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The Demon Mirror

David J. Normoyle

A vampire and a mage have one night to defeat the ultimate enemy—their own reflections come to life.

Alessa, a vampire wanting to overcome her bloody nature, is given an ultimatum: kill for her queen, or be killed by her queen. Lionel father’s is the most powerful mage in the city, and Lionel is appointed as his father’s enforcer, only he may not have the ruthless streak required.  Alessa and Lionel’s paths become entwined when they get caught in the same magical trap. To survive until dawn, the mismatched couple will not only have to solve the mystery of the demon’s curse, they’ll also need to confront the secrets of their souls.

The Demon Mirror is a prequel to the Dragongods Saga, a new urban fantasy series. Mixing thrilling action and enthralling magic, flavored with a dash of romance, The Demon Mirror is certain to satisfy its lucky readers.

At the end of the story, learn how to get a copy of book one of the series, The Mage Team, which will be initially released as part of the Gypsies After Dark multi-author boxed set.
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Chapter 1

“I need you to tell me it’ll be okay if I kill again.” I strode from one end of the room to the other, my cell phone stuck to my ear.

“What kind of greeting is that? No, hello, Kingston, how’s your week been?”

“This is serious. It’ll happen tonight, and I won’t have a choice.”

“We were supposed to meet a fortnight ago. Where were you then, Alessandra?”

“I couldn’t make it.”

“You couldn’t text to let me know? And of course your phone was off when I tried to call you. You only contact me when you need me.”

“You’re better off that I didn’t turn up.”

“So you admit you stood me up?”

“Kingston, not now.” I leaned my hand against a wall and bowed my head. “Tell me it’ll be okay.”

“Let me get this straight,” Kingston said. “You wish to drain a person’s blood, suck the life force until he or she has been reduced to an empty husk? And you want me to tell you that’s okay?”

“Yes.” The word came out softly, like a sigh.

“I didn’t catch that.”

“Yes, yes, yes.” I put the cell phone closer to my mouth and raised my voice. “Yes, I plan to suck a man’s blood until he’s dead. And yes, I want you to tell me it’ll be okay. That I can come back from that.” A knock sounded on the door, a soft knock that nevertheless caused me to jerk and stare at the door in alarm. “I have to go.”

“You can’t go back to what you were,” Kingston said. “Not after you’ve come so far. A climb of a thousand steps can be undone with a single stumble.”

Those didn’t sound like Kingston’s words; he must have heard them from someone in his family. Kingston was a vampire like me, only he lived with a family that didn’t kill. “I’m not sure exactly what’s going to happen, but I’m pretty sure I’ll be left with no option. It’ll just be a one-off.”

“You always have a choice,” Kingston said. “And there’s no such thing as a one-off. A seal only needs to be pierced once to be forever broken. You know that.”

If the seal in question was draining a person’s life force, then I had pierced it a thousand times. Perhaps I was fooling myself by thinking that another way was possible.

The knock came again, more insistent.

“Thanks, Kingston. I really have to go.”

“Listen, abo—”

I hung up and threw the phone on the bed. I stalked across the room, opening the door just as the knocking came for a third time. “Who raps on my door like an unwelcome woodpecker?”

Sistine started back, then thrust her jaw forward. “You have been summoned.”

“I’ll be with you in a moment.” I was wearing a sea-green colored dress, but I suddenly doubted the choice. It might not take bloodstains well.

Flanking either side of Sistine were two shirtless men wearing three-quarter-length tan trousers, smelling of massage oil, their muscles glistening. The men or women who chose to serve us were called fawns. I had long tired of having pretty man-flesh always close by just to adore me, but Sistine was still young, barely a century old.

“You’ll come now, Alessandra,” Sistine said. The corners of her lips curled upward. “Mortissa demands your presence. And you aren’t going to talk your way out of this one, little dove.”

Only Mortissa called me little dove, and not as an insult. “You dare to—”

“You have been summoned,” Sistine repeated. “Either come now, or Mortissa will know you refused her.”

Unspoken rules and protocols underpinned all family interactions, and Sistine, with these actions and attitude toward a superior, might as well have been slapping me in the face with a glove. A burst of anger flared within me, and I felt an urge to grab her by the throat.

Instead, I smiled. “Very well.” The dress would have to do. “Lead on.”

Sistine shook her head curtly. “You first.”

“Of course.” I gave her another smile as I stepped in front of her; inwardly, I seethed. My gums tingled as my fangs shifted. I restrained myself. It had been a long time since I’d experienced anger strong enough to cause a transformation, though it had also been a long time since my position in the family had been challenged. There would be a reckoning for this, for Sistine thinking she could usurp my position, but at a time and place of my deciding.

Sistine and the two half-naked fawns followed me, their footsteps muffled by the heavy carpet. I chose a slow, deliberate pace, knowing it would annoy Sistine—who was always in a rush—as well as give me a chance to think.

From the whispers and rumors that had been circulating, I knew that I’d have to prove myself to Mortissa, but I hadn’t expected a challenge from Sistine as well. Things were more serious than I’d realized.

The hierarchy within the Colescu family was always well defined. Mortissa had started the family several centuries back, and she had always been its leader. I had been her second for over two centuries, ever since I’d killed the Baroness in London. A number of pretenders had come and gone, but no one had seriously threatened either Mortissa or me.

Of course, it wasn’t Sistine who I should have been angry at—it was myself. If I hadn’t even noticed that Sistine had grown powerful enough to even think about challenging me, then I was really slipping. I was thinking too much about the world outside and forgetting about the world inside. For a vampire, the outside world was dangerous, but life within one’s own family could be equally so.

We lived on the top three floors of an apartment building in the center of Philadelphia, but from the decor inside, we could have been living in 19th-century Paris or London. Candles in long-stemmed gold holders lit the corridor, and thick-weave dark Turkish carpets lined the floors. The windows, paned with a black glass that didn’t allow light to pass, were framed with floor-to-ceiling burgundy drapes tied off with yellow rope. The paintings on the walls included a few Renoirs, a Caravaggio, and several others by slightly less famous painters, Vermeers and similar. Nothing from the post-Impressionistic period or later. Though the outside world changed rapidly, life within our family remained static.

Or so I had fallen into the trap of thinking.

I glanced behind me at Sistine. Her look of frustration made me slow my pace even further. She was thin, waif-like, with long limbs. Her child-like face and wide eyes gave her a look of innocence that she in no way warranted. She wore a silk dress, modestly cut, blue with white slashes across the chest.

At the end of the corridor, two male fawns—most of the fawns in the Colescu family were male—stood guard on a set of double doors. Both of them were dressed in black slacks and white shirts, Mortissa having much more class than Sistine, though they were as handsome and well-built as Sistine’s fawns. One of them opened a door to let us through, then shut it behind us.

Mortissa sat on a gilded throne that had once belonged to Charlemagne. At her feet, a badly injured man lay on the ground moaning. The smell of blood—thick, sweet blood—hung heavy in the air. For the second time in as many minutes, my gums tingled. Once again, I repressed the urge to transform.

Sistine’s two fawns took up position by the door, and Sistine herself went to an empty chaise longue and lay down. In a half circle facing Mortissa, all the family vampires were arrayed out on various chairs and couches. A few of them, displaying a singular lack of control, were already in a state of bloodlust, their pupils ringed with red, and fangs protruding from their mouths. The family fawns would be receiving many passionate bites later.

We were the only vampire family consisting just of females. I looked from face to face, receiving back only averted gazes. No smiles. I had known most of them for over one hundred years, but how many would support me if need be? The truth was that I didn’t know. I had neglected the family for too long. Perhaps it wasn’t surprising that Sistine had decided to make a move.

Mortissa’s throne was set on a platform, which meant she looked down upon anyone else, even someone standing. At gatherings such as this, I normally stood by my queen’s right elbow, but positioning myself there, given my perceived weakness, could backfire. On the other hand, I didn’t want to sit with the other vampires.

Instead, I stepped up to the bloodied man in front of Mortissa—he was trying to push himself up onto all fours—and shoved him in the ribs with my bottom of my foot, knocking him onto his back. “This vile thing is the traitor I heard about?”

“You heard about him?” Sistine asked. “How, when we see you around so infrequently?”

I looked over my shoulder. “I’m around plenty, baby sister. I’ve seen it all before. What you might find new and exciting can be tiresome to me.”

Mortissa didn’t speak, and I didn’t glance her way, but I felt her presence. From her perch on the gilded throne, she watched everyone and everything.

The man on the ground was one of Mortissa’s fawns, a man called Gaston. I had seen him around, though never spoken to him. I hadn’t heard exactly what he’d done, just that he’d betrayed Mortissa.

I leaned over the man. “What do you have to say for yourself?”

“It’s not true. None of it. Connie isn—”

I crouched down and jabbed my thumb into the wound on Gaston’s side. Gaston’s back arched, and a gut-wrenching scream tore from his throat. “If he still has the energy to scream that loudly, perhaps he is not yet ready to be killed,” I said, looking around. “Treason against Queen Mortissa is the ultimate crime. He has not suffered enough yet.”

“Perhaps you are not prepared to kill him yet.” Sistine’s voice rose languidly from her perch on the chaise longue. “You want to show him mercy, I think.”

“Mercy?” I put as much scorn into the word as I could. “You think wrong, baby sister.” I jammed my thumb even further into Gaston’s body, only stopping when a knuckle also disappeared into the wound. The man’s body convulsed, and his screams turned to a wail, then to sobbing.

“Please, no more,” he cried.

Torture, I realized. That was what I was doing. I hoped to avoid having to kill anyone, and I had started by torturing a wretched man. Whatever Gaston had done, he didn’t deserve torture. But I couldn’t allow thoughts of mercy to enter my mind. Mortissa’s lair remained part of the old world, and it was through being my old self that I would survive Sistine’s machinations.

I grabbed hold of Gaston’s far shoulder to hold him steady, then shoved my hand further against him, getting most of my fist into the wound. Gaston gave a final shudder, then lost consciousness. I kept my hand in place as I turned to look around at everyone watching.

Mortissa continued to say nothing, sitting still as a statue, yet the awareness of her presence was a crushing weight in the air, a second gravity. The other vampires leaned forward with anticipation, waiting for me to finish the man off, to drain his life force.

The whispers that I no longer had the stomach to kill must have originated with Sistine, I realized. The problem was that the rumors were true. I wasn’t sure what exactly Mortissa believed, but she had set up this public opportunity for me to prove myself. All I had to do was kill Gaston. I remembered Kingston’s words. “A climb of a thousand steps can be undone with a single stumble.” It had been so difficult to get to where I was. Could I undo everything and start again?

Keeping my fist jammed into Gaston’s side blocked up the wound, but blood still leaked down the back of my hand, caressing my skin, warm and welcoming. I was trying to avoid letting the scent fill my nostrils. But blood had a sweetness that could make my eyes roll, and it was imbued with an energy that made the synapses of my nerve ends crackle. I couldn’t resist its spell completely.

I transformed, my fangs descending and the skin on my face tightening.

It wasn’t that I hadn’t drunk blood lately—I needed blood to survive—but it was the last of a person’s life force that vampires craved the most. What truly sated our souls was the spurt of hot, pulsating blood in the moment a human died beneath our fangs. It had been a year since I’d experienced that, a long, hard period of abstinence that was about to come to an end.

Everyone within the room was waiting, and I knew I had no choice. There was no other way to dispel the doubts about me that Sistine’s whispers had generated. Gaston’s life was already forfeit, and if I backed out of finishing him, I could end up on the carpet by his side. And the deeper part of me, the ancient part, the part that was all vampire, wanted the taste of Gaston’s blood, wanted to feel the life leave his body. It wanted that more than anything, a fierce need coming from a primal desire too long denied. Both head and heart were in agreement. And yet.

And yet.

Suddenly, I laughed.

I wasn’t sure where the laugh came from, but it bubbled up out of me, and I filled it with all my scorn and derision, and I aimed it straight at Sistine.

Sistine, surprised, didn’t know how to react. As I continued laughing, her smile began to crack—not at the mouth, for her lips remained frozen in an upward curl, but her eyes hardened and all mirth left her face.

“Come, baby sister.” I beckoned her. “Share this meal with me.”

Sistine shook her head. “I wouldn’t deprive you. You need it more than I do.”

“You are worried about my need? That is kind, baby sister, but you have no cause.” I leaned down close to Gaston and took a sniff. Even as he edged ever closer to death, his blood brimmed with life. “That’s a difference between you and me, baby sister. You are still a slave to your urges.”

Each time I used the phrase “baby sister,” I inflected more mockery into it. Not as a conscious plan, simply as a truth welling up inside me. Sistine was not half the vampire I was. She was barely a century old. Who did she think she was to challenge me like this? The anger that expanded within filled me with ice rather than fire, and within the icy rage, my mind was racing. Sistine’s premature challenge may have given me an opportunity. Perhaps I could defy her and satisfy Mortissa without having to kill.

“What are you talking about?” Sistine asked, confused. She glanced up at Mortissa, who remained unmoving.

I wrenched my fist from Gaston’s wound, and blood spurted out, splattering my dress. Gaston stirred, and he moaned, a thin, reedy sound. Blood pumped from his side, staining the carpet beneath him. He was beyond help.

When a vampire moved at top speed, the air blurred around them, and without warning, I sped to where Sistine lay. She reacted almost as fast, springing to her feet, a knife appearing in her hand. “No need for a weapon, baby sister,” I said. “I propose a peace offering.”

“A peace offering?”

I raised my blood-drenched hand, and held it in front of her, letting her get a good whiff of the blood. I then held my hand against my face, smearing my nose and lips. An all-consuming desire filled me. My fangs lengthened. I sensed Gaston’s heart beating his precious blood throughout his body, and pumping it out onto the floor. No, it wasn’t his blood any longer, it was my blood. The sweet blood that my body craved, that my body needed.

I forced myself to ignore the cravings, and focused on Sistine, whose own bloodlust had transformed her. She stared at me with red, hungry eyes.

“You are weak,” I said to her. “Just a vessel for your desires. Do you have any control at all?” She shivered. I licked blood off my fingers, and Sistine watched me like a ravenous dog. “Pathetic,” I said.

Even as I watched Sistine’s baser instincts take over, my own willpower began to crumble. My eyes closed. The taste of blood exploded within my mouth. A rushing sound inside my ears blocked out all other sound, and my being was filled with nothing but want and need.

My bloodied hand shook, and I couldn’t resist any longer. I spun toward Gaston, my eyes springing open, set to throw myself upon him.

Except I was too late.

Sistine lay over Gaston, her lips glued to his neck, gulping noisily. Gaston’s moan changed from one of pain to one of ecstasy. His body convulsed one final time, then stilled.

I had seen many people die. Poets might mention dark raven wings passing overhead, or talk of noble features frozen forever, or write lyrically about a peaceful repose, but most people left their life as they entered it—helpless and messy. And as Gaston’s life force drained into Sistine, his blood lost its allure, and another smell rose up to take its place.

The smell of him shitting himself.

Chapter 2

“Everyone be gone.” Mortissa spoke for the first time. The softness of her voice contrasted with the alacrity with which everyone in the room reacted. The double doors were thrown open, and Sistine’s two shirtless fawns immediately exited, followed quickly by the vampires who’d been watching from the semi-circle of couches and armchairs.

When I started after them, Mortissa clarified, “Except you, Alessandra.”

Sistine wiped blood from her mouth, then she slunk out after the others. Her fangs retracted, and she shot one last defiant glare at me from the doorway, then closed the doors.

I licked my lips. By Gaston’s body, dark blood seeped into the white carpet. With his life force gone, the blood no longer hummed. As the bloodlust left me, my fangs disappeared back into my mouth. I turned slowly toward Mortissa, saying nothing.

Mortissa leaned back, her arms on the armrests, her gaze that of the haughty queen she was. Her hair was burnished red, and when the candlelight wobbled in the drafts, long strands of the red hair flickered like flame. A sleek, midnight-black gown hugged her slim figure. Her face was angular, both youthful and ageless, beautiful and terrible. Her skin was bone white, her eyes a dark glittering green.

My knees felt weak, and my heart thundered in my chest. I had been terrified and transfixed when I’d first met her, and three centuries later, the feeling was the same.

“That was nicely done,” she said.

“Thank you.” I risked a small smile.

Mortissa descended from her throne to stand beside me. Even though we were the same height, I always felt shorter. She reached out a hand and ran a finger down my cheek. She examined the streak of blood on it, then wiped her fingertip on the shoulder of my dress. “Yes, little dove, certainly very well done. However, don’t think I didn’t notice that you avoided killing him.”

I wiped my sleeve across my face, cleaning off the remaining blood. “After all these years, you surely can’t doubt me, Mortissa. I’ve killed in your name for centuries.”

Mortissa gripped the back of my neck and pulled me closer. “We’ve been through a lot, you and I, haven’t we?”

“We certainly have.” Over the centuries, I’d become comfortable with my queen’s closeness—most of the time, at least. In that moment, though, with Mortissa’s fingers squeezing against the nape of my neck, a shiver of fear oscillated deep in my bones. Even though I had lowered Sistine a notch or two, showing my willpower to be stronger than hers, the real danger had just begun.

