not. “No, no. For you, Charlotte, I have chamomile. I think that’s just what you need. For Třínožka, here, I’ve got some dried, Fae-wing tea.” 

Charlotte frowned over her shoulder at the spider once more who shrugged at her. “Steep em in water...tastes like brandy wine ‘n caramel.” 

“For you, maybe,” Sarah said as she handed him his cup and saucer. “Charlotte would probably think it was much more like frog mucus.” 

“Can we change the subject?” Charlotte shuddered. She took her own cup from Sarah, who remained quite amused. She went back to flipping through her spell book, though curled in one of the sunken armchairs, this time. 

Someone rapped slowly on the den’s doorframe. Charlotte didn’t have to turn around to know who it was. She threw back her chamomile and gritted her teeth as though it had been a shot of whisky. 

Leaving Edwin, she got up to walk out of the room, pushing past Valek, which was a task, considering how he dominated the entry. But he was persistent as ever, grasping one of her wrists. 

“Please?” was all he said. 

She stopped and sighed. Crossing her arms, she leaned against the side of the staircase and blinked up at him. 

“Hello,” he offered, dropping his gaze with his claws shoved into the pockets of those dark denim pants that made her think things she shouldn’t. She wasn’t about to let his appearance weaken her, though. 

“So, I finally understand why Francis hates me.” She chewed on her lower lip, the anger bubbling. 

“Hate is the wrong word.”

“Envies me,” she amended.

“He does, but I know with certainty he doesn’t dislike you as much as he lets on.” A small smile made the corners of his mouth twitch. “He actually finds you rather...spirited.” 

She sneered. “I’m glad.” But she recalled the night they first got to Francis’ house, when he covered the coffin lid for her. She remembers how kind his face was.

“Are you returning to your room?” The sound of the question was almost inaudible. “It’s near dawn. So I figure I’d better, before someone kills me.”

She meant it as a joke, but Valek’s smile dissipated. He leaned forward, pressing both his hands to the wall behind her, entrapping her there between his arms. He pushed his mouth close enough to graze hers. “It was a long time ago and never requited. There is only one I want....” The guttural, feral hissing sounded again somewhere deep within him, and it made every hair on her body stand on end. 

“I lied,” she breathed. “You do scare me.”

“Lusian and Dusana are back up there, looking for you.”

“I’m fine.” She ducked out from between his arms and started up the stairs.

“I want to come with you.”

“You can’t handle it.”

He followed her. Stubborn. “If I am there to watch, I expect they would be less inclined to take advantage of the situation.” Something changed in his face. “How are you feeling?” 

“I told you. I’m fine. But I think it’s better if I handle them on my own.” She stopped on the second to final step and looked down at him. He remained right behind her. “You keep a lot of secrets from me.” 

“I will make all of this up to you.” 

Holding his face, Charlotte pressed her forehead to his, shaking her head left to right in a sort of nuzzle. She pulled away, leaving him smiling. 

“What was that?” He chuckled. 

“I was attaching my brain to yours. I know it already is, but maybe if I keep doing that, I‘ll be able to read your mind, and then you won’t be able to hide anything else.” Charlotte grinned and continued her way to her bedroom. 

“No more secrets,” he promised.

She nodded at him before continuing down the hallway.

Dusana was sitting on the bed, waiting. Broken glass still shimmered on the floor like the fangs in her mouth. “Where did we leave off?” 

“Where’s Lusian?” 

“Seemed a tad cruel of us to overwhelm you that way. Besides, he’s not as thirsty as I.” 

It was true. Her eyes were jet, deep purple painting circles around them. She opened her arms wide, beckoning Charlotte to her side. 

Charlotte glanced behind her to see Valek had defiantly slipped in after her. He stood with his arms folded, staring crossly at Dusana. 

“Haven’t you already fed once this evening?”

“Actually, no.” Charlotte remembered Dusana was the only one who hadn’t.

“Everyone else got their turn.” She pouted.



“Make it hasty,” Valek said bitterly.

”How the guardian is so protecting over his virgin,” she sang musically.

Charlotte could have sworn something red swelled under the moonstone surface of Valek’s face, but that was impossible.

Dusana was quick. And clean. But she took a lot. The initial puncture of the skin always felt like ice picks and the chill resonated deep, all the way up her arm to her chest, resulting in all of Charlotte’s extremities going numb. Dusana might have continued drinking until Valek released some horrible, territorial noise that made her eyes flash open. She peeled away from Charlotte, glaring over at him. 

Licking the wound at her wrist clean, she said, “Done,” before smiling as she strode out of the room. 

Valek tilted from side to side in the doorway, and Charlotte could have sworn there was suddenly two of him. She grimaced, holding her head, which seemed to weigh a hundred kilograms on her shoulders. “Maybe you should get Sarah,” she groaned. 

She nearly fell back, but Valek was swift in pulling her up into his arms, cradling her against his chest. 

“You were right. I cannot handle this,” he whispered angrily as he dashed out of the room again. 

“Where are you taking me?” Her head rolled back against his arm. 

“To finish my conversation with Francis.” Valek flew down the lavender hallways and staircases to the main floor, finding the basement trap door. 

“But I need Sarah, first.” Her eyelids slid open, appraising where they were headed. A harsh ringing drowned out her own speech, slurred in her ears. 

“No, love. You’ll be all right. He must see you in this condition to understand. “Valek kicked open the wooden door and plummeted into the darkness.” 

The landing was easy, though it jolted her a little. Lusian, who’d been talking about different ways to infiltrate the palace, stopped talking. 

“Ah, Valek, you’re just in time.” Francis dramatically extended his arms as he stood.

“And, you’ve made a delivery.” He licked his chops. 

Were they ever satiated? Charlotte rolled her head toward Valek’s chest in an effort to hide. 

“Francis, this is going to end. Now. Not even Sarah’s potions can keep her healthy enough. The nightmares are getting worse, too. For her sake, I am taking both of us away from here. Thank you for your hospitality.” Valek turned to ascend up to the house, but he was met with Francis, Lusian, and Sasha blocking his way in the blink of an eye. 

“I’m afraid we had an agreement, Valek.” Francis’ jet eyes flashed. 

“Well, I am revoking it. If you could kindly step aside,” he hissed. 

“We will kill her.”

“I am stronger than you.” 

There was silence for a moment. Francis looked an interesting shade of green under his usual ashen-ness. 

“I know you will not hurt her.” Valek finally said. “Look at her. She cannot live another night like this. We must find another way.” 

Francis continued speaking to him, though he and Lusian exchanged a look. “You...cannot leave us. We won’t survive.” 

“Do you think for a moment, because I survived the Regime once, I can overthrow, the entire court?” 

“You survived the Regime twice,” Andela murmured from her seat near the fireplace. “You are the only Vampire to have ever done that. Your will is stronger than ours. It is evident by the cracks in your face and the ability not to smolder under the first reach of sunlight.” 

Charlotte peered up at him. Andela was right. She brushed the deep, jagged scars still there in his cheek. We need to stay...for them, Charlotte thought to him. 

Valek lowered his eyes. “Fine. We stay. But there must be a new arrangement. Charlotte is not to be confined and fed upon like a caged rat. I insist it.” 

“Then you cannot feed upon her, either.” Francis proclaimed quickly, the bottom of his walking stick striking the dirt. 

Valek’s nostrils flared. Charlotte figured out what Francis was really taking away. Their intimate moments. “Agreed.”

“Even love bites can be lethal,” Francis whispered with an arch of his eyebrow.

“That is true.”

“Good. Also...you are once more under my hand. I will be your liege again, as I was when I first created you. All final decisions are mine. Do you all hear me? I run this coven! No more walking over Francis!” 

Charlotte didn’t hear anyone say anything, but their silence suggested their obedience. Valek grimaced, but he nodded. 

“I made you. I shall be in control again. If you do not agree, then you are free to go, but if you do, Charlotte will not make it past my threshold alive. That much I can promise you.” 

“Fine,” Valek concluded.

“You will follow my orders as I give them?”

“Yes. But Charlotte and I sleep together during the daylight...if...she wishes,” his voice broke over the last part. 

Francis sighed. “Fine.” 

“Good.” 

“Good,” said Lusian. “Valek, there are other strategies we’ve been deliberating. But dawn is soon here and we’d like to discuss them with you as soon as the moon rises...if you lovers will be finished with your quarreling.” 

“You will have my full attention.” 

“And I will order Sarah out to fetch some kind of vile animal blood, I suppose,” Francis grumbled. 

Charlotte started to tremble. Not even the fire felt warm.

Valek took notice. “First, Sarah is needed here. And she is needed now....”

In an agitated huff, Francis marched up to Charlotte, still in his arms. Ripping the little, silver whistle from her throat, he blew at it hard. “There! Sarah’s been called.”
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A shrouded figure made her way through Old Town. In the dankness of the early autumn morning, no one noticed her. Beggars on the street didn’t even ask her for petty change as she walked past. Her shoes seemed to make no sound on the wet cobblestone. The astronomical clock pointed its long, antique arm at Aquarius. 

Evangeline, who had her satchel slung at her side, slid around corners of large buildings to the dark alleys, the moon’s full face illuminating her way. A harvest moon. She smiled and lifted her hood to hide her face again. 

She slipped back out onto a main street. Now in Josefov, she effortlessly dodged mortals passing around her. Like a cat, she kept to the shadows and avoided the bustling streets and the golden illumination of the lamps. She was a master at keeping herself concealed. Automobiles whizzed past her, but she ignored them as the rest of the city teemed, ignoring her. 

Finding that she was in the bowels of another alley, she was met by the only human who did pay her any mind. The drunken, burly man grabbed her delicate shoulder and spun her around to face him. If she were human, it might have been violent enough to snap her arm out of its socket. 

“Where d’ya think yer goin’, woman?” He clutched a near-empty flask in his hand. Most of his teeth were gone, his breath rank of whisky and over a decade of plaque. When he looked into her flawless face, he succumbed to hypnosis at once. 

“Pardon?” Her voice was delicate and musical, like the tinkling of a wind chime in the harsh night air.



The man remained silent, continuing to stare, his mouth hanging open, spit rolling through his sparse beard.

“That’s what I thought you said.” Her hand plunged into one of the sacks at her hip and she quickly pulled out a silvery, crystal dagger. She plunged it directly into his heart. Crying out, his massive head rolled back and he fell to his knees before her. There was no incantation to enchant the man. This effort was meant only to kill him.

Evangeline turned to continue on her journey, but stopped just before reaching the main road, when she heard a strange sound. Soft metallic trilling wafted over the air. It sounded muffled. Musical. She recognized it instantly, having heard it before. Charlotte’s whistle. And it was coming from the next street. Her stomach lifted into her chest. She’d done it. She’d found them.

Pink fingers of dawn were beginning to stretch their way across the steadily lightening sky. Sunrise. She would have to buy herself some time. Wait for the Vampires to wake in the evening. She’d need to report back to Aiden, she thought, running her pointed nails across her chest, finding the small amethyst pendant strung there by pure silver. Smiling, she continued walking. 
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Charlotte awoke, finding herself in the lowest, most uninviting part of the house once again. She was curled over Valek’s lap, her head still leaned into his chest as he sat with his eyes closed in one of the arm chairs. She shifted, seeing the rest of the coven sipping at glasses at the long table against the wall. None of them spoke, but their animated faces suggested they were carrying on some kind of silent conversation. 

Sarah and Mr. Třínožka had also both found their way down to the basement. “It’s safer down here,” Charlotte heard the Witch say. She held Edwin in her arms. He was still inanimate. Maybe it wouldn’t be possible to fix him, this time. 

Valek ran his claw through her hair just above her ear and she looked to see he was smiling down at her then. “Don’t be worried for Edwin. I’m sure he will be fine. Have you slept well?” 

She pushed herself up to sit, her legs hanging over his knees. She wrapped her arms around his neck, pecking his cheek. “Out cold. You?” 

He laughed, quick to catch her pun. 

Francis rose from the table. “Good. The girl is awake. Valek, we’ve formed an idea.” He said, slinking back over to the fire. The rest joined him, all filling the empty chairs and around the floor where Valek and Charlotte were. “You’ll leave the girl alone now. It’s time to join our discussion again.” Francis snapped his fingers and pointed to an empty seat nearest where he perched, as if to beckon Valek like a dog. 

Valek sighed, delicately shifting Charlotte off of him as he moved to sit next to Francis. Charlotte frowned at him, but he avoided her glare. Francis gave a knowing smirk, trailing his claws through Valek’s hair. Though his face contorted, Charlotte’s stomach flipped, as it did when she used to think of him and Evangeline together. 

“You promised your utter attentiveness. It’s best if you sit here,” Francis said with laughing eyes on Charlotte. 

“So I promised. What is this brilliant idea?” Valek threw one leg over the other, looking bored already. 

“Overthrowing the Regime with just the members of this coven wouldn’t be impossible,” Lusian began. “As we’ve all agreed, but we need to secure a clear path to Vladislov without getting killed by Aiden first. He needs a distraction.” 

“And how do you propose that? I’ll entertain any notion, for if I stay here much longer, I fear for my sanity.” He grumbled the last part toward Francis. 

All eyes slid to Charlotte. She tensed.

Valek did as well. He sat erect. “What? No.”

“Listen! If we give the little bastard what he desires...for now, it will buy us much needed time. Kill Vladislov, you’ve killed the Regime. It will make it all easier to rip Aiden’s head from his body and then you and the girl can live happily ever after,” argued Lusian. 

Charlotte’s stomach clawed up into her throat. 

Valek stood up, glaring at Lusian dead in the eyes. “Do you even know what it means to love something more than yourself, you sniveling, insignificant leech? I would sooner watch myself burn in daylight than use her as bait!” 

“But you already have, Valek,” Francis uttered, examining his claws jadedly. “For what else has she been to us all this time than mere bait in order for you to stay here and prolong being captured?”

“It would be our only hope of succeeding,” Lusian continued.

Valek looked livid. “You’re asking me to risk the only thing that has any meaning to me in my existence.” He looked at Charlotte. “My little beacon over dark waters. You’re asking me to place a bet on my love.” 

“Your food,” Francis countered.

“My world!”

Charlotte stood as well. “Hold on. Don’t I get a say in this?”

Valek’s glare turned wide—frightened. “Lottie—”

“Wait.” She held her hand up to silence him. “No one ever asks me about my opinion.”

 She didn’t miss Francis’ small, stifled giggle with his claw curled over his mouth. She sneered at him. “You think you’d be getting rid of me, don’t you? But I’m not as hopeless as you think I am. I can do this. In fact,” she spun to face Valek again. “I want to do this. Let me. If you all can be brave enough to risk your flesh to the sun, I can surely handle some time pretending to like Aiden Price. After all, I know him better than any of you do.” 

“Valid point,” Jorge said. 

“What if yer found out, girly? The big Wizard will turn ya to a frog ‘fore he cooks ya fer dinner,” Mr. Třínožka voiced. 

“How could I be found out? They can’t mind-read.” She grasped Valek’s hands. “I know you’re scared, but this is the only way I can help you. I’ll be safe there. Aiden helped you to save me once. I don’t believe he’d let anything happen to me.” 

She had never seen her Vampire look so scared before, in her life. Every muscle in his face was clenched, his claws in tight fists. “If anything happened to you, I’d never be able to live with myself.” 

She touched his face again. “I will be with Aiden, anyway. Sarah’s vision told you that. I can either go of my free will and make things easier for all of you, or there will be a struggle—possibly death. I don’t want that to happen, not if I can help it.” 

Valek pulled her close, wrapping his arms around her. He rested his cheek on her head. “If they capture us, our plan will fail,” he said to the rest of the group. “We must allow her to be found at night, when it is easier for us to hide. In the dark, it’s less dangerous....” 

“We’ll think of something,” Jorge offered. 

Mr. Třínožka put a protective hand on Charlotte’s shoulder. “No matter what,” he reminded her.” 

Francis folded one leg over the other. “Well, I am thoroughly enjoying this conversation.” He gestured for his created to take his seat again. 

A knock rapped at the front door one story above them. Particles of the dirt-packed ceiling snowed down around them as every gaze snapped upward, black and fearsome. Not thirsty—but agitated and protective. 

Sarah gathered herself up in silence, appraising each of the startled, macabre faces. “Probably just a s-salesman going door to door,” she stuttered nervously. 

“At ten in the evening?” Andela asked. 

“The majority of door-to-door sales stopped in the nineteen fifties,” Jorge mumbled. 

Sarah didn’t seem to believe herself, either. She left Edwin in the care of the spider and climbed her rickety ladder up the dark tunnel. 

The Vampires were stone still around the crackling fire, the only thing making any noise whatsoever in the basement aside from Charlotte’s erratic pulse. This was it. She locked eyes with Valek. “If I have to go...let me go,” she whispered. 

The rest of them seemed to be listening for thoughts or any sound at all that might indicate who was there, all of their faces turned upward at the exact same angle. 

Valek’s own white face changed from alarm to astonishment and then to a mistrustful wariness, his brow furrowing with some question she couldn’t hear. The others in the coven looked to him, as well. 

“A woman at my door,” Francis grumbled. “I finally get a visitor in the night, and it’s a woman....” 

“Who is Evangeline?” Jorge spoke her name as if it were from some foreign planet. Charlotte gasped. “Evangeline? Evangeline from our city?”

“And the plot thickens....” Francis steepled his claws in front of his nose, his grin crooked.

A new wave of fear squeezed her throat closed, though she didn’t understand why she was afraid. Evangeline was an ally. “But, I thought she was dead,” Charlotte said to Mr. Třínožka who shrugged. 

“She should be,” Valek mumbled. 

“Maybe she escaped the palace, like we did.” 

Sarah and the familiar cloaked woman plummeted down into the basement then. Valek froze as he appraised her. The dust settled and she removed her hood. Indeed, it was Evangeline, and she looked unscathed and…happy. 

Her eyes swelled with overwhelming joy as she ran to Valek, wrapping him in her wiry embrace. “Valek!” She choked over her tears. “I was so sure you were dead.” 

Charlotte and Mr. Třínožka shared a glace. He curled one of his long arms around her middle—an effort to keep her calm, she was sure. 

Valek wriggled out of the Witch’s arms, offering her a smile that was polite and cool. “It is good to see you are alive, as well, Evangeline. Pane Třínožka informed us of the fate of our home.” He gestured to the spider. 

Evangeline’s face momentarily stiffened, but when she noticed Charlotte, she cooed loudly as she ran over to her. “Oh, Charlotte!” She pressed her face in her bosom. Charlotte did not hug her back. “I cannot tell you how happy this makes me! I am so glad to have found you!” She pulled away and brushed the hair out of Charlotte’s face, but did not release her tight grasp on her arm. 

She glanced back at Sarah, who appeared a little more than slightly confused. “You escaped the palace?” Charlotte asked. 

Evangeline draped the back of her hand across her forehead and groaned. “Oh yes! How lucky I was the guards did not notice the extra travel spell I carried on my belt.” Her smile stayed, and so did the grip. 

“But how did you find this house?” Sarah asked, sounding disappointed.

“Well, you are certainly a Witch of the thirteenth generation?” Evangeline asked. Sarah nodded, suspicion contorting her face. 

“As am I! We are like sisters! I can sense our spells from miles away.” She laced her fingers.

“Well, fantastic! She stays!” Francis stood with the grand wave of his arms. He clapped his hands in front of his face. “Now we have two Witches to ensure little Charlotte’s safety,” he cheered with a fangy grin. 

Charlotte scowled.

“Pardon?” Evangline asked.

“We are plotting our uprising against the Regime,” Lusian explained.

“And the only way for any sort of break-in to be successful is if we send Charlotte in as a distraction. But if you know your way around the palace, perhaps you can assist us further,” Valek said, almost pleading. 

Evangeline’s emerald eyes dazzled as her mouth twisted into an odd sort of smile Charlotte’s didn’t understand. “Of course I will help you. I would do anything to help my girl.” She wrapped her arms around Charlotte again. 

Sarah grumbled something incoherent and trudged to the middle of the circle. “You know, I’ve been working on something all day while you guys were sleeping that might help Charlotte. Would anyone care to know?” She yanked a long, silver chain from her skirt pocket. At the end of it, Charlotte recognized her whistle. Her hand flew up to feel for it at her throat, be she remembered how Francis had torn it from her the night before. 

“You’ve enchanted it, Sarah?” Valek asked. 

She handed it to Charlotte who strung it back around her neck, in its rightful place. “Yes. It’s a very difficult protection charm,” Sarah explained haughtily with her hands on her hips. “You’ll see. It will come in handy when you need it most. Think of it as a birthday gift.” She winked at Charlotte. 

“As in, once I’m inside the Regime walls,” Charlotte concluded. “Thank you very much for this.” She hugged her. 

“Why don’t you let me see the whistle, Charlotte?” Evangeline held her hand out. “I’m sure there is something more I can do to help. You know, in addition to Sarah’s efforts. There are a few other spells I can think of.” 

“No, thanks. Think I’ll hold onto this as is for a while.” Charlotte wrapped her fist tightly around it. 

Sarah glowered before turning to smile sweetly at the other Witch. “I’m sure there are other things we can enchant together. It will be a pleasure working with you. I’ll show you my study.” She turned a sharp toe and began ascending back to the upper portions of the house. 

“Very well,” Evangeline said to the rest of the coven. “Lovely to meet you all.”

“Likewise,” said Lusian, resulting in a punch in the arm from Dusana.

“Evangeline, if you’ll follow me up to the house, I will find you quarters most fitting.” Francis smirked, catching his tongue on the tip of his fang.

The two followed after Sarah.

Soon, the rest of the coven went back to lingering around the fireplace, some of them drumming up conversation with Mr. Třínožka about his heritage and his feelings about being a spider and such. Little flames licked over the wood as the fire began to die out, casting deep honey light that did little to illuminate the basement, but filled it with a softer, more intimate atmosphere. 

Valek pulled Charlotte to the very furthest corner, away from any of the others. Sitting on the floor, against the wall, she huddled close to him, her small pink fingers intertwined with his lengthy silver ones. 

“I know you’re scared,” he admitted. “Your valor is commendable, but you cannot fool me.” 

“I am, but I’d do anything to make your world safe again.”

“Our world.”

She leaned her forehead against Valek’s shoulder and thought of something. “What does it mean if Francis is your liege?” The word tasted odd on her tongue. “What do you have to do, exactly?” She struggled to remember The Anatomy of Vampires, and what it said about the created and their masters. There had been a unit on creation, but it had also been torn out, like the information about the Light in the back of the book. 

“Nothing. We are changing the subject.” He shifted away, which irked her a bit, but she realized it might have been a sensitive subject. 

She looked down, fiddling with the hem of an oversized wine-colored sweater—one from Sarah’s gifted pile of clothes. Sick of skirts and dresses, Charlotte had chosen that and a pair of black leggings and brown ankle boots. The clothes reminded her of her old wardrobe, though they were better. “Do you like the clothes Sarah has given me?” 