“Many people have history together,” Mortissa said. “But not like us. We have lived through more history than most people have even heard of. We lived through the winter when the Seine froze for over two months. Remember those days? No one riots like hungry Frenchmen. We read Oliver Twist in serialized form.”

“More exactly, we had it read to us,” I said. “Under protest. I never could figure out what everyone saw in Dickens.”

Mortissa smiled. “It’s been glorious, Alessandra. The people of this age think themselves worldly. They know little of the elegance and intellectualism of the English nobility from a century ago and earlier, or of the fiery spirit that led to the French Revolution. Now we have idiots with nothing better to do than watch television programs of other idiots doing nothing. What a world this has become! I barely get any pleasure from the life force of some of these people. They are unworthy of the honor I do them in taking their lives. Even hideous underworld demons hold more attraction these days.”

“Indeed,” I said noncommittally. Most of that rant I’d heard before in one form or another, though Mortissa had never expressed admiration for demons before.

“I’ve always admired your strength,” Mortissa said, squeezing my neck tighter. “It was you who gave me the idea that a female-only vampire family was possible. So many women of that age were docile and weak. I wasn’t like that, not at all, and I saw that same steel in you. And I realized that there must be other women as strong as you and me. From that radical idea, the Colescu family was born.” She paused. “I was always wary of you, though, because that strength meant you would inevitably have to challenge me one day. Or so I thought. But the challenge never came. Any who pushed for your position died or were forced to flee. But you never looked higher. Why was that?”

Had Mortissa really been expecting me to challenge her all these years? “I would never—”

“But why?”

“Loyalty,” I said, my throat dry. “Loyalty and friendship.”

“Friendship.” Mortissa let the word hang in the air. “Once, we may have had that. Or something similar. No. I’ve come to think that it was a weakness in you that I’m only just seeing. What do you think? Can I allow a weakness to fester in the heart of the Colescu family?”

“You have it wrong. You think I’m weak just because I didn’t challenge you? Not everyone thinks like you do. Not everyone wants to rule. My loyalty is not a reason to doubt me. You said yourself I’ve always been strong.”

“But not recently.” Mortissa’s smiles never contained humor, only pleasure or the threat of danger. “You have been distracted lately. More than distracted.”

I faked a surprised look. “Has Sistine been spreading lies about me?”

“Worse than lies, little dove. She’s been spreading truths.”

“Summon one of the fawns. I will kill him in front of you if that’s what you require. If that’s what it takes.” I desperately hoped not to be taken up on the offer, but I had to make it. The dangerous edge in Mortissa’s tone was getting sharper all the time.

“Hush.” Mortissa touched a finger to my lips. “Don’t be so adamant in denying, or I’ll really start to believe the whispers. I’ll allow you to prove yourself to me, though.”

“Of course. Anything.”

“An old crone, one of my workers, is overstepping herself, so you’ll deal with her for me.”

“An old crone. Do you not think someone else...?” I trailed off, seeing Mortissa’s expression. “Of course, if that’s what you wish.”

“Things have drifted between us, and it’s time to bring our relationship back on track.” Mortissa released my neck, climbed back up to her throne, and sat. She gestured at Gaston’s body. “Summon someone to take that away.”

“Of course.” I made for the double doors.

“And Alessandra,” Mortissa said.

At the doorway, I paused, but didn’t turn.

“Just in case I haven’t been clear, I’m giving you this one pass for not killing that fawn. In the future, you’ll sate yourself on the life force of my enemies, or I’ll sate myself on yours.”

Chapter 3

Hendricks and tonic with a slice of cucumber was my choice of poison, though alcohol had never held huge appeal. The bar at the Pink Palace was just a front for a whorehouse out the back. Two women in lingerie idly played pool, sending balls careening around the table, rarely potting any or even caring to try. Several others sat around a table, too bored to even start up a conversation. Even under the dim red lighting, the women in the bar had a tired, vapid look. When I had entered, one had approached with a smile as wide as it had been fake. I’d dismissed her, and taken a seat in the corner.

Before I’d arrived, I’d been afraid of being recognized. The Colescu family owned many of the whorehouses around Philly and I had, at one point, directly run several of them, including this place. But when I calculated how long ago that was, I was surprised to realize two decades had passed. Time had a habit of slipping away. Though, other than the staff, surprisingly little had changed in the joint.

The barman, a well-muscled man with dark stubble on his jaw, and even darker scowls, kept a watchful eye on me. From his bulk, he doubled as security. He knew I wasn’t the average punter, though he had enough sense not to challenge me.

I had learned that Val Beaugard, the old crone who Mortissa wanted me to deal with, helped run the place. I wore my long leather jacket with my katana sheathed inside it. I didn’t expect to have to need a sword, but I didn’t want to make any assumptions. I surely hadn’t been sent just to kill an ordinary old woman.

My phone rang, and I took it out of my pocket to check the caller. Kingston. I hesitated a moment, then accepted the call.

“What are you wearing?” Kingston asked.

“I’m dressed to kill, and the victim will be you if you ever say that to me again.”

“Dressed to kill.” Kingston chuckled. “Looking sexy. All cleaned up with no muck on your shoes, no dirt under your fingernails, and, most importantly, no blood on your hands.”

“Have you been drinking?”

“Just drinking in my desire for you,” he said.

The slur in his speech was obvious once I listened for it. I made a face. I didn’t even like Kingston; I just needed to keep in contact with a vampire that didn’t kill. To know that what I was trying to do was possible. “Why did you call?”

“I was concerned about you. That late-night call yesterday about killing innocents. I wanted to know the outcome.”

“There’s no blood on my hands. Not yet, at least,” I said, remembering Mortissa’s final remark. She was going to make me prove myself a loyal and murderous vampire, beginning with killing an old woman for her.

“I’ve told you many a time. You can’t stay with that family,” Kingston said. “Not while becoming the person you want to. Surely you’ve realized that by now.”

“I’ve nowhere else to go to.” Vampires needed to stick together. We were vulnerable during the day, and helsing gypsies were always looking for vampires to hunt. Helsings tended to stay out of the cities and rarely attacked the open strength of a full vampire family.

“About that,” Kingston said. “I’ve been talking to a few people at home, and I think they’ll agree to let you come.”

“The Huntley family will accept me?” The family which didn’t kill humans.

“Not automatically,” Kingston admitted. “You have quite the reputation for destruction and evil. But come in to us, and I’ll make sure it happens. I’m at Casino Demonica right now. Meet me for a drink. We can discuss.”

“You expect me to beg to be allowed to join your family?”

“You on your knees. Now isn’t that a pretty picture,” Kingston said.

“You’re disgusting.” I hung up.

After what I’d just been through, joining the Huntleys held plenty of appeal—upon initial consideration, at least. The more I thought about it, though, the more I realized it wouldn’t work. For a start, Mortissa wouldn’t just let me leave the Colescus and join another family. Not easily, at least.

Also, vampire families were very hierarchical, and new members were plopped onto the lowest rung. I could barely remember a time when I hadn’t been near the top of the ladder. Could I put up with having to defer to slimeballs like Kingston? Just because the Huntleys didn’t kill humans didn’t make them nice, or even necessarily good.

Unfortunately, I didn’t have any better choices. Except for the easiest one, but the one I least wanted to choose—to go back to being my old self, and a killer. I had told Kingston that I had no blood on my hands, but that wasn’t really true. I had tortured Gaston, watched his life bleed into the carpet, then goaded Sistine into finishing him off. Hardly the acts of an innocent.

Being able to say I hadn’t killed Gaston was a technicality, but considering how hard it had been to resist the call of the blood, it was still something to cling to.

I heard the click of the front door of the bar opening, and I jerked to attention, listening. After a whispered conversation, padded footsteps disappeared down a corridor. It wasn’t the first time that had happened since I’d entered. I had heard enough to realize that the bar wasn’t where the main action was happening, unless one was looking for something insipid and tawdry. I knocked back the drink, then stood, nodded to the barman, and made my way toward the front door.

Once out of sight of the barman, I turned left instead of right, and headed down a corridor that circled the bar. I paused to make sure that no one had noticed, then took the same route that I had heard others take, ignoring the stairs that led up to the bedrooms. When I had last been to the Pink Palace, the backroom at the end of this corridor had been nothing but a storeroom.

The door was slightly ajar, and I pushed it open and silently slipped inside. A large group of people clustered in the center of the room, but I concentrated on staying out of sight, quickly moving to my left and behind a large bookcase. From there, I spotted a small stairwell, and I climbed that—careful to step lightly and avoid creaks—arriving at a second-story wooden platform that circled the room. From there, I crouched into a corner shrouded in shadows, then surveyed the scene before me.

The storeroom had been turned into a library slash schoolroom. Bookcases lined the walls, both on the lower levels and on the raised platform where I was hiding. In addition to old books, arcane objects lined the shelves. In the center of the room, young students with notebooks in front of them sat in rows of small one-person desks. Facing the class, sitting with a proudly erect back and a severe expression on her face, was an old woman. Val Beaugard.

Val was reading from an old book. In front of her, an illusion of a sunflower rotated in the air. Vampires were unable to hear Merlin’s language, so though I could see Val’s lips move, I couldn’t hear any sound come from her mouth.

It wasn’t the lack of additional illusions alone that allowed me to know that little or no magic was being performed by Val’s students. The audible buzz of intermingling voices told me that that whatever words they uttered, most of the students weren’t speaking Merlin’s language. Could any of them perform magic? I craned my neck, scanning the classroom. I saw no sunflowers, though one girl—short with black-rimmed rectangular glasses—held her notepad vertical, hiding something. She had an intense look on her face.

Those who were failing at magic were better off. Mage families were extremely insular, and outsiders who used magic were considered hood mages and dealt with harshly. I was surprised anyone would be reckless enough to teach a classroom like this, even if it was hidden in the back of a whorehouse. Through from the established look of the library, Val had been using magic for quite a while without getting caught.

Mortissa couldn’t be unaware of what this storehouse was used for, so what Val had done to bring her master’s wrath upon her was still unclear. Was it related to the now dead fawn? I had asked some of my sisters for further details on what Gaston had done, but all I’d discovered was the extent of the frosty reception that House Colescu held for me these days.

I wanted to remain cautious until I figured out exactly what was going on. Val being a hood mage was already a surprising discovery, and I sensed deeper developments under the surface. Still, was I going to just sit all night and watch these youths play at magic?

It wasn’t in my nature to be a spider.

Should I instead be an executioner? Hood mage or not, I had no doubts about my ability to kill an old woman. I didn’t want to do it in front of a dozen screaming witnesses, of course, but the bigger problem was that I didn’t want to kill anyone. Figuring out what Val was up to, and why Mortissa wanted her taken out, and why she had sent me in particular, was just procrastination, putting off the real decision.

Mortissa had ordered me to kill in her name. I either had to do it or defy her. She had made it very clear that I had no other options.

My thoughts were interrupted by a surreptitious creak of wood, and I glanced up. Seeing a man easing himself through an open skylight in the ceiling, I leaned further back into the shadows. With everyone else immersed in magic, or attempts at magic, no one else noticed the new arrival. He lowered himself silently onto the platform, not far from where I hid. Then he pulled a fist-sized pendant from under his shirt, and as he leaned closer to the railing, I was able to make out the decoration on the pendant: depictions of the ark and a dove with a leaf in his mouth. Symbols that marked the man out as a Cressington mage.

I glanced back up at the skylight, then at the door through which I’d entered, checking for more mages. He appeared to be alone. The Cressingtons were the premier mage family in Philadelphia, with a reputation for being extremely severe on hood mages, so I wasn’t surprised that the Cressingtons were doing something about the illicit magic school. It was just bad timing that it was happening while I was there.

I considered. Perhaps it was good timing and could work in my favor. If I let the Cressingtons deal with Val, I could tell Mortissa I had arrived too late. That way I’d be able to put off my dilemma for another time. I might not be a spider, but I could remain hidden for a while longer.

Or perhaps not.

The mage took two silent steps toward my hiding spot, then he crouched down beside me.

Chapter 4

I gave a start, and my hand went inside my jacket, my fingers brushing the hilt of my katana.

“Who are you, and what are you doing here?” he whispered.

After a moment’s hesitation, I whispered back, “I’m Essa.”

“And you are here to learn magic?” the mage asked. “Like the others?”

“Of course not.” Even if I were, a Cressington was the last person I’d have been admitting that to. “I’m a private investigator.”

“Investigating what?”

I nodded toward Val. “The old woman.”

“For what?”

“You ask a lot of questions,” I said.

“You know who I am?” he asked.

“A Cressington mage,” I said.

“Lionel.” He held out his hand.

I hesitated again, then removed my hand from under my jacket and took his hand. His skin was warm, and his handshake firm. He was handsome, with soft, almost feminine features. The light caught his eyes and they gleamed.

He disengaged his hand from mine, and I realized I had held on too long. “Strong grip you have there,” he said.

I flushed, glad that I was still in the shadows. It had been a while since desire had flashed up so suddenly and strongly within me. Perhaps denying my lust when I’d challenged Sistine had left me on edge.

“Are you here to punish the hood mages?” I glanced back down into the classroom. We had kept our voices down well enough that no one had noticed us.

“Hardly hood mages. Mostly they are just dumb kids.” Lionel made a face. “Listen to their attempts—dogs howling at the moon would have more chance at success.”

“What about Val Beaugard? The teacher.”

Lionel nodded. “She’s a problem. I haven’t decided what to do about her. For the others, though, I have a plan.” He rose out of the corner and moved toward the railing, taking his pendant into hand. He shut his eyes in concentration.

I wasn’t an expert on mages and magic, but the advantage of a long life meant I knew more than most. Pendants such as Lionel wore had no power, but mages prepared spells in advance and stored them on metal objects, usually items of importance to the mage or his family. Each spell required life force and time to cast, and they faded away over the course of a day or two, so mages tended to have a suite of simple spells to prepare each morning, ones useful in an emergency, then adding additional spells as required. By storing the spells, they were able to cast them rapidly. The alternative, incanting all the words, took longer and sometimes failed at a crucial moment.

Lionel had clearly planned his spell in advance. He opened his eyes, flung his hand outward, and a giant being of swirling fire jumped to life, landing down in the far corner of the room. High-pitched screams rang out as the students leaped to their feet. The fire monster flailed forward, arms of flame stretching toward the ceiling.

The illusion appeared paper-thin to me, though I knew each person would be having a different reaction to it. Rather than creating something physical, the magic of mages often tricked the mind, and vampires had a natural resistance to such tricks.

Val leaped to her feet, and it wasn’t fear that distorted her face, but rage. “The monster has arrived,” she shouted. “Mortissa has come for me.” Val’s gaze focused beyond Lionel, piercing the shadows where I hid. Despite the distance between us, our gazes locked, and as they did, I realized that Val was deranged. Underscoring that impression, she laughed manically. “You’ll pay, vile creature of darkness. You’ll pay for what you’ve done.” Then she turned and disappeared through a curtain behind her.

Lionel flung out his arm, and his fire monster illusion jumped after Val. The students who had started after their teacher shied back. The monster sent a fiery arm though the curtain, and returned with a burning body in its grasp. Even I reacted to that, jerking forward, before realizing that the burning body was just another illusion.

A few of the students who’d been near the back had escaped. Horror and despair painted the features of those who still remained. One boy fell to his knees, tears running down his cheeks, as he stared into the roiling flames that made up the monster’s face. Another boy crouched over two girls, shielding them from the imagined heat. A girl hid under a desk, her lips moving silently—in prayer rather than in spellcraft.

Lionel pressed close to the railing, moving his hands left and right. The fire monster’s voice boomed out, “You dare to meddle in forces you do not understand? You all will burn for your pride.” Its fiery arms reached out to either side, and walls of flame shot upward.

Despite all the fire, a clear escape path through the door at the back of the room was available, and those who had their wits about them continued to slip away. Many, though, were transfixed in fear, sweat streaming down their faces from the blazing heat that their senses told them was very real.

“This way.” By the door, one girl’s shout rose above the screams, drawing the attention of many others. Several youths helped their more panicked friends. Just as the room had almost cleared, another illusion sprang to life, this one a creature made of snow, holding a giant ice sword in both hands. It strode forward to confront the fire monster.

Lionel looked confused, so I scanned the room until I spotted the source of the snow monster. The girl with rectangular glasses, the one who I’d suspected of being capable of magic, had hidden in a corner and was holding her spellbook open in front of her. She showed no evidence of panic, and her lips moved as she incanted magic.

A sword of fire appeared in the hands of Lionel’s monster, and it raised its weapon to block the sword of ice. I glanced across at Lionel, thinking about the pointlessness of a fight between illusions—the swords would just pass through each other.

Lionel must have had the same thought, because he released his pendant and let his hands fall to his side. Just as the snow creature’s sword cut through the body of the fire monster, the fiery illusion disappeared, along with all the fire in the room.

The girl grinned, and her snow creature raised its sword above its head and did a twirl. I couldn’t help smiling at the sight of the giant snow creature doing a little dance even as I realized that the girl’s delight wouldn’t last long.