“Yes. Very much,” he answered without looking at her, his face hard.

She exhaled, pulling her knees up to her chest. “I know you’re frightened, Valek, but I can do this.”

He didn’t answer. Was he mad at her for making this decision without him?

“How long do I have with you before...I have to leave?”

Valek sighed, defeated, and pulled her by the waist onto his lap to face him with her knees pressed to the floor. She used to sit this way with him when she was a child, only this time it launched rolls of fire under her skin. 

“I don’t know, Lottie. As long as it takes Evangeline and Sarah to come up with a way to make sure you will be well protected.” 

“What about my whistle?”

“I’m sure Sarah’s intentions are good, but I’d trust the situation more if she’d collaborate with Evangeline. She seems...better versed for some reason.”

“Sarah doesn’t trust her,” Charlotte prodded.

Valek looked at her, surprised. “Are you mind-reading now, as well?”

She smiled, smoothing down his collar. “No. Call it woman’s intuition. It doesn’t take immortal powers to sense that.” She thought for a moment. “Do you trust her?”

“I’ve heard no devious thoughts. For me, there is no reason not to trust her.” He hesitated. “I will, however, keep my distance.”

Charlotte flinched. The bite Valek left from their first night together started to ache on the side of her neck. She pressed her hand to it.

“What is it?” He asked, worried, pushing her hand to the side to examine it. But the wound had been healed. There was no mark to study.

“Nothing. It just burns sometimes,” she admitted.

Valek’s eyebrows furrowed. “Burns? Why would it burn?”

“Just a little. Very lightly, and only once in a while.” She shrugged. “I sort of like it. It makes me think of you.”

“Tell me if it gets worse.” 

She leaned in to kiss him, but he didn’t kiss her back this time, turning his face to the side. She looked at him expectantly. His gaze slid over to someone behind her. Over her shoulder, she saw Francis had returned. 

“It feels inappropriate,” he grumbled without looking at her. 

She nodded, considering how he felt, and leaned in again, only to rest her head on his collarbone this time, her nose brushing against the cool skin on his neck. “You’re my hero, Valek.” 

“And you are mine.” 

She could feel Francis’ stare burning holes into the back of her skull. Reaching up, she grazed the cracks in Valek’s cheek again. “Tell me about it,” she whispered, knowing Francis was listening. “How did it happen?” 

Valek delicately pulled her hand away. “It is a very long story.” 

“Tell me the short version, then. Please? I want to hear it.” She’d asked him about his transformation many times before, while she was growing up, but it never amounted to a serious conversation. 

He always tended to glaze over the subject. “It was a long time ago,” he used to say. “It was a dark time I don’t wish to discuss,” was another excuse. 

He sighed, a small smile returning to his lips. He met eyes with his creator again, and it seemed they were having their own silent conversation. It was interesting that she found herself envious of their history. 

“It was two years before Czechoslovakia was established as a country,” Valek began. 

Charlotte thought about her history lessons. “So, that technically makes you Austrian, then?” 

He chuckled. “Yes, I suppose it does.” 

She smiled, satisfied. Valek spoke many languages well. Fluent in Czech, German, and Polish, he could carry on in French and English enough, also. She waited for him to continue. 

“Culturally speaking, the area was the illegitimate child of Austria and Hungry. Our language—our very identity was weak and dependent on so many other nations. 

I’d recently moved to the city from a small village in Eastern Silesia with my young wife. We were very poor and there were more opportunities in Prague for a physician, you see.” His eyes were distant and foggy with the memory. Charlotte could tell he wasn’t in the room with her anymore. “She didn’t want to move.” He laughed, but there was an immense sadness underscoring his words. He dotted away a tear from the corner of his eye. Charlotte realized why he never wanted to tell her about it before. “She told me life would be more difficult in the city, away from her parents. But I was young and selfish. I was excited to begin my life and to establish who I was. But the winter was very cold that year....” His words became quieter and quieter, until he stopped talking altogether. 

Charlotte rolled off of him, pressing her back to the wall again, but she kept his claw in her hand. “Valek, if you don’t want to—” 

“I didn’t know what else to do, so I continued to work and live in the city. What else should I have done?” The glaze in his eyes disappeared when he focused on Francis again. Charlotte recoiled when he stood up in a blazing fury. 

Francis stood at the far end of the basement, also grinning. “How I wish you would stop whining, Valek. I handed you the world on a silver plate.” In a blur, Valek was in front of Francis, his fangs bared. He slashed the side of his creator’s face with his claws, but Francis only cackled as the wounds healed shut at once. “You’ve always been so angry, Valek,” he taunted. 

“You give me good reason to be.” He was seething. “I’ve had very few regrets.” He turned on the rest of the coven. “I do regret what I am!” He looked back at Francis. “But I do not regret doing what I did for you. Since I saved you from starving to death in this city of gutters, you have done nothing but try and cage me! If there’s any chance of redemption for our kind, I, at least, know I’ve tried to do good in this world. But not you! I should make you suffer in turn for making her suffer!” Reaching back, he ripped a wooden arm from the nearest chair. He stormed to the fireplace in a flash, setting the thing aflame, before rushing on Francis, holding it to his throat. 

“No!” Charlotte leapt up from the wall and raced to intercept them. Grabbing Valek’s arm, and with a hand pressed against Francis’ chest, she yelled, “Stop this, now! You don’t want to hurt him, Valek!” 

Francis chuckled again. “You wanted me to do it, Valek. I saw it in your mind. You were over your mundane life and the curiosity was so thick, I tasted it when I drank from you.” 

“My wife perished because of what you did.” Valek gnashed his fangs in Francis’ face. 

“No, dear Valek. She died because of your neglect. That’s the thing. You do have regrets. Many. I was just the catalyst for most of them.” 

Valek dropped the makeshift stake, the fire going to smoke in the moist dirt. “Either way, you owe me happiness with Charlotte after what you stole,” he growled, quietly. “If I never met you—” 

“If you never met me, you would be dead now and Charlotte would have, in all probability, grown up in an institution for girls, unbeknownst to any of this madness.” 

“In return for saving your life, you will release me from this cage. I’ve finally found a source of happiness in her. After all of this is over and the Regime is overthrown, you will let me go and let me live out the rest of this damned existence as I wish. I will follow your idiotic rules under your roof, but I can promise you, I won’t be here forever.” 

Francis ruefully folded his arms and smirked, but it didn’t reach his eyes. Charlotte could tell Valek’s words cut deep by the small line forming between his eyebrows and the way he pursed his lips. He shrugged and shook his head. “You may have her when you leave. But we made a promise to one another. Until this is over, you are mine.” 

Valek sniffed angrily. He and Francis stayed glaring at each other like two titan statues. The firelight glinted off the garnet brooch at the base of Francis’ pearly throat. Charlotte was sure the idea of decapitating him was extremely appealing to Valek at the moment. She needed to get them away from each other. 

“Take me back up to the house.” Charlotte tugged softly on Valek’s shirt. 

Francis walked away, yawning. He made his way to one of the coffins on the other side of the basement. With one last, evil glare toward Charlotte, he collapsed inside. Not to die. To sulk, she imagined. The rest of the coven averted their attention. The excitement was over. 

“What a hubbub,” Mr. Třínožka muttered.

“He wants me dead. He will kill me,” she whispered.

“No. He won’t. He knows not to touch you or I’ll reduce him to ashes.”

Francis snorted from the box far end of the basement.

Valek leaned down, his nose grazing just under Charlotte’s ear. He inhaled deeply.

“You’re torturing yourself, you know.” She took a step back from him. “You’re not supposed to. It’s Francis’ rules.”

He sighed, pulling away, his eyes black. “Shall I take you up, then?”

“One more thing.”

He sighed, leaning back on his heels and waited.

“What happened?” she asked. “You didn’t finish the story.” She treated her words like stepping stones atop delicate ice.

He opened his mouth to answer and then shut it again.

“How do you save a Vampire’s life when you’re only human?”

“The same way you did. I allowed him to feed on me so he would not starve.”

She frowned. That wasn’t the answer she expected, for some reason. “Is that how you became one?”

His smile was dark. “No.” He stepped back from her and held out his hand. “Shall we?”

“Valek?” All of this secrecy was starting to piss her off.

He stayed silent, his arm still extended to her. When she stubbornly refused to take it, he began to walk in the direction of the tunnel, anyway.

“That’s it?” she demanded, following him. “That’s all you have to say?”

“Yes,” he answered stiffly. His nostrils flared.

“Why won’t you tell me the truth? How is it done?”

His lips peeled back over the tops of his incisors and he hissed at her. She recoiled. He’d never done that before. Hooking his arm around her middle, he leapt up the thin dark shaft of dirt and exploded to the main floor of the house. 

The hallway was empty. He pulled away from her. 

She scowled at him. “Dobrou noc.” Her “good night” was sour and biting. 

“Dobry den.” He offered back to her a loving and light “good morning”. Grabbing her shoulders, he only kissed her lightly before backing away toward the trap door again. “Do not be angry with me.” He jumped down to the basement, once more, leaving her standing there alone. 

Too late, she thought toward the dingy room below, hoping he heard it. 

The dust in the silver moonlight settled across the indigo shadows on the floorboards behind her. She turned, seeing the front door. Freedom. She never thought she’d miss her nights of hunting for Valek. Out on her own. The wind in her hair. Alone. Her fingers itched for the for the brass doorknob. Maybe she should just go after Aiden on her own—approach the palace, as though she sought him out on purpose. Approaching it, she pressed her hand up against the window glass, feeling the coolness of the night just on the other side. 

“What are you doing up here?” An irritated little voice chirped from behind her. Sarah. Her ballet flats hadn’t made a sound on the dusty floorboards. 

“Where’s Evangeline?” Charlotte didn’t like the thought of her being off somewhere in the house, by herself. Who knew what sort of scheming she might be up to? 

“In the study. She’s not shut up since we’ve been upstairs!” Sarah leaned on one hip, clearly frazzled. Her bun had small frizzing wisps flying out from the sides of it. “Apparently, my housekeeping skills—or any other of my skills, for that matter—do not meet her ridiculous standards.” Sarah leaned closer to Charlotte. “She complains about everything!” she wheezed. Grabbing tightly to Charlotte’s hand, she pulled her quickly down the hallway toward the den, grumbling things like, “At least you’re here, now. You can deal with her while I focus.” 

In the study, Evangeline sat cross-legged in front of the fire. Various spell books surrounded her on the floor. She kept one of them in her lap. “Sarah? How do you even practice at all? These grimoires are five generations old, at least!” She thumbed through more of the pages. 

“Evangeline...” Sarah cawed and shoved Charlotte out in front of her. “Good news! Charlotte’s here. She wants to help.” 

Evangeline turned and lifted an eyebrow at Sarah. “And what will you be doing?” She licked her finger and turned another page, her massive earrings jangling. 

“I need to perform a few chores for Francis.” She grinned, feigning cheeriness. She spun on her heels, trotting out of the room. “And I need to get away from you,” Charlotte heard her mutter under her breath. 

“Dobry den, Charlotte,” Evangeline said into her book. 

“Good morning,” Charlotte said quietly from where she stood, eyeing her, suspicious. 

“What are you doing? Come in!” She waved her hand at one of the small, wooden stools near the table, and the thing came alive. Its legs ran over, behind her, scooping her up, and brought her over next to where the Witch was perched on the arm of one of the sofas. “So, you want to help?” She licked her finger again, flipping at another page. 

“In any way I can,” Charlotte responded coolly. She wasn’t letting her guard down. 

Evangeline looked up from her book. She snatched up Charlotte’s right hand, examining her palm. “What of these spectacular lines I’ve been hearing so much about?” 

Sarah must have said something to her. Charlotte tried to pull her hand back. “Why does that matter to you?” 

Evangeline grinned when she found what she was looking for. “Ah. Valek’s line. There it is.” She picked up an already inked quill at her side and scribbled something down in one of Sarah’s texts. 

Charlotte ignored the thought that Sarah probably wouldn’t like Evangeline writing in her books and asked, “Why were you looking for it?” 

“Don’t you know what it means, silly girl? You’re Valek’s soul mate. You and he are linked.” 

Charlotte smiled. She couldn’t help it. She possessed something Evangeline never would. “I know. Sarah told me.” 

“It is a significant thing to know when making spells to protect you....” She eyed the whistle around Charlotte’s throat, as though she were hungry for it. “That stupid little thing will hardly accomplish anything. Let me make you something more helpful.” 

“I like it,” Charlotte snapped. 

“Very well. So tell me, what are you ever going to do about your other line? How troublesome. Fated to two.” 

“Maybe it will disappear when we kill Aiden.” 

Evangeline snorted and smirked. “You’re just as ruthless as your....” She hesitated on the last word. “Lover.” She flipped another page. “But the one representing Aiden looks different, somehow.” 

Charlotte’s stomach gave a nervous nudge. “Different?” 

“Yes,” she mused. “It looks...fainter...somehow. Not as vivid as Valek’s.” She seemed genuinely flustered. 

“What do you think it means? Aiden’s not a Vampire. Sarah said it wasn’t normal anyway—to have two fate lines.” 

She batted her eyelashes a few too many times. “I’m not sure. The fates are a mystery. It’s beyond me, Lottie.” 

“Don’t call me that.”

“Charlotte.”

Sarah walked back into the room, Edwin in her arms. “Any progress?”

“What is that?” Evangeline looked up at the heap of burlap and yarn in Sarah’s arms.

“That would be our friend Edwin,” Charlotte said. “Remember?”

Sarah gave a tired sigh and handed him to Charlotte. “I’ve tried everything.”

“Is there nothing left to do?” The corners of her eyes pricked with tears.

Sarah touched Charlotte’s shoulder. “We’ll find a way.”

Charlotte hugged Edwin closer as the Witches continued searching for spells that would aid both. “I’m...glad you’re alive, Evangeline,” Charlotte offered. It was honest.

The Witch stopped reading, but did not look up at her. “Me too.”

“It’s hard to imagine what daylight looks like, anymore. I haven’t seen it in such a long time. Even if I troubled to stay awake, I wouldn’t see it much, anyway. There are hardly any windows in this house,” Charlotte mused, balancing her chin on her hand. 

Sarah pulled her enchanted needle out of her hair and waved it in a circle above Charlotte’s head. To her delight, a small bewitchment mimicking a glowing sun began to grow against the ceiling, casting a new, warm glow about the room. 

“Francis asks for this one a lot,” Sarah said as she went back to her volumes. 

Charlotte marveled at it. Reaching her hand toward it, she realized it even threw warmth. “Could you please leave it here for Valek? I want him to see it.” 

“Sure.” 

Evangeline grumbled something that sounded a lot like “a simple child’s spell,” but Charlotte wasn’t certain. 

“Could you do something other than scribble in my books?” Sarah spat.

“Could you tell me what you used in that insignificant, little enchantment on Charlotte’s whistle?”

“The warts off your mother’s a—” 

“Hey!” Charlotte interjected. “We are never going to get anything accomplished this way!” 

“She’s right.” Sarah stood up. “I’ll take care of everything. You can just sit there and look pretty. I’m done pretending to want to work with you.” She stormed out. 

The study was quiet again. 

“Evangeline?”

“Yes?”

“How did Valek become what he is?” She’d get her answers one way or another. “How did Francis do it?”

“Is that what you and Valek were arguing about?”

Charlotte was taken aback. “We weren’t arguing....”

“Please! Your aura is putrid.”

Charlotte huffed. “It wasn’t really an argument.” She decided to drop the conversation.

“All I know is, Valek was living alone in the Bohemian Occult City years before I moved there. Most Vampires are like Francis. They’re moody, overtly sexual, and conceited. Valek was always...different. He kept to himself most of the time.” 

“Has he ever mentioned his wife?”

“Wife?”

“From his mortal life,” Charlotte explained.

“No,” Evangeline concluded and it was abrupt-sounding, like she didn’t know or she didn’t want to know. Her lips pressed into a tight line. She turned another page. Charlotte hugged Edwin tighter to her chest. “I wish there was a way to save him.” 

She fiddled with one of his button eyes. “You’ve fixed him before.”

Evangeline remained very quiet. Her eyes darted along the text in the book she was reading. Charlotte yawned. 

“You don’t need to stay here with me. If you’re tired, why don’t you go to bed?” 

Charlotte stood from the uncomfortable wooden stool and collapsed backward into Sarah’s oversized green armchair with the life-sized ragdoll still in her arms. “I’ll be fine. You might need me for something.” 

“Like what?” she scoffed. “You can’t wield magic.”

“Yeah...but what if you need my sacrificial blood for something? Everyone needs my blood around here.” Charlotte curled up, pretending to close her eyes, though she continued to stare at Evangeline through her squint. 

She looked nervous, turning toward the fire. Sweat beaded along her face. Charlotte had the feeling Evangeline was up to something. Guilt lived in every move she made. It was so tangible, it might as well have been a dagger in her hand. 

And Valek? Valek was Caesar. 
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When Charlotte opened her eyes again, expecting to find the room as she’d left it—Evangeline studying by the fire with books open all around—instead, she discovered she’d slept the whole day through. Evangeline was gone, but rather Valek stood in her place. He was staring at the small, circular ball of light burning overhead. Just standing there, staring in complete captivation. She wondered what it must have been like—not to see something he’d yearned to see again for such a long time, something so glorious taken from him. Something, if given the choice, he probably wouldn’t have ever given up. 

“Breathtaking,” he mused. 

Charlotte lifted her head off of Edwin’s. She’d been using him as a pillow all day. Rubbing the sleep away from her eyes, she said, “Sarah left it there for you.” 

“I know,” he whispered. “Almost as good as the real thing.” He reached one talon to the ball of light, but upon touching it, it shattered into a million, golden pieces, softly fading away to the real cobwebs of the room. “Almost.” 

She sat up. “Where is everyone?” 

“Sarah and Evangeline will be back soon. They’ve gone out hunting,” he explained. “You...you were screaming in your sleep again,” he said sadly. 

“I don’t remember my dream.”

“Why must you, when it is your reality?” 

She changed the subject. “What are they hunting for?”

“Anything to keep us pacified for the night. Rats. Ravens. Dogs.”

Charlotte shuddered. “They are...all downstairs?” By they, of course, she was referring to the coven. She thought miserably of Francis again.

“Crowbarred, you might say.” Valek smirked at the floor, shoving his claws in his pockets. His fangs flashed, suggesting his cunning.

“What did you do?” She leapt away from the armchair and dashed out of the study. When she reached the end of the hallway, Valek was already there, leaning against the wall near the trap door. Sure enough, a long, iron crowbar had blockaded the entry from the coven’s basement to the upper floors of the house. She could hear the distant murmurs of the Vampires from all the way down. 

“Francis is going to be rather angry....” 

He shrugged off the wall and glided to stand in front of her. “They’ve become addicted to your warmth, now, after not having it for so long. I leave nothing to chance.” 

Something slammed hard against the wood just near Valek’s feet. It howled some ghastly sound. Charlotte jumped and Valek laughed. 

“The iron is enchanted,” he assured. “This was more Sarah’s idea than mine, I must admit. They won’t be able to get through.” He rubbed at his chin, examining the bar again. 

“Will they be okay?”

“Once they drink something. They’ll sober up enough not to want to kill you.” Charlotte gulped as the wood planks continued to bump and rattle. The awful screeching wouldn’t let up, either.

“Come back to the den with me. Standing this close seems rather inhumane.” He pulled Charlotte by the arm in the direction she came.

“Why aren’t you affected like they are?”

“I am. But what I want from you isn’t the same as what they want. And you’re standing right next to me, so I suppose I’ve already gotten what I desire.”

“I’m still upset with you, you know....” She stormed past him, falling back over the loveseat. 

He sat next to her, his arm draped around the back of the chair, behind her head. Amusement made the corners of his mouth twitch. “I apologize for the way I acted earlier.”

“You were thirsty?” 

“Emotionally drained.” 

“Fine. So how’d he do it?” She wasn’t going to let up until he told her.

“Haven’t you read about this in that dreadful, ancient book of yours?”

“I tried...but someone seems to have torn out that entire unit, as well.” She leered at him and cocked her head. “Why don’t you want me to know these things?”

“I never liked the thought of someone so young and impressionable knowing anything about the dark way I live. But you were insistent. I never wanted you to try anything foolish, so I removed the sections I thought might be...harmful.”

“I’m not so young and impressionable anymore. So, tell me.”

He sighed. “It is a process. I let him drink from me. I was walking home from the hospital one evening in December. It was snowing so hard a man could barely see the street in front of him. I remember the freezing chill—so cold it reached my bones. 

“There, in the gutters, did I find Francis. In the deep shadow, he looked like a homeless man. But when I drew nearer, I saw the truth of him. I recognized the pale skin—mostly the fangs.” 

“Weren’t you afraid? How could you have known what he was if you were mortal?” 

“Back then, there were no such laws as there are now. Humans were more superstitious. They had a reason to be, of course. Monsters ran rampant in mortal cities. My father was one who enjoyed spewing old legends to his children before bed. He spoke of Werewolves...Vampires. His depictions were all very different from reality, however, but when I saw Francis...I knew.” 

“What happened then?” 

“I approached him. I was very careful. He spoke French to me, and at the time, I didn’t understand him. You must imagine he did not flaunt around with the garish façade he does now. His black eyes were sunken and hazy. His skin wasn’t pearly, but rather pallid, like an onion. For whatever reason, he had not fed in a very long time. I could see he was starving.” 

“Why did no one else notice him?” 

“The city wasn’t as it is now. It was nineteen sixteen. Much less populated. People did not spend much time out doors past sundown. But I was obsessed with my work, which was why I was wandering so late. It had been a long day at the hospital. 

“I sat down beside him on the curb, and rolled up my coat sleeve. I remember how he looked at me...unsure. But I nodded at him. ‘It is all right,’ I said. ‘Do it.’ 

“He bit down on my wrist. It was like shards of glass, ice in my veins, pulling the blood out of me. A few seconds went by, but they felt like hours. I was getting weaker and weaker, crying out in pain in the street, but no one heard me. I tried to fight him off, but it was too late. He had taken too much. I was nearly dead. 

“I blacked out after that, but recall waking up in a grand townhouse somewhere. Typical Francis. Baroque murals. Gilded ornamentation. Only by the architecture, could I tell we were not still in Prague. There was a fireplace. I was warm. Still mortal, but so close to death. He was there, hovering over me, speaking in German then, so I understood. He was asking me a question—giving me a choice. 

“‘I’m sorry,’ I remember him saying to me most of all. He’d repeated it over and over.” 

“He was giving you the choice to die or be like him,” Charlotte concluded. 

His eyes flicked from the pictures of his memory to her face once. “Yes. I was not ready to die—to fade away to nothing. I answered ‘yes’ to whatever he asked of me. Then I remember him slicing open his own neck and having me drink from him. He clutched my head to him, as though he were nursing a child.” 

Charlotte swallowed. Valek stayed lost in the memory. 