“I guess it’s not just the teacher I’ll have to deal with.” The scowl on Lionel’s face wasn’t caused by his fire monster losing a duel.

“You wanted to scare everyone out of ever using magic again,” I said.

“That seemed the least painful way to deal with a bunch of kids with no clue what they were getting into.”

“Less painful for them or for you?” I asked.

“For t—” He hesitated. “Both, I guess.”

Lionel moved past me on the platform and descended the stairs. I followed. Perhaps the Cressingtons’ reputation for being harsh was undeserved. He wanted the budding hood mages to get away with nothing but a scare—just a reminder not to try something similar in the future.

The snow creature disappeared, and the girl came out of her corner, greeting the two of us with a big grin. “Now that was real magic. The way that—” Her gaze fell upon Lionel’s pendant, and her smile faded. “I thought this was a test. Set by Val.” She looked to the door. “Maybe I should just follow the others. I don’t want any trouble.”

“It’s too late for that,” Lionel said. “Much too late. What’s your name?”

The girl wasn’t as young as I’d first thought—she was twenty, possibly twenty-two, with strawberry blonde hair. She wore a plain brown hoodie and faded denim jeans. “Danielle,” she said. “Listen, I really need to—”

“Sit down, Danielle,” Lionel said sharply.

She opened her mouth to object, then thought better of it and plopped herself down on the nearest chair. The chair fell sideways, spilling Danielle to the floor. She scrambled back to her feet, righted the chair, and sat again.

Danielle had only barely settled into place when Lionel grabbed the back of her chair, tilted it slightly, and dragged it a few paces forward. He then pulled a pair of handcuffs from one pocket, and cuffed the girl to the metal leg of a table.

“Hey, what are you doing?” Danielle rattled her cuffs. “I did nothing to deserve this. It’s not my fault your fire monster sucked.”

“Is that necessary?” I asked Lionel. “She’s hardly dangerous.”

“Any hood mage capable of what she just did is dangerous,” Lionel said. The friendliness with which he had treated me earlier was gone. “As for you, it’s best you leave.”

I shook my head. “Can’t. I have a job to do.”

“Danielle regrets she didn’t leave when she had the chance.”

“I’ve nothing to hide.”

“Are you sure about that?”

Stepping aside would be the wise thing to do, of course. I would be giving Lionel a chance to take care of Val by himself, possibly giving me an excuse for not killing her. Plus, Lionel wouldn’t get a chance to discover my true nature. But stepping back was the move of a plotter, of a spider. “I’m certain.”

“Stay behind me, then,” Lionel said. He went to the curtain through which Val had disappeared. “Val Beaugard,” he called out, “I need you to come with me. Let’s do this the easy way, okay?”

When he received no reply, he clutched his pendant in his left hand and used his right hand to brush the curtain aside. He stepped through, and I followed, passing into a small chamber created by a surrounding of mismatched curtains, their coloring mostly shades of blue and green, though one was yellow. I ran my fingers against the nearest, feeling the heaviness of cloth, and the texture, which was a strange combination of rough and smooth.

Lionel quickly checked behind various sections of curtain until he found a door. He pushed it open and exited. I didn’t follow. The curtained chamber wasn’t large, no bigger than two car spaces back to back. On one side was a desk with a chair on either side, several books and papers scattered across it. The books weren’t dogeared paperbacks, but rather leather tomes. I picked one up and found it to be written in a language I couldn’t decipher. I pulled a pile of parchments closer. The handwritten calligraphy on them, though beautifully rendered, was equally indecipherable. I moved away from the desk toward the only other furniture in the chamber: a full-length oval mirror with hungry gargoyle heads decorating a gilded border.

Lionel returned through the door, shutting it behind him. “Looks like she had a car parked out there. Any ideas where she might have gone?”

“What do you make of this?” I asked, touching one of the gargoyle faces.

He shrugged. “It’s a mirror.” He ran his fingers along the books on the desk before selecting one.

“This isn’t a dressing room,” I said, stepping closer. “It’s a place set aside for magic. Why would it hold a mirror?”

“Books like these should be kept under lock and key in the libraries of mage families.” Lionel flicked through it, obviously understanding what was inside better than I did. He picked up another. “I’ve no idea how one hood mage came into possession of so many.”

“This isn’t actually a mirror,” I said, surprised. The pane of glass was a deep black; it ate the light rather than reflecting it.

Lionel put the book down and came to stand beside me. “The glass looks like that of tinted windows. Except who would use that on a mirror?” He reached out to touch the surface, and my hand snaked out to grab his wrist.

He gave me a strange look, and I held my breath. Had I moved my hand with supernatural speed? What would happen if he learned what I was? Would I be forced to fight, perhaps even to kill him?

“What do you fear will happen?” Lionel turned his attention back to the mirror. “The old woman is just a hood mage.”

“You didn’t expect what that girl out there could do, did you?”

Lionel nodded. “Good point. If a student of hers can do that, what is she capable of?”

“Lionel you said your name was, right? Would that be the Lionel who is the son of Christian Cressington?” Christian was the patriarch of the family. “That Lionel?” I raised my eyebrows. “Also head of security for the family?”

“You are well informed.”

“My investigations lean toward the magical world as opposed to the mundane.”

“Tell me what you know about Val Beaugard. What are you investigating her for?” Lionel asked. “For her illicit magical activities? Or something else?”

While I was trying to figure out how to answer that, something stirred in the center of the mirror. Inside the black glass, a deeper blackness swirled. “Look. Something’s happening.” I stepped back.

A flash of red appeared, coalescing into two red dots. “We should get out of here,” I said, realizing that they weren’t dots; they were eyes, crimson eyes. The eyes blinked once, then a second time, then disappeared back into the mirror.

“What just happened?” Lionel asked.

I had seen eyes like that once before. “Nothing good. Those were the eyes of a demon from the underworld.”

“A real demon? Couldn’t be.” Lionel had an incredulous look on his face. “Perhaps it was an illusion. Or maybe a video screen. Bet that’s what it is.” He stepped forward. “Did you check for wires?”

Just as Lionel got close to it, the surface of the mirror bulged outward, and Lionel skidded back to stand by me. “Maybe not.”

The bulge expanded until an amorphous black shape separated from the mirror; the shape hovered in the air, stretching itself out, growing arms and legs and a head. The surface of the mirror bulged again, spitting out another shape.

“What in the name of all that is holy is going on?” Lionel grabbed for his pendant.

“I have no freaking clue.” I wasn’t sure whether we should run, or stay and figure out what was going on. I drew my katana from the inside of my jacket, and as I did, an even stranger thing happened. The shape opposite me also drew a katana. And the second shape, still growing limbs, held one arm to its neck, mimicking Lionel holding his pendant.

“They are us,” Lionel said.

I had seen enough. “I want to know if they can die.” I slashed across the first shadow with my katana. To my surprise, the shadow separated into two. The black head looked downward at where its legs had been parted from its body, then it faded out of existence. I cut through the second shadow before its legs had fully formed; it also disappeared.

The mirror had returned to a placid surface. It was still black, but it held no sign of any demon eyes or any other shadows emerging from it. “Val must be a necromancer as well as a hood mage,” I said. “Was the mirror left here as a trap?”

“A trap for whom? She didn’t know I was arriving. She did mention a name, though, before she fled. Did you notice that? Mortissa. I know of only one person by that name, though she’s not really a person.”

“Mortissa Colescu,” I said. Since I had already demonstrated knowledge of the mage families, it made sense that I’d know about vampires, too.

Lionel nodded. “Leader of an all-female vampire clan, the Colescus, a family more vicious than any other in the city.”

“I’m not sure they are the most vicious,” I said, then I hurried to clarify, not wanting to be caught defending vampires. “There are some pretty nasty vampire families in city.”

“You’re not...” Lionel’s eyes narrowed as he studied me. My throat went dry and my fingers tightened on the hilt of the katana. “You’re not employed by the Colescus.”

“Employed by vampires.” I laughed, and the laugh came out too harshly and too loudly. “Of course not. Do I look like evil to you?”

“You don’t,” Lionel admitted. He turned his attention back on the mirror. “Getting rid of those shadows was surprisingly easy. Maybe we should get out of here before the mirror does anything else.”

I nodded, returning my katana to its sheath. I took one last look at the dark surface of the mirror, then I followed Lionel through the curtain. Demons were powerful creatures, and defeating those avatars had been much too easy.

And that worried me.

Chapter 5

Back in the main chamber, Danielle was not where we had left her. She was still cuffed to the desk, but she had dragged it across the room. Using her feet, she was trying to lift a book off the ground.

Lionel rushed over and took the spellbook away from her.

Danielle scowled at him. “Release me.”

Lionel shook his head. “After what you’ve shown you can do, I can’t help you.”

“I don’t need you to help me,” Danielle said. “Just release me.”

“Do you know how much trouble you are in? You have been caught performing hood magic.”

“I don’t want to be a hood mage,” Danielle said. “I just want to be allowed to practice magic in peace. Let me join your family.”

“You can’t just join a family,” Lionel said. “That’s not how it works.”

“Maybe it should work like that. Why should...?” Her eyes focused on something beyond Lionel’s shoulder. “What’s that?”

I looked over my shoulder. A mirror hung on the wall behind us, a normal one this time, showing the reflection of Lionel, Danielle, and myself. But there was nothing normal about the way Lionel’s reflection was climbing out of the mirror. This time, it wasn’t just Lionel’s shadow, but a full-color copy of him.

“What the hell!” Lionel charged forward, picking up a nearby chair and bringing it crashing down on top of his reflection. It disappeared. My reflection was next to step out of the mirror; Lionel swiped at that with the legs of the chair, and it too disappeared. Just before the chair struck home, though, my reflection gave me a little smile and a wink.

Although the reflections had been dismissed as easily as before, they had been much more detailed and alive. And the way my reflection had winked at me indicated that it knew how much trouble I was in, even if I didn’t. Whatever the demon had done, its curse continued. “We need to find Val fast, and get her to undo whatever she did,” I said.

“What should I do about the hood mage?” Lionel asked.

“Leave me,” Danielle said. “Save yourselves.”

“Danielle, do you know where to find your teacher?” I asked.

“No clue,” Danielle said.

I shot Lionel a glance, raising my eyebrows, expressing my doubts that Danielle knew nothing.

“You’re right. We need to bring her with us.” Lionel moved to Danielle’s side and unlocked the cuffs. He removed them from around the leg of the desk, then relocked them, keeping Danielle’s arms cuffed behind her back. “Don’t cause any trouble,” he warned.

“My spellbook,” Danielle said, nodding at where it had fallen on the floor when Lionel had picked up a chair.

“I’ll get it.” I bent to pick it up, then followed Lionel and Danielle out the door.

We left the Pink Palace without incident. The bouncer at the door didn’t make any remarks; he was clearly used to seeing strange things and keeping his mouth shut.

Lionel held Danielle by the upper arm, forcing her to stay close to him, giving her a jerk every few paces because Danielle’s short legs struggled to keep up. I trailed behind. My initial attraction to Lionel had been substantially dimmed by how roughly he treated the hood mage. We were linked, though, by Val’s curse; we’d need to work together to save ourselves from it.

I thought back over everything that had happened, trying to get a handle on what I’d learned. Val was a hood mage, a magic teacher, a necromancer, and also likely insane. Val had expected Mortissa to come after her personally. Mortissa had likely expected a trap of some kind, yet had given me no warning. That last one wasn’t too surprising once I thought about it—my queen was testing me by forcing me to face a difficult challenge.

The most surprising thing was the potency of curse we were under. Though demons were powerful creatures, they struggled to influence our world; the barrier between us and the underworld, the swirl, was difficult to breach. Necromancers often regretted the bargains they made, offering too much of themselves for too little power.

“My car is over there.” Lionel indicated a car parked not far ahead.

The moon was near full, but its light didn’t reach the lower half of the alleyway. A layer of dampness clung to the pavement from an earlier shower. A garbage container that hadn’t been properly closed emitted an unpleasant smell.

Lionel reached a dark car, and opened the back door for Danielle, putting a hand on her head to guide her in. Then he walked around to the driver’s side, starting the engine even before he’d settled into his seat.

The way Lionel lowered Danielle’s head as he helped her into the backseat reminded me of how I’d seen police do the same, the difference being that Lionel had no right to arrest anyone. Of course, mage families considered themselves a law unto themselves.

I sat into the passenger seat, throwing Danielle’s spellbook up onto the dash. The seats were soft leather, and the engine had a smooth but powerful purring sound.

“Where are we going?” Lionel asked. “Danielle?”

“I’m not one to backseat drive,” Danielle said. “You decide.”

“You are in enough trouble already,” Lionel said. “You’d best cooperate.”

I touched Lionel’s shoulder. “Just start driving, get us out of this part of town. It’s a maze of alleyways around here.”

I waited until Lionel was focusing on his driving before turning back to Danielle. “That was an impressive illusion,” I told her.

“Obvious good cop, bad cop routine is obvious.” She shook her shoulders, trying to get comfortable with her arms cuffed behind her back.

“I don’t know the mage,” I said. “Just met him less than an hour ago, so we don’t have any routine. And believe me, if we did, I’d be the bad cop. What you did was impressive, though. Lionel prepared his spell in advance, but you did it on the fly.”

Danielle grinned. “Your illusion sucked, did you hear me, mage? I get terrified at movies that aren’t even supposed to be scary, and your fire being only made me giggle.”

“I heard plenty of screams of terror,” Lionel said without turning around.

“From students who have never seen a magical illusion bigger than a sunflower,” Danielle said.

“Val Beaugard is your teacher?” I asked.

Danielle made a face. “Not really. Val was trying to teach, but not doing a good job. You saw the others in there; they didn’t have a clue.”

“How did you learn magic, then, if you didn’t grow up in one of the mage families?” I asked.

“The families think they own knowledge. They don’t. It’s all out there if you know where to look.”

“And where is that?” Lionel asked.

“Wouldn’t you like to know,” Danielle said.

“I would,” Lionel said. “And you are going to tell me.”

“Lionel, concentrate on the driving,” I said sharply. “There are more important things to worry about right now than how Danielle learned magic.”

I turned back toward Danielle. “I’ve never seen Val before, but she seemed...Is she crazy?”

Danielle shifted uncomfortably. “She’s normally fine, though she wanted to cancel this class, and I persuaded her not to. I regretted that when I saw her today. She wouldn’t tell me what had happened.”

“Did Val teach you necromancy,” I asked.

“Necrom...No, I would never. I swear.”

“Calm down.” I reached back and touched my fingers to Danielle’s left knee. “No one’s accusing you.” Perhaps undermining Danielle’s loyalty toward Val would get her to help. “Did you know that Val was a necromancer as well as a hood mage?”

“I heard rumors. But I was sure they weren’t true. She’s a nice old lady, really. You just saw her today, when something was wrong. Her daughter, now, I could believe anything of her daughter.”

“Val’s daughter is a hood mage too?” I asked.

“No. She came to some classes, but paid little attention. She spent a lot of time at Casino Demonica with the necromancer who runs it. Grim something is his name.”

“Grimstar,” I said. Grimstar fancied himself as a necromancer, and his casino was one of the many haunts for the dark community, but he was more show than substance. Or so most believed. Casino Demonica was where Kingston had been when he’d rung me earlier.

A coincidence? It had to be.

“Yes, that’s it. Grimstar,” Danielle said.

“Danielle, you saw those creatures that came out of the mirror.” It was a pity the myth vampires had no reflection was untrue. “They weren’t illusions. They originally came from the large gold-framed mirror in the back chamber. Just before they came, I saw the crimson eyes of a true demon from the underworld. Powerful necromancy caused them. We need to find Val so we can learn how to undo the curse. Will you help us?”

“I have no idea where she could be. I didn’t know her that well. She was just a fellow magic lover, free of the restrictions of a mage family.”

That didn’t line up with the other things she’d told me, but accusing her of lying would just get her to dig her heels in. “Okay,” I said, facing forward again.

“So?” Lionel asked.

“Just keep driving,” I told him.

“In circles?”

“For now.” I nodded up at the rearview mirror. “Good that our reflections haven’t escaped through that, at least.”

Lionel gave a grim smile. “I had a vision of a small version of one of us jumping down and stabbing me in the knee.”

“Or a more painful location.”

“Indeed.” He raised his eyebrows across at me, the question in his expression. What next?

Casino Demonica was one lead we could follow up on, but I was sure Danielle knew more than she’d told us. She just needed her to realize her friend Val was in as much danger as Lionel and I were. “Let me tell you the story of the last time I saw crimson eyes like I saw in that mirror,” I said. It had been over two hundred years ago, but I didn’t need to mention that little factoid. “I had a friend named Drayson whose wife fell ill.”

Drayson had been a charming, witty fellow with a handsome face and a quick laugh. Everyone loved him. Most men like him only ever spread their affections shallowly, but Drayson had the opposite problem—he felt too deeply. “I’ve never known a man who loved his wife as much as Drayson did. Her illness turned out to be brain cancer. Terminal. Incurable even for mage healers.”