“The process wasn’t complete until I drank from my first human. I would lie in limbo until I committed the ultimate act.” 

“Your wife?” 

“No.” Valek’s gaze dropped to the floor. “No, I could never bear that. Of course I wanted her to be with me. I only revisited our apartment, unbeknownst to her. I watched over her. She was in mourning. She thought I was dead. There was no way I could face her as I was. I preferred she thought I was with God than with Lucifer.” 

Charlotte touched his cool cheek. “But you aren’t, Valek. You’re more good than anyone else I know.” 

He glanced at her again, a pained smile coloring his features. “Everyone you know is damned, just as I am, Lottie. Don’t be naïve. It is the truth and I have come to terms with the fact I belong in hell.” 

Charlotte frowned. “How did she die, Valek?” She knew it was a difficult question. This woman had existed a little under a century ago, but Charlotte empathized with her more than she had with anyone before. 

“She died later that same winter...of...pneumonia. The night will haunt me forever. I could have helped her.” His eyes glistened with a bit of red. “But it was easier for me to watch her go. She had no one. Her heart was broken, as was mine.” 

Charlotte wrapped her arms around him in an effort to remind him that she was still there. Valek stroked up and down her arm and kissed the side of her head. 

“I am confident her angel sent you to me. The way I found you, all alone in the city. It was similar to the way I found Francis, and in turn, my new life. It was as if she left you there for me.” 

Perhaps, that was true. “Maybe she still watches over you...as you watched over her.” They’d never talked of guardian angels before. It was something she wanted to believe in—especially now. 

“Yes,” he said confidently. “Yes, I’d like to believe that. And she’ll protect you. She will bring you back safely to me.” 

If nothing else, the thought was very comforting. She closed her eyes, listening to the air travel in and out of his hollow chest. But the side of her neck started to burn again and she sat back up, wincing when she touched it. 

“It bothers you still?” His question was charged with worry. 

Only the tips of his fangs behind his lips caught her eye, as he spoke. She didn’t hear all of what he said. Dazed, her vision stayed on his lips, his hand lingering over hers at her throat. Something inside of her constricted. Perhaps the Vampires were not the only people in the house to harbor addictions. 

“Lottie?” 

With only the tips of her fingers, she stroked his lower lip, staying silent. The mark on her neck was blazing and it made her mouth water. 

Wrapping his hand around her wrist, he tugged it away. “Charlotte....” 

She heard him this time and looked at him. The scar didn’t stop burning. She tried to blink away her dizziness, though she still could not remove her eyes from his mouth. 

“What is it?” His palm cupped the side of her face. 

“Are you thirsty?” The question was made of air, as if someone had stolen her voice. 

He squinted at her and tried to speak, though she could tell the thirst bothered him just as much as it aroused her. “I cannot. Remember?” he croaked. 

She was finally able to look away from him. Instead, she fixed her gaze on her hands in her lap. “Right. How stupid of me.” But she flinched when her scar raged again. 

Valek held both sides of her neck with his hands, the worry building. “What’s the matter with you?” He brought his face lower, toward where the pain was. 

The intense burning faded more the closer he got. She whimpered softly, “I don’t know.” But when he leaned away again, her neck blazed worse and she cried out. 

“If you don’t tell me exactly what hurts you, there is nothing I can do!” He kept his hands on her neck, as if trying to extinguish the pain. 

She pressed her chin down against her chest, the burning becoming too harsh, clenching one fist by her ear while her other hand grabbed at the collar of his shirt. “Bite me, Valek. Can you? Please?” The words were hard to get out through clenched teeth. She curled her body tighter. 

“Lottie, I’m not sure if....” 

“Please, Valek! I want you to,” she cried, her nails digging into her scalp. It was too much. If he wouldn’t do something, the scorching might engulf her whole—like she might combust, there, on the couch. 

He moved quickly, lifting her chin, his front canines sinking into her artery. She moaned with the release, pulling at his hair. The fire quelled in her throat, as though she’d swallowed a bucket of ice water and air filled her lungs. She sighed with her relief. They both knew, the minute the smell of her blood hit the air, they were going to pay so dearly. 

Evangeline and Sarah rushed into the room then, satchels plummeting at their feet. Sarah gasped and the two rushed over. Valek pushed away from Charlotte. 

“What are you doing?” Sarah blanched, trying to become a barricade between them. Evangeline grabbed Charlotte under the arms and pulled her onto the sofa. 

“No. It wasn’t what you think.” He stood, wiping the stains away from his chin. 

Sarah handed him a handkerchief from her skirt pocket. “What is it, then? The smell could drive everyone down there to kill each other!” 

“Sarah, listen to me. There is something medically wrong with her.” He pointed toward Charlotte as she recovered over Sarah’s many cushions and throws. 

The room was a blur, but at last, the incinerating was quieted. She could, at least, breathe again though the spot continued to throb. 

“She begged me.” 

Sarah looked to Charlotte, bending to her knees to appraise her better. “What happened?” 

Charlotte whimpered, quietly, touching her neck again. 

“Is it possible for humans to become addicted to the bite of a Vampire?” Sarah asked. 

“I’ve never heard anything like that, before.” Valek sat next to her again, his claw wrapped around her arm. The worried crease appeared in his forehead again. “Are you alright?” 

Charlotte nodded, embarrassed. What was happening to her? Nothing had ever hurt so much in her life. 

Sarah was already pulling down another thick volume from her shelves, this one off the highest ledge. Charlotte recognized it. A newer print of The Anatomy of Vampires: Volume One. 

“You have a copy? But I thought—” 

“Found it the other night when I was clearing out the attic for your party. I was going to tell you earlier. This thing is older than Francis, and that’s really saying something.” She dropped it on the coffee table with a thud, waving the dust cloud out of the air, as she flipped through the pages. 

Evangeline sat with one leg over the other on the wooden stool, looking bored. “The problem’s probably psychological.” 

“Ah hah!” Sarah barked, tapping the page with her bony finger.

“What?” Evangeline leaned over, her nose in the air.

“It says this sort of thing happens very seldom. It dates back to the era of the first immortals—some years B.C. They call it fixation and it only occurs if a Vampire is fated to someone who is still mortal. If they feed from their fated mortal,” she read straight from the passage. “That mortal may become fixated, and thereby, develop a sick addiction to being fed on. Symptoms include a horrible burning sensation at the place of the initial bite, odd physical markings, nausea, violent or aggressive behavior, and dizziness.” 

“Well, there must be something to cure it,” said Valek. 

Sarah continued skimming over words, turned the page, and then began reading again, “The only way to break fixation, is if the fated Vampire bestows upon their fated mortal, the Dark Gift.” 

Charlotte felt all of the blood drain out of her face. She wasn’t ready to make that decision. As if things could get any worse. “What happens if I don’t want to change?” She exchanged a quick look with Valek. 

“Fixation, if remained untreated by transformation, will most certainly result in human consciousness fading into a zombie-like maniacal state, and soon…death,” Sarah concluded, looking up to each face in the room. 

“Such tosh,” Evangline hissed under her breath. “How outdated that information must be.” She waved her hand. “I’m sure you have nothing to worry about, Charlotte.” 

“You think so?” said Sarah sourly.

“Yes. In fact, I am sure of it.”

“In any case,” Valek began. “Lottie, if the pain comes back or gets worse, you will tell me, all right? Once we are safe and in a better place, I will do some research of my own. It is possible the book holds outdated information. Perhaps, it is even Occult superstitions.” 

Charlotte nodded at him.

“Until then...no more.”

She knew what he meant.

“While I hate to admit it, Evangeline might be right. This book is old. I’m sure there have been certain breakthroughs since its print-run in....” She flipped to the inside cover. “Oh. My mistake. It’s not older than Francis. This print run happened in nineteen hundred. Hm. Interesting.” Sarah moved to put the book back where she’d found it. Charlotte wondered how old Francis was. “Every addiction has a cure. Perhaps, she can simply be weaned off of it,” Sarah continued. 

“Obstacles at every turn.” Valek rubbed the bridge of his nose. 

“The book said it would be a periodic occurrence. It won’t happen every night. Anyway, if it’s something to worry about, it said Charlotte would develop a strange mark near the area of the initial bite.” 

“I’ll keep an eye on it,” Charlotte mumbled. 

Sarah turned her attention to Edwin, still sagging in one of the armchairs. His smile was broad. His eyes were blank. She cocked her head. “Looks such a sweet thing,” she said. 

“He is,” agreed Charlotte. 

“Oops...his eye has almost fallen off. I should fix that.” She searched around in her pocket. “Damn. My thread is upstairs.” 

“Thought you didn’t need thread,” Charlotte chided. 

“For this, I do.” She stuck her sewing needle in her teeth and reached up, yanking several strands of brown hair from the top of her head. She began threading them through the eye of the needle.

Evangeline snorted in disgust. “Savage.”

Sarah ignored her. Sitting on the other side of Charlotte over the arm of the couch, she pulled Edwin into her lap and began to stitch his eye back together, using her hair for string. “There!” she crowed, breaking the needle away from the secure knot. “Good for now. I’ll go over it again with my good thread, later.” Sarah handed him back to Charlotte before she skipped over to the fireplace to begin warming another pot of cider. 

But something twitched in Charlotte’s arms. She looked at everyone else, but they were all distracted, Valek with concern, Evangeline with some distant musing. It moved once again. “Um...you guys?” 

The burlap fingers started to wiggle. Evangeline was the first to notice, shooting up off the stool, eyes as big as the full moon. She reached for her satchel. 

“Edwin!” Charlotte gasped and sat him up as he sputtered. 

The once lifeless doll’s limbs now violently jumped around as he continued to reanimate. Everyone turned to see the button eyes blink once, making contact with those in the room. 

“Edwin, you’re all right!” 

“D-danger...” the scarecrow boy faltered. “D-d-d-d-danger-r-r!” The stitches of his mouth began to unravel as he spoke. 

“No, Edwin. You are safe now,” Charlotte hushed him. “Valek is here, too.” 

“Y-y-y-y-you s-stay away!” He coughed a black cloud of smoke from his chest. Charlotte frowned, backing away from him. She looked at Valek.

“S-s-stay away from Char-Charlotte!” 

“Edwin, I am Charlotte! You are in a safe house in Prague. You’re alive!” She reached out to touch his arm, but Sarah stopped her. 

“Ch-Charlotte is in d-d-d-d-danger. S-s-stay a-way....” He mumbled another word under his breath but none of them caught what he said. 

“Say it again, Edwin,” Valek ordered.

“S-s-stay a-away, Evan-Evangeline!” His head rolled to one side.

“I knew it!” Charlotte shrieked. But when she turned to the Witch, all three of them found she was gone.

“Ev-Evangeline and Aid-Aiden,” Edwin continued. “Gr-gr-grave d-danger!” He finished and life left his eyes. He folded in half, nothing more than a sack of burlap once more.

Valek snarled and disappeared over the threshold, whipping up the loose pages left on the coffee table in the gusts off his fury storm.

“Valek! Don’t!” Charlotte raced after him, but it was too late. He was already gone, chasing after the Witch, out into the night. She knew it had been a trap. Evangeline was clever enough to mask her thoughts with some kind of magic. “No....” she crumpled against the doorframe, clutching to it for support. 

The pummeling of thirsty Vampires slammed against the wood planks at the back of the hall and rattled the whole house. Sarah spun to see dust flying violently into the air. She grasped Charlotte by the shoulders. “Go after him! Be very careful! Hang onto your whistle and remember what I told you!” 

“Come with me!” 

“I have to release them, or they’ll kill each other down there.” The small Witch raced toward the back of the house. 

Charlotte peered out at the world beyond the threshold. Black clouds pregnant with electricity swirled high over gothic rooftops. The damp wind reached her face through the open door, pulling her, beckoning her to take the first step. The storm outside was not natural. Thunder called to her from kilometers away, challenging whoever stood on the cusp of light and darkness. 

She gulped once. Without another thought, she ran over the edge. She did not feel her knees flexing and bending as they propelled her down the black road. There were other humans, like her, staring from the sidewalks, their faces all a blur. She raced as fast as her lungs could take in oxygen, the many mortal gazes on her, but they weren’t important. Hot tears swam from the corners of her eyes, back into her hairline with the wind and speed. Her chest seared, but she didn’t stop. She couldn’t. 

What if this was all a trap? What if they’d kill Valek, there, in the middle of the city? It was her turn to save him. 

Not knowing what direction she was headed, she searched desperately between the plummets of rain and the glare of the streetlights for any familiar figure. Any silhouette. 

“Valek!” she cried out as she kept running. “Valek! Where are you?” 

Something a bit further down the road caught her eye. The figures were distant and vague, but it looked like two people grappling with each other. There was a crowd forming around them. Mortals. She couldn’t feel her pulse anymore. Air stabbed like frozen fire in her chest as she pushed to pick up speed.

“Valek!” she screamed over the pain. “They will catch you! It’s a trap! Valek!” She begged him to hear her. “Stop!” She ran for what seemed an endless distance before slamming into his thick shrouded form. 

He gripped Evangeline’s throat mercilessly as more and more denizens of Prague stopped to watch. “Go back, Charlotte,” he growled as Evangeline whimpered and clawed at his arms. 

The air came and went in wild flurries as Charlotte struggled to speak over her panting. “No—they will—catch you. You can’t—do—this here,” she heaved, her lungs twisting. She wrapped her arms around her middle to keep herself steady. “We have to go back! Now!” 

Valek’s claws dug deeper into Evangeline’s throat, drawing dribbles of blood. “She has to die.” His fangs shone bright against the lightning, the cold rain making his hair cling to his forehead. “She is a traitor! A liar!” 

Silver tears slid down the Witch’s face. “Kill me, then!” She choked. “Do it. In front of all of these humans.” Blood began to seep from one corner of her mouth as she smiled faintly. “Aiden would want you to.” 

“How could you do this to us, Evangeline?” asked Charlotte. 

“He—” She coughed more blood. “He would have killed me. He promised me power.” She turned her eyes on Valek. “Kill me, Valek. I deserve it. It is too late to save Charlotte now.” She hacked again. “They know where to find her.” Some chilling emotion snapped in Valek’s eyes. It wasn’t anger. It was something more. But his grip on her throat loosened and she fell to her knees. “If only you could have loved me...like you love...her.” 

Charlotte tugged on his sleeve. “Come on, Valek! We have to get out of here! Leave her!” 

The Vampire looked an immovable boulder in the freezing surges of rain, his fists clenched at his sides. He continued to stare at the Witch, his gaze wild with fear, sadness, and fury. 

Police sirens sounded a few blocks away against the rolling thunder and Valek snapped to life. He grabbed Charlotte, slinging her into his arms, and bulleted faster than light back through the streets. Water collecting in the gutters waved over the sides of the pavement as if he’d been a speeding car. 

Francis’ house was in his line of vision. The eaves and the crooked windows were clear before him, but before his feet could pass the surrounding low-iron fence, something very large slammed into him from the side. 

Charlotte went tumbling to the ground, rolling across the pavement. Valek only skidded backward and looked up to see a large black horse. 

“Lottie!” Valek raced to her, blood tears fusing with the harsh rain over his face. But there was another fierce gallop to his right, and a different horse knocked him away. 

Before Charlotte realized it, something was wrapping around her body, pulling her up onto the horse. She looked down at herself. Vines? They pulled her to sit astride the animal, in front of someone. 

“Valek Ruzik, you are under arrest by the Central European Magic Regime. This time, there is no escape!” Aiden’s voice boomed in her ear and she gasped. Screaming, she struggled to get away, but the ivy held her tight. 

Three other guards circled Valek in the street. He whirled to each one, teeth gnashing like a caged animal. 

“No need to be concerned. I have big plans for your little Lottie,” Aiden chuckled.

“Don’t call me that!” She screeched, elbowing him in the ribs.

He responded by gripping her throat tightly. “Don’t press me, Charlotte. You have no idea the lengths I’ve gone to find you.”

Charlotte could see the other members of the rogue coven begin to file out of the house. “Stay inside!” she shrieked at them.

But the other guards reared, readying themselves for battle.

“Ales, Dalibor, take care of these heathens. I never want to hear speak of the Vampire Ruzik again!” Aiden thundered, and without another word, he was off into the night with Charlotte, headed straight for the Regime Palace. 

In the distance, Charlotte could hear the horrible, screeching cries of the undead, and in that moment, something deep inside her broke. 

She could only see Valek’s face in her mind as she squeezed her fist tight around her whistle. 
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“Shall we finish this, Vampire?” The one Aiden called Dalibor drew a lengthy sword. “I’ve heard a leech can live for days without his head. Let’s see if that’s true!”

Valek and the rogue coven behind him readied themselves, hissing and screeching to overtake the two Elven guards before Mr. Třínožka burst from the front door, leaping high over the cluster.

“Hold on, Valek!” He landed, shaking the foundation of what seemed to be the entire city block. With the bat of his great arm, the spider knocked Dalibor clear off his horse. Valek watched the Elf fly several meters before impacting the street with a sickening crunch. He was most certainly dead. Down the street, mortal screams resonated, as a result. If Valek lived long enough to see tomorrow, it would be interesting to read what the headlines would be.

“Dalibor....” The other one, Ales, whimpered, his face contorting in horror, before he kicked the heels of his boots into the sides of his horse. “We’ll be back, heathens! We’ll be back with more! You can be sure of it!” he called over the fierce gallop. In the distance, Valek saw the winding silhouette of ivy vines pull up Dalibor’s lifeless body onto Ales’ horse. 

“Thank you,” Valek breathed at the massive spider.

“Don’t mention nuthin’.” He adjusted his suspenders.

“We must go!” Francis said, running up behind Valek who could do nothing—say nothing. Lottie was gone. More troops would be back any moment to carry off whatever was left of his dismal reality. Rain continued to pummel. He couldn’t find his breath. 

Sarah ran down the front steps, Edwin animated again, and racing next to her. She ran into Valek, wrapping her arms around him. “Valek! It’s okay. Charlotte is going to be okay. Remember our plan! Remember what we talked about!” 

“We’re running out of time!” Lusian called when blue and red lights glared brighter over building facades a few blocks away. It seemed more than just the Regime was on their tale now. 

“Lottie....” Valek moaned quietly. He couldn’t bring himself to move. 

Francis pushed Sarah aside, his claw latching onto the back of Valek’s neck. “We must leave. Now,” he growled in his ear. “If you want any hope of saving Charlotte, you’ve got to listen to me.” He turned back to the rest of the coven. “Well? Why are you all standing there? We must prepare! Go inside. Grab any provision you can find. You have sixty seconds!” 

They all dashed at his word. Even Sarah disappeared back inside the house. Francis turned back to Valek, brushing the sopping hair out of his eyes. 

“Now...let us be strong...for her. After all, the only force on this earth, more powerful than magic, more powerful even than death...is love. You know it as well as I. Love is eternal. Love is immortal. It has existed long before you or I, and it will exist even after we become ash in the wind. Love is impenetrable. Love is indestructible. And, like death, love does not discriminate.” 

Finally, Valek found Francis’ eyes, warm and smiling. 

“The true binding of fate does not live in your palm, dear Valek. It lives in your heart. And I swear to you, we will find her.” 

The Vampires, one by one, re-emerged from the house, some with pouches of things at their belt. Sarah held her sewing needle, but pulled something from the pouch at her side. A small glass bottle with swirling fog Valek recognized to be a transportation spell. 

“That treacherous Witch left her grimoire,” she said with a devious smile. 

“How far will it take us?” asked Francis.

“Just to Prague Four. We need to get away from the area.”

Police sirens blared louder. More horse hooves thundered from the next street. “N-n-now!” Edwin called.

“Everyone! Take someone’s hand!” Sarah smashed the decanter to the ground and, at once, the smoke swallowed the entire group. 

Valek had never endured anything like it, consumed by plumes of gray and violet smoke. It was all he could see. Not even his own hands were visible to him anymore. There was a rush of voices in his head, all thoughts in different tones thinking the same thing: What. The. Hell? It was the coven. He could feel them all around. There was no ground beneath his feet, but there was no sensation of flying, either. He seemed everywhere and nowhere at the same time until the smoke dissolved in a flash, revealing a dark forest, where the group seemed to have landed. 

Each face carried its own flavor of confusion and bewilderment. For a moment, their minds were separate and sporadic, instead of working together like a well-oiled machine. 

“Trippy,” said Lusian, shaking the dizziness away. 

The forested park, where the coven landed, seemed a different world entirely. Frost approached in the night, turning the warm autumn leaves to stony ice. Valek’s boots crunched solemnly across them as the group stalked between the shadows of the trees. 

“I thought you said this would bring us to Prague Four....” Sasha said. 

“Shoot.” Sarah titled her head up to the night sky. The moon looked almost full, but it wasn’t. “This is Petrin Hill. We are in Prague Six. A minor miscalculation.” 

Francis fumed, pulling his claws through his hair. “Perfect! Just perfect, Sarah! The sun will be up in a few, short minutes and we don’t even know where to hide!” 

“Just hold on a minute! We will find a place. I’m not doing to let you all perish, so stop yelling at me!” 

“Easy, Francis.” Lusian pulled him back by his shoulder. “We couldn’t have invaded the castle tonight, anyhow. We want to start this at sunset. The more time we have, the better.” 

They proceeded through the thicket of brush, the city teeming below them. Sarah stumbled once over an unseen tree branch, but Edwin caught her by the elbow. 

“Y-you all right?” 

“Yes. Thank you,” she breathed, pushing a loose strand of hair behind her ear. Valek could have sworn he heard her pulse skip. 

Mr. Třínožka pulled both Sarah and Edwin up on his back. “Easier if ya relax and lead the way....” The spider never sounded so grim. 

Andela continued to toy with her wedding ring, nervously spinning it around her finger. Valek noticed she was shivering in fear. He draped his arm around her bony shoulders. “You will be all right. I’m sure Alistair will see to it.” He thought again of the conversation he’d had with Charlotte about guardian angels, and found a bit of comfort. 

She nodded, her smile not reaching her eyes. She didn’t say anything. 

“Do you know where we’re headed, little Witch?” Dusana grumbled from Lusian’s side. 

“Headed toward Old Town. But we need to find a resting place. I’m not sure of what’s on our path yet.” 

“I am,” Mr. Třínožka grumbled. “I kin smell the fresh dirt. The hint of moss and years of rest....” 

“A graveyard,” Valek whispered.

“We have approximately twenty minutes until daylight,” Sarah deduced.

“We’d get there faster if we were running,” said Dusana.

“Well, you could run. But ya might meet a Regime guard on yer way. Somethin’ tells me Aiden’s gottem hidin’ all about these woods. Best be stealthy and careful!”

“I agree,” said Sarah. “It is better to remain calm and calculating. If we’re hasty, there’s a bigger chance of being caught.” She looked at Valek. “I do believe we will reach Charlotte in time.”

“We will reach her in time,” said Valek confidently. “And I will never let her leave my sight again.”

The coven walked on, soon emerging from the dense thicket of evergreens. With his face craned toward the impending dawn, Valek could see the ghostly, white fingers of sunrays clawing out from the underbelly of the earth. 

The clearing was wide, stretching to the foot of the hill, where he could see the scattered gray monuments dotting around a gated lawn. Mr. Třínožka was right. 

“Good nose,” offered Sasha while Sarah valiantly patted the spider on the back.

“It’s never wrong!” he cheered.

“Quickly now!” Francis crowed, his skin growing more ashen by the second.

The group pelted down the hill, leaping easily over the pointed iron fence. Lusian and Sasha were the fastest, racing in a blur to secure themselves the nearest aboveground graves. Sharing a bed with an unknown skeleton would not be nearly as bothersome as being caught undead in the daylight. Valek was beginning to feel the onslaught of the morning pains. 

Francis pried open the doors of a small mausoleum guarded by a large granite angel in the center of the lawn. Valek, turning every direction to quickly find himself a grave, was intercepted on every side by other members of the coven. But the angel’s hand pointed to a small stone monument resting slightly up hill. Valek sprang for it just as the sun was starting to stretch over the tops of the trees, his limbs already stiff, his skin dead. 

As he pulled the heavy door closed to lock himself in the darkness, he could see Andela standing hopelessly in the middle of the cemetery. She spun about herself, seeming to search for something in the grass. 

“Andela!” Valek called from the crevice of the stone door.

She stopped, looking at him, her face severe.

“Come! Now!” he called again. “You will die!”

She wiped at a trail of blood from her eyes. “My wedding band! I dropped it!” she cried.

“You are going to burn!” 

She turned her eyes, now sunken and gray toward the white light invading the sky. Flames exploded first from her chest and then her face as she started sprinting toward Valek. 

He reached his arm out to her, as far as he could, light bursting from his own flesh. Any movement at all became increasingly difficult. He roared through the pain, continuing to reach for her. He could see her jet eyes from behind the scorch marks in her skin. He extended farther, grabbing onto her hand, and at last, pulled her inside, slamming the door shut against the light. Panting, he rolled his head back against the rocky surface of the mausoleum’s inside wall. 

“Andela,” he groaned. “Andela? Are you all right?” 

He could see her, slumped before him in the dark. Her body was scarred and singed beyond repair. She was shivering with death. He knelt in front of her, his hands hovering, though he was reluctant to touch her. 

She held something up to him. A small, golden band. Her wedding ring. “I...h-had to find it. It was l-lost. But...I found it.” Blood tears streaked through the ash of her face from black eyes, making her look like some demonic being. 

She pressed it to his chest and he took it. Though as his fingers brushed over hers, hers dissolved to ash. “No,” he breathed. 

Andela offered a weak smile. “Some creatures don’t awaken with the sunset, Valek....” 

“Sarah can fix this! She can help you.” 

“I don’t...want to be fixed,” she heaved. “Remember what...I said. Living alone... isn’t...really...living....” 

Her head rolled over her chest. Her hand went limp. As he reached to touch her face, she disintegrated, gray ash filling the tight space around him, wafting over his own dying body. She left only her dress, and the little golden band Valek squeezed tightly in his own fist. “Dobrou noc, Andela. Say hello to Alistair for me. Watch over Charlotte. Help us reach her in time....” 

Leaning back, he closed his eyes and awaited his own, temporary death, a single blood tear rolling from his eye.
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Charlotte lay in the smallest, crumpled ball she could possibly have curled herself into under the thick, opulent bedclothes. Her chest ached from her incessant sobbing, leaving her hollow and numb. She’d since quieted, but the tears continue to free- fall in the drowsy silence. There wasn’t enough energy to tantrum anymore, and she’d barely made a single noise in the last few hours. 

Valek might have been dead. She’d heard the battle cries of her coven family, having been cornered by Aiden’s guards. Could they have possibly survived? 

No matter how many times the moon took its place in the sky, there was a possibility Valek would never wake up with the sunset again. 

She continued to cling with her trembling fist around the whistle, but sounding it now would only result in it being taken away, and she didn’t want that. It was the only piece of him she could keep without anyone noticing. 

Hugging her knees tighter to her chest, she locked on one, single comforting thought: Valek’s wife. Charlotte didn’t even know her name, but she wanted to pray to her anyway. The idea of prayer seemed foreign and uncomfortable. She’d never really done it before, but she laced her fingers near her forehead, closed her eyes, and started whispering…. 

“I’m not sure if you can hear me...but this prayer is for Valek’s wife.” She gulped, feeling a bit silly, but she kept on. “I first pray for Valek’s safety and the safety of my friends. I pray we will be reunited. I pray....” She stopped talking and opened her eyes, realizing she was probably talking to no one. Pulling the whistle out from her blouse, she pressed it to her lips. 

The chamber door behind her cracked open and she quickly stuffed the little pendant behind her collar again, her pulse pounding in her temples. She shuddered, knowing who approached. Heavy footsteps made a steady pace toward the bed. She squeezed her eyes shut, willing him to turn around and go away. 

“Charlotte?” Aiden’s voice was tender and kind, which absolutely enraged her. “Lottie?” 

“Do not call me that!” she screamed, bolting upright. “Don’t you dare!” She lunged at the Elf, her fists hurdling high in the air over her head. She swung for his face, but came short, and instead, fell into his arms. “Don’t call me that,” she sobbed again. 

“The ceremony will happen, Charlotte. You are going through with this, so I suggest you prepare yourself.” His tone was darker and more like stone, this time. 

“What have you done with Valek?”

“I assume the heathen’s been destroyed, by now. It will be daylight soon, after all.”

“You’re the true monster!”

“No. Your Vampire and his wretched kind are the monsters. I’ve done this for your own good—to protect you! When will you realize that?”

She turned her eyes away in disgust. “What happened to you, Aiden? You’re not the same boy I grew up with....”

“I want to give you a life better than hunting whores for a heathen. I want you to stand beside me in a place of respect and rule!”

She sneered up into his face. “I want you to die.” She hawked a wad of spit directly between his eyes.

He howled. Furious, she shoved her back onto the bed, wiping at his face. “Do not make this harder on yourself! This will happen by ease or by force! Your choice!” He stormed out of the room, soon replaced by the ever-jubilant Meredith Price. 

Charlotte eyed what the stout woman was carrying, a silver tray covered over by a golden cloth. Two ladies in waiting flanked her, both with the same pointed ears. Charlotte sneered. 

“Pleasant morning, my dear!” Meredith beamed. “Nice to see you. We are nearing Aiden’s enthronement. Aren’t you excited? You will soon be wed!” She continued to advance while Charlotte scurried backward on the bed. 

“Meredith, you must talk some sense into Aiden. I cannot marry him!” she begged. 

Meredith stopped, cocking her head and frowning. “You shouldn’t say such terrible things, Charlotte. He will take excellent care of you.” 

“I don’t love him!” 

Her face contorted in rage. “Nonsense.” It was the quiet kind of fury—the scariest sort. “You will learn to love my son. More than you can ever love that blood-sucking beast.” She hissed the words the way a true blood-sucking beast would, approaching Charlotte again. 

“No.” She looked again at the tray in her hands. “Whatever you’re about to do, I won’t let you!” 

“Not to worry, love. This isn’t going to hurt one bit.” She uncovered the tray, revealing a glass vial. Within it, a leech-looking parasite writhed at the bottom of the jar, its little purple legs wriggling. 

“What are you doing?” Charlotte shrieked.

“Do not make this difficult, child.”

The two maids dove at Charlotte, pinning her down over the mattress while she kicked and screamed, fighting desperately as she watched Meredith lower her fingers into the jar. 

“That’s a good girl. You will like being a royal. You will like it...almost as much as I.” Meredith grasped the back of Charlotte’s head. Gritting her teeth, the forced Charlotte’s face into the pillow, placing the little creature on the back of her neck. “And that line on your hand? I’m sure you’ve noticed it by now. I put it there when you were child. You were the only one my Aiden ever wanted, and so I decided to take fate into my own hands.” She cackled. 

Charlotte bawled as she felt the creature digging its way deep in her skin, like hundreds of tiny, sharp teeth burrowed into the base of her skull. Her fingernails threatened to tear holes into the sheets as she howled. 

Meredith and the other two women bounced out of the chamber. Charlotte heard the lock on the other side click shut. She vaulted from the bed, springing toward the door, tearing her finger into the wood until her nail beds began to bleed. She screamed for someone, anyone to set her free, pounding and fighting until she was just too tired, sinking to her knees. 

She pressed her forehead against the cool wood, a new sob breaking from her chest. She wrapped her tattered hand around her whistle again. Sarah said it would protect her. Would it really? 

Charlotte dragged herself back toward the bed, barely making it enough to push just her upper half on the mattress, her legs remaining limp over the floor. She buried her face in the pillows. If she kept it there long enough, perhaps she would suffocate. But something hazy began to manifest behind her eyes. Violent thoughts of fighting and escaping became elusive, distant pictures. Valek’s face shimmered in her consciousness, and she wound her fists tighter in the sheets, as though she were trying to physically hang on to the image beginning to fade. 

The side of her neck burned again. She pulled her whole body up onto the bed. The pain was worse than it was before, however this time, it didn’t just live in her throat, but at the base of her skull and behind her eyes. 

The creature. 

What had Meredith done to her? She reached around to the back to her neck, trying to pull the odd leech from her skin, but it held steadfast, burrowing deeper, the pain becoming more intense. 

“Valek!” she screamed as the cloudy image of him disappeared more and more, replaced by a cool dizziness that washed over her. She started to relax and opened her mouth to say his name again, but nothing came out, unable to remember how to even form the word. 

Charlotte blinked, lifting her head to view the room again. It was beautiful. The bed was dressed in fine Egyptian cotton and the drapes and tapestries along the walls were of opulent gold-colored velvet. The image of the griffin was depicted everywhere, in the woodcarvings, the table legs, the artwork. She rolled over onto her back, a strange emotion swelling in her chest. There was someone she thought of, but she couldn’t picture a face. It was someone she loved. Really loved. She blinked at the ceiling. Funny. Had she always lived there? It seemed familiar, but then again...not. She became very still and quiet. 

At the front of the room, the door opened. She rolled onto her side, watching a tall and rather handsome young man enter. His hair was a deep, ruddy color as it fell over his smoldering eyes. His shoulders were broad. In a jacket, leather vest, and dark trousers, he looked important. His ears were funny-looking. Pointed. She squinted at him, for he, too, was familiar. 

He sat near her on the bed, slowly reaching his fingers through her curls. It sent a trail of chills down her arms and she sighed. “Do I know you?” He didn’t answer, but he smiled. She did remember his face, she decided. “Is it...you?” 

“Yes.” He smiled broader. “Yes it is me.” 

She sat up, throwing her arms around his neck. He returned the embrace. It felt... warm. “Then...I love you!” And she was sure she did. 

“And I love you, Charlotte.” He pulled away, but squeezed the point of her chin, kissing her lightly. It was soft. It felt...nice. She struggled to remember his name. “You must be very tired,” he said. 

She frowned, looking down at her bloodied hands. “Yes...I am.” She nodded. “What happened to me?” 

“You were taken from me by a very evil creature. But I have you back now.” He cupped the side of her face, trailing his thumb across her cheek. “You’re safe. You’re mine again.” 

She nodded, considering this. Something else flickered at the forefront of her mind. “But...there is something I want.” 

Some kind of light seemed to fade in his eyes and he gulped. “Anything.” 

“I....” She thought for a moment, searching. “I...want to see the sun. I haven’t seen it in such a long time.” She struggled to remember life before this moment, but all that appeared in her mind was overwhelming darkness. It made her shiver. There hadn’t been warmth or light in weeks. 

The boy smiled, even looking relieved for some reason. “Of course, my love.” He stood from the bed and offered her his hand. “It hasn’t come over the horizon quite, but we can watch it together.” 

Charlotte beamed at him. Taking his hand, she stood from the bed and they started out of the room. She glanced down at herself, the grunginess of her clothes, the bloody scabs on her knees. A throbbing pain lived in her head. “I’m...hurt.” 

He squeezed her hand and kissed the side of her head. “You will be all right. It was a very difficult journey to get you here.” 

“Why? Where did I come from?”

“The gates of Hell.” He grimaced and continued to lead her out of the chamber. 

“Are you a king?” She asked, standing in awe of the great palace of medieval effigies and gothic paintings, some baroque detailing swirling near the ceilings that were large enough to span over whole towns.

He shook his head. “No, but you are a princess.” He stroked the back of her head. “Don’t you remember me? Aiden?”

She frowned. Aiden. That name was familiar. Painful, somehow, and familiar. She nodded at him. “Yes. Aiden. I’ve known you all my life.” A younger version of his face shimmered in her memory, then. 

He led her down a grand staircase decorated with a scarlet runner, and out through a set of massive French doors. The sky above them grew lighter, deep, unending blacks and indigos fading under brilliant hues of reds and pinks. 

Charlotte eagerly rushed to the railing of the palace balcony as she watched the morning climb higher and higher into the sky. It felt like she had lived her whole life never having seen the sun. It was so glorious and life-giving. She squinted, veiling her eyes with her hand as it gradually shown brighter, painting the sky in a brilliant autumn gold. She shivered a little, despite its warmth. 

Aiden removed his double-breasted jacket and covered her shoulders with it, bending to whisper in her ear, “It’s beautiful. Like you.” 

She smiled. “It reminds me of you. It always has.”

Aiden’s eyebrows furrowed. “Really?”

She nodded and hugged his jacket tighter around her. “Yes, because it’s the color of your hair. And it is...opposite from...the moon.” She frowned at her odd thought. There was a different distant memory rippling under the deep waters of her mind, but it wouldn’t quite surface. “The sun is...warm...and the moon is...not.” 

Aiden placed his hand at the small of her back. “Right.... Well, let’s get you cleaned up. I’m sure you want out of those rags and into something comfortable.” 

Still confused, she let him lead her away, though turning back before going inside, she looked over her shoulder once more at the sky. Just in time, she was able to glimpse the large face of the moon, still looming in spite of the dawn. Silver, fading against the light of the sun, about to disappear back under the horizon. For some odd reason, it made her heart sink. 

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

It always would....
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The smell of burning wood spiraled through his lungs when Valek woke at last. 

Smoke crept in through the thin, stone crevices of the mausoleum. He pushed quickly off the slanted wall where he’d been a corpse for the last several hours, and with all his might, he pulled the door back, revealing winding orange flames billowing high into the dusk. 

“No!” He bolted from the small grave, dodging through the fire. 

“Valek!” Sasha called for him through the violent inferno. He’d just risen as well, crawling from his own crypt. “We’ve been found!” 

“Help me gather the others! We have to run!” Valek commanded, ducking under a burning tree limb to pull the doors open to the center crypt, where Francis rested. “Francis!” 

I’m here, Francis’ mind answered him. He pushed the stone apart from the inside and grabbed onto Valek’s arms, allowing him to pull him above ground. 

“The entire clearing is burning. We’ve been followed,” Valek told him. 

“Valek Ruzik!” A foreign voice called from the perimeter of the cemetery. Squinting through the fire, he could see silhouettes of horses. Dozens of guards. “In the name of the Lord Vladislov, you have been sentenced to die!” The figure swung himself off his horse, unsheathing his sword, as he started to approach through pillars of smoke. 

Valek crouched, readying himself for a battle.

“Hurry! Before any more mortals see!” Another guard called to the one advancing on Valek.

“Get Sarah,” Valek growled at Francis as the little Witch crawled out from the same crypt where Francis had been sleeping, coughing out a puff of smoke.

Mr. Třínožka sprung to perch over the head of the highest angel monument. “Best be gettin’ back on that horse, Elf.”

The guard stopped, laughing. He readied his sword for the spider. “We will take no orders from an insect!”

Mr. Třínožka folded his arms. “Firstly, I’m an arachnid,” he said. “Secondly...I warned you.”

Valek watched the soldier wheel the sword toward the giant spider-man. But he leapt to the lawn and stabbed the sharp end of his pincer-shaped leg through the guard’s chest, killing him. 

Mr. Třínožka gestured to himself, panting and ready. “Who’s next?” 

“Sarah,” Francis called to her as he helped her climb the rest of the way out of the grave. “We have to hurry. Which way do we continue?” 

The rest of the platoon charged the spider, who made easy work of dodging their attacks, stabbing some and throwing others hard enough into gravestones, their skulls were crushed. “Feelin’ brave, tanight, are we?” 

“Destroy it!” One of the last guards raged. 

The remaining squadron lunged, some still on their horses, swinging swords and launching blasts of energy. Fire. Wind. Water. Mr. Třínožka evaded all of it, crushing every last Elf. “How unfortunate.” 

“Good on ya, spider,” Lusian called from his hiding place. 

“We have to get back down into Old Town!” Sarah called over the rush. I’ll get rid of the fire, but we need to hurry!” She started running for the edge of the field. 

Valek and Francis darted through the graveyard, helping the rest of their coven to safety. As Valek ran to assist the twins, the flames around him subsided, sinking into the dirt. The smoke would have been blinding for any other human or animal, but they saw right through it. 

“Valek! Come on! Sarah’s spell is about to wear off!” Francis cried. The rest of the group had been resurrected and were now standing around him on the other side of the field. Valek could also see the large spider and Edwin with them. The twins ran ahead, but he hesitated, remembering something. He turned back to where he’d spent his own hours of daylight. Andela. She was gone. There was nothing he could do. He felt around in his trouser pocket for the wedding band. 

“Watch over us,” he whispered again.

“Valek! Run!” Sarah screamed.

The embers erupted high again, and he circled through them, searching for the Witch’s small face. One by one, more fire Elves emerged from all corners of the smoldering yard. They’d been hiding. Watching. Each one carried a dour grin about their slanted faces as each gaze remained fixed on him, trapped in the center of the field. 

“Go!” he bellowed to the rest of the coven, hoping they wouldn’t follow him. Valek took off like a condor in flight. He burst through the flame walls, feeling the guards pursuing close behind. Out of one corner of his eye, he saw a new ball of fire rip through the trees toward his head, and then another on the other side of him. 

He switched directions, heading back up into the forest. It all became a dark blur, each tree melting together as he rushed. Furious blasts continued to fly all around him. Coming up on a cliff face, he skidded to a stop in the mud and mulch, looking to find the squadron had also slowed behind him, though they still continued to approach. 

The Elf who’d apparently been named the new head officer, since Valek succeeded in crushing the old one, grinned maliciously, fists ablaze at his sides. “Your Charlotte is dead, Vampire.” 

Valek searched the Elf’s thoughts and found what he said, was indeed true. He could sense no lies. “Say again?” He was not a Witch who could twist his mind, as Evangeline had. He was nothing more common than a common fire Elf. 

“Lord Vladislov killed her.” His grin grew larger—wickeder. “No room for mortals among the divine of the Regime.” 

Valek felt something, his soul perhaps, or what was left of it, go black. His heart became a chunk of unfeeling marble. His rib cage filled with ice. The forest around him spun as he collapsed backward onto a tree. The deep shades of night were no longer brilliant jewel tones, but rather dissolved to dismal black and gray. He opened his mouth, glaring at the muddy floor that seemed to suck him under. No words formed. No cries ripped from him. No lamenting bellows escaped beyond his jaws to resonate over the rock faces and tree canopy. No ruby tears buried themselves in streaks of dirt and smog across his face. 

“Did you expect her to be kept alive, Vampire?” The officer snickered. “Did you believe the Wizard Lord would be merciful toward a pathetic, despicable mortal?” He grew nearer to Valek. “He hates them almost as much as he hates you.” 

Valek shut his eyes against the world, clutching the bark to keep him steady. How could this be? What of Sarah’s vision? Charlotte in the white dress. Gone. All gone. He opened his eyes again, and though the infantry now stood mere steps before him, he did not see them. He could only see her face. If they killed him, then he vowed to fight the armies of Heaven to get past their gates so that he might see her there. 

He barely noticed when shackles snapped closed over his wrists. “This will all be over shortly,” said the officer. 

“Valek!” A small voice cried out from somewhere beyond the trees. “Don’t listen to him! It’s a trap!” 

Valek squinted. “Charlotte?”

“They are lying to you! They are using light magic to mask their thoughts!”

From beyond the Elves, he could see the silhouette of the Witch atop the spider. A wave of reality punched through his numb haze. And then he saw the Elf in front of him, and a rage he’d never experienced before rushed through his deadened veins. An enormous roar, like a demon escaping hell, tore open Valek’s jaws. 

The squadron turned at once on their heels and bulleted back in the direction they came. “Retreat!” they called. 

Valek tore out of the shackles as though they’d been made of wood, turning them to shrapnel at his feet. He went after them, leaping from trunk to branch, back to the earth, until he caught up with the slowest of the platoon. 

Valek grasped onto the guard with his claw, ripped out the Elf’s shoulder out from his back. He shrieked in pain before Valek hurtled him headfirst into a large pine. The impact snapped his neck. Valek didn’t bother with noticing much else, advancing on the next Elf in his path. 

The officer at the front of the pack, wheeled around, sending a fireball at Valek’s middle. Valek dodged, the thing almost skimming the material of his shirt. He was focused on nothing more than the officer’s jugular, leaping onto him like a wolf. They tumbled through the dirt, Valek ending up on top as they stopped against a boulder face. 

With another roar, Valek ripped out the Elf’s throat with his jaws. He leapt up again, aiming for his next victim, until a ball of flames struck him, at last, from behind. A surprise attack. 

Valek tumbled down one of the hill banks, the flames spiraling with him. They went out in the dirt as his shoulder blades slammed against the trunk of an old oak. Valek sucked in the frosty air, the humanity returning once more to his consciousness. The sky above them opened up, gushing cold rain over the hill, washing his muddy face clean. 

The remaining members of the unit marched down the hill, toward him. Among the Elves, he could see the grim faces of his coven. Even the spider was in their custody, chained by their enchanted metal. 

Sorry, Valek. We tried, Francis thought. 

It’s not over yet. This is going exactly as we planned. Valek offered the smallest grin, noticing every mind-reading member of the coven also shared in his satisfaction. They’d be taken to the palace. Aiden had Charlotte. The first two phases of their plan were complete. 

“Let’s go, demon!” A guard leaned into Valek, re-shackling him with a different sort of metal, this time—the same from the bars of the dungeon. It burned lightly at the flesh of his wrists as they pulled him up and led him down the hill toward the twinkling city below. 
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The stout figure crept up to Aiden in the darkest shadow of the Wizard’s hall. He didn’t look at her, instead, keeping close to a thick column, his face down. 

“It’s done, my dear. At last, Valek is back in our charge.” 

“I don’t trust it. He’s crafty. What if he escapes again? If Charlotte lays eyes on him, her memory will return.” 

“Which is why we need to act fast. I’ve sped up the process. Vladislov is ailing, so it should be easy for you, but you must remain unseen by anyone else.” 

“I will be utterly invisible.” Aiden smiled at his mother before heading off towards Vladislov’s chamber door, which was left slightly ajar. 