Drayson had been a good friend, one of the best non-vampire friends I’d ever had. I’d never turned anyone, but I had considered turning his wife. As a vampire, she’d have left her human health problems behind. The man was so desperate, he’d have accepted if I’d offered—once he’d recovered from the shock of learning I was a vampire. But his wife had accepted her upcoming death; it wouldn’t have been fair on her, and even Drayson would have come to regret it with time.

“Drayson had experimented with necromancy when he’d been in college, though I didn’t learn that until later,” I continued. “Back then, it had just been kids messing around; they never accomplished anything, or really wanted to. But when Drayson tried again, the strength of his desire to save his wife meant that he was able to summon a demon powerful enough to help him.”

I looked out the windshield, and the lights of the skyscrapers became the flickering of hundreds of candles as I remembered Drayson’s bedroom that night. His wife lay sleeping on the bed, her face stretched thin, her skin gray. The smell of melted candle wax hung thick in the air. Drayson stood beside his wife, holding her hand, his eyes flickering from her face to the patch of darkness above her. “I arrived too late to stop him. He looked stupidly happy as he told me that the demon had promised to cure her.”

He’d known there’d be a cost, but he hadn’t bargained, hadn’t even asked about it, willing to accept whatever it would be. Losing his sight, his ability to walk, even his life was worth it for him. He loved his wife that much. Crimson eyes had blinked, then the patch of darkness had disappeared. “The cost, when he learned it, was, he thought, another boon,” I said. “A promise of a long life for both of them with no further physical ill health.”

“How can that be a cost?” Lionel asked.

“The gray tinge had left Drayson’s wife when she woke just before dawn. The demon had done what he’d promised, and for an instant, I allowed myself to believe the affair could have a happy ending. Then she wailed.”

Drayson had been on his knees, clutching her hand to her chest, tears of joy streaming down his cheeks. “The wail went on and on. She took a breath, then wailed again. Her cancer was gone, but Drayson’s wife was no longer inside her body. From that moment on, her eyes never showed a gleam of intelligence or recognition. She wailed from one end of the day to next.”

“And Drayson stayed with her?” Danielle asked.

I nodded. “Cursed to care for her day in, day out, for the rest of their long life together.” Afterward, he’d been unwilling to leave her side, no matter how much I tried to reason with him. I wasn’t sure whether it was due to love mixed with terrible guilt, or if it was another part of the demon’s terrible bargain.

Drayson’s mansion had been shut to visitors. He’d been a wealthy man who was able to afford any luxury, but he’d let all his servants go. On impulse, I’d broken in one day, twenty years later, keeping to the shadows. I’d barely recognized Drayson, his hair wild, a twisted beard reaching down to his chest. For the whole time I’d watched him, he’d sat, sunken into an armchair by his wife’s side, his face scrunched into a permanent scowl, his expression lacking any evidence of the brightness and sparkle that had once been his trademark. His wife’s wails had swirled around him like tendrils of shadow.

“He’s still alive?” Lionel asked.

“I would imagine so,” I said, though he was surely long dead.

A brief silence descended, then Danielle spoke up. “Why are you telling me this? As a warning? I told you I haven’t engaged in necromancy.”

“Because this curse needs to be undone. For Val’s sake as well as our own. Perhaps it’s not too late.”

Lionel stopped the car at a red light, and I turned back to look at Danielle. She shifted uncomfortably.

“Can you help us?”

“I’m sure she couldn’t have meant this. You don’t intend to harm Val, do you?”

“No,” I said. That was both true and false. Personally, I wanted to avoid hurting the old woman, but neither Mortissa nor Christian Cressington would be gentle with her, and I couldn’t see many scenarios where she remained alive and out of the hands of both of them.

Danielle stopped squirming as she made her decision. “I know where Val lives. She took me there once. Where are we?” She looked out the window. “Fifth Avenue? Turn right up here.”

Chapter 6

After about ten minutes of driving, Danielle told Lionel to pull over to the left-hand side.

Lionel switched off the engine.

“Here? You sure?” I asked. “This looks like a building site.”

“It’s the opposite of a building site,” Danielle said. “A condemned estate that hasn’t yet been knocked. A few people still resist being forced out.” She nodded up ahead. “That board by the streetlamp is loose. Val still lives in one of the terraced houses in the front row. Number five one five. Free me and I’ll show you.”

Lionel took a key from his pocket. “Come here.”

She twisted to the side to present her handcuffs.

Lionel fiddled with the key against the metal of the cuffs. “I can’t unlock them like this, turn fully around.”

Danielle turned so her knees were on the seat and she was facing the back. Lionel unlocked the cuffs, then he swiftly yanked Danielle forward, put her wrists against the steering wheel, and relocked them.

“What are you doing?” Danielle wrenched her body forward, but she only managed to get herself into a more awkward position.

Lionel turned off the headlights of the car and opened his door.

“You can’t just leave me like this. I helped you.”

“That will be taken into account when you are called to face judgement,” Lionel said.

I looked sympathetically at Danielle’s contorted body. “Sorry. We’ll be quick. I’ll try to persuade him to be more reasonable next time.”

“Next time? There certainly won’t be a next time of me helping you.”

I shut the door behind me and hurried after Lionel, arriving at the loose board just as he was passing through to the other side. I squeezed after him. Beyond the wood fence, a path was worn through a crop of overgrown grass. A dusting of moonlight gave the blades of grass a white shimmer. Further ahead, the rows of houses were nestled in deep shadow.

“Was cuffing her like that really necessary?” I asked when I caught up with Lionel. “She is helping us.”

“If she has any idea how much trouble she’s in, she’ll run the first chance she gets.”

“You could just let her go,” I suggested. “Like you did the other students. I think she’s been sufficiently scared.”

“Her abilities make her dangerous,” Lionel said. “I can’t let a hood mage that powerful roam the city. I’m sure there’s more to her story than she’s let on; she’s not as innocent as she appears.” Lionel came to a sudden stop, turning toward me. “She’s not the only one hiding things. Are you going to tell me who you really are, Essa?”

My shoulders tensed. “What do you mean?”

“A private investigator, is that it? One that carries a sword cleverly sheathed in her leather jacket. One who knows all about vampires, mages, and even necromancers and demons. One who...fill in the blank for me, Essa.”

“Perhaps paranormal investigator would be a better description,” I said.

“And what was it again that you said you are investigating Val for?”

“I didn’t say.”

“And who is your client?”

“That would be client privilege.”

“Client privilege applies to lawyers, not investigators.”

“I’m protecting my...” I searched for the right word.

“Protecting your sources?” Lionel asked. “Like a journalist.”

“You are focusing on the wrong thing,” I told him. “Those reflections were more substantial the second time they came for us. What’s going to happen the third or the fourth time? We need to find Val and fix this.”

“That’s why you aren’t handcuffed like Danielle.”

“Lucky me.” I spotted a number on the closest house. “Four nine eight. We are close.”

“Good night vision.” He didn’t wait for a reply, walking on ahead, leaving me standing behind.

He found the correct house and climbed the steps. Lionel tried the handle of the front door, and, finding it locked, gave it a frustrated rattle. I moved past him to a boarded-up window and pushed. It swung open, hinged at the top. “This way,” I said.

“Wait. Let me provide some light.” Lionel touched his pendant, and after a moment it lit up, emitting a faint glow.

“Good idea,” I said.

“Not everyone is as comfortable as you at moving around in the darkness.”

Vampires didn’t have any special power with our vision, but I spent so much time in the dark that my eyes had adjusted. “Paranormal investigating involves plenty of night work.”

“I guess so.” He swung his leg over the window ledge and stepped into the room beyond. He held the board open to allow me to follow.

Lionel was suspicious about me, but he didn’t seem to have any firm ideas, and I aimed to keep it that way. He was so adamant about arresting a hood mage, what would he do with a vampire?

I straightened as the window board swung shut behind me. As Lionel continued forward, the glow from his pendant lit up the grimy details of a room long abandoned. It had once been a living room; a broken TV lay on its side in the corner, and an upside-down sofa leaned against the far wall. Several trails cut through the dirt on the floor, showing that people still passed through.

Danielle had said others lived in the condemned estate, but I hadn’t heard any sounds. “This place feels like a graveyard,” I said.

“It is, in a way.” Broken glass crunched under Lionel’s feet. “A graveyard of memories. Families grew up and died in these houses, and now they are being knocked down, replaced by something new.”

I glanced through a side door. Beyond, a cracked mirror leaned against a wall.

A mirror. “Quick,” I yelled. “Forward.” I rushed through a door after Lionel, but not before I caught a quick glimpse of my own reflection in the cracked mirror.

“What is it?” Lionel asked as we crouched down in a hallway, looking back into the empty living room.

“I saw a mirror.”

“Shit.”

“It was just for a split second. Hopefully...” I trailed off as my reflection walked toward us. I drew my katana. “Not again.”

My reflection also drew its katana. “Yes, again,” it said.

“You can talk?”

“Of course. Anything you can do, I can do better.” The reflection was colorfully detailed, eerily similarly to me, though its katana was made of shadow rather than metal.

“I very much doubt that.” I stepped forward, wanting to end it before it said too much.

The reflection raised its katana to block. I slashed downward, intending to cut both sword and body in half with a single blow.

Shadow met metal with the sound of a dull clang, and the metal was repelled. I stepped back in shock. The reflections weren’t going to be banished as easily as before; they no longer were just illusion.

“What should I do?” Lionel asked from behind me.

“Stay back.” At least Lionel’s reflection hadn’t materialized as well. “We want to keep you away from the mirror. Plus, you aren’t armed, and it is more solid than last time. More dangerous.”

“Have you become less solid?” The reflection lowered its katana a fraction.

“Of course not.”

“It will happen.” Its smile was chalk grating across slate. It looked exactly like me, but at the same time looked nothing like me. The eyes were too cold, and the skin was too smooth.

“Never.” I swung, and once again it blocked.

“By the end of the night, I’ll be you, and my partner will be your friend. It’s better this way. I can see inside your heart. You can feel your time coming to an end.”

I aimed a series of fast cuts toward the reflection’s left side. It retreated, blocking. I then lowered my shoulder and swung low at the reflection’s shins.

It jumped over my scything katana, then laughed. “I knew you were going to do that. You can’t beat yourself.”

I could. The problem was that I couldn’t move too fast without revealing my nature to Lionel.

The reflection, sensing my thoughts, looked over my shoulder. “He doesn’t know about you, does he?”

I leaped forward, aiming a blow diagonally at its right shoulder. It was a fraction slow in blocking, and my katana deflected off the shadow blade and passed into the reflection’s body.

Thankfully, it disappeared.

“You really know how to use that sword,” Lionel said. “What did it mean? About—”

“About us being replaced by the end of the night? It means we better hurry and find Val. Quickly. If she’s here, she’ll have heard us by now.”

I rejoined Lionel in the hall. Stairs led up and down, and straight on was a small corridor with two doorways in it.

“Which way?” Lionel asked.

“There’s less dust on the steps leading down. That’s the first place to try.”

“Appropriate. Down into the underworld to find the necromancer.”

It should have sounded ridiculous. But in the graveyard silence of the condemned estate with only a glowing pendant to banish the shadows, Lionel’s words only added to the ominous atmosphere. He led the way downward. At the bottom of the stairs, a small door blocked the way. He turned the handle, and, finding it unlocked, pushed it open.

“Keep an eye out for mirrors,” I warned. Inside, a desk piled high with books leaned against the far wall. Closer, an open closet showed a selection of dresses hanging up, with a jumble of overflowing clothes on the floor in front of it.

We moved through an open doorway to a bedroom. “She’s not here.” Lionel picked a framed picture off a small desk and handed it across. “Though as the hood mage promised, she did live here.”

I lifted the picture high to examine it. It showed a younger, more sane-looking version of the woman we’d seen teaching in the backroom of the Pink Palace. Beside her was another woman, who from the age difference and similarities of appearance was obviously her daughter. In the picture, Val looked lovingly down at her daughter, who was laughing at something off camera.

I moved around the room, examining the many other photographs. Nearly all of them were of Val and her daughter, some of the daughter as a girl, some of her as a young teen, none of them that recent. Danielle had mentioned Val’s daughter in less than complimentary terms. It appeared Val didn’t share that assessment.

“I wonder why Val stayed here when everyone left,” Lionel asked.

“You called this estate a graveyard of memories,” I said. “And perhaps Val isn’t ready to accept that time has moved on. She still clings to the past.” Each individual photograph was normal-looking, but all of them together created a creepy effect. Between the bookshelves, desk, and those hanging on the walls, there were dozens of them, and all of them contained Val’s daughter.

“Look, a picture of an actual graveyard,” Lionel said, picking a photo off the desk.

The background was familiar. “Show me that.” I snatched the photo out of his hand. It was a night scene with Val and her daughter’s eyes turned red by the flash. They stood on the steps of a mausoleum, but not just any mausoleum—it was the Colescu family one. Mortissa had had it built for us when we first arrived in the city, a place for the remains of vampires who left their immortal coil behind. It was just for family; the fawns weren’t told about it. Why would Mortissa or another Colescu have taken Val and her daughter there?

I turned the photo over. Val and Connie, together forever, I read.

Connie. The name was familiar, though it took a moment to place; it returned to me along with the memory of air thick with the smell of blood. Gaston had mentioned the name when I’d tortured him.

“Perhaps Val stays here because she can practice magic and necromancy without worry of neighbors complaining about bangs or explosions.” Lionel picked a book off the bed and leafed through it. He shook his head. “This shouldn’t be lying around where anyone can pick it up.”

“As Danielle said, perhaps knowledge can’t be contained.”

“Father has a rather different view,” Lionel said.

“And what he says goes?”

“In this city, yes.” He did a full turn, trying to take everything in. “I don’t see any obvious clues about where she could be.” He faced me. “If we are to believe your reflection, both of us are in deep trouble, and time is ticking. Isn’t it time you told me what you know?”

“I’m not hiding anything,” I said. I’m hiding everything, I thought.

“How did you get involved in all this?” Lionel asked. “Who is your client?”

My mind raced, and it amazingly came up with an answer after only a brief pause. “A man named Gaston hired me,” I said. “He was Connie’s boyfriend.”

“Connie?”

“Val’s daughter.”

“What did he want you to do?”

“He was worried about what Val was doing, worried that she was leading her daughter down dark paths,” I said. “He mentioned hood magic, and asked me to investigate. That’s how you came across me where you did.” To my pleasant surprise, the impromptu fabrication made a reasonable amount of sense.

“This Gaston didn’t know about the necromancy,” Lionel asked.

“Not that he told me. I’ll have some questions for him when I next see him.” The next time I torture someone, I should listen to the information they offer, I thought ruefully.

“I don’t understand how vampires fit in. They can’t perform magic or necromancy.”

“The Pink Palace is run by the Colescus. That’s the only connection I can think of.” I picked up the book that Lionel had dropped. It was an ancient leather tome, and the front cover was decorated by a swirling metal decoration. I fingered the whorls, admiring the craftsmanship.

“Shit,” Lionel said suddenly, looking around.

“What is it?” Even as I asked, the ground trembled beneath my feet.

“Magic just flared,” Lionel said. “Powerful magic.”

A hollow boom sounded and dust rained down. A magical booby trap, I just had time to realize. Then the roof collapsed.

Chapter 7

I grabbed Lionel and dragged him to the doorway between the two rooms. I held him with one arm and used the other to brace against the lintel above me. Chunks of concrete thundered down around us. I squeezed my eyes shut and put all my energy into pushing upward. My strength wasn’t enough to hold a falling building, but perhaps I could give the lintel a little extra support, just enough to make a difference. The roar of noise swirled around me. I grunted at several hits against my legs. A pressure enclosed my torso and squeezed.

The noise ended. I opened my eyes, and saw only darkness. Was I even alive? After the maelstrom of chaos and noise, the stillness was almost more terrifying.

“Help,” I shouted, coughing as I swallowed dust. “Help.” I strained against the pressure that held me immobile. The only parts of me that I could move were one arm and my head. As I struggled with all my strength, the dirt and rubble holding me gave slightly.

“Stop moving,” Lionel shouted, then he too started coughing. “You’ll bring the rest of this down on top of us.”

I stilled, realizing he was right. Rocks rumbled threateningly, and stones rolled toward me, several hitting me in the neck and face.

I used my free hand to wave the dust clear from in front of my face, and I was finally able to see faint light. My fingers scrambled at the dirt in front of my chest, and I unearthed Lionel’s pendant, still glowing. I coughed again, continuing to wave away dust until the air cleared enough to see better.

Lionel and I were squashed together, our heads close. We were both buried up to our necks, though I had one arm free. The lintel above us had held, creating a small pocket of air. Seeing how small the space was made me want to try to fight my way out again, but I resisted the urge.

“Help,” I shouted again, then another coughing fit took me. I took shallow breaths until my throat cleared. Dust swirled in the ghostly white glow.

“We should space out the calls for help,” Lionel said. “Conserve our energy.”

“How are you so calm?” I asked. The real question was why was I panicking. I had lived through wars and plagues.