From within, sounds of hacking ruptured the quiet out into the hall. Aiden peered in, finding Vladislov sitting within his darkened common area in an armchair with a regal, towering back. He’d set aside the theological volume he’d been reading and sighed, suppressing another hawk with his fist clenched over his mouth. 

Aiden crept in, but it didn’t go unnoticed.

“Young master Aiden,” he grumbled. “I’ve been expecting you.”

“We’re overdue for a visit, your Lordship.” Aiden rounded the corner of the armchair to see his mentor slumped there, glaring up at him with his bionic hand curled under his chin. 

“We are beyond a friendly visit, I’m afraid. You may be next in line, but as long as I still breath, I rule this Regime.” 

“I couldn’t agree more.” 

Vladislov angrily threw his book into the fire and stood up. Though he was old, his height still dominated Aiden’s. “You have authorized methods fatal to my guard force all in the name of a futile search for a filthy, lowly mortal girl! You have risked exposing Magic Kind to the mortal population! You have risked our lives!” He coughed again, falling back a step. 

“We are superior! We have an opportunity here you choose not to see! I see nothing dangerous about demonstrating our divinity!” Hiding his movements behind himself, Aiden grasped a small, jeweled blade from the surface near Vladislov’s chair. 

“You used unnecessary force! Magic was employed in the streets of a mortal city without my official word!” 

“I know.” He folded his arms and smirked. “I was there.” Aiden took a few steps toward Vladislov, making the elderly Wizard collapse back into his chair. “You see, I refuse to rule with the same ridiculous fear as you. We are beyond hiding now, Vladislov. It is time to take our rightful place at the top. To rule man and magic kind.” 

“You don’t know what you’re doing,” Vladislov hissed up at him, though Aiden found his cowering interesting. “We survive because they don’t believe we exist. It makes our survival easy. If they were to discover—” 

“Survival is meaningless if we must hide from creatures far inferior from us.”

“You know nothing!” Vladislov launched into standing again.

“I know we have the power to dominate!”

They both launched blasts of magical energy, bent on destroying one another, Aiden with fire and Vladislov with wind. But when the surges of energy impacted, though they were very powerful, did no damage other than blowing back robes and hair and disintegrating the fire in Vladislov’s hearth. 

“How dare you attack me?” Vladislov seethed. “I will have you executed for such treason!” 

Aiden didn’t hesitate. He launched a new gust of fire directly to Vladislov’s face. He cried, quickly summoning water from a nearby vase to create a shield, protecting himself from Aiden’s attack. The water splashed to the floor and Vladislov lowered his arms. “You are inexperienced as you are naïve.” 

Vladislov blasted his own fire attack, but Aiden rolled clear and fired back, scorching Vladislov’s right shoulder. The Wizard clutched it, howling in pain. 

“You’ve grown slow, old man!” 

Vladislov sank to the floor, shivering in fear as his protégé’s shadow eclipsed the only light in the room, a thin stream of silver coming from the moon outside. 

“You see? Your reign is at an end. It is the dawn of a new era—one I will rule with Charlotte at my side. Magic and mortal will be united under my command. And the others? They will learn to see things my way.” 

“Oh, I have made a grave mistake by choosing you, boy.”

Aiden chuckled. “I disagree. I think it was the greatest decision you’ve ever made.”

Vladislov did not respond. He only continued to quake and hem, his eyes glazed over with death.

“Your time on the throne is finished.” With that, Aiden launched the sharp end of the letter opener across Vladislov’s throat, spilling his blood down over his robes and into the carpet. The old Wizard gurgled and gasped, reaching up to the wound, before slumping forward. And then it was time to act. Fast. 

Aiden ducked out of the chamber, quickly meeting a guard in the hall who stopped, bowing at him. “Young Lor—” 

“Quickly! Come with me!” Aiden gasped, trying to appear as panicked and horror- stricken as possible. He panted and shook. Anything he could come up with to get the fire Elf to follow him. “It’s Lord Vladislov....” 

Without saying another word, he turned and began racing back toward the Wizard’s chambers, concealing the large grin spreading across his face. The guard’s hasty footfalls kept up close behind him. 

“Th-there! On the floor!” Aiden faltered, pointing to the old man’s lifeless body. 

The guard rushed, collapsing over the Wizard. “N-no...my Lord!” He shook him lightly. “But...h-how can this be?” He turned with wide, fearful eyes up to Aiden. Abrupt, realization filling his gaze, for Aiden couldn’t stifle his sniggering any longer. “Y-you! You did this! Lord Bedrich! Lord Kaz—” 

Aiden launched ivy tendrils from his wrists, wrapping around the guard’s throat, squeezing until the Elf’s face turned blue. He struggled, fighting to free himself over the marble floors of Vladislov’s chambers, but he was quickly overcome. Aiden watched the guard’s body grow still, his hands going limp. Aiden released him, one slain body draped over the other. He bent, pressing the bloodied letter-opener into the guard’s purple fist. 

“Father! Kazimir! Bedrich!” Aiden called. Time to turn on the tears, once more. “Anyone!” he howled. “Vladislov’s been slain! The Lord is dead!”
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Charlotte’s eyes fluttered open the next morning. She stretched under the fine bedclothes and reached for the little silver whistle, still string around her neck. She’d been toying with it before falling asleep—studying it—and her fixation on the strange thing resulted in her dreaming of it last night. There was no person in her dream. Only hands. Hands holding the whistle. They were frightening. They didn’t look like hers, or even Aiden’s. They were claws, fingers gray and bony, however graceful looking and masculine with lengthy, pointed nails. 

Across the room, the door creaked open, interrupting her reverie. A female Elf in palace uniform silently toed in, carrying an emerald-color dress, neatly pressed. She draped it over the wooden chair near the vanity, nodded at Charlotte and left the room without so much as a “good morning.” 

Charlotte leapt from the bed, grabbing the garment up in her hands, and twirled around with it held up in front of her. She turned to admire its reflection in the gilded floor-length mirror propped against the wall. It was lovely, cut to fit her form just so, with gold ties down the front. But as she continued to stare at herself behind the dress, something felt wrong. She frowned. It was lovely, but it didn’t suit her. Not the way it looked against her hair and her complexion. It seemed it was constructed just for her, but rather, it didn’t suit who she was...inside of her. Something felt off. 

The door behind her burst open, making Charlotte jump, working to cover herself with the dress, for she wasn’t yet decent.



“Oopsie!” A stout woman with Aiden’s same facial features and coloring threw her hands over her eyes. “Didn’t mean to startle ya, darlin’. Just wanted to make sure the dress fit right.” 

Charlotte felt her cheeks heat up as she looked down at the garment once more. “Oh! Have you made this?” 

“Just for you!”

“It’s lovely. Thank you. I’ve not yet had the chance to try it on....”

“Hop to it, dear!” The woman clapped her hands. “And when you’re ready, Aiden is waiting downstairs for you in the gardens, for breakfast. We will await you out in the hall. Come, Molly.” 

Then Charlotte noticed the small, blonde child near the woman’s broad skirts. She peered around the door with wide, blue eyes, her long golden hair scraping the floor. 

“You look pretty, Charlotte,” said the little Elven girl. 

“Thank you....” Charlotte squinted at her. She and the woman looked so familiar. “Do I know you?” 

The little girl’s face twisted in confusion. “Don’t you remember? I’m Aiden’s sister...from your Occult City where Vale—” 

The stout woman rushed to cover the little girl’s mouth. “Molly, Molly,” she laughed and it sounded nervous, somehow. “Don’t be silly, dear. Charlotte, we are Aiden’s mother, Meredith,” she gestured to herself, “and younger sister.” Concern filled her eyes. “You must’ve hit your head so hard, poor dear. You don’t recall a single thing.” She shook her head and tsked. “Come on, then Molly. We must leave Charlotte to get dressed.” Meredith anxiously pulled the little girl away from the door, but she refused to budge. 

“Do you love my brother?” Her eyes seemed to penetrate into Charlotte’s soul. 

Charlotte blinked at her in stunned silence for a few moments. “Yes....” She nodded. “I believe I do.” 

“Aiden will treat you much better than Valek.” 

Meredith gasped and hoisted the little girl up into her arms, her lips pursed and white. 

“Who?” Charlotte winced. Valek...that name.... 

Meredith giggled. “Molly’s such a silly girl. Her imagination runs wild at this age. All of these imaginary friends and make-believe stories.” She looked to her daughter. “Hush, dear, and don’t bore Miss Charlotte anymore with your stupid, little games,” she hissed before bounding out of the room with the little girl at her heel, slamming the door shut behind her. 

Charlotte quickly peeled off her revealing nightclothes and pulled the green dress down over her head. Looking again to her reflection, she smiled. Pulling open the vanity drawer, and found a gold comb to smooth her curls before racing out of her chambers to find them waiting in the hall. Molly remained silent, this time, her eyes red with evidence of crying as Meredith accompanied Charlotte to the gardens downstairs. 

Just as Meredith indicated, Aiden was waiting outside under an ivied pavilion in the center of the East garden. The morning sun glinted off his burnished bronze hair, like the evidence of the autumn day around him. 

Charlotte dashed to him and he swept her up in his arms, spinning her around in her circle, before setting her down again. But it perplexed her, for it evoked some not-so-distant memory. Someone else had done that to her quite recently. There was a house, more modest than the palace. A study. A fire burning in its place. She wanted to ask him about it, but Aiden proved to be distracting, cupping the sides of her face in his hands, and kissing her mouth. Warm. Soft. Her stomach lurched. Odd. Why did it make her so uncomfortable? 

After a breakfast of figs, apples and fluffy croissants, the two walked alone through the manicured palace gardens, made summer green by Elven magic, Aiden explained, though frost had already begun to bite the world outside the palace gates. 

“Aiden? What’s out there?” She indicated the high walls.

“A mortal city,” he mumbled.

“Will I ever be able to see it?”

“Of course you will, darling. After my enthronement, the city will be yours. You will rule it, and will be able to grace its streets whenever you like.” His smile was genuine, the corners of his eyes crinkling. 

She frowned as they sat next to each other on one of the stone benches, encrusted with small pieces of quarts. Every detail about the way the palace was designed was rich and grandiose. 

He took her hand in his. “Aiden,” she began again. “Why...aren’t you allowed to be with me after dark?” 

He shrugged, looking befuddled. “What do you mean?” 

She winced at the sight of their hands together. Something about it seemed unnatural. “Nothing.” She shook her head. “For some reason I recall you spending every night with me. I used to feel you next to me when I slept. Am I wrong?” 

He licked at his lower lip. Getting up off the bench, he crouched in front of her, both of her hands collected in his. “Lottie, we always kiss goodnight at sunset. But once we are married...” he trailed off. 

She pulled her hands away. “What did you call me?” 

“Charlotte.” He cleared his throat. She turned away, staring at the dizzying pictures dancing around in her head. Aiden put his hand under her chin and turned her face back toward him. He pressed his lips to her forehead. “You know I love you, Charlotte.” Footsteps approached. Aiden smiled at whom they belonged to. “Brilliant!” He looked back up at her. “I’d like you to meet someone.” 

He bounded from her toward the approaching man. He was regal and wore a sharp, emerald suit. He had the same hair as both Aiden and Meredith with a commanding presence and a deep scar across his eye. The morning sun glinted off the green jewel at the base of his throat. 

Charlotte got to her feet. Fast. His stern glare made her feel like it was something she needed to do out of respect. She folded her hands in front of herself. 

“Charlotte, this is my father, Danek Price. You’ve never met.”

Charlotte extended her hand to him. “A pleasure....”

Aiden harshly smacked her hand away, his face turning a bright shade of purple. 

Danek Price’s glare scanned her from the top of her head to the toes of her shoes.

“Pardon, Father. The girl is only mortal. She does not yet understand our etiquette.”

“Explain yourself, Aiden.” The man spoke sternly to his son, though his eyes remained fixed on Charlotte’s face. “Lord Vladislov’s instructions were implicit. He wanted you to have nothing to do with the mortal.” The way he looked at her—like she was an insect, like her mere existence insulted him. 

Aiden folded his arms behind his back. There was smugness about him then. “I will do as I please, Father. For I am your lord now. Vladislov’s desires don’t hold any weight if he is dead.” 

Danek’s face fell. He sighed and nodded once at Charlotte. “Very well. But your not truly named Lord until your public enthronement. And it is around the corner.” He lifted his eyebrows at the girl. “Better get to training her, for you do not have much time to turn your bitch into a pure-bred.” 

Tears welled behind Charlotte’s eyes as she folded her other palm over the red mark Aiden left on the back of her hand. She didn’t remember much, but she couldn’t recall a time when she’d ever been spoken to in such a way. 

“I assure you, she will be ready.” He placed a hand on the small of her back. She wanted to shift away from him, but something told her to remain still. 

“Good. I give the two of you my blessing and trust your reign will be successful. I look forward to counseling with you,” Danek concluded. 

“Father, you will not be disappointed.” Aiden smiled. 

“On a more somber note, I’m sure Vladislov would have appreciated it if we all honored him by witnessing this morning’s executions together.” Danek gestured toward another area of the courtyards, sectioned off by a grand iron gate. 

“It would be our pleasure.” Aiden held his arm to Charlotte who hesitated a moment before linking hers with his. The three of them walked toward the North courtyard. 

They sat with Charlotte pressed between Aiden and Meredith in the highest box of the makeshift stadium. She was squished with her hands pressed between her knees, and though the morning dawned cold, the box still felt claustrophobic. Maybe it was for the hundreds of surrounding Elves and other creatures Charlotte vaguely recognized. Imps. Shifters. Their excitable chatters drowned the musings of her mind. 

“It is with sincere sadness that I announce to you all, the loyal followers of the Regime and of the Light, that today is the death of the old era. Lord Vladislov has perished, slain by one of our own!” Danek Price announced to the audience from down below in the center of the ring. The crowd reacted, muttering things. “But it is with extreme pride and pleasure...that I usher in the new era. Tomorrow, Aiden Price will have his enthronement and will officially take his rightful seat at the top of this oligarchy and of this Regime!” 

Aiden stood up next to Charlotte, waving at his subjects as the crowd erupted in howling applause. He took his seat again. 

Danek continued, “Let us move on with this morning’s leech execution, so the world can be rid of just a few more of these scoundrels!” 

Charlotte clung to Aiden’s arm, clawing the material of his sleeve, as she watched a group of Vampires being dragged to the center of a platform down below. The crowed cawed and booed. 

Aiden’s father, Danek, stood with his hand held to the sky, blocking the sun with an immense storm cloud. 

The group of undead hissed, violently pulling at the heavy chains that bound their wrists and ankles. Their grayish complexions were muddy and singed, faces cracked under their unrelenting beauty. One of the Vampires looked directly up at her, his moon-colored eyes piercing hers. Charlotte gasped, tugging hard on Aiden’s sleeve. 

“Why do they have to die?” she whispered.

Meredith’s face contorted with some weird bitterness Charlotte didn’t understand.

“Because,” Aiden whispered back, “they are murderers and sinners. Followers of the Dark. They are dying for crimes they’ve committed against human beings, like you. Be quiet and do not ask anymore foolish questions.” 

Charlotte looked again to the platform, the one Vampire still staring, pleading with her. It wrenched at her heart as more tears gathered. She stood. Those in surrounding seats looked up at her, a few murmuring. 

Aiden fiercely grasped onto her arm. “Charlotte! What the hell do you think you’re doing? Sit! Down!” 

“This isn’t right, Aiden,” she whispered, still watching the lone Vampire. “It is cruel to execute them in such a way. I don’t want to see this.” 

Incredulous conversation picked up around them. Charlotte heard things like “idiot” and “filthy mortal”, among worse statements. 

Aiden stood abruptly, smacking Charlotte hard across her face with all of his strength. A few members of the court around them gasped. She bent over, her pale hand covering the stinging mark on her cheek. Aiden glanced around and adjusted his coat. Waving a diplomatic hand at the crowd, he grumbled at her from the corner of his mouth. “You will obey me, Charlotte. Now, sit down, or I’ll embarrass you further.” 

She did as he told her, slowly finding her seat again. Tears slipped from the corners of her eyes, and while she kept her hand on her face, she remained silent. Her gaze remained fixed on the Vampire who continued to watch her. Her free hand clutched tight to the whistle around her neck again. 

At once, Danek shifted his arm, causing the large storm cloud blocking the sun to dissipate. The Vampires cowering together at the center of the arena screeched something horrible as each graceful body combusted into flames and putrid black ash. Pillars of smoke ascended to the sky as Charlotte trembled, tears continuing to stream down her hot face. 

By the end of the morning’s execution, Aiden had become enraged with her, pulling her along the palace corridors, back to her quarters with promises to lock her away there for the rest of the day. 

“Tears? For those heathens?” He spat. “You will not embarrass me in such a way again, do you understand?” 

“You’re hurting me!” she cried, trying to pull free from the hold that would undoubtedly leave bruises at the top of her arm. 

He stopped and pinned her against a wall, his face almost touching hers. “Within the next twenty-four hours, I will be ruler. You will not ruin this for me! I chose you for a reason!” 

She glared angrily back at him. “You can rule without me because I am sure I do not love you,” she snapped. 

He roared and struck her again. Tearing her from the wall, he yanked her by the arm toward her bedchamber. “You will not see me again until the enthronement, Charlotte.” 

Just as they were about to round a corner into a new hall, Charlotte caught sight of a small platoon of guards pushing crude, metal gurneys covered over with black tarps. She squinted to get a better look. When one gurney bumped and hit a crack in the floor, a single, silver arm emerged from under the covering, dangling over the side. Her eyes grew wide, for she recognized this hand far too well—the hand from her dream. She grasped onto the whistle again. 

One outcast also walked among the group of guards. A sad young girl with tight, brown curls and a doll-like face. Charlotte winced. She knew her. And for a brief moment, the two met eyes. 

Aiden swung open the door to Charlotte’s bedroom and flung her to the ground. He glared down at her. “You cannot leave this room until you are summoned.” She noticed his intense fury seemed to hide some other emotion. Fear, perhaps? His eyes flashed, the color of the emotion within them changing, as he approached her, his hands reaching. “Charlotte, I will not lose you again.” His voice was softer this time. Instead of leaving, he stepped closer to her, kicking the door closed behind him. 

She scurried away, pushing to her feet to only trip over herself. But Aiden was quickly advancing on her again, grabbing her by the back of her dress, spinning her around to face him on the bed. He grabbed her hair and violently crushed his lips to hers. She wretched, trying to pull away, crying out in protest, as she swung her fists down over his shoulders. 

“You’ve always defied me, Lottie.” He pressed her down onto the mattress, climbing over her as she struggled. 

“Get off me!” she howled.

“The whole time I watched you grow up, you were impossible to control....”

She screamed as a vague pair of pale eyes distantly flashed in her mind. They belonged to those hands. That was who she really loved. Realization slammed her in the gut. A Vampire. Memories began swimming through the tunnels of her mind. 

Aiden removed his jacket, chucking it to the floor. He was over her again, dragging his lips across hers and grunting. It made her insides twist in a knot. She tried to pull her face away, but his strong hands kept it pressed to his. As he started to undo the front of her dress, the chamber door swung open and Aiden recoiled from her at once, huffing. 

They both looked to see a petite woman standing in the doorway. She was dressed in the same palace uniform as the other ladies in waiting, her face partially covered by her white bonnet. Within her hands, she clutched a silver tray. 

“Lunch for miss Charlotte,” the melodic little voice rang out. Brown curls poked out from all sides of the head covering. 

It was the same woman she’d seen in the corridor moments ago. Charlotte recognized her voice. She opened her mouth to say her name, but hesitated. Aiden did not want her to remember, she realized. This person was there to save her. Smaller details began to flood back. 

Aiden stood from the bed, winded. Without looking back at Charlotte, he raked his fingers through his hair. “Y-yes. Good,” he began. “Well, Charlotte, I will see you tomorrow morning.” He was quick to leave the room, slamming the door hard behind him. 

Charlotte exhaled, closing her eyes. “Thank you,” she breathed. 

The girl dropped the empty tray, silver clanging over the wood floorboards, and sprinted over to Charlotte. She flung her arms around her and Charlotte did the same in return, though still struggled to remember who she was. The girl didn’t come out with any information, but merely started to sob. 

“S-Sarah?” Charlotte frowned, more of her memory returning. She ran her hand up and down her back. “Sarah...it’s okay. I’m here.”

She dashed the tears away from her lavender eyes. “No. It’s not okay, Charlotte. They’ve captured us! They’ll kill us tomorrow morning, unless we get out of here, now!” 

Charlotte pulled the small silver pendant she’d tucked within her dress. “You... gave me this?”

Sarah shook her head. “No. Valek gave it to you. Remember Valek? I only enchanted it for you.”

Charlotte slid the necklace up over her head and studied the whistle further. There was that name, again. The same name Aiden’s sister mentioned earlier. “Who is...Valek?” 

Sarah gaped at her, abashed. “Valek!” She grabbed at Charlotte’s right hand, turning it over to prod a few times at her palm. “The one you are fated to. Remember? Your Vampire. Your lover!”

Small pieces continued to return. Fangs. Pale eyes with jet black lashes. Dark hair. Full lips. A loving, though tortured heart. Valek.

“Turn around!” Sarah barked. “I need to see the back of your neck!”

“Why?”

“Just, listen to me!” But Sarah didn’t allow her the time to listen. She already had Charlotte’s head in her hands and was forcing it to one side, pressing something lodged into her flesh there. 

“Ouch!” Charlotte yelped.

“Dear Goddess, it moved!” Sarah grimaced.

“What is it? What are you talking about?” Charlotte reached behind herself to touch what Sarah was alluding to, but the Witch stopped her.

“No. You must keep it there, or they’ll get suspicious. It’s a forget-me-slug. Disgusting parasites and an even more repulsive display of Light magic,” she sneered.

“Get it out,” Charlotte whimpered.

“I told you! I can’t. Not yet. The Elves will see. You’re going to remain hazy for a bit, but you need to trust what I’m telling you.”

“I’m starting to remember things....”

“Good. That was one of the spells I put on your whistle—a guard from Light magic. It’s not perfect, but it will do for now. It will all come back to you, I promise.”

Charlotte thought for a moment. “Here.” She handed the whistle to Sarah. “You need this now more than I do. I was able to remember you because of this. You need to give this to the Vampire. Perhaps, it will protect him.”

Sarah smiled sadly before stringing the necklace over her own head. “I was so afraid we would not see you again,” she whispered, taking Charlotte’s hand in hers, turning it over again. With her fingernail, she traced the deep line running through Charlotte’s palm. “But I forgot what fate told me.” 

Charlotte looked down at her hand as well. One of the two lines began to shrivel before it completely disappeared. Only the deeper one was left. She looked up, eyes wide, at Sarah who was now smiling. 

“What was that?” 

“The whistle dissolved some of the Elven magic within you. That fate line was a fraud. It must have been placed there a long time ago by Light magic.” 

Hope filled the place where fear had been living. 

“And where is....” Charlotte struggled to remember the name. “The...one I love?” 

“Valek,” Sarah reminded her. “The guards have placed the coven down in the dungeons until sunrise.”

“Aiden’s enthronement is at sunrise,” Charlotte whispered.
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Onslaught of early morning was beginning to plague the enslaved coven and the rest of the Regime prisoners down in the lonely dungeons. Francis had been caged with Dusana. Valek was in the cell across from him, alone, chained to the floor by his ankle. He’d all but given up, lingering with his face pressed between the cell bars, just waiting. 

Desperate sounds of moaning and hissing were so overbearing, Francis could hardly hear his own thoughts. 

At the end of the interminable hall, the dungeon entry creaked open. Francis rolled his eyes and sank back against the grimy wall. This was it. They were coming to ready them for the sunrise. He listened for the dozen threatening footsteps of the guard force, but instead, only heard the patter of one set of feet, light and fast. He frowned, sitting forward again. The voice of the mind was panicked, but it was light and kind. 

“Sarah?” He whispered. 

She ran up to Francis’ cell bars, wrapping her fists around them. “I’ve found Charlotte. Unfortunately, I too, have blood on my hands now. But at least I found our girl. She’s okay.” 

Francis appraised her palace uniform. “Killed a wench did you?” 

She shrugged. “Had to be done. Those dunces never checked for spells in my pockets,” she giggled. 

Francis smiled, moving to the edge of his cell as well, pressing his forehead against the Witch’s. He closed his eyes. “You are a savior. When this is all over, you are freed from your servitude to me.” 

“I appreciate it Francis, but this is my family now. I’d never leave.”

He kissed her forehead.

“Where’s Valek?”

Francis extended his claw out between the bars, indicating the cell just across from him. “He’s bad. You need to talk to him. As usual, he does not listen to me.”

Valek’s face remained bleak and distant. Francis wasn’t even sure if he knew where he was, never mind knowing Sarah was there. She dashed to him, crouching on the floor near where the other Vampire was slumped.

“Dear, Valek.” She reached between the bars, nudging one of his shoulders. “You’ll be all right. Charlotte needs you now.”

“Charlotte,” he moaned. His eyelids slid shut.

“No, no. Here, look!” Sarah removed something from over her head. Francis saw it glisten silver in the dark light. She reached between the bars, struggling to place it over Valek’s head. “It’s Charlotte’s whistle. Wear it. The sun will be up soon, but I’ve placed a nightshade spell on it. It will prolong the dark, if you need. You need to live...for her. You need to fight.” 

“Lottie,” he muttered, opening his eyes again. His claw closed around the small pendant dangling at his chest. 

“Yes,” Sarah breathed and smoothed Valek’s hair. “We will all get out of here together. I swear it. But you need to be strong.” 

For the first time that entire night, Valek’s gaze found Francis. He looked a sad, broken version of the powerful force he usually was, but at least he was present now. 

Valek, Francis asked within his mind. Are you with me? 

Yes...barely. And the others?

We are here, the mental voice of Dusana answered. 

Here, sounded the twins. 

We are all still alive, for now, answered Lusian for both Jorge and Sasha. 

What of the rest of you lot, Francis asked the other prisoners in the dungeons. 

They, too, responded, some mental voices much stronger than others.

When they come for us, we need to make a break for it. We need to escape. Valek, are you ready to implement the rest of our plan? 

Valek nodded in silence. 

The abrupt thundering of the footsteps Francis expected earlier sounded from beyond the dungeon entry. It was time. 

“Sarah! In here, with us!” Called Mr. Třínožka from a cell, which also held Edwin, a little ways down the hall. 

Sarah yelped and dashed toward where he was. She was small enough to squeeze easily through the bars. 

“No matter what happens, Sarah, stick with the spider,” called Francis. 

“Okay,” she agreed.

Valek began to mentally describe the plans he’d helped form in Francis’ basement nights ago to the new Vampires they were about to ally with in the dungeon. His thoughts were honest. They probably would not survive with the coming of the day, but if they fought hard enough, they’d be able to take out Aiden and maybe even the rest of the Regime oligarchy. They’d be able to restore hope to the remaining men and women of the Gift. 

“If we perish, Sarah, you are to take Charlotte and go somewhere—anywhere far enough away from here to make yourselves safe. Don’t look back,” instructed Valek. 

“Of course.” 

“At least the Regime will be overthrown,” agreed Lusian, as did every other Vampire rotting in that prison. 

Guards began pushing their way into the dungeon corridor, two-by-two. Only the small warning flames flickering at the ends of their fingertips illuminated their grim visages. 

“All right, leeches! Time to die!” the leading officer called. 

The rest of the patrol opened the cell doors, though as they expected to meet only the defeated pre-corpses of the doomed, the various Vampires and other rogues slammed into the guards in pure chaos and riot. Balls of flames flew as fast as fangs and claws. 

Francis ripped out the sternum of one Elf, turning in time to see Valek slamming one of the guards’ faces deep in the bricks, flattening it. Grasping at his ring of keys, he freed his ankle from the floor chain. 

Seeing Valek that way, powerful, dangerous, it aroused something within Francis and he understood why the girl had become so fascinated with him. There was no denying Valek’s presence. His controlled strength. His fury, when he chose to release it.

“Don’t be afraid to drain them!” Valek thundered. “The Light in their blood will be your salvation! That is the secret of the Regime! That is what Vladislov never wanted you to find out! We are the things they will never defeat!” He ran past the various battles erupting about the dungeon. Francis raced after him, Lusian and other members of the rogue coven following close behind, including Třínožka with Edwin and Sarah atop his back. 

The clan burst out of the dungeon entry, ascending into the main stories of the palace. 

“We’ve got to find Vladislov’s quarts, first,” Valek called as they ran. 

“It is just around the next corner,” Francis offered.

“How do you know this?”

“I’ve...been here, before. It is all you need to know.” He didn’t offer anything further, focusing his thoughts instead on the task at hand. 

Palace guards rushed at them, hurling whatever elements they could in an effort to stop them. Electricity, wind, ice, but the coven was determined and successful in dodging the attacks. 

“Valek...before I leave,” Francis started. “I want you to know how much I truly care about you. As your creator and your friend. If there is no afterlife where we can see each other again, I hope wherever you end up, you are happy.” 

Valek grabbed hold of Francis’ arm at the elbow for the last time as they continued to run. 

They came up on the end of the hall, slowing to a halt. Francis peered around the corner, toward where Vladislov’s chambers were. There were no guards standing at his door. 

“Something is wrong, here,” he said. 

“You have that right,” a foreign voice rumbled from behind them. They all turned to find an Elven officer, lengthy Ivy tendrils swirling from his wrists. “Threaten the enthronement of Aiden Price, do you? I’m afraid you won’t be successful. Not today.” 

“Enthronement?” Francis winced.

“Vladislov is dead!” barked Danek.

“The rest of you, go! I’ll deal with the Elf!” Lusian crouched, readying himself for battle. He gnashed his jaws at the officer who only chuckled. Lusian released a roar and lunged forward, dive rolling under the Elf’s thick vines threatening to snap the head from Lusian’s body. 

“Find the girl,” Francis breathed to Valek. “Put an end to Aiden.”

“What about you? Vladislov is dead!”

“I have some unfinished business that needs tending to.” With is claw to his damaged cheek, he said, “You will be all right, Valek. I know you’ll make it.” With one last nod, he dashed away, letting Valek escape with the others down a different corridor. 

Francis wasn’t quite sure which direction to head. Instead, he followed his senses, leading him down a few darkened passages, a stairway, and a dank stone hall completely emptied of life. The familiar scent of sage and witch hazel swirled on the air. Vladislov was not far. 

When Francis, at last, reached some sort of ceremonial room—a large hall with nothing but a raised marble slab in the center and sconces burning on each wall—he slowed to a human pace and stepped inside, peering around carefully. 

A scarlet and gold draping, marked by the official Regime seal, covered over what looked like a lifeless body lying over the center slab. Could it really be true? Someone destroyed Vladislov long before the coven could even arrive to the palace? Francis noted a strange surge of gloom swell within him. He approached, his hands hovering over the motionless form. 

“Is this the body of my Vladislov?” he whispered. 

Slowly, he pulled back the covering, revealing the Wizard on the slab. But something was amiss. His lips were parted. His eyes were closed, but his chest quivered with the absolute faintest sign of breath. Francis gasped. He turned his ear to the old man’s chest. 

“Could it be? Your will is strong. You have not passed yet...old friend....” 

Bringing his own wrist up to his fangs, Francis ripped a hole in his flesh, allowing the stolen blood from his veins to flow beyond the lips and over the tongue of the fading man. With his other hand, he continued to squeeze the wound, harvesting as much blood as he could, before the cut healed itself shut. 

Vladislov’s lips were stained crimson. His eyes snapped open. He gurgled and gasped for air, though the flesh at his throat remained horribly scarred. 

“Welcome back, my Vladislov.”

“Francis?” He gasped weakly, trembling. “Wh-where am I?” 

“Near hell, my friend.”

“Should have guessed that. You’re here, after all,” he croaked.

“Is that all you have to say to me after all you have done? After all these years?” The Wizard’s glassy eyes were filled with horror as they searched the room. “It w-was Aiden. He tr-tried to kill me!”

“No,” Francis shook his head, pressing his finger to Vladislov’s lips. “No. He will kill you. Your salvation is only temporary. We have only a few, brief moments.”

Vladislov cried out, forcing himself upright, but Francis pressed him back to the marble slab.

“Hush, now. You need to remain calm.”

“You must save me!” he howled.

“I cannot. I’ve only come for closure. To tell you good-bye, once and for all.” He took hold of Vladislov’s shivering hand. The natural one. The last time he held it, it was warm and supple, rather than skeletal and spotted with age. “Was I worth all of this strife?” 

“I loved you. You left me for a revenant! I needed my revenge!” he wheezed. 

“I suppose we are all capable of such things when we are in love.”

“Why have you done this to me? I was passing. I was floating. Why bring me back?”

“So you would know...what it’s like...to have the one you love most betray you so bitterly.” Francis roared and stabbed his claw deep into Vladislov’s chest. The Wizard screeched, arching his back. “You condemned me for what I became. We were companions and you cast me out! I wanted to be with you for the entire length of your life, but you were blind with jealousy. You hated me!” 

“It wasn’t that,” he gurgled. “I...was no longer...enough for you. All you wanted... was darkness.” 

Francis leaned down to whisper in Vladislov’s ear. “Remember this. Good and evil are the choices we make, not the type of people we are.” 

He jammed his claw deeper into Vladislov’s heart, hearing him take his final breath, before ripping it out. Eyes welling with blood tears, Francis kissed the Wizard’s forehead before dashing out of the chamber. 
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Charlotte remained as still as she could on the bed, her knees hugged to her chest, when the bedroom door opened to reveal, not only Meredith, but two other women. Each face, one long, one round, and one pointed, beamed with their shared excitement. 

Meredith clasped her pudgy hands together. “Brilliant! You’re already awake! You can leave the ice bucket, Suzana.” 

The pointy one in a purple dress left the tin bucket by the door. 

Meredith unfurled a beautiful ivory dress out before her, holding it up at the shoulders. The bodice was beaded with iridescent crystal, the skirt shimmering pale, like butterfly wings. The woman with the long face revealed a crown of jagged quartz crystal resting atop a velvet cushion. 

“My dear, sunrise is only a bit away! Let’s get you into your dress for the enthronement, shall we?” 

Charlotte had no other choice than to let the women lead her to the palace baths. Meredith and the other two scrubbed her down with herbs and concoctions until her skin glowed. But she knew, even though she was scared and miserable, she could not let on about Meredith’s spell wearing off. She must pretend to remember nothing as she sat in the parlor chair, letting members of the Elven court curl her hair and paint her face. 

Meredith beamed, “You will look beautiful, my dear. We are all so happy for you and Aiden! Magdelena, get the perfume!”



“Thank you,” Charlotte smiled without much color at all. She couldn’t shake the image of that gurney—that gray hand. “How much longer until the enthronement?”

Meredith giggled with her counterparts. “Look how excited she is!” She turned to Charlotte. “Very, very soon, darling. Don’t you worry. Take it all in, for it will be over in the blink of an eye and you’ll want it all back again.”



I don’t know about that, Charlotte grumbled in her mind, happy there were no mind-readers in the vicinity.



It took all three of the women to get her into her dress, two fanning out the skirt as Meredith lowered the bodice past Charlotte’s shoulders. The sleeves were so sheer they seemed only a web of silver dew on her skin. They proceeded to lace up the corset back, pulling tighter and tighter, until Charlotte felt like they’d squeezed enough air out of her to pass out. Atop her head, went the crown of quarts. It was heavier than she expected. And when they turned her to face the long mirror, she didn’t recognize the girl staring back at her. 

Her skin was bright, her freckles vivid and healthy-looking. Each cinnamon curl was placed just right, some pinned back behind her ears to show off the great beauty of the tiara. Her cheeks were pink. Her lips were berry. Her eyelashes were painted dark and long, but the light within her eyes still seemed sad and tired. 

Meredith came up behind her, also admiring her in the mirror. She squeezed her shoulders. “You are an unearthly vision! Wait until our Aiden gets a look at you!” 

Charlotte only smiled. If she opened her mouth to speak, she might collapse into a new crying jag. 

Guards met the four women out in the hall, marching at their sides as they led them through opulent corridors of murals, chandeliers, and scarlet runners to a large hall Charlotte hadn’t seen yet on the northern side of the palace. 

Trumpets, harps, and flutes played by the more musical members of the Regime court announced their arrival. A crowd gathered in clumps behind low velvet-draped wood dividers to witness the enthronement of the great Aiden Price. Candles were lit. Great sconces along the walls burned brightly. Charlotte wasn’t sure if it was because her corset was too tight, or if it was her fear making it impossible to breathe. 

Meredith left Magdelena and Suzana at the entry, continuing to promenade with Charlotte to the start of the long lane between heaps of gawking people. 

When the crowd saw Charlotte, they erupted in waves of cheers, the joyful sound souring against her own feelings. Down the long aisle lined with more candelabras and gold leaf lilies, she could see a throne. It was more intimidating than any other inanimate thing she’d seen about the palace. It sat looking over the room on a marble platform, elevated by a few dozen golden steps, encompassed by a great and billowing robe of gilded laurel leaves, twigs, and blossoms. Below it, on a different platform, sat three other thrones that were similar in color, though much less spectacular. She could only assume those were to used for the rest of the Regime oligarchy. 

“Now, dear,” Meredith began in her ear again. “You’ve got a job most important, tonight. The high priest will address the cabinet and the subjects. This is not a kingdom, so there is no crown. Instead, you will be given the sacred crown jewels of the Central European Society of Magic. At the end of the ceremony, you are to bestow upon Aiden, Vladislov’s scepter, an amulet, and most importantly, his ring.” 

Charlotte nodded in understanding, still heeding Sarah’s instructions. She must remain calm at any cost. “And…when are we to be married?” She whispered to the plump woman over her shoulder. 

Meredith giggled. “Once Aiden takes the throne, and announces you as his selected, you will be bound by Light magic by the high priest, linking the two of you together...forever.” 

Charlotte gulped. “And, when is that to happen?” 

“Tonight,” Meredith beamed. “The final ceremony of Aiden’s enthronement.” She smoothed Charlotte’s hair before offering her arm. “Come. We must take our positions!” 

Hesitating, Charlotte scoured the surrounding crowd for a familiar face. Everyone looking back at her did so with warm, friendly smiles, but none of them were familiar—none of them were the face she looked for. 

“Come dear,” Meredith pressed. 

Charlotte took her arm, and as the string and wind music swelled, filling the hall in melodies valiant and regal, they began their procession together down the isle toward the throne. 

From the other end of the hall, an Elven high priest emerged from the grouping of Danek, Bedrich, and Kazimir, who each took their individual thrones at the lowest platform. The priest was an older man. Tall and thin with a bulbous nose, the only hair on his head, was the lengthy silver beard raining down from his chin near his feet. His ears grew in the same pointed fashion as the other Elves, though his were pierced with hoops and dangling precious stones. In one hand, he grasped a scepter at least twice the height of him, and in the other, a large leather volume. 

Charlotte and Meredith took standing places on either side of the decorative stairway leading to the main throne, while the priest took his place front and center. Across from where she stood, Charlotte could see an enormous set of windows looking out over the city and up to the sky. Dawn was fast approaching, the sky turning milky shades of pink and blue. Meredith offered a wink at Charlotte, who only smiled and lowered her gaze. Her heart was in her throat. Where was Sarah? 

The music swelled louder moments before the fire in each of the candelabras and sconces about the hall burned higher, signaling the arrival of Aiden at the front of the hall. Charlotte’s organs were in a knot. She thought she’d either be sick or pass out. Time had run out. 

Aiden walked alone. She could have only assumed he should have arrived at the side of Vladislov, but no one was at his side as he entered. The crowd got to their feet. But instead of cheers, the conversation and music grew so silent, one could almost hear the wind gusting over the palace roofs. 

Aiden was dressed the finest Charlotte had ever seen him. Around the back of his head, he wore a crown of golden twigs and leaves that matched the throne. The bottom of his official robes were gold with swirling white detail, though over his shoulders and chest, he had silver-plated armor. Topping off the outfit, was the confident grin splashed across his face. He’d won and he knew it. Charlotte winced, but was careful to keep her reactions small and unnoticeable, even though she wanted to die. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, cabinet of the Central European Magic Regime, may I announce to you, heir to the Wizard throne of Light and Lord Vladislov’s scion, master Aiden Price!” announced the high priest with one hand raised toward the other end of the hall. 

The music swelled once more, but the crowd remained still and solemn as Aiden began his slow journey down the aisle. He made eye contact with as many of his subjects as he could, smiling and nodding reverently while his parents looked on, both with fireworks in their eyes. Charlotte clenched her jaw, digging her nails into her own arm. 

Someone tapped her elbow from behind, and she turned to find a team of officially dressed pages offering her the items Meredith spoke about—the crown jewels. A long scepter, and tied to a single, scarlet cushion, a garnet necklace and ring. She took them. Facing forward again, she found Aiden had made his way to the priest, kneeling before him. 

Once the priest touched him on either shoulder with his scepter, Aiden stood again, lifting his eyes to Charlotte, and smiled. She smiled back and nodded, but wanted to lunge and claw the flesh from his face. A fury rolled up from her stomach through her chest, making her lips hot. 

The music became more somber. 

“Master Price, it is with a heavy heart I offer my sincerest condolences to you, the sitting members of the Regime, and the entire Central European Society of Magic and Occult societies across this great area of the world for the loss of our Lord Vladislov, who was a visionary and one of our single most fearless leaders,” said the high priest. He turned his gray eyes up toward empty air at the center of the hall. Lifting his scepter, he said, “But, he leaves us all with a very important message.” Waving the quartz end of the scepter, he extinguished every flame in the hall, darkening the entire room. 

The smoke from the doused candles wafted up to the wide space, gathering and twisting in the air, ultimately forming the shape of a person, or rather, a Wizard. Charlotte gasped when she recognized the misty face of Lord Vladislov. It was almost ghostly and it sent chills up her arms. 

Aiden folded his hands in front of himself in earnest and looked on as the smoky figure began to move over the entire gathering of Elves and Imps. 

“I, Lord Vladislov welcome you all to the enthronement of the next Central European Magic Regime head Wizard and to the halls of the Regime palace!” His voice was definitely that of Vladislov, but it was distant and hollow, a mere projection. “It has been a pleasure to serve you all and to lead you through the valley of darkness with light and valor. If you are watching this smoke vision, I have left you all earlier than intended, and I thank you all greatly for your loyalty.” The smoky version of Vladislov stopped and the hall flared in applause. “Young Master Price, I trust you will carry out your duties to the best of your abilities and serve well our people and our community. Remember the lessons you’ve been taught. Act with grace and use your power with restraint, for the force of the Light is great and terrible and must be wielded with finesse. May you have a successful reign. May your endeavors be prosperous and helpful to Occult communities across the world, and may you be well loved by our people. I hope, by now, I have bestowed you with some wisdom for your journey. Until we meet on a different plane, I bid you all a fine farewell.” With his ghostly hands lifted to the hall, the smoke-version of the Lord Vladislov evaporated. 

There was more applause and murmurs while the candle flames flickered to life again and the hall was illuminated. 

The sky outside grew lighter. Charlotte could not contain her sorrow or her fear any longer. She closed her eyes as tears rolled down her cheeks. Valek was dead. 

“Master Price,” addressed the priest again. “Before the cabinet, your subject, and the other members of the Central European Magic Regime, are you wholly prepared to accede Lord Vladislov’s position of power and rule over Central Europe’s Occult Societies?” 

Aiden nodded once. “I am.” 

“Master Price, are you prepared with the power and knowledge to lead the other members of this oligarchy in war, strife, famine, hardships, successes, glories, and all?” 

“I believe I am. Yes.” 

“Master Price, are you prepared to adhere to the official Code of Magic and remain responsible and lawful within your duties?” 

Aiden hesitated for a moment, his gaze darting beyond the priest to Charlotte and back. “I...am. Yes. With some modern alterations.” 

His response was met with curious whispers from the crowd. 

“Very well,” agreed the priest. “Your intended will now present you with the crown jewels of the Central European Magic Regime, if you please.” The priest turned to Charlotte. 

And then, at once, all eyes were on Charlotte and she felt all her blood drain down into her feet. She stopped breathing, meeting gazes once more with Aiden. The items she held in her hands felt hot. But she needed to act. If she did not comply, someone— some member of the Regime, in some way would surely kill her. 

With a new, forced smile, Charlotte stepped forward. She bowed her head respectfully, and first, handed him the scepter. He took it, his left hand wrapping firmly around the shaft. The crystal at the end of it illuminated, throwing streaks of light around the room. Next, Charlotte removed the ring with a mere pull of the ribbon that kept it secure to the pillow. The stone was larger than any she’d ever seen, and surrounded by an ornate gold band. Aiden held out his free hand and she slid it over his ring finger. It was an action that felt most matrimonial and she did not like doing it. Her stomach rolled. At last, the only thing left was the amulet, which was to be strung around his neck. It was a pendulum—also garnet surrounded by gold. She worked to remove it from its own fasten, but her hands were quivering. 

“Hurry up,” hissed Aiden low enough so that no one else could hear. 

She did. A page behind her offered to take the cushion from her so both of her hands were free to drape the necklace over Aiden’s head. 

Once it was secure around his neck, Aiden turned to his audience. The hall exploded with cheers and applause, the music picking up again. 

The high priest announced over the festive chaos, “I pronounce Aiden Price as your Wizard and new Lord reigning over the Central European Magic Regime. Lord Aiden Price, you may take your thrown!” 

The cheering continued, erupting louder even, as Aiden began his ascension up the stairs, his robes billowing behind him. There was no denying his powerful essence and his dominating way. Charlotte could see it in how he moved, in every way he gestured, in his stare. He was born to lead, and it was a scary thought. 