“Most likely, I’m still in shock,” Lionel said. “When I fully realize what’s happened, I’ll start sobbing like a baby. I’ll let you deal with me then.”

“How?” I asked. “By changing your diaper?”

“Don’t joke. That may be needed when we are rescued.”

“So your underpants are full of—”

“Rubble, let’s say rubble.”

I sniffed, then the smile died on my lips as I smelled something, and not something unpleasant. “Are you badly injured?” I asked.

“No. I’m numb all over.”

Blood oozed down the side of his skull. We were pressed so close together, almost cheek to cheek, that I only had to bend my neck to touch my lips to the dark trickle. In anticipation, the taste of blood filled my mouth.

I swallowed, dust itching in my dry throat. Once I became aware of it, the smell of Lionel’s blood filled the small air pocket, swirling through the ghostly glow. His life force called to me. My gums tingled.

“Thank you,” Lionel said. “For saving me back there. I just froze. I’m not sure how you reacted so fast.”

“Instinct is a strange thing.” And vampiric speed and strength were even stranger.

And fresh blood could renew that strength. I gave a little headshake. What was I thinking? I didn’t want to harm Lionel; I didn’t want to kill anyone ever again. I had proved that with Sistine, that I could overcome my dark desire. I crushed my awareness of Lionel’s blood, pushing it deep down inside me. “Can you use magic to save us?” I asked.

He shook his head. “I’ve several spells stored on my pendant,” he said. “Such as the light we are using. Also, I could heal you if needed. However, to cast a spell I haven’t prepared, I’d need to read from my spellbook, which is currently trapped in my jacket pocket under a foot of rubble. And even if I had that, I’m not sure what I’d cast.”

“So you’re saying you can have us attacked by a fire illusion, but that’s about it.”

Lionel smiled. “Pretty much. If I’d known I was going to meet you, perhaps I’d be ready with a spell to push a collapsed building off the top of my head.”

“I don’t hear anything happening above us. Do you think anyone knows what’s happened?” I took a breath. “Help,” I shouted, then paused to listen. After a brief echo, all that answered was silence. “Do we have enough time to just wait for rescue?”

Lionel looked around. “It’s impossible to tell if more air is getting in.”

“Even if this small pocket is all we have, I think we’ll be already dead before the air runs out.”

“Well, if I was going to be stuck down here, at least I’m glad it’s with an optimistic person. Someone to bring light to the darkness, you know.”

“By night’s end, the demon reflections will have taken our place.”

“If you believed Reflessa,” Lionel said.

“Reflessa?”

“Reflection plus Essa equals Reflessa, no?”

“It won’t be alone. Reflionel will be helping.” If my reflection was going to get a stupid name, then his was too. “And we’ll be trapped, unable to defend ourselves.”

“There are no mirrors here,” Lionel said.

“I’m not sure that’ll matter. The reflections are getting stronger. Perhaps a shadow is all they’ll require soon to be able to manifest. Maybe not even need that. And, yes, I believed Reflessa. About that, at least.”

“What triggered the collapse?” Lionel asked. “I don’t think Val was nearby.”

“The last thing I remember is having that old leather-bound tome in my hand.”

“It had metal on it,” Lionel said. “So it could have contained a spell. I picked up the book earlier, though.”

It could have been primed to react to a vampire, I thought. Another trap for Mortissa that had instead caught Lionel and me.

“Heeeeeelp,” I roared, turning my head upward and expelling all the air from my lungs in one long yell.

Once again, we waited in vain for a reply. As the silence stretched out, I became acutely aware of my body position in relation to Lionel. I was twisted slightly to the side with my left breast shoved against Lionel’s chest. My arm wrapped around his side, and my palm pressed against the small of his back. Our thighs intertwined.

The whisper of his hot breath touched my neck. I glanced across at him; our gazes locked for an instant and we both looked away. The warmth of his body heat swelled against me.

“This is awkward,” Lionel said, acknowledging that he was experiencing something similar to me.

“It’s just a stupid physical reaction,” I said. “We’re not even attracted to each other.”

“We’re not?”

“Of course not. You recently accused me of lying, and I know you still don’t fully believe my story.”

“That’s true. And you felt nothing for me?”

My initial attraction toward him had dimmed. “The way you treated Danielle would disgust any woman.” Some men were only kind toward women they found attractive, women they wanted to seduce.

“Was I so horrible?”

“She helped us, and still you left her twisted over backwards, locked to your steering wheel.”

“She’s a hood mage.”

“And that’s it?” What would he think of me if he learned I was a vampire? “Hood mages do exactly the same as you, just without the family connections. Are you so blinded by prejudice that you are personally disgusted by hood mages?”

“I’m not disgusted.”

“You acted like you were.”

“I’ve recently become security chief for my family, and one of my tasks is dealing with practitioners of hood magic,” he said. “Now that I’ve seen what she can do...” He hesitated. “I might have to oversee...”

He is worried he’ll have to order her killed, I realized. “Don’t you have discretion to show leniency?”

“Perhaps.” His slightly pained expression said otherwise.

“I see.” His father ultimately made the decisions. That was why Lionel had arrived without any other mages and had used his magic to give the students a scare. Once his father became involved, Lionel wouldn’t be able to protect them. “You can’t justify letting Danielle get away. And you fear what your duty will require you to do. And if you get to know her, feel affection for her, then your duty could become even more difficult.”

He glanced away. “Hopefully she’s not known to any mage families. Then we’ll exile her from the city with a stern warning.”

Considering how proficient she was with magic, it seemed unlikely that she had never before come to the attention of any mage family.

Given his explanation, I understood why Lionel had acted the way he had toward Danielle. If he hadn’t cuffed her to the steering wheel, though, perhaps she would have arrived to help us already. “When they come, do you think the emergency services will be able to get us out before dawn?” I asked. “Considering how unstable it is, I’m sure they’ll need time to dig us out safely.”

“How long do we have?”

“What is it, one, two in the morning? So we only have another six, seven hours,” I said. “It might be hard to explain the urgency.” Even without the demon reflections, I had the rising sun to worry about. “Should we try to dig ourselves out? Risk it all coming down on top of us?”

Lionel made a face. “Considering how unstable everything was when you struggled earlier, I’d have that as a last resort. Don’t know about you, but my bare head isn’t looking forward to being showered with chunks of concrete.”

“We might be all out of resorts bef—”

“Listen,” Lionel interrupted me sharply.

I strained my ears. After several moments, I heard a distant clattering noise. “Help,” I shouted. “Down here.”

“Help,” we both roared in unison.

“I’m coming.” Though the sound was muffled, the words were clear, and the voice was recognizably Danielle’s.

Small stones showered down on top of us, bouncing off our heads and shoulders. Lionel grunted in pain. “Stop,” he shouted. “Go back. You’ll bring everything down on top of us.”

“I have an idea of where you are,” Danielle said. “Hold on. I’ll be back in a moment.”

“Get help,” Lionel shouted.

We received no reply. “What do you think she’s going to do?” I asked.

“Ring nine one one, I guess,” Lionel said. “If she hasn’t already.”

“When rescuers come, perhaps we can tell them that one of us is bleeding out. Persuade them they need to abandon caution.”

“We don’t want them to bring everything above us down on our heads, either.”

Our makeshift ceiling was uneven, with several jagged rocks sticking out, looking ready to fall at any moment. With how little time we had to escape and defeat the reflections, our situation was desperate. “I don’t want to die like this.”

“You won’t. Don’t be morbid.”

“Where better to be morbid? We’re in the dark underground and very possibly about to die.”

“That’s exactly where jokes and laughter should be given free rein.”

“Why?”

“Something something human spirit.”

I laughed, though not for long. Darkness and silence swallowed the laughter as fast as it had arrived.

“I don’t want to die at all,” Lionel said quietly.

As an immortal, I was the one who shouldn’t have wanted to die at all. Instead, I had said I didn’t want to die like this. Some vampires eventually reached a stage where they lost interest in living. Was that happening to me? Was that, deep down, driving my desire to change? Did I want to gain some measure of redemption before dying? Or gain redemption in death?

“I think you are having morbid thoughts,” Lionel said. “Snap out of it. Tell me. The story about Drayson, was it true?”

“It was.”

“I thought you might have made it up as a way to persuade Danielle to help us.”

“I don’t have that much imagination. I was glad I thought to tell Danielle about Drayson, though. Saved me from having to listen to the ham-fisted threats I sensed you were itching to employ.”

“Did you love him?” Lionel asked.

“Sorry?”

“Drayson. Were you in love with him?”

I smiled. “Didn’t you hear the part of the story about his wife?”

“I did. Doesn’t change my question.”

My smile refused to turn into a chuckle. “Perhaps I did. Unrequited, of course. Unadmitted even, until this moment, at least.” I cast my mind back, thinking. I couldn’t remember Drayson’s wife’s name, or much about what she looked like. “Before he made the demon’s bargain, he was a man of substance. And to be honest, I’ve known few enough of them.” I didn’t know if that said more about me, or about the men I’d met. “After the bargain, he gradually eroded away, his good qualities first.”

“Is that what you are looking for?” Lionel asked. “A man of substance?”

“I’m not looking.”

At that moment, our gazes locked, and a frisson of electricity passed between us. “You’re looking at me,” he said.

“We’re trapped together. I don’t have much choice.” I flushed, feeling the heat where our bodies touched swell once more. “What about you? Girlfriend? Wife?”

Lionel shook his head.

“Don’t tell me your father hasn’t lined up some suitable marriage prospect.” Within mage families, even in modern times, rather than waiting for sparks to fly by chance, parents sparked marriage possibilities into life via careful planning.

“That would be Jacinta Hamilton,” he said.

“Tell me about her.”

“She’s colorful, bright, cheerful, and always the center of attention.”

“Sounds like quite a catch. Or perhaps there is a catch?”

“The latter. She’s cold and calculating. Ambitious with a capital A. I never know how much of what she says and does is an act.”

“And that’s not what you want?” How much of what I had presented to Lionel had been an act? I had lied to him from the start. About everything.

“Hello,” Danielle shouted out. Trails of dirt snaked down the walls of our tiny air pocket, kicking up more swirling dust.

“No closer,” Lionel shouted.

“Don’t move, I’ll take care of this,” Danielle’s hollow voice said.

“Not moving won’t be difficult,” I said dryly. “How are you going to free us?”

“With magic, of course.”

I raised my eyebrows at Lionel. “Can you guess what she has planned?” I asked him.

“Are you sure you know what you are doing, Danielle?” he shouted.

He was the one who understood magic, and the frantic look in his face wasn’t reassuring. With a grinding, rumbling sound, the earth vibrated around us. As the rubble shifted, the edges of stones dragged against my skin, sending lances of pain coursing through me.

Lionel screamed, “Stop! Danielle, stop.”

The shifting eased.

“Keep going, Danielle,” I shouted. I reached across and gripped the side of Lionel’s face with my free hand, curling my fingers around the back of his neck. “We don’t have many options. We have to let her try.”

“I can’t bear it,” he cried. “My skin is being scraped off.” The glow from his pendant dimmed.

“Look at me.” Our emotional states had reversed from earlier. I was calm, ready for whatever was to come. Lionel was filled with pain and panic. When his gaze flickered away, I dug my fingers into the back of his neck. “Look at me.”

His eyes were wide, his pupils dilated. I stared at him with a look that didn’t have a shred of romance about it, a steady, intense look that offered only strength.

He noticeably calmed.

“Keep going, Danielle,” I shouted. “Get us out of here.”

Was she aware of the fate in store for her in the hands of the Cressingtons? If so, would she prefer that we be buried where we lay? They were questions I didn’t share with Lionel, questions that I put out of my mind as soon as they arrived. I trusted the girl; I had to.

The vibration in the earth around us increased, and a deep rumble filled our ears. I blinked away dust, holding Lionel’s gaze. I gritted my teeth as rocks ground against my body. Opposite me, rivulets of sweat trickled down Lionel’s forehead, etching out tracks in the dust that caked him, outlining the tension and pain in his face. As a vampire, I had a resistance to pain, so I knew that whatever I felt, he felt a hundred times over. He didn’t cry out.

A rock rolled down and hit my shoulder, bouncing to the side. Cold air rushed down toward us. Lionel, feeling it, began to tilt his face. “Don’t look up,” I warned. If another rock fell, I didn’t want it to smash his face in.

Lionel nodded. “If this is it, I’m glad it’s with you.”

“Don’t say that.” All he knew about me were lies. “This isn’t it. Danielle knows what she is doing. Remember her hastily created ice creature putting your carefully planned fire illusion to shame.”

“Making me feel bad just as I’m about to die. Have you no shame?” The smile in his eyes told me he wasn’t being serious.

“My spell is supporting the structure around you.” Danielle voice came through clearly. “I can’t pull you out, but all the dirt and rocks is loosely packed, and nothing should fall. Can you climb out?”

“I’m not sure.” I strained against the pressure holding me and felt a slight give. “Yes. I can move easier.” I pulled upward with my left arm, and, after a momentary resistance, it came free. I raised that arm above my head, brushing dirt off it with the other hand.

“Hey.” Lionel turned his face away to avoid the splatter.

“Sorry.” My left arm felt weird, as if it had spent so long curled around Lionel, pressed against him, that being free had become an unusual state.

I reached up above my head with both hands and fumbled with the lintel until I got a good grip. “Are you sure this won’t come down?” I shouted out.

“Pretty sure,” Danielle replied.

“Sure enough to bet our lives on it?” I didn’t wait for a reply, pulling with all my strength. I shifted upward about a foot, then paused.

Lionel wiggled his shoulders around, managing to get his hands free. “I can breathe again.”

“Don’t get too used to it. We’re not out yet.” I picked up Lionel’s pendant and lifted it higher to shine light on the uneven surface above my head. “Which way should I climb?” I shouted up.

“I can see a glow, so I know where you are,” Danielle said. “Hold on, I’ll shine a light your way. Hurry, please.”

A moment later, I saw a flash of light up and to the left. I reached my hand that way and felt fresh air breathing down. “Thanks. I have a direction.”

Lionel stretching up, reaching for the same handholds I did. His arms were scratched and bloodied. “Stop,” I told him. “Stay where you are until I get out. We’ll just get in each other’s way.” He wouldn’t be able to pull himself out on his own, and I didn’t want him to realize how much strength it required. “Cover your head with your arms in case something falls.”

I reached into the space through which the light had flashed, fumbled around until I found a loose rock, and yanked. It came out, and all around it, other chunks of rubble came free. I lurched back in alarm, only to find that the loose rubble floated downward slowly. Whatever Danielle was doing, it was powerful magic. I guided the loose rubble out of the way, then pulled more rocks free.

Once I’d created a tunnel of space above me, I pushed downward with my arms, and pulled my legs out of the dirt. I was then able to stand, slightly hunched over, with my head in the space I’d just created. I grabbed at every outcropping, pulling free anything that was loose. With Danielle’s magic creating the weird low gravity effect, Lionel was able to grab the falling rubble above his head and shift it into the hole which had once held me.

The space around me expanded until I could stand fully. I stared in surprise at a pair of chunky black shoes, then turned my gaze upward to see Danielle with her spellbook in hand. We’d made it.

“What’s going on?” Lionel called out.

“Give me your hands,” I told him. He raised them and I clasped him around the wrists. “Grit your teeth. This is could be painful.” Then, not giving him a chance to think about what was to come, I wrenched him upward.

He screamed, a long, agonizing scream. I didn’t give him a chance to recover from the immediate pain of being ripped loose of the dirt. I released him, grabbed the edge of the gap in the floor, then jumped up through. I reached back down, gripped Lionel’s wrists once more, and pulled him through.

He whimpered when I set him down.

“We shouldn’t pause here,” Danielle said, nodding upward. “It’s unstable.”

We were on a section of the living room floor of the house we’d earlier walked through. The broken TV still sat in the corner, untouched by the mayhem all around it. Most of the floor had caved in. Shadowy walls hunkered overhead, leaning precariously. From the angle of some of them, I had no idea how they hadn’t already fallen.

Lionel was crouched over, breathing in heavy gulps of air. I put my arm under his shoulder, guiding him forward as I followed Danielle. We descended the steps and crossed the street, stopping in the grassplot on the other side. There, I helped Lionel onto the ground, and I collapsed down beside him. Danielle sat opposite us, her sigh of relief even louder than ours.

The cool fresh air moving over my body was heaven. Our escape felt like a huge victory, even though it only meant that immediate disaster had been avoided. We were no closer to overcoming the demon’s curse and surviving until dawn.

Chapter 8

Still, I savored being aboveground, alive and free. Wind rustled through the long grass around us. I shifted slightly, feeling the hilt of the katana dig into my side. The sheath sown into my leather jacket had protected that, it seemed. I reached across and gave Lionel’s hand a squeeze, smiling at him.

In response, he grimaced in pain.

I immediately released him, taking stock of how badly injured he was. His clothes were torn to shreds, and much of the fabric still whole was dark with blood.

“Can you heal Lionel?” I asked Danielle.

She gave a brief scowl, then nodded. She lifted up her spellbook and flicked through it before finding a page she was happy with. She then began to incant, her lips forming words of power that I could not hear.

I rose to my knees. What had I been thinking, grabbing for Lionel’s hand like that? We’d only just met, barely knew each other. Being trapped together had forced an intimacy between us that didn’t exist outside our tiny prison.

Lionel’s eyes widened as Danielle completed her spell.

“Thanks,” he said to her. “I feel much better.”

“We should get out of here.” I stood. Danielle rose beside me. As she did so, she wobbled, and I reached across to steady her. Her spellbook fell from her fingers. “Are you okay?” I asked.

She lowered her face and touched her fingers to her brow. “I’ll be fine. Just feeling slightly dizzy.

Lionel picked up her spellbook and moved to stand on the other side of her, putting his hand to her back. “Your life force,” he said. “It must be terribly low. After your ice creature illusion, plus whatever you did to get us out...You shouldn’t have healed me. My injuries weren’t life threatening.”

“I just need a moment,” Danielle said.

Distant sirens cut through the night air. “We should get out of here,” I said. “We don’t have time to answer questions if the police arrive. Danielle?”

“I’m okay. Let’s go,” she said.

Lionel nodded. “Lead the way.”

We left the grassplot, returning to silent street that ran along the front of the row of condemned buildings. The estate looked and felt even more desolate with one house half fallen. Our footsteps had a hollow sound. Lionel’s hand was on Danielle’s back as they walked behind me. We refollowed the little trail through the long grass, and I helped Lionel and Danielle through the fence.

We piled into Lionel’s car, choosing the same seats as before.

Before Lionel got a chance to turn on the engine, a white globe, with a projection of a man’s head inside, appeared in front of the windshield. The man had silver hair, brushed back. His brow was furrowed. “You’re not dead, at least,” he said.

“Father, what are you doing here?” Lionel asked.

The silver-haired man was Christian Cressington, and the white globe was a magical spell known as a seeing eye. “Update me on your situation,” Christian ordered.

“I have it under control,” Lionel said.

The furrows in Christian’s forehead deepened. “Your clothes are dirty, torn, and bloody, and your face isn’t much better. Ann convinced me you were ready for a senior role. I don’t like making wrong decisions.”

“You only gave me the job because Mom...” Lionel changed what he was going to say. “I don’t need any help. How did you even know I was in danger?”

“I was woken in the middle of the night and told.”

“By who?”

“Hadrian.” Christian nodded at Lionel’s chest. “The pendant you are wearing transmits a warning in case of mortal danger.”

“It does?” Lionel lifted his pendant and turned it over in his fingers. “How come I never knew about that?”

“I don’t know. Why didn’t you?” Christian asked. “Should I send Hadrian to bring you in?”

“I’ve been healed.” Lionel wiped smudges off his face. “The immediate danger is gone.”

“Healed? By whom? Whose spellbook is that?” The light from Christian’s seeing eye flared brighter, lighting up the leather-bound notebook that Lionel held on his lap.

“It’s mi...It’s not a spellbook.”

“Don’t lie. I’m not stupid.” The light from the seeing eye directed toward me, and I raised my hand to shield my eyes. My heart beat faster. I had no idea if my face was enough well known that Christian would recognize me. The light moved on, aiming for Danielle’s in the backseat. “Which of these two is the hood mage?” Christian asked.

“Neither,” Lionel said.

“Hadrian told me that you insisted on confronting a nest of illegal mages alone and without backup. No wonder you are in trouble.”

“I’m not in trouble.”

“Hadrian thinks you might be trying to protect the hood mages.”

“He’s supposed to be reporting to me,” Lionel muttered.

“I didn’t hear that,” Christian snapped. “Speak up.”

“Hadrian is supposed to be reporting to me,” Lionel said.

“Don’t be emotional about it. Both you and Hadrian are new to your roles. I wanted you both to watch out for each other and let me know if either of you was out of your depth.”

“You never told me to watch Hadrian,” Lionel said sullenly.

“Are you going to explain what’s going on?”

“I’m taking care of it. I’ll explain everything when I return to the house.”

“It better be good,” Christian warned. The seeing eye imploded in a flash of bright light, and he was gone.

“It better be good,” I repeated to Lionel.

“Shut up, you.” He had a glum look. “Suddenly the thought of those demon reflections doesn’t seem so bad. If things go wrong, I’ll at least have the satisfaction of knowing that it’s Reflionel that will have to deal with Father from now on. Did you hear him? He had Hadrian spy on me. And he only gave me the role because Mom told him to.”

“Who is Hadrian?” I asked.

“We grew up together, though he’s only a distant cousin. He was assigned as my assistant. I knew he wanted my job, though I had no idea he would undermine me like this.”

A firetruck and two police cars arrived, sirens blaring, screeching to a halt just in front of Lionel’s car.

“The cavalry has arrived,” I said. “We should get out of here.”

Lionel switched the engine on, and directed his car out onto the street. Blue and red lights flashed against the windshield. The first cop out of his car watched us accelerate away, seemingly debating whether to stop us before deciding against it and turning his attention on the condemned estate.

We hadn’t gone far when a red light forced Lionel to stop. He turned to look at Danielle. “How are you?”

Danielle had her hands wrapped around her body. “Just a bit cold.”

“Whatever happens, no more magic tonight,” Lionel said. “Once your life force goes below critical, no healing can bring you back.”

“Don’t you think I know that? Hood mage doesn’t mean stupid mage.”

The lights turned green, and I gave Lionel a nudge. He turned to face forward, then adjusted his rearview mirror so he could see Danielle. “How did you free yourself from the handcuffs?”

Danielle gave a weak smile. “It took a bit of maneuvering, but I managed to get turned around so that I was sitting in the passenger seat. My spellbook was on the dash, and I was able to open it with my teeth. From there, it was just a matter of finding the right spell.”

“You also found the magic to practically lift a building off us.” Lionel took a hand off the steering wheel to brush the surface of Danielle’s spellbook. “I’ve never heard the like before. If I hadn’t seen it in action, I’d swear it was impossible.”

Danielle shrugged. “Just a spell I learned.”

“Just a spell,” Lionel repeated. “Let me ask you this, Danielle. Have you ever had a run-in with a mage family before?”

“No,” she said.

Another red light allowed Lionel a chance to turn around. “Are you certain?” He held out the spellbook toward her. When Danielle reached for it, though, Lionel pulled it back. “This is important.”

“I already told you no.”

I watched her carefully. She didn’t evade Lionel’s gaze when she replied, instead, doing the opposite, jutting out her chin challengingly.

She was definitely lying.

Lionel put the spellbook into Danielle’s hands. “Thank you for saving us.”

I added my appreciation. “Yes, thank you much. Considering the situation, you would have been within your rights to just disappear into the night once you freed yourself.”

“And leave you two trapped underground? What kind of a monster do you take me for?”

“After we locked you to a steering wheel,” I said, “most people I know would have considered it pragmatic and reasonable to leave us to our fate.”

“Then you need to get to know better people,” Danielle said.

I didn’t know how to respond to that. It was both very likely true, and yet something I would never have considered.

“Where to next?” Lionel asked.

“Danielle, any other idea where Val might be?”

She shook her head. “I’m afraid not.”

“This isn’t adding up,” I said. “You called Val a nice old lady, Danielle. And that’s what she appeared to be from the photos in her house. But nice old ladies don’t become necromancers. They don’t drop buildings down on top of people.”

“If Val is behind the necromancy, it would in some way be because of her daughter,” Danielle said. “Val would do anything for Connie. Her face softened whenever Connie came into the room. She wouldn’t hear a bad thing about her.”

That description coincided with the adoring expressions in the photos we’d seen. “So you’re sure Val’s not just batshit?” I asked.

“She’s perfectly sane,” Danielle said.

“Mastering magic is extremely difficult, and it takes years of study,” Lionel said. “And I imagine the dedication to become a hood mage exceeds that of a family mage since it must be learned in secret. No way that someone capable of that could be—what was the word you used?—batshit.”

“She did summon a demon against us,” I said. “And set a trap to knock her house down on top of us. Hardly the actions of someone sane.”

“Something must have changed drastically,” Lionel said. “Whoever was in charge of knocking that condemned estate must have put enormous pressure on Val in trying to evacuate her. Yet Val resisted, clinging to her home and her memories. And then she set a trap, knowing that it would destroy her photos, her possessions, and her home.”

“You’re probably right.” It wasn’t getting us closer to her finding her, though. “We need to go to Casino Demonica. Grimstar, as a necromancer, might know something about this curse or the demon who cast it. Plus, Danielle said that he knew both Val and her daughter.” And if Kingston was still there, he could be helpful. He usually knew the latest happenings within the dark community.

“I’ve heard about Casino Demonica,” Lionel said. “It’s not safe.”

“It’s not safe for you,” I said.

“And those in dark community haunts never harm paranormal investigators, is that what you are telling me?” Lionel shot me a glance.

“I know my way around places like that,” I said. “We need to go to Third and Cambridge.”

Lionel drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, then gave a sharp nod and indicated to the left, shifting lanes. “It’s not far.”

As he made his left turn, I glanced into the back seat. “Lionel, what do you plan to do about Danielle when this is all over?”

“Bring her in to Cress House,” Lionel said.

Danielle made a squeak of protest, and I held up my hand in her direction. “Even after what she did for us?” I asked.

“I’ve no choice. Father saw her and the spellbook, and I mentioned I’d been healed. Hadrian told him that I was investigating hood mages. It’s her first offense, so it won’t be so bad. She’ll just have to leave Philly and promise to never use magic again.”

“It’s not her first offense,” I said. “Danielle, tell him.”

Lionel cursed under his breath.

Danielle shifted uncomfortably.

“Go on,” I told her. I was confident that Lionel wouldn’t turn her in to his father if he knew that it might result in her execution.

“In Buffalo, where I’m from, I was caught a few years back by the Burkes,” Danielle said finally. “I was left at the bus station and given a ticket out.”

“You shouldn’t have come to Philly,” Lionel said. “The families in some other cities aren’t as severe as we are.”

“I didn’t know anything about that,” she said. “I like football and follow the Eagles. That’s the only reason I chose here.”

“So random.” Lionel groaned. “Why did you keep performing magic? Why get involved with Val if you knew the dangers?”

“Ever since I learned magic was possible, it’s all I’ve wanted to do with my life,” Danielle said. “Even before. By the time I was eight, I’d read the Narnia books and the Harry Potter series backwards and forwards. I never really believed I’d get a letter to Hogwarts or find a wardrobe that led to another world, but I hoped with all the intensity of a child who is certain what she wants. And ever since I learned my first spell from a dusty old book in a used bookstore, I never looked back.”

“You’re not a child anymore,” Lionel said.

“Magic is my life. It’s the only thing I’ve ever been good at. I can’t give it up. I just can’t. I wouldn’t be me anymore,” Danielle said. “And why should I? I’m better with magic than most family mages I’ve come across.”

“It’s not about you in particular,” Lionel said. “It’s too dangerous to allow anyone not properly trained to use magic.”

“So why don’t you train people who want to learn?” Danielle asked. “Set up schools.”

“Like Val’s school?” Lionel asked. “Is that what you want more of? Classrooms of idiots taught by unstable hood mages who dabble in necromancy.”

“No. I want a Cressington-run school where I can demonstrate my skill and gain admittance.”

“Nothing like that exists, or will ever exist.”

“Why not?” Danielle challenged.

Lionel had no answer.

I knew the real reason. Magic wasn’t genetic, which meant anyone could learn, but that was the last thing the mage families wanted. Their power base was in magic, and they were willing to do almost anything to hold on to their supremacy. I wasn’t sure that Lionel understood that, but his father certainly did.

Lionel parked the car and turned off the engine. I leaned forward to check a street sign through the windshield. We’d arrived. “I won’t be long,” I said, opening the door. “Wait for me.”

I stepped out of the car, and hurried along the sidewalk.

“Wait,” Lionel shouted, coming after me.

I sighed, and slowed, turning to face him. “Even if you weren’t a mage princeling, you definitely can’t come in like that.” His clothes were in tatters.

“You’re not much better,” he said.

I shifted the leather jacket back and forth across my shoulders, letting dirt fall off it, then dusted down the front of my jeans. “The leather jacket provided some protection. And the rest of the damage can be passed off as designer tears. I don’t intend to be there long.”

“I should heal you,” he said.

“Save your life force. The leather jacket protected my skin as well as my clothes.”

“If you’re not badly injured, then it won’t take much.” He reached forward.

“I said no,” I snapped, stepping back. I wasn’t certain if he would detect I was a vampire, but he’d certainly find out I wasn’t as injured as I should be. He already had enough suspicions.

“Okay.” He lowered his hand uncertainly. “What if a mirror reflection manifests?”

“I’ll manage. Casinos tend not to have mirrors,” I said. “Nor clocks. They don’t want their customers to do any self-reflection, or realize how much time they are wasting. Now, I really should get going. The night isn’t getting any younger.”

“One last thing.” Lionel leaned forward and pressed his lips against mine.

Startled, I didn’t avoid the kiss. His lips felt hard at first, then warm. I felt myself kissing him back, and the warmth that started at my mouth spread throughout my whole body. He broke the kiss and stepped back with an uncertain smile.

My skin tingled. “Why did you do that?” My voice sounded hoarse.

“Because you could get away if you wanted to.”

I coughed to clear my throat. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“When we were trapped in that basement, I wanted to kiss you a thousand times.”

“We weren’t down there that long.” My stomach felt queasy, the wave of emotion surprising me with its strength. It had been a long time since I’d felt like that. A long, long time.

“A hundred times, then. We were trapped together, cheek to cheek, our lips an inch apart. Given the situation, I should have been terrified that I’d never see sunlight again, and instead my mind swarmed with thoughts of kissing you.”

“Idiot,” I said. “You don’t even trust me.” You shouldn’t trust me.

“You have secrets, sure, but I know enough to be sure you are a good person.”

“Some people just have the worst instincts.”

“Sorry?”

“I have to go.” I hurried forward, turning the corner ahead without looking back.

Chapter 9

No sign marked the Casino Demonica. Its door was slightly ajar, and one of the windowpanes was broken, damage that had happened a while back and never been repaired. I pushed through, glad no security had been posted. I didn’t particularly want to have to leave my katana behind. Despite what I’d told Lionel, I wasn’t certain to avoid mirrors.

The casinos and other drinking establishments for the dark community in Philly were never particularly high class, and this place had always been one of the most rundown. Grimstar, the latest owner, hadn’t changed things much. When he’d arrived, he’d generated a brief flurry of interest due to his claims of being a necromancer, but when he’d demonstrated little to no power, that interest had died down.

At the end of a dark corridor, a small door opened up into the casino floor. For a gambling establishment, not much excitement was evident. Sitting by the bar on oversized barstools, two trolls, evident from thick shoulders which hunched up higher than their neck as well as the gray tinge to their skin, stared glassy-eyed at nothing in particular, bottles of vodka in front of them.

Only a few blackjack tables were in operation. Three woodfolk, slight and small with very pallid skin and child-like faces, were gathered around one table, chattering in their noisy language, their hands moving with nervous energy. They provided the only bit of life to the place.

Moving farther inside, I found Kingston. He sat at a blackjack table, a glass of whiskey in front of him, and a beautiful young blonde woman draped across one shoulder. He smiled upon seeing me. “Alessandra, you came. Have a drink.” He shoved the blonde off his shoulder. She gave a start, looked around in a dazed manner, then lay down on the blackjack table, using her hands as a pillow, and closed her eyes.

I sat on a stool at the other end of the blonde, using her as a barrier between Kingston and me. “I didn’t come because you asked.”

“Still, you came.” He gave a dopey grin. “Have a drink with me.”

His voice was slurred; he was clearly extremely drunk. I nodded at the blonde lying between us. “You already have someone to drink with.”

“She’s nobody. I want you.”

“You prefer someone conscious? How flattering.”

“You know how much you mean to me,” Kingston said. “Have you been good since we last spoke? No naughtiness? No killing anyone you shouldn’t?”

How close had I come to harming Lionel when bloodlust had briefly taken me? “Killing goes beyond naughtiness.”

“Has Alessandra been a naughty girl?”

I sighed. He was so drunk, I wasn’t sure he was comprehending half of what I was saying. “Is there any particular reason you are here?”

“Huh?”

“Casino Demonica in particular? As opposed to another joint?”

He shrugged. “I’m here most nights.”

“Have you heard of a necromancer called Val Beaugard?”

Kingston shook his head.

“She’s also a hood mage.”

He shrugged.

“What about a woman called Connie?”

“Connie, her I know.” A greasy smile lit Kingston’s face. “She’s pretty in a skanky way, though she’d do anyone or anything for her next fix.”

I was hesitant to believe in coincidences, but Kingston didn’t seem to be involved in what I had been caught up in, beyond drinking in this casino every night.

“Are you jealous of Connie?” Kingston was watching my expression and reaching wrong conclusions about my thoughts. He put his hand on my forearm. “You don’t have to be, you know. We have so much more than she and I ever could.”

“Good to know.” I lifted my arm to dislodge his hand. “Where would I find Connie?”