The crowd roared and hooted, Aiden only steps away from sitting over the grand chair. Charlotte knew she was moments away from being announced to the entire room as Aiden’s selected, as Meredith put it—moments away from being bound to him, from being his wife. 

She felt cold. She wanted to die. And that was when the entire room…went dark. 

Shadow-fall was followed by a chorus of gasps and shrieks, while every member of the Regime cabinet, including Aiden, stopped and turned toward the grand set of windows. Instead of the impending dawn, Charlotte looked on in disbelief as the night chased the rays of sun away, back down beyond the sea of spires and beyond the city’s horizon. What was happening? 

Booming resonated from the far end of the hall as the great doors burst open, crushing the Elves standing guard just in front of them. 

“It cannot be!” roared Aiden from the top stair. “There is no way!” 

Figures shrouded in shadow pushed their way through the crowd over screams and panic. Several Elves tried to run, until someone from the group of intruders threw their bodies several meters in the air. 

“The darkness has come for you, Aiden Price!” Bellowed one. “Charlotte Ruzikova, keeper of my heart, lover of the night, the mortal girl fated eternally to me, and me alone, has never been nor ever will be yours to covet or keep!”



Charlotte gasped at the sound of his voice. She reached around the back of her neck, digging her nails deep into her flesh, screaming as the pulled the tendrils of the little parasite from her skin and sent it skittering over the floor. 

She spit at the marble between Meredith’s shoes before she pulled her skirts up around her knees and raced as fast as she could toward the tall Vampire at the end of the hall. “Valek!” she cried! Her voice was then the only sound in the room and it echoed off the marble and gold. “Valek!” 

“What sorcery is this?” called Aiden. “Kill those murderous beasts at once for they are the true murderers of Vladislov!” 

Guards acted in an instant, racing on the Vampire group. Even the other Wizard members of the Regime leapt into battle. More terrible screams followed with Elves running to their escape, blasts of fire, hisses and howls. The lavish celebration of only moments ago sank into discord. Charlotte was nearly trampled as she shoved her way through the tight crowd, her eyes fixed only on her Vampire. But he didn’t see her. Instead, his black eyes were angled up at the Lord Elf, near the throne. 

Charlotte reached for him between shoving people. “Valek, no! He’ll kill you!” 

But Valek only growled, easily making his way through a crowd that parted for him, almost as if no one wanted to even graze the material of his shirt. Around him, other members of the coven snapped necks, ripped out throats, and crushed skulls, dodging electric attacks and blasts of fire. 

“You have killed my friends,” Valek thundered. “You have burned my home to the ground. You have stolen the only happy thing in my life and made me to endure terror and hell!” Valek ripped the silver whistle from his neck and shook it high above his head, seething in fury. “Through the power of the darkness I have bought us a few more moments of the night, but I swear it to you, before the dawn returns, you will be drained at my feet!” 

Aiden smirked, drawing up his scepter and holding the tip of it down toward where Valek stood. “Then you’d better hurry....” He cackled waving the quarts up to the windows. 

Charlotte stifled a scream as she looked to see white streaks of morning blare across the sky again. How could they be controlling this? 

“Sarah!” She cried, turning about the disorder for the Witch. “Sarah, where are you?” 

A hand wrapped tightly around the top of her arm, yanking her backward. “You are staying with me, dear!” It was a tearful, angry Meredith. “Your beast has ruined what should have been the happiest day of our lives!” 

“Step away from her!” Sarah appeared between frightened Elves and enraged Vampires. Around her was a swirling lavender mist of some kind of power Charlotte hadn’t seen before. “Or your warts will be plentiful and your ass will be even larger.” 

Meredith yelped, relinquishing Charlotte’s arm before stumbling away and disappearing back into the crowd. 

Sarah rushed up to Charlotte, wrapping her arms around her. “I’m sure glad to see you!” 

“We have to get Valek. The sun! We have to get out of here!” 

Both turned about, trying to see through the swarms of attacks and people. Aiden was now back on the main floor of the hall, launching blasts of fire to a silhouette a few steps in front of him, though the Vampire rolled clear. Valek lunged forward, successfully slashing Aiden’s chest with his claws. Blackish blood cascaded from the wounds exposed through the tear in the material of his robes, but Aiden only grinned. 

“I expected better from the current leader of the Regime,” Valek taunted. 

“We’re just getting started.” Aiden raised his scepter high, calling upon electricity, sending white currents over the room. To Charlotte’s horror, one struck Valek at his center, launching him several meters away, his back sliding over the floor. His roar was harrowing and pained. 

Aiden heaved, his hair falling in his angered, tired eyes as he continued to approach Valek on the floor. 

In the distance of the room, Charlotte saw the massive silhouette of a spider leap over Kazimir, sinking a pincer straight into the Elf’s chest. Nearest him, Edwin was wielding a sword, his efforts clumsy, but not quite failed, as he triumphed in lopping off a guard’s head. He gaped, astonished that he’d actually done it. 

“Soon,” Aiden called again over the ruckus, “You will be ashes on the ground. Nothing more will stand in my way. Charlotte will be mine!” Angling his face up at the ceiling, Charlotte could see his eyes aglow in an enraged power. His evil guffaws took over every other sound in the room, deafening and horrible. 

Nearest where Sarah and Charlotte stood, Dusana ripped the head off of an Elven officer. He collapsed at their feat, his sword clanging to the marble floor beyond his dying grasp.



“I have to do something,” Charlotte murmured to Sarah.



“Don’t!”



But it was too late to convince her otherwise. Charlotte gathered the heavy cutlass in her grip and began racing toward Aiden. He blasted another inferno at Valek, far greater than the first one, striking him at the square of his chest, sending him to his knees, gasping. 

“Come, Vampire! Let us watch the sunrise together!” Aiden sprinted for him on the floor, but Charlotte stopped him. 

“Aiden Price!” She called. He spun to face her. She held the point of the blade toward him, shaking with both fear and wrath. “You...won’t...touch him!” 

“You think I am the monster, here? You think I am the villain? What of Valek? What sort of beast his he?” 

“Valek heals! Valek is a doctor! A leader! You are nothing more than a spoiled brat!” She panted. “Remember this, Aiden Price. The touch of darkness can heal the wounded. The meek. The sick. While a blade of light can slaughter a society. I find comfort in the darkness.” 

From behind the shaken Elf, Valek leapt with the last bit of strength he hand left within himself. With a final roar, he furiously bit down into the artery at Aiden’s neck just as the first shaft of sunlight beamed through the window, casting morning rays over the dead, the weary, and the frightened. Charlotte howled, watching the sun reach toward Valek’s flesh, but he did not weaken. He continued to drink from Aiden until the Elf collapsed, motionless over the floor and Valek fell to his knees. 

Charlotte dropped the sword, throwing herself to her Vampire, wrapping him up in her arms. “Valek! Valek!” She shook him. “We have to hide you!” Tears slipped from her eyes as he angled his face up toward the windows, smiling. 

“I feel...warm...” he breathed and then collapsed forward in Charlotte’s arms as she cried. But he did not combust. He did not turn to ash. 

She shook, searching around through the destruction for anyone. “H-help! Someone! Help me, please!” She sobbed. 

Sarah was first to come rushing over, kneeling at her side.



Charlotte continued to rock him, tears ensuing. “Valek, if you can hear me, wait for me! Please!” Her voice was ravaged. She could barely breathe. Sarah hushed her.

Mr. Třínožka rushed over next, followed soon by Edwin.

Meredith Price howled as she found the lifeless body of Aiden. She pulled him up into her lap. “My baby! My son!” She turned her furious glare on Charlotte. “What have you done? You will die for this!” 

“No one will touch the girl!” Sarah got to her feet with her arms stretched out to each of the remaining Elven survivors, now staring at the group in horror and disbelief. “You will all let us leave in peace, or we will rain darkness upon you again!” The threat was serious, though when paired with her little voice, didn’t seem as foreboding. 

To Charlotte’s surprise, Lusian, Dusana, Sasha, Jorge, Francis, and even the twins emerged from the debris, alive and unscathed by the morning light, looking around themselves in confusion. 

“What’s happening?” Charlotte whispered to Sarah.



“I...I...don’t know.”



Charlotte got to her feet in time to stand toe to toe with Francis. “How are you still alive?”



“Royal blood,” he admitted. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a torn piece of paper. 

Charlotte unfurled it, revealing it was a missing page from her Anatomy of Vampires: Volume One. Francis met her with a kind smile. 

“The account you have was one of my belongings Valek had taken from my house when he left me. I knew he stole it. I never wanted him to find out about my previous relationship with Vladislov. In fact, I wanted to hide him from the Light at all costs. But Valek’s a rather talented sleuth. He found out about certain things. Light blood. We are the only things you will never defeat. He was right. That was why Vladislov was so threatened. If the Vampire population found out about the effects of consuming royal Light blood, the consequences would be dire and the Darkness would have brought the Regime to its knees a long time ago.” 

Charlotte gazed in question down at the torn piece of paper. Royal blood cures death at daylight. She met Francis’ eyes again. “He knew. He knew this whole time.” 

“I fought him every chance I got. He became obsessed. He thought he could overthrow Vladislov singlehandedly. I told him how dangerous it was, but you know how stubborn he can be. Then he found you...and in turn, found a new obsession,” he chuckled. 

“You really care for him.” 

Francis nodded. “Indeed. More than I care to admit, sometimes.” He touched his cold claw to her cheek. “I apologize for the way I’ve acted toward you, Charlotte. I took you for a weak damsel, when, in fact, you are truly a valiant warrior and, despite your mortality, magic in your own right. Never let anyone tell you otherwise.” 

She wrapped her arms around his middle, which must have taken him by surprise, for she felt him clench up like a rock. “Thank you, Francis. You are a good friend.” 

“Light cannot rule over the Darkness anymore!” Lusian announced to those left in the hall. “We now know your secret. We will leave in peace if you do not follow us.” 

“Who is going to follow you, now?” Tears streamed from Meredith’s eyes. “You have killed Aiden! Vladislov is dead. Danek! Where is Danek?” No one in the hall, but her echoes, answered her. 

“Aiden is not dead,” muttered Sarah. “But he will need your immediate attention. If you don’t want one of us to finish the job, you will not order anyone to follow us when we leave. Light and Dark should coexist in this world. There needs to be balance, or the universe will crumble in on itself.” 

Meredith sneered and turned back to her son, his hand in hers. “Just go! Leave this place!” She howled. 

The rogue coven rushed to Valek, assisting Mr. Třínožka in hoisting him up onto his broad back. Dusana jumped up to fasten him there with a few of the many belts she wore at her hip. Lusian helped. 

“Come, Charlotte,” Sarah stretched her hand to her. She took it. “Let’s go home.” 

“Home,” Charlotte agreed. But before leaving the palace for what she hoped would be the final time, she turned once more to Meredith, still cowering on the floor. “I want you to know that I never found Valek to be the monster you told me he was. I never doubted him. Not really. I know what you did to my palm those years ago, but I will never be fated to your son. And even despite all of your wickedness...I forgive you. But if I ever see your face at my doorstep again, I will personally not rest until I know you are dead.” Wiping the last of her hot tears from her face, she walked with the rogue coven out of the hall. Out of that palace. 

In broad daylight, and despite the mortal onlookers who would have never been able to explain what they saw, anyway, Sarah used her very last travel potion to transfer them all back to the Southernmost Bohemian Occult City. 

Charlotte and Valek were together, with their newfound family. For now, they won the battle. For now, they were safe. Together, with the Vampires, the spider-man, the Witch, and the enchanted scarecrow. 

Together...to be alone no more. 
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It was afternoon in what used to be the Southernmost Bohemian Occult City, when Charlotte and the rogue coven traveled through her familiar bent iron gate, beyond the small cemetery, under the long forested tunnel. 

They marched into the town square, where some of the taverns and shops had been looted and singed. The place seemed a fairytale in her memory now that she’d been through the horrors she’d endured. 

They were not greeted with any sort of celebratory parade. There were neither sashes, nor any recognition for the warriors of the Dark. They continued past the fountain, beyond the arcades. The sign over Edwin’s general store had been broken and was dangling from one chain in the wind. Charlotte suspected it would be a while for her forsaken town to regain any of its magic. 

She knew nothing of what happened to Ludo or his cider cart. There was no enchanted music playing. Pastries and meats were not sold, that night. 

Francis had decided to leave them. He said very little about where he was going. “Off to someplace I can exist in eternal night, where I can no longer bring harm upon any of the ones I love, including Charlotte,” he’d said. After seeing them safely to the Occult City borders, he bid them a fast borderline-tearful farewell. “I will be watching over all of you from the City of the Night,” he told them. “No harm will come to you as long as I am there.” And then he was gone as easily as a shadow in a bright flash of light. 

Sarah, who had been riding atop the spider’s back for the journey, tended to Valek’s wounds, as they went, using whatever concoctions she had left in her skirt to fix what did not heal from his own blood magic. All of her trinkets, her books and spells, were left in Francis’ home in Prague. She would cook up a transportation spell to retrieve them as soon as they all got settled. That was her plan, as she told it to Charlotte. 

Leading the group beyond the square, Charlotte could then see the large brown house with the one cylindrical tower at the front, and the cockeyed roof shingles and the weather vein, though part of it was blackened and scorched. She could see where the Regime’s fire had taken the library and most of the east side of the house. Some of the windows had been broken along the top story. Her heart sank. She stopped walking when she could see her porch steps, too, surrounded by the low green bushes, which now overgrew the cobblestone footpath. 

“It’s ruined,” she sighed. “They’ve destroyed it.” 

Sarah pulled her sewing needle from her skirt and held it out toward the house. She lifted an expectant eyebrow at Charlotte and smiled. 

“You...you can fix this?”

“Not all by myself. I need your help. You’ve got a kind of magic I don’t possess.”

Charlotte approached her. “What do you mean?”

“The love of this place.” She said. “I don’t know it like you know it. This is your home, and only those who possess love for their home have the power to restore it once it’s been lost. I know your memories of what it used to be are still solid in your mind. I need your love to help me fix it.” 

Slowly, and with tears in her eyes, Charlotte reached for Sarah’s needle, wrapping her own fingers around Sarah’s hand. She held tight, and waited. 

“Close you eyes,” the Witch instructed. “And picture it.” 

She did. She saw how perfect it was in her memory. They way it looked in spring with the rose bushes blooming and the lawn all green. She felt the energy surge from her chest, out through her arm and beyond the tip of the sewing needle. There was the clacking of wood against metal, banging, like tools, and the sounds of leaves and bark stretching over the lawn. Gasps and sounds of awe resonated from the group behind her. 

“There it is, Charlotte! You did it,” Sarah whispered. 

When Charlotte opened her eyes again, the house was more perfect than she remembered it. The air around her was October-crisp but the lawn looked like summer.

The windows were shiny. Even the porch steps were straighter than before. She ran up to her front door, nearly tripping over the bottom of her Regime gown, happy that she was tearing the skirt to shreds. She ran up those steps as though they were her last salvation and collapsed, her hand grasping the small, brass doorknob. 

Home. 

It was a place she never thought she’d see again. She would never take it for granted. Without even going inside, the mere knowing that home was right in front of her was enough. She had it back. She curled up over her porch and buried her face in her knees. It was over. Finally. All over. 

Sarah came and sat beside her. “I can’t imagine how this must feel for you.” 

Charlotte smiled at her. “This is home to you, now, also. You don’t have to be anyone’s servant, anymore. Now, all you have to be...is my friend.” 

Sarah hugged her close. “That, I will be. That, we will all be.” 

Mr. Třínožka grumbled at the start of the footpath, and they both looked up at him. “Don’t mean ta break this up, but we’ve gotta get this feller inside.” He jabbed one of his thumbs at Valek, who was still strapped to his back. 

Sarah grinned at Charlotte again before running to help Dusana and Lusian carry him indoors. They did so easily, up the stairs and down the hallway, laying Valek on his bed, once again made perfect by Sarah’s magic and Charlotte’s memories. Even the dark drapes were there, though they were open to let the light pool over the polished wood floors. 

Once he opened his eyes, he would know that everything was okay. No more hiding. No more fighting. Perhaps, it had all just been some horrid nightmare that was over now. 

Charlotte remained downstairs, trusting Sarah to tend to what he needed and make him comfortable. Instead, Charlotte chose to wander around the rooms of the home she missed so much, trailing her fingers over the wood molding on the walls, studying each picture in each frame, ensuring herself she was truly there. It was all real. 

The study was resurrected to pristine detail with its forest green walls, the mantle, and the books on the shelf. Her copy of The Anatomy of Vampires was the only thing out of place, lying in the center of the knit area rug. Charlotte bent to pick it up and placed it back on the highest bookshelf, just like she’d done a thousand times before, but from out between the pages, slipped a torn notice. She bent, picking it up from the floor. It was a simple note written in mysterious scrawl: 

Charlotte,



Please see Volume Two. 

Yours most sincerely,

 ~ C.D. 

Who was C.D.? There was an Anatomy of Vampires: Volume Two? Quickly, she folded the notice and stowed it away in the bodice of her dress. 

Sitting in Valek’s armchair, Charlotte found her sketchbook. A single page was poking out from the covers, and she found it to be the drawing she’d been working on the night before they were captured by the Regime—the re-sketch of the crayon drawing hanging in his office. She considered it needed a few more additions, now that they had some more members added to their family. 

Leaving the library, she found her way past the foyer and the kitchen, to the back room, where she had seldom been allowed. Cautiously, she opened the door, finding the office on the other side was exactly how they’d left it. Sterile. White. Organized. A true embodiment of who he was. Valek’s papers were still stacked on the desk, as though he’d just been working there. Still clutching her new drawing, she hugged it to her chest. In the morning, she’d get to work on it again. She was home. Really home. 

“Charlotte?” 

She turned to find the others standing in a clump in the threshold of the office, watching her. 

“Are you all right?” Jorge asked.

She nodded. “Yes. Just having a look around. Making sure everything’s here.”

“Sarah says Valek should be up soon,” Dusana offered.

“Thank you. I’ll go up in a minute.”

They all smiled, waiting expectantly.

“Oh! Yes! Sorry. Let me show you around. You can make yourselves at home anywhere you like.” She moved past them. Tomorrow, she decided she would give them all a tour around town. 

Once they were all settled in; Jorge and Sarah in the study, reading by the fire, Lusian, Sasha, and Dusana all scouring the kitchen until they found Valek’s emergency blood packets, and Mr. Třínožka napping in the middle of Charlotte’s reconstructed bedroom with Edwin resting atop his back, Charlotte finally made her way to Valek’s bedroom. 

She closed the door softly behind her. She could see him now, lying peacefully in the center of the bed—the first time he had slept in almost a hundred years. She crept over to him, as she’d done nights ago, pulling one knee up and then the other, until she was lying next to him, her arm fastened securely over his chest. Sighing, she closed her eyes. 

“You see? I didn’t let the monsters get you, Valek.” She stroked the hair away from his cheek, once again perfect and unscarred. “I didn’t let the monsters get you.” 
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“Valek!”

He heard his name being called from the front of the house. 

“Valek, look!” 

Thud, thud, thud, thud. Frantic steps came whizzing down the hall. 

Stopping his work with a splint and a roll of bandage in his hands, Valek sighed, albeit, happily. “You’ll excuse me, won’t you?” He said to a forest sprite sitting on the edge of the gurney in the stark office at the back of the large baroque house. 

“Of course.” Ludo smiled, nursing his broken arm dangling at the elbow—a snapped tree branch. 

Charlotte burst through the office door, her eyes bright and big, her smile wide over cheeks rosy and freckled. “Valek! Would you look outside? It’s snowing!” 

He chuckled at her, setting down the instruments he’d been using to bind up Ludo’s arm. “Lottie…. Now, haven’t I told you I’d be working for a bit, today?” 

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

Valek’s barking chortle rolled over her prattling. She spoke so fast each of her words melded together into one long one. “Very good. Go join the others. I’ll be out in a moment.” 

“But—”

“Come, now, Valek. She’s right,” Ludo added with a nod of his leafy head. “Go, on. My arm isn’t gonna sprout back in the next minute.” 

Poor Ludo. Guards of the Central European Magic Regime had more than tortured the inhabitants of the Bohemian Occult City during their relentless search for Charlotte and Valek just several weeks ago. The tyrannical leaders of Europe’s magic kind sought them out, bent on capturing Charlotte and slaughtering Valek for what he was. Dark. A blood feeder. 

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

Ludo was one of the lucky ones, his arm being only the least of his injuries. 

“But, you are surely in pain,” Valek pressed, wincing as half of Ludo’s branchy arm dangled by one green tendril.

He shrugged. “Not too much. What you’ve given me seems to be working.” His daft grin resulted in a new giggle from Charlotte. 

Valek sighed again, pushing his hair behind one ear. “Very well.” He turned his smile to the girl still bouncing enthusiastically in the doorway. “But just a few minutes.”

“Great! A few minutes,” she chirped, and raced over to wrap her small warm hand around his claw, tugging him forward out of the office and down the hall. 

Beyond the foyer, past the wooden doorframe elaborately carved with the many faces of creatures and beasts, Valek could see a group huddled together on the porch landing. Each set of shoulders was wrapped with a different colored scarf, knitted by Sarah, the Witch who lived with the coven of misfit monsters, and one, particularly vibrant mortal girl in a city of magic that was kept secret from the rest of the world. 

“See?” Charlotte trilled again. “Everyone’s been waiting for you.”  She towed him by his sleeve over the threshold, shoving their way to the front of the gathering. “Look! Look how brilliant it is!” 

“Yes, Lottie. It’s beautiful,” Valek chuckled again, for every day since their homecoming had been the same. Every chance she got she wanted to reintroduce Valek to the world in the daylight. She’d tear him from his paperwork every sunrise so they could watch it together. She’d break him from some deep conversation with Jorge to force him out on a trek through the wood some quiet afternoons. 

And he didn’t even mind. Because it was everything he ever wanted. 

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

Every morning, with the sunrise, Vampires returned to their deathly state—their true form—a corpse, only enchanted by the power of night and the darkness. Each daybreak, Valek would suffer the same horrible demise…over and over again. It was a feeling of being burned from the inside, a feeling of suffocation and starvation, all at the same time. 

But the Regime and the powers of Light kept a dastardly secret for centuries. Vladislov, the ancient Wizard and lord over the Regime oligarchy, had been shielding this knowledge from the other Occult sects. He held the only cure—the only antidote for the Vampires’ strange affliction. Blood. But, not just any blood. Blood of the Light. Blood of the royals. The Elves, and anyone who presided within Light realms of magic. This secret was finally unearthed with Vladislov’s demise and the destruction of his heir…Valek’s adversary…Aiden Price. 