“Grimstar will know,” Kingston said, a cunning look appearing on his face. “He won’t tell you, though.”

“Why not?” Some scheme had come to Kingston, and I wasn’t looking forward to finding out what it was.

“He doesn’t know you. He knows me, though. Owes me a favor, in fact. If I asked him, he’d give you all the help you wanted.”

“But you expect something in return?”

“I want to steal a kiss?”

“A kiss?” Was there something in the air?

“Not just any kind of kiss. A vampire kind of kiss.”

I made a face. “From me? Why? I’m sure the bloodbag will be delighted to satisfy your craving when she wakes up. Or go home. The Huntley apartments hold fawns in all shapes and sizes who will be only delighted to satisfy you.”

Kingston leaned forward and took a long sniff. “You smell delicious, did you know that?”

“I think you are smelling the sodden whiskey coming off the blonde.”

“So what do you say?”

“Fine.” The chance to figure out how to defeat the demon’s curse was worth a little unpleasantness. “Only a quick one, though. I’m going to need my life force tonight.”

Kingston’s smile widened, and he leaned across, pushing the woman out of the way.

“No.” I shook my head. “After. First you introduce me to Grimstar.”

“After?” He arched away. “I don’t know about that.”

I stood. “That’s your offer. Take it or leave it.” I could hope he was unconscious by the time I’d finished speaking with the necromancer.

“Take it. I’ll take it.” Kingston stood, and staggered away from the table.

I grabbed hold of his shoulder just in time to prevent him crashing into a passing troll. “Where will we find Grimstar?”

“His office.” Kingston nodded toward a door recessed into the far wall, and I guided him to it. Kingston knocked loudly.

“Yes, what is it?” a male voice replied.

“It’s Kingston, I need to talk to you.”

“What about?” The voice wasn’t welcoming. Either Kingston wasn’t as pally with Grimstar as he made out, or Grimstar knew how drunk Kingston was.

I leaned close to whisper in Kingston’s ear. “Tell him he’ll be doing you a great favor by helping me.” I then turned the knob and pushed the door open.

The office was small, with a desk taking up most of the space. Spread across the desk, instead of the usual array of office papers, were assorted spellbooks and old parchments. If the necromancer was a charlatan, it wasn’t from lack of trying. On the other hand, if he wanted his casino to succeed, he needed to concentrate less on old parchments and more on bills and invoices. Dark community businesses required as much accounting and management as any other, oftentimes more.

Grimstar wore a white shirt and waistcoat. His jacket was draped over the back of his seat, and a bowler hat hung on a hat stand in the corner. I had never seen Grimstar before, but I’d heard that, for whatever reason, he liked to dress up as a nineteenth-century gentleman.

“What do you want?” he asked without looking up.

“I asked Kingston to introduce us,” I said. “I need to talk to you.”

He looked up, and a smile spread across his face. “Ah, Alessandra Colescu.” He laced his fingers behind his head and leaned back in his chair, which emitted a complaining creak. “A pleasure. I’ve met Mortissa and Sistine, but never you.”

Kingston came up behind me, but I pushed him back outside and shut the door. This was the first I’d heard about dealings between the Colescus and Casino Demonica, and it surprised me. We weren’t as big or powerful as some of the other vampire families, such as the Koloffs or Scarpas, but as long as we restricted our operations to the sex trade niche, the other families left us alone. With Sistine running the operation, things must have changed. That meant I hadn’t needed Kingston’s introduction. “I’m here on business of Mortissa,” I said.

“Is this about what happened to Connie?” Grimstar allowed his chair to fall back onto all four legs. “I warned her and warned her. She wasn’t ready.”

“Can you tell me what happened?”

“It was inevitable. Connie was the most self-destructive character I’ve ever known, and that’s saying something—I run a casino, after all. If it wasn’t the necromancy, it would have been the heroin, or the drink, or getting involved with the wrong man or woman. Or a combination of all of those things.”

“Was? She’s dead?”

“You didn’t know? I sent word to your family. That’s why you’re here, right?”

“Just making sure of the details,” I said, mentally cursing myself. “In our world, dead isn’t always dead.”

“In this case, dead doesn’t do justice to what happened to her.” He grimaced. “She was found with most of her innards and bones missing. Her body was almost flat. Her skin was completely intact, just with nothing inside it except her skull.”

I felt sick thinking about it. “How is that possible?”

“It’s not. Or it shouldn’t be.” Grimstar leaned forward and indicated the books on his table. “I’ve never read of anything like it. Connie’s ability with necromancy was such that she shouldn’t have been able to contact a demon, never mind create such a strong connection that it was capable of that.” Grimstar sounded impressed and intrigued rather than disgusted. “Just incredible, really.”

Perhaps that was why the books filled his desk. He saw Connie’s unusual death as a breakthrough in his field, and he was trying to understand it. “What about her mother’s ability with necromancy?” I asked.

“Do you know, it shouldn’t really be called necromancy. We don’t deal with the dead much. Demonology would be a better name.”

“I don’t care what it’s called.”

“Val was much better than her daughter. Mortissa removed her from the day-to-day operation of the Pink Palace so she could concentrate on both her both hood magic and necromancy.”

Why was I unsurprised that Mortissa was neck deep in what had happened? And she had told me none of this when she’d sent me to find Val. “Would you be able to undo a demon’s curse cast on me by Val?”

“Why would Val—” Grimstar blinked several times, thinking. “I bet Val blames Mortissa for what happened to Connie.”

I nodded. “She does. Can you help me?”

“You’re sure it’s a demon’s curse? Not hood magic?”

“Certain.”

Grimstar paused. “Are you definitely here on Mortissa’s business?”

“Of course. Why?”

“It’s just that Sistine said...It doesn’t matter. Every family has their infighting.” He shook his head. “I can’t undo something that Val did. It’s doubtful even Val has enough control to stop something she set in motion.” He smiled thinly. “Demons have a mind of their own. Once their magic is unleashed—” He spread his arms wide and shrugged.

“There has to be some way.”

He drummed his fingers on the table. “If the connection to the underworld is broken...So, for instance, if Val...”

“If she died,” I suggested.

Grimstar nodded. “She doesn’t deserve that, though. She has been Mortissa’s loyal servant for decades. She hated dealing with demons, and only did it because she was ordered to.”

“I don’t want to kill Val.” Would I be allowed that luxury, though? “I need to find her and persuade her to end the curse. Do you have any idea where I can find her?”

“The Pink Palace, perhaps.”

“Where else?”

Grimstar spread his arms wide. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

I needed better than a guess; I needed to find her, and fast. “Thanks for your help.” I made for the door.

“Anything for the Colescus. Necromancers have to work together,” Grimstar said. “Especially now.”

“Of course.” I exited his office, frowning. Grimstar spoke of us as if we were a family of necromancers. Which made little sense, since, just as vampires were unable to even hear the language that mages incanted, we couldn’t communicate with demons. I rapidly crossed the casino floor.

Kingston sprang to his feet and intercepted me. “Forgetting something?”

I groaned. Why couldn’t he have collapsed in a drunken heap already? “I don’t have time for your shit, Kingston.”

“You promised,” he said, a hangdog expression on his face. He truly was pathetic.

“I didn’t need your worthless introduction.”

“You promised,” he repeated.

I ground my teeth. Kingston had lied about how much he could help me with Grimstar, but I still owed him. He’d been the only one I’d been able to confide to about my desire to give up killing. Plus, if I did end up needing to join the Huntleys, I’d need Kingston on my side. “Fine. Be quick.” I dragged him across to a darkened recess, and pulled down the collar of my leather jacket, baring my neck. Hot whiskey-breath filled my nostrils, and I resisted the urge to gag.

“I’ve long dreamed of this moment.”

“Don’t be any more creepy than you have to be,” I muttered. “Just bite.”

I jolted as a sharp pain sunk into my neck. Then, a moment later, my eyes widened, as the pain turned to pleasure. There was a reason vampires had no problem finding humans willing to offer their blood—people craved the ecstatic pleasure a vampire’s bite brought.

It had been a while since I’d allowed myself to be bitten, so I took a moment to savor the feeling, then I pushed Kingston off me. “That’s enough.” Losing blood meant losing life force, losing my magical energy, and I might need all of that before the night was over.

Kingston leaned back against the wall, his eyes closed with pleasure, his fangs elongated, a dribble of blood on his chin. I wiped at the blood on my neck, then lifted my collar to hide the wound, my pleasure quickly turning to a feeling of disgust. I started toward the exit, then stopped.

Lionel stood there, staring at us.

Chapter 10

I hurried over to him. “What are you doing here?”

Lionel continued to stare at Kingston. “That’s a vampire.” He had found an overcoat to wear over his tattered clothes. He reached inside the coat to pull out his pendant.

I grabbed his hand and stopped him. “What do you think you are doing? You shouldn’t be here. And you certainly shouldn’t dream of displaying the Cressington insignia.”

“But what he was doing...to you...”

I dragged him toward the exit, opened the door, and pushed him through. “We have to get out of here. I told you not come.”

“Danielle and I discovered something. I came to tell you.”

“What did you find out?”

“What was that vampire doing to you?”

I ignored him, guiding him back to his car. “Get in.”

He didn’t, instead staring at me across the roof of the car. “It looked voluntary,” he said. “Like you wanted it. You aren’t one of those perverts who enjoy having their blood sucked. What are they called?”

“Fawns?”

“No, something else.”

“Bloodbags?”

“Yes, that. Are you one of those?”

“I’m not. Well, I kind of was just there. I’ll explain later. Just tell me what you found out first.” I opened the passenger door and got in. Lionel did the same on the other side. I spoke up before he had a chance to say anything. “We haven’t much time. Tell me.”

“Danielle and I were talking,” Lionel said, “and I asked Danielle what could possibly cause Val to do what she had. Danielle realized that something must have happened to Val’s daughter. So, I rang up a contact I have in the police force, and we found out that a Connie Beaugard, with a mutilated body and unknown cause of death, was stolen from the city morgue.”

“Stolen. Why would Mortissa...?” I remembered the photo of Val and Connie in front of the Colescu mausoleum with the words “together forever” written on the back, and it hit me. It wasn’t Mortissa who had stolen the body, it was Val. “I know where to find her. Do you know where Mount Moriah Cemetery is?”

“Sure. But it’s closed down.”

“Just go. Drive us there. Fast.”

“Are you sure?” Lionel asked, switching on the engine and pulling out. “If we don’t find her there, we’ll be all out of options.”

“I’m right.” Despite some doubts, I added as much certainty into my voice as I could. I was basing a lot on an old photograph with words scrawled on the back. Still, no one had any better ideas. “Unless you’ve thou—” I turned around only to discover the back seat was empty. “Where’s Danielle?”

“Before I entered the casino, I told her she should go home,” Lionel said.

“And she agreed?” I would have expected her to want to stay and help.

“She was reluctant. So I shouted her down, calling her a lowdown lousy hood mage, and told her to scram before I called Father.”

“You did not.”

“I thought about it, then decided you’d call it ham-fisted. So I instead explained that with her life force so low, she wouldn’t be any help. That she should rest up.”

“What did she say?” I wasn’t sure she realized we had to undo the curse by dawn.

“She gave me a cell number and made me promise to call when we needed help. Dumb fool. I wanted her gone so I wouldn’t be tempted to betray her to my family, and she insists on giving me her number.”

“She must think a lot of your good nature.”

“Yes, well.” He glanced my way. “Good nature is only good for being abused, I’ve found.”

“Are you referring to me?”

“How can you even interact with vampires, never mind letting one do that to you?” Lionel shuddered.

“In my work as investigator, I work with all kinds. Vampires aren’t even the worst.”

“So you are going to defend vampires now? What they do? What they are?”

“Just as all mages aren’t the same, neither are vampires.”

Lionel shook his head. “They might not all be the same, but they are all killers.”

“Do vampires really have a choice?” I asked quietly. “Imagine a young woman, or man, attacked. Killed, or so she thinks, until she opens her eyes and finds herself changed. More powerful than before, but reigned by dark desires. At what point does she make the choice? When she first decides to hide from the day and not let the sun burn her flesh to char?”

I closed my eyes, remembering back to that night centuries ago. I’d never discovered who had turned me or why. Heavy dewdrops bowed leaves low; the churned-up earth smelled of decay. I knew what I had become, could already feel the dark hunger lurking inside me. And as the glimmers of an orange dawn rose in the east, I had briefly considered letting the sun take me.

“Forget about vampires in general,” Lionel said. “What about that one in particular who nuzzled at your neck, sucking you up like you were a spoon of dirty heroin?”

My eyes popped open again. “What about him?”

“Did you think of me when you agreed to let him do that to you?” Lionel asked.

“Why would I?”

“I see.”

“It’s just...” I trailed off. I couldn’t exactly say it wasn’t sexual. The pleasure, the bonding, the intimacy was similar. “You don’t have any call on me. It was just one kiss between us.”

“Of course. I had forgotten where I met you. The Pink Palace.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” My voice rose along with my anger.

“You’re the investigator. Figure it out,” he shouted.

I opened my mouth to shout back, then forced myself to calm down. I was in the wrong, not him. Vampires were always in the wrong, I guessed, though not thinking about Lionel when I’d agreed to let Kingston feed on me had nothing to do with my vampire nature. Lionel obviously felt more for me than I did for him. What did I feel for him? It had been so long since I’d experienced anything good in my life that I didn’t know how to process what I was feeling.

A silence grew between us. I glanced across at Lionel’s profile. He stared straight ahead, his jaw clenched, fingers tight on the steering wheel. Was I abusing his good nature as he’d implied? He thought he was falling for me, but all I had done was lie to him. “Lionel.”

“Yes?”

I sought for words to explain the truth and came up empty. “Nothing.”

Silence returned, a silence in which uncomfortable feelings swirled above us like swollen storm clouds. We needed to work together to defeat Val and her curse. It was better to put all feelings and unspoken truths aside, and just deal with that. Afterward...Afterward, we would go our separate ways. A longing for more than that surged up within me, but I forced it back. Everything between us was based on a lie, which meant there was nothing between us. I had to accept that.

After a forever that only lasted a few minutes, Lionel parked the car and turned off the engine. “Why are we going to a closed cemetery again? You never told me what you learned from Grimstar in the casino.”

I got out of the car and waited for him to follow. “Remember that photo we saw of Val and her daughter in front of a tomb?” I couldn’t explain that I recognized it myself. “I described it to Grimstar, and he told me it was owned by Mortissa. When I remembered what was written on the back of the photo and heard about Connie’s body being taken, I realized that Val must have brought her daughter to the tomb.”

We passed under an archway smothered by leafy vines. Beyond, silhouettes of tombstones, mausoleums, and tall obelisks stood sentinel, though those too were beginning to be overrun by vegetation. The brightening sky told me that less than an hour remained in the night. I quickened my step.

“What else did you learn from the necromancer?” Lionel asked.

Thin trees creaked in the wind. “That killing Val might be our only way to stop the curse,” I said.

“Killing her?” Lionel came to a stop.

“Keep moving.” I grabbed his arm and pulled him forward.

“I’ve never killed anyone before. Certainly not an old woman.”

“Don’t think of her as an old woman. Think of her as an evil person who is communing with demons, inflicting horrible curses on the world, and crushing people with old buildings.”

“Still.”

“We might not have to kill her. It’s possible we can persuade her to undo it. If not, I’ll deal with her.”

“Of course you will,” a voice said. I spun around to see a shadow rise from the overgrown grass. “You are a killer, after all.”

Chapter 11

The shadow took form, became me. I drew my katana, and the reflection mirrored my action. I stepped forward and struck out. Metal clanged against shadow, and Reflessa smiled her awful smile.

“I’m not a killer,” I said.

“You are trying to change,” Reflessa said. “But you can’t. It’s impossible. You are who you are.” Its gaze flickered across to Lionel. “He still doesn’t know, does he?”

I attacked it with a flurry of blows. I wanted to kill it, but I also wanted to shut it up. Reflessa blocked all my attacks without losing its smile. “You can’t shut me up. The truth will come out.” It took a long step backward, then addressed Lionel. “You aren’t afraid of the truth, are you?”

“What truth?” Lionel asked.

“You know,” another voice said. Lionel turned and scrambled away as his reflection emerged from the shadows. “Deep down, you know. What creature walks around in the night as if it’s day and is at home within the dark community? What has the strength to pull itself out of the rubble of a collapsed building and not need healing after? You’re an idiot for not figuring it out sooner.”

I turned away from Reflessa, and charged at Lionel’s reflection, striking Reflionel down with my katana. It disappeared. I glanced across at Lionel, but he wasn’t looking at me. His gaze was glued on my reflection, who had started to transform.

Reflessa’s face turned skeletal as the skin tightened. Its fangs emerged. Its blood-red eyes gleamed. “The truth cannot be hidden forever.”

I leaped at it, and this time made no effort to conceal my speed. As I descended from my jump, I slashed downward. It blocked. I lowered into a sudden crouch, then swung at its legs. It jumped out of the way. I rolled after it and thrust upward just as it landed.

It disappeared. I scrambled back to my feet, glancing hesitantly at Lionel.