Charlotte was right, of course. The snowfall was worth seeing. Blankets of the fine powder glistened like sanded diamonds under the late afternoon sun, streaming in bright yellow beams through the breaks in the wintery clouds. Thick flurries of snow pirouetted down over their spired house, the dense woods, and the city square beyond. Snowflakes clumped together in large tuffs, like cotton, as they fell, a few landing in Charlotte’s autumn hair. 

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

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

“It never gets old,” Jorge said from where he stood, his sweater-clad arms hugged around one of the porch columns. 

“Never thought I’d see it again,” added Dusana, effortlessly balancing herself in a sitting position over the thin banister. “I could watch it all day.” 

“I only wish Andela was still here,” Jorge continued, speaking about a beloved member of their clan who’d perished during the uprising against Vladislov, Aiden, and the rest of the Regime.

“She would have loved this,” said Sasha. 

“We should make snow angels,” chanted the twins, Ana and Aneta. 

A sudden white blur whizzed past Valek’s nose before he watched it smash into the side of Jorge’s head. Deep and intruding guffaws sounded from the corner of the group as Lusian threw his head back and slapped his knee. “It’s been decades!” he cried, wiping at the corner of his eye.

“Cocoa!” Sarah’s voice sang from behind them. She, too, shuffled and jived her way between the towering Vampires toward the front of the group, careful not to spill the frothy liquid in the mugs occupying both her hands. The drinks looked festive, topped with swirling foam and red and white peppermint sprigs. Smiling, she handed the first to Charlotte before clanking hers against it. “Cheers!” And then she swilled a large gulp, the foam leaving a bubbling white mustache under her nose. “I’ve added some cognac,” she added in a very audible whisper, winking.  

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

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

He took it in his good hand. Pushing it up through the air over his head, he said, “Cheers, then!” before throwing it back. 

“Yes, yes. She’s right. The boys will be back soon,” Sarah trilled. Of course, she was speaking of Edwin, the mysterious scarecrow boy, and Mr. Třínožka, the massive spider shape-shifter with a great mustache and a fondness for junk collecting. They were in the town square fixing up Brouka General Store after it had been looted, the windows smashed. The grand re-opening was only days away now.

 “Excuse me, but where do you think you‘re going?” Valek folded his arms over his chest, though still amused as his Lottie turned her innocent eyes up to him once more. “You interrupt my work—you drag me out here—and now you’re leaving?” He lifted an eyebrow at her. 

With her whole hand wrapped around his index finger, she pulled him a step closer. Pressing herself up on her toes, she was able to land a soft kiss on the side of his jaw. “Only a few minutes…just like you said,” she murmured under a playful smile. “Ludo still needs you and we have to get ready for our Yule celebration tonight.” 

Her mention of the Occult holiday resulted in a few exuberant gasps and cheers from the rest of the bunch.  

“Going to a lot of trouble for a bunch of people who don’t even like gingerbread,” grumbled Lusian as he skipped down the steps to begin helping the twins with the snowman they were starting to erect. Or…perhaps, he just wanted to roll one massive snowball to crush his next victim with. 

“Oh, bite me, you blood junkie! Neither Charlotte nor I have ever had a big Yule. Let us have our fun!” The Witch twittered as she began pushing Charlotte back into the foyer. 

“Perhaps I can assist.” Valek followed after them. But he nearly tripped on their heels when they stopped short.

“Uh…Valek…” Charlotte began nervously, exchanging a questionable look with Sarah. “Maybe you should stay outside with the others. You know…enjoy the day a little longer.”

Sarah mashed her lips into a tight line and scratched the back of her head. Casting a sideways glance at some worried thought, the Witch refused to make eye contact with him.

Valek groaned. “What have you girls done?” He dashed ahead of them to find—

Their usually spotless kitchen was now overturned, as though Saint Nicholas, himself, had thrown a whirlwind of a tantrum over what ingredients they were using in their pastries. Valek counted three sacks of flour over the counters, dusting them in white like the winter outside. One of the bags was overturned, spilling a mound of the powder in a heap on the floor. 

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

He gaped at the disarray as Charlotte and Sarah pushed past his sides, slipping into the kitchen from the hallway, giggling with one another. 

“What in God’s creation—”

“Hush, Valek!” Sarah batted her manicured, little hand at him. She’d done up her nails in gold that morning. There was nothing about the Witch that wasn’t festive. Even the threads in her century-worn apron still sparkled. “You’re just as bad as Lusian.” 

“Yeah! We’ll clean up, right Sarah?” Charlotte snickered. Cradling one of the mixing bowls and a spoon, she merrily began to stir.

Inhaling, Valek softened and rolled his shoulders back. She hadn’t seemed so happy—so carefree—in a very long while. This moment felt so far removed from their nights of torture and fear he decided, messy kitchen or not, having this holiday was, indeed, a good idea. 

However, even with the joyous nature of the day, there was a concern still buzzing at the front of his mind….

“Lottie, how are you feeling today?” He noted the nervous shake in his own voice. 

She frowned up at him. “Valek, you ask me that almost every night. I told you. I’m fine.”

“Right. Of course. I don’t mean to keep bringing about the topic.” He eyed the side of her throat, particularly the area where his own teeth had punctured her flesh. While in hiding, Charlotte suffered some mysterious ailment—a terrible scorching pain as a result from his cursed kiss, Though her symptoms were fleeting and had not returned since, it was still an issue to consider. He’d been a medical professional in both his human life and this one, and he’d never witnessed anything else like it. “You’ll tell me if something feels out of the ordinary.”

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

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

“Thank you,” she chirped and went on with her mixing.

Charlotte had made it clear time and again she wasn’t super happy about living in a house filled with mind-readers who were privy to her most vulnerable thoughts. So they all did their best to respect her and tune out. 

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

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

He thought of Francis, then, wherever he was. He’d made leading a coven look easier than this. 

Charlotte watched as Sarah shoved the final baking pan in the oven, wiping at her brow with a quilted oven-mitt. 

A few members of the coven still played like children outside in the snow, which was now twinkling in the muted hues of early evening. While Sarah rolled, and molded, and powdered, Charlotte skipped a few times to the bay windows to peak out at them. Lusian and the twins had succeeded in erecting a snowman that looked an awful lot like Valek, though its face was mangled in a sort of evil grimace with a dried twig for a unibrow. Not a very flattering depiction. 

She’d invited Ludo to stay for dinner. He and Jorge were in the library rivaling over an intense game of chess. Valek was still locked away in his office, finishing up whatever he needed to sort out upon completing a patient procedure. 

Order and peace, once again, fell over her little life, the same way the tranquil frost made the forest and the city slumber. She sighed, toeing back into the kitchen.

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

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

“Pish posh, no! That wouldn’t be any fun at all! Cooking the old-fashioned way is so much more fun.”

She and Sarah had, in all probability, baked over twenty batches of assorted Yule cookies. They would need to pass a few around in the square tomorrow. Or, if they were feeling selfish, freeze them and save them for summer. The massive freezer in Valek’s office wasn’t being used for the dastardly deeds it used to be used for after all—now that the Regime was toppled, there were no ramifications to keep him from going out to hunt on his own. No more bodies to hide. 

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

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

Charlotte rushed to the kitchen entry, and leaned into the hallway finding the massive spider and Edwin hanging their scarves on the coatrack by the front door. “Almost done. Hope you’re both really hungry, because we made enough to feed the whole town!”

“Doubt it,” grumbled the aged spider-man. “We ‘ave ogres in this town. And you’d be surprised how much they kin eat.”

Jorge appeared in the hallway from the library then, as well. “But we can’t eat yet. There’s still more decorating to be done.” Ludo emerged next to him, looking a tad miffed as he rocked back on his heels. He must have lost the game. 

Charlotte pivoted to frown at Sarah over her shoulder. “What’s left to do?” After all, the Witch had dressed just about everything. There wasn’t a single surface in that house left un-garlanded or un-glittered. Golden sparkling bewitchments swirled along the ceilings, enchanted lights blinking delicately in every corner. The staircase banister was covered in tinsel and poinsettia, red and white candles fluttering in every sconce. 

From the room opposite the library came the baleful Sasha who looked funny with one of Sarah’s frilly red aprons wrapped around his hips. “Table’s set!” He said proudly. They were finally making use of the home’s opulent dining room, which had mostly been ignored throughout Charlotte’s upbringing. With only she and Valek living in that house, there was never any need to use it…until now. 

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

The tree! She gasped excitedly. She’d forgotten all about that. It had been years since she and Valek celebrated the holidays properly. 

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

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

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

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

“Well, let’s get to it, then.” Jorge rushed up to Charlotte, taking her by the hand and started leading her into the study. “We’ve been waiting all day for you to help us.”

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

“In a moment!”  

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

With his arm over Charlotte’s shoulders, the boyish, blond Vampire indicated the bare tree in the corner near the bookshelves. It was tall enough to scrape the ceiling—nice and fat. “Needs your touch, Charlotte.” 

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

“Hauled it in here, myself,” Dusana said proudly, flexing her tattooed biceps as she and Lusian, too, made their way into the study.

“Right, after I helped you chop it down,” Lusian chided. 

“I could have done it, myself.”

“I do not approve of tree-chopping, I might add,” muttered Ludo. But then he relinquished the smallest of smiles. “But…I suppose…for an occasion like this, I might make an exception.”

“We’ll plant a new one in its place,” promised Charlotte.

“What about the dinner table? Have any of you seen it? My centerpieces are lovely,” Sasha added in his booming, baritone voice from the library doorway.

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

Peering inside the old crate, Charlotte found the hundreds of shimmering, glass globes she and Valek had collected over the years. There was a small owl he’d whittled from an elm twig. “This one first. It’s my favorite.” She handed it to Mr. Třínožka who took it in one of his four normal-shaped hands and strung it over the very centermost branch. 

Valek was last to join the coven in the den, rubbing his hands together, grinning.

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

The excitable chatter about the room lulled as all of the mind-readers became privy to Charlotte’s abrupt internal upset. So much for staying out of her head.

 At once, she yanked it from the box and chucked it into the fire, grimacing as she watched the flames blacken the smiling face. Tears gathered in her eyes. She clenched her jaw, her heart throbbing.

Valek came up behind her, squeezing her shoulders. “That’s all right,” he whispered near her ear. “We needed kindling.” She hadn’t even heard him enter. 

Charlotte turned to the rest of her strange family, smiling, though the dull pain continued to throb in her chest. “Anyone want to help me with the higher branches?”

Sasha and Lusian jumped, diving claw-first into the box until both of them held armfuls of ornaments. They proceeded to hang them, Lusian starting an argument with Sasha about not clumping too many gold ones together. 

Charlotte gathered a few silver snowflakes on hooks when Sarah came up behind her, offering a full cup of sweet mulled wine. She was a lush during holidays. “Cheers,” she said. “To a new beginning.” And then the Witch pulled a few red bells out of the box, herself. 

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

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

“Thanks. I’m so lucky to have friends like you guys.”

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

With a new, happier smile, she leaned forward, concentrating on her balance, as she placed the star over the tree’s very tip. And the room exploded in exuberant applause. 

“Terrific!” Ana and Aneta cheered at the glittering pine. 

“It’s stunning,” marveled Jorge. 

Mr. Třínožka placed Charlotte back on the floor, and, in an instant, Valek embraced her tightly, some of her wine sloshing over the brim of her cup. 

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

With more enthusiastic responses, a few of them tittering off in different various conversations, the group left the library, filing into the dining room, which was dressed just as marvelously. 

Sasha really did have a keen eye for table decorating. Large wine glasses were filled with blood. For Sarah, Edwin, Mr. Třínožka, Charlotte, and Ludo, there were golden bowls topping silver plates, surrounded by more garland, candles, apples, cinnamon sprigs, pears, and clumps of cranberries. 

Once they were all seated, Sarah served the first course to those who were eating—a hardy mushroom soup. “You know, I could have bothered with goat and boar and all that, but—”

“Sarah, this is more than necessary,” Valek chided, resulting in bouts of boisterous laughter.

By the time Charlotte finished with her goose and the traditional Czech potato salad, the Vampires had gone through about a dozen glasses each of blood. A small question about how Sarah was facilitating it all bubbled in her mind, but she didn’t bother to ask. As she peered down at the goose meat still left on her plate, and then over to the rabbit on Sarah’s, she decided she didn’t want to know.

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

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

The group responded differently. Both Valek and Sarah frowned in deep thought. Dusana and Jorge voiced how much they actually missed the brat, and Sasha and Lusian saluted a new glass of blood to him, the crystal clinking loudly. 

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

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

“Gifts!” Cheered the twins collectively. 

Cheerful sounds of bells twinkled from the hallway then, capturing everyone’s attention, before Mr. Třínožka burst back into the dining room. Now, he was dressed head to toe in a scarlet suit with gold trimming. Around his ears, he wore frazzled fake beard, his head topped with a pointed Wizard’s hat. “Har har har,” his voice boomed. 

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

“Listen here! I happen ta know the real Saint Nicholas.” Mr. Třínožka wagged his finger at him. “Once good friends, he and I, and believe you me, the laugh went ‘har har har!’ None a this ‘ho ho ho’ nonsense.”

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

Sarah hopped up from her chair, clapping her hands on Edwin’s shoulders. “Oh, you both look simply wonderful!” She planted a kiss on right on his nose, and he teetered a bit. “Come on! Back into the study!” 

The group, once more, clamored from one side of the hallway to the other, each of them finding seats around the hearth and the tree. Where there wasn’t before, now, the floor beneath the fat pine was littered with gifts. Some tall, some wide and round, large and small. They were all wrapped in shimmering red and green with gold ribbon. Valek pulled Charlotte into his lap as they both sat in his armchair. It was his place in that house. No one else was allowed to sit there. She pecked him on the cheek. 

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

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

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

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

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

There were too many to pay attention to what everyone was given. Charlotte noticed a pair of matching black dresses given to Ana and Aneta from Sarah. They were the latest in gothic fashions from Prague. Charlotte and Valek gifted Sarah with a brand new grimoire dedicated solely to fortune-telling spells. She’d get good use out of it. Fortune telling was what she wanted to do most, after all. She liked it much better than just simple healing. 

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

Dusana placed some edgy black nail polish into a small box for Charlotte, Valek gave Jorge the entire works of William Shakespeare unabridged and a Rubik’s Cube, which would take him all of five minutes to figure out. 

At last, Valek opened his gift from Charlotte: It had taken her weeks to make it perfect, but she finally completed an enormous canvas drawing of their home and the entirety of their new family. It was elaborate. The shading itself had cost her several afternoons. The house was perfectly detailed. The trees. Everyone was featured. 

The whole room marveled at it.

“Wow, Charlotte. What a talent,” cooed Ludo. 

“B-b-brilliant,” said Edwin.

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

Standing from his armchair, Valek took Charlotte’s face in his hands. “It’s masterful. You are a sensation.” He kissed her very lightly before pulling away. “Of course, I have something for you, as well.” 

And suddenly everyone’s attention was on the two of them. Valek’s smile was deep and it crinkled the corners of his eyes. Charlotte smiled back at him. She didn’t know why, but for some reason, her nerves rattled. 

Reaching into his pocket, he produced a velvet black box, small enough that it fit into the palm of his hand. 

The non-mind-readers in the room gasped. Everyone went silent. So did Charlotte and her mouth fell open.

“No, no,” Valek chuckled, shaking his head. “Nothing like that. Lottie.” He stepped closer to her. Her throat closed and her mouth went dry. Maybe it wasn’t what she originally thought it was, but whatever he was holding in his hand…she knew it was something very important. “I want you to have this. I know…she would want you to have it.” He pushed the small box at her and she took it in both of her hands. 

Her heart hammering, she opened it, revealing a small simple golden band. Her breath hitched again. She’d seen it before. “But…but this is Andela’s.” 

Valek’s smile remained, though faded into something more serious and thoughtful. “Yes.” He cleared his throat. “You and I are fated to one another. This ring was an undying symbol of devotion for Andela. She gave it to me before she….” He didn’t bother finishing the thought, his face falling. He shoved his hands in his pockets, suddenly looking pained. “I know why she gave it to me. It was a promise. Once I found you after you were taken, she never wanted me to lose sight of you again. She wanted you to have it. So you always feel protected. So you always feel loved. By all of us.” 

Charlotte batted a tear away from her cheek. Of course she didn’t slip the ring over her left ring finger. It was better anyway to place it on her right. She understood the meaning. And after all, her fate line was on her right palm. “Valek,” she breathed, leaning up on her toes to throw her arms around his neck. “I love it. I will never take it off. Never. Thank you.” She turned back to the rest of the room. “All of you.” 

He hugged her back. “Of course, Lottie.”

“Well, that ended nicely,” said Sarah. 

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

The family of misfits silenced again and turned at once to peer at the lone package tucked under the lowest branch. Sarah had thrown around so much tinsel the silver box was difficult to notice. 

“Hmm.” Sarah placed her fists at her hips and tapped her foot. “I don’t remember wrapping that one.” 

Mr. Třínožka stretched one of his long arms past the group and pulled the present out from its hiding spot. In the warm firelight, they collectively marveled at the simple elegance of it. Prismatic silver wrapping paper with faint swirling patterns was surrounded by black silk ribbon. Near the bow, was a thin metallic tag. Needless to say, it didn’t match any of the earlier gifts.

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

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

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

The only sound in the room was the crackling fire and the branches scraping against the roof outside A few eyes landed on Valek. But he only shrugged, looking bewildered. “It isn’t from me.”

“What say you, boyo?” Mr. Třínožka asked Edwin. Usually, the scarecrow boy was good at sensing when danger was on the horizon. At the first notion of it, he’d sputter and twitch until he eventually just tuckered himself out. But this time….

“I s-say, open it, Ch-charlotte.” He only smiled and slid the gift across the floor closer to her knees. 

And then all eyes were on her again. With a wary question in her eyes, she glanced up at Valek once more. There was still a lot to be wary of—still many reasons to be cautious. How long would they have to live looking over their shoulders? She couldn’t help but think they should have killed Aiden when they had the chance. 

“I’m sure it’s all right.” He nodded. 

“You’re surrounded by an entire gang of magical ruthless assassins.” Lusian jeered. “What could go wrong?” 

Dusana and the twins responded with a snicker. 

Reaching first for the ribbon, Charlotte unraveled the bow, which freed the tag. It was an embossed piece of metal. Not silver. Something darker. Onyx? She wasn’t sure. Examining it closer, she found her name scrawled in cursive. Then, she lifted the present into her lap, noting the weight, the size, and how it shifted in the wrapping. 

“It’s a book,” she mused. 

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

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

Of course, she was right. It indeed was a book. But not just any book. 

A few soft gasps resonated in the room when she discarded the paper from the thick volume bound in black leather with silver scrawl on the front and shiny red along the page edges. The Anatomy of Vampires: Volume Two. It looked like a modern edition with a seal on the front that read: Regime-banned literature. 

Curious. 

The earlier quiet dissolved into an even heavier silence. Even the crackling in the hearth seemed to hush. Charlotte’s fingers began to tremble as they hovered over the cover. She regarded Valek again. Everyone was watching Valek. 

His gaze hardened, his eyes wide. She could see his chest balloon as he inhaled. With his shoulders squared and his jaw tensed, he looked very very angry. 

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

“I-I thought you knew,” her voice cracked. 

“Knew what?” Sarah snapped, worried. She was one of the only people in the room who weren’t a mind-reader. Naturally, most of everyone else was already privy to the reason for Valek’s mood shift. 

Without waiting for more of an explanation, he stormed up to Charlotte and ripped the book out of her lap. She winced and recoiled. “Who sent this to you?” His eyes were wild as he examined the thing. 

“It was a note I received months ago,” she rushed to explain, tears filling her eyes. She stood up over her wobbly knees, all of the blood draining out of her face. “When we fist came back from the battle at the Regime, someone left me a note. Someone with the initials C.D.” She tore through her memory for more details about the mysterious little letter. “Why didn’t you see it in my mind?”  He usually liked to listen to everything in her mind.

“I don’t know,” Valek muttered, still fuming. “Where is it?”

“Where is what?”

“THE LETTER!” He exploded and everyone in the room flinched. 

Details of what it said came back to her: 




Charlotte,

Please see Volume Two. 

Yours most sincerely,

 		~ C.D.




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

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

“More light magic trickery?” questioned Dusana. 

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

“This isn’t like that, Lottie,” he said, answering her thoughts. He was undoubtedly tearing through her mind for an answer. “This is a potential threat! Where is the note?” 

Swiping a string of tears away from her cheek, she indicated the bookcase against the far wall. “The third shelf. I t-tucked it between The Tempest and my Volume One. I’m…sorry. I’d forgotten about it. I was sure you heard it in my thoughts. I meant to ask you….” 

Valek raced on the mahogany shelf, tearing books away from it like a mad man until he clutched the crumpled piece of parchment in his trembling fist. Sarah rushed to gather the strewn books in her arms. 

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

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

“You are forbidden from touching this, Charlotte!” Valek thundered, shaking the book at her. “If I catch you reading this, God help me—”

“God help you what?” Charlotte challenged back, her fingers winding into fists. She felt her inner fire race up to her esophagus and out of her mouth. “What are you going to do? Punish me? I thought we were beyond that now.”

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

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

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

“You can’t order me around, Valek. I’m not a child anymore.” What if there was something this C.D. person wanted her to know? Someone from the Light would never send her knowledge about the Dark. Maybe this was someone trying to reach out to her. 

“I. Am. Serious.” 

From between the pages, a small scarlet-colored envelope fluttered to the floor. Charlotte glanced down at it, and then back up at Valek before dashing to her knees to tear the thing open. He reached, but she dodged him, shooting to the other side of the room. 

Unfurling the card, a new note was addressed to her, the letters embossed and shiny—the same deep red color as the envelope. Though, as she tried to read it, her vision blurred. She blinked hard a few times, trying to focus. Maybe she’d had too much mulled wine. The script wouldn’t focus. In fact, nothing in the room would focus. Her hands started to tremble more violently.

“Charlotte,” Sarah called to her.

And then it came—just like it had the first time in Francis’ home in Prague. Fierce burning flared at the side of Charlotte’s throat, the place of Valek’s initial bite. It was the single most painful thing she’d ever experienced, like flames tearing her flesh away from her bones. It started out dull, but then exploded, like a brushfire, up the side of her cheek, rolling down over her shoulder and the top of her arm. 

The first time, she’d begged Valek to bite her again in the same spot. His kiss was the only thing that could quell the pain. The condition was rare, Sarah said. An ancient curse shared between a Vampire and a fated human. 

But it had been months and Charlotte nearly forgot about the terrible ailment. It hadn’t come back. Not until now. Valek, nor any of the others, dared to feed from her since. 

“Lottie.” Valek’s voice was filled with fear as she fell to her knees. She searched for him in the tilting room, but he only appeared to her a darkened blur against the firelight. She reached for him, gasping, unable to speak. Her fingers were sprawled. 

“Val—” It was all she could croak. Her throat was sandpaper. 

And then she collapsed forward, hitting the floor with a hard thud. The last thing she heard was his voice, echoing, calling to her from down a long dark tunnel. 
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