“Do they lie?” Then he shook his head. “No, I saw you move. It’s you who is the liar.”

I stepped toward him and he backed away. “I never...” I couldn’t say I hadn’t lied. “I never asked you to kiss me. I didn’t try to get you to like me.”

“Just poor judgment on my part, is that what you are saying? Who are you really, Essa?”

“Alessandra Colescu.” I took two swift steps forward, grabbed his arm, and forced him onward. “The reflections want us distracted. We have to keep moving.”

“Colescu. As in Mortissa Colescu. All this time, you’ve been behind this whole thing?” Lionel jogged to keep up as I rapidly strode up the steps to the mausoleum, holding his arm.

“Mortissa sent me, it’s true. But I knew nothing about Val or her necromancy.”

Lionel groaned. “Reflionel was right. I’m such an idiot. A paranormal investigator isn’t even a real thing. Inside, you must have laughed so hard when I told you I trusted you.”

“It wasn’t like that.”

“I shouldn’t have trusted you, should I?”

“Probably not,” I agreed.

“So what now? Are you going to eat me?”

“No, of course not.”

“I’m not even worth eating. You’re waiting for some vampire like the one in the casino to come along.”

“What are you talking about? You don’t want to be eaten. And I don’t eat people.” I let go of Lionel’s arm as we arrived at the entrance to the mausoleum. The doors were wide open, and by the far wall two torches blazed, casting an orange light across the chamber. We walked inside.

Striding out from behind the flickering torches, Reflessa and Reflionel appeared briefly as just shadows before regaining their animation and color. Reflessa remained transformed into bloodlust form, and her katana stayed the color of shadow. Lionel’s reflection matched him except for the cool, supercilious smirk on the face of the imposter.

“You two don’t learn, do you?” I leaped at Reflessa, slashing downward once more. It blocked. I pulled back for another strike, then found myself flying backward from a kick in the chest. I crashed against the corner of the doorway, stone biting into my thigh.

“We learn very well,” Reflessa said.

It continued to grow in strength with each manifestation. I stumbled to my feet, then circled away cautiously, limping.

“You don’t need to fear me,” Reflessa said. “You need me. Only I understand you.”

“You understand shit.”

“How long has it been since you sucked the last of a human’s life force?” Reflessa said. “The sweet taste of that blood, the invigoration it brings, the surge of energy. Just my talking about it is making you taste it, isn’t it? Feel it?”

I shook my head, but it was true. As Reflessa spoke, I tasted the sweetness in my mouth, and I remembered the fizzy crackle through my nerve ends that the transfer of life force created.

“Over a year without the sustenance you crave, without the life force you need. No wonder you are so wasted away. So weak.”

“It’s not weakness, it’s strength,” I said. “I’ve been killing humans a long time, it’s not difficult. Changing my mindset, that was the hard part. Admitting that what I was doing was wrong.”

“You can’t lie to me,” Reflessa said.

“It’s not a lie.”

Reflessa chuckled. “I don’t just have your appearance. I know your innermost thoughts. You are fooling yourself, trying to deny your own nature. Ever heard of a vegetarian lion? No. You are a vampire.”

“Just being a vampire doesn’t make me a killer.”

“What you have done makes you a killer and more. You haven’t forgotten your bloody past, have you?” Reflessa smiled. “No, of course you haven’t. What’s changed? You have fallen for the modern lies that humans tell each other. Lies about compassion and love for all mankind.”

“They aren’t lies.” I dashed forward, swinging in a low lateral blow aimed at Reflessa’s side, followed by two quick cuts toward its shoulder and head. All were blocked with ease.

I stepped back and looked around. So far, Reflionel had stayed behind its companion. In the far corner, a narrow stairway led down to the tombs. That was where we’d find Val. I hoped.

Lionel still stood by the entrance, though he’d pulled out his pendant from inside his overcoat. Seeing me looking his way, he said, “Magic doesn’t work against them. Or nothing I’ve tried, at least.”

I hoped Lionel didn’t decide to instead use his magic on the lying vampire who’d pretended to be his friend. I nodded toward the stairwell in the corner. “That’s where we have to get to,” I murmured.

“You have been lost, and I am your salvation,” Reflessa said.

I surged forward. It blocked my attack, then countered, forcing me into a corner.

“It’s what you’ve needed for a long time, someone to understand what you are going through,” Reflessa said. “You confided in Kingston even though you dislike him. He didn’t tell you the truth, though. He tried to persuade you that you could leave the Colescus. We both know that isn’t possible. Over centuries, you have gained power and position. You were never going to give that up, become a bottom-rung vampire in a jumped-up family like the Huntleys. Deep down, you always knew that wasn’t an option.”

“I don’t care about power and position.”

This time, Reflessa’s laugh was almost a giggle. “Enough with the lies,” it said. “I’m here to talk about truth. About death.” It spread its arms. “Appropriate location, no?”

“Death? I’m immortal.”

“Making it even more important,” Reflessa said. “Mortals fear their end, and they don’t realize that having no end is so much worse. Living on and on and on. I can see into your soul, and I know how tired you are.” Her smile was cold as death.

I forced myself to smile back. “Not as tired as all that.”

“I’m offering you a solution, a way out,” Reflessa said. “This is a way for you to be renewed, your strength restored. You fade into the night, and let me take over.”

I shook my head.

“Mortissa set all this in motion. She probably hoped you’d die. This is the way she’ll get her just desserts. I’m you, just a younger, stronger, fresher version. I’ll challenge Mortissa, and Alessandra Colescu will achieve what she always wanted, what she always deserved, become the head of a vampire family.”

“I never wanted that.”

“The new you does. The stronger you.”

The demon me, I thought. I attacked again, holding nothing back, whirling and twisting, striking and blocking, using all my speed and all my strength. At every turn, I was outmatched and beaten back.

I backed away, panting. Several raking cuts pierced the skin of my arms and torso. Bits of leather hung loose from my jacket. Reflessa continued to grow in speed and strength, and what was worse, it anticipated me. How I could defeat it? Could I beat a version of myself that knew my every move ahead of time?

At the other end of the chamber, Lionel dashed for the stairwell. Reflionel shoulder charged him, knocking Lionel against a wall. Lionel sprang back only to be met by a fist in the face. He backed away, touching his hand to his bloodied nose.

“You are a chump,” Reflionel said to him. “You feel like a chump, don’t you? You fell in love with a deception, something more shadowy than I am.”

“I’m not in love with anybody.”

“If you say so.” Reflionel smirked.

Lionel threw a punch, and when Reflionel ducked, Lionel dodged past. Reflionel threw itself at Lionel’s legs, knocking him to the ground.

I skimmed around the edge of the chamber, trying to get to Lionel, to help him. Reflessa tracked my movements, beating back each attack, not letting me get close.

Reflionel jumped on top of Lionel, straddled him, then struck downward with his combined fists in a hammer blow. Lionel twisted so he took the strike on his shoulder rather than his chest, then twisted again, getting out from under his reflection, scrambling away and getting back to his feet.

“What are you going to do about the hood mage?” Reflionel taunted. “You know you have to arrest her and bring her in.”

Lionel shook his head. “I don’t have to do anything.”

“Then everything comes toppling down. The whole facade.”

“What facade?” Lionel asked.

“You knew what your father wanted you to be, didn’t you? So you built yourself into that, or tried to. But once a chump, always a chump. You cannot be the man your father needs you to be no matter how hard you try. Your father knows that. That’s why Hadrian was tasked to watch you. Your pathetic cousin, not particularly smart or strong, hopelessly in love with your sister, and he’s the one that Father will turn to now that you failed.”

“It isn’t a failure to do what’s right,” Lionel said.

“Don’t worry, you may have failed, but I have not. Just as my partner will save Alessandra, I will save you,” Reflionel said. “I’ll find the hood mage, and bring her to justice, as well as the rest of those youths who were learning magic in the grubby whorehouse. I’ll become the man your father needs you to be, and more so.”

“I understand,” Lionel said. Then he shouted toward me. “Don’t listen to a word they say. They feed on our doubt—it makes them grow stronger and us weaker.”

Was that true? I snaked out a testing strike, which my reflection knocked back. Reflessa’s blood-red eyes gave nothing away. What Lionel surmised made sense, though. That was why they had been talking so much. That was why they were going out of their way to bait us.

I dashed around to the other end of the chamber, keeping near the walls while Reflessa held the center. It claimed I was weak, that my lack of recent feeding meant that I could never be strong. It was time to prove wrong what the mirror showed me. It was time to break the stalemate.

I sheathed my katana.

Chapter 12

Reflessa’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t have to copy you. I can fight with the katana even if you do not.”

“You talk too much.” I picked up the base of the long wooden pole that held the torch, and stabbed it toward Reflessa. It stepped back, attempting to cut the head off the pole. I pulled the torch back, and stabbed again, using it like a long spear. A spear with fire on one end.

Reflessa hissed as the fire got close, almost burning its hand. I quickly struck again, and she retreated. A long pole wasn’t a great weapon against a skilled swordswoman, but the element of surprise, plus the reflection’s dislike of fire, had given me a brief advantage. I forced Reflessa to retreat to the entrance, then dropped the pole, turned, and dashed straight at Lionel. I lifted him in the air and carried him around Reflionel, who didn’t have time to react.

I jumped down the flight of stairs, reaching the landing below without touching a step, then stumbled through the open doorway beyond, releasing Lionel once inside the lower chamber.

Lionel slammed the door closed. A board leaned against the wall to one side, and I grabbed that and shoved it down onto its latches, locking it shut. Only then did I allow myself to breathe.

I slowly turned around. We were in a stone chamber with a low ceiling and shallow recesses in the walls. Two lit torches occupied the far corners. A white coffin sat on top of a wide slab of white marble, and beside the head of the coffin stood Val.

Val cackled when she saw me. “Come to gloat, have you, Mortissa? There she lies. My beautiful, perfect daughter. You’ve taken everything from me, and now you’ve come to gloat.”

“I’m not Mortissa,” I said.

Val’s cackling turned into crying, and she flung her arms across the top of the coffin. “I can’t even look inside. It’s horrible; only her skin remains.”

I stepped closer. I reached out to comfort her, hesitated with my hand hovering just over her back, then let the hand fall to my side. “I’m truly sorry for what happened to your daughter. It was a terrible, terrible thing. But you have to undo your curse. Communicate with the demon for me. Can you do that?”

“The demons. They lie,” Val said, looking up. “They all lie. The demons tell you what they want you to hear. Honeyed words and shadowed motives.” Val was thin, her skin fragile as ancient parchment. Tears streaked harrowing lines through her cheeks. “I knew not to believe them. I never wanted to do it. Magic, I could do; I had a gift for that. Demons are not to be toyed with. I told her. She made me do it.”

“Mortissa?” I asked.

“You promised you’d keep Connie out of it.” Val raised her hands, and her fingers twisted into claws as she struck at my face.

I grabbed the old woman’s wrists, holding her back. “I’m not Mortissa.”

She spat in my face. “As long as I did as you asked, you promised to keep Connie away from all of it. But you couldn’t let her be, could you? Again and again, you turned her into an addict.”

“Val, listen to me. I’m not Mortissa. Your curse didn’t hit Mortissa, it hit us. Innocents.” Well, Lionel was innocent.

Val stopped struggling against me and threw herself back onto the coffin. “She was a good person. Connie was a good person, just weak. Why couldn’t you leave her alone?”

Lionel knelt down beside Val. “We need you help us. The demon in the mirror. Remember? At the Pink Palace?”

The door shuddered as the reflections charged it from the other side. Lionel and I looked up, and were relieved to see that it held.

“First, she became addicted to your blood,” Val cried. “Then you introduced her to drugs. She could have overcome her addictions with time. Then you made her summon demons for you. And now...She doesn’t even have a body for me to properly bury.” Val hugged the coffin tighter, sobs wracking her body.

“What are we going to do?” Lionel asked.

The door rattled harder as the two reflections fought to break through. “How much do you want to live?” I asked him.

“What kind of stupid question is that?”

“It’s not a stupid question, it’s the only question.” We wouldn’t survive another fight with Reflessa and Reflionel. And, even if it was possible, Val was in no state to end the curse. So we only had only two choices. Kill the old woman. Or die. “There’s no reasoning with her.” The old woman’s thin, bony shoulders shuddered from her weeping. I touched the hilt of my katana. She looked so weak and helpless; it would be like killing a kitten.

If this had happened in an earlier era of my life, it wouldn’t have been a decision. Val would have been dead at my feet already, blood seeping across the stone floor. Perhaps I would have killed Lionel for good measure on the way out.

“Is there no other way?” Lionel asked.

A sudden burst of anger flared within me, and I grabbed him, balling up the lapels of his overcoat and lifting him into the air. “Accept it, chump. There’s no other way. This is our choice. Either she dies, or we do. Either we kill her, or those reflections outside kill us and take our place in this world.”

Lionel flushed. “I’m sorry. I’m not as comfortable with the idea of murdering someone as you are.”

My anger faded as quickly as it arrived and I put him back down. “I don’t like how it is either.”

Splinters flew across the room as one of the boards from the door exploded inward. Vibrations ran along the floor. The door wobbled to one side, but it held. Just.

I raised the katana over my head. “I’m sorry for what Mortissa did to you and your daughter.”

“Stop,” Lionel said. “Give me that.”

“What?”

“Give me your sword. I heard what you said up there. About how you wanted to change, and not be a killer anymore. I know you don’t want to do this.”

“Yes, but...”

He held out his hand.

“You’ve never killed before.”

The door thundered to the floor, and the two reflections stormed into the room. Lionel snatched my katana out of my grasp and sliced the blade through Val’s neck. Blood spurted out, spilling across the white coffin. Val straightened, rising up, then she spasmed once and collapsed onto the coffin.

Reflessa charged in at full speed, her katana drawn back. I grabbed Lionel and pulled him away, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to stop Reflessa’s attack in time. Maybe Val’s death wasn’t enough. Or perhaps we hadn’t been in time. I threw my body over Lionel just as Reflessa’s shadow katana swung down at us.

The katana passed through without harming us. Reflessa’s expression changed from one of battle rage to one of shock. Then it turned to back to shadow and melted away. Behind it, Reflionel also disappeared into nothingness.

“It’s over,” Lionel said.

I smiled. “I think so.”

He didn’t smile back. “It’s over,” he repeated, this time giving me a shove.

I took his meaning, releasing him. Now that it was over, we weren’t allies anymore. “Sorry.” I backed away.

“It’s a bit late for that.”

Val’s body lay draped across her daughter’s coffin. Her blood pooled across the top of the coffin with dark fingers trickling down the sides.

As Lionel stepped back, he noticed blood on the sole of his shoe. He scuffed it against the stone floor, but the blood didn’t want to come off.

“That’s where Val wants to be,” I said. “With her daughter. There was no way she was leaving this tomb. You put her out of her misery.”

“That’s one way to look at it,” Lionel said. “We didn’t exactly give her much choice. Or rather, I didn’t.”

“Let’s get out of here.” The smell of Val’s blood was beginning to affect me, and my keen awareness of time told me that daylight was close.

Lionel led the way back through the door, up the stairs, and into the main chamber. When Lionel descended the steps without looking back, I hurried in a different direction. If I took the back exit from the cemetery, I would come out close to one of the secret places I slept during the day.

I was just about to break into a sprint when a voice caused me to turn. At the bottom of the steps, a seeing eye had appeared, confronting Lionel. I ducked behind a large tombstone, peering out from behind it. Dawn was so close that I could almost smell burning, but still I waited and watched.

“Father,” Lionel said. “Come to rescue me too late again? You must be sick of being woken for no reason.”

“I wasn’t woken, because I haven’t slept since we last talked,” Christian said. “I’ve been looking through photographs of known hood mages. And one photo, logged by the Burkes of Buffalo, was of a Danielle Wright who looked remarkably like the woman who was in the back seat of your car earlier.”

“I see,” Lionel said wearily.

“So? Where is she? And do you have an explanation for your lies?”

“I do.”

“It better be good,” Christian said.

“Oh, it is,” Lionel said. “My explanation is this.” He took his pendant off his neck, balled it in his fist, pulled back his arm, and threw it beyond a row of distant graves. “I quit.”

I smiled at the mixture of shock and anger that lit up Christian ’s face. “You can’t quit,” he said. “You’re my son.”

“I quit as your security chief,” Lionel said. “And I quit as your son.”

Christian’s expression darkened further. “That hood mage will still be dealt with.” The seeing eye popped out of existence.

I turned and ran, racing the rising sun.

Chapter 13

I sat on a hard chair staring at a white wall, waiting for a knock on the door.

I’d just returned to the Colescu apartments after spending the day and fully half the night in one of my secret hideaways. I expected a summons, and I knew I should be preparing myself for what was coming. What was I going to say to Mortissa, and would she accept my answers?

What I saw on that white wall I stared so hard at was the expression on Lionel’s face after he’d said, “It’s over.” He’d had to put aside his reaction to finding out what I was until after the battle, and in that moment, he’d had every right to rage at me. Instead, he’d shown a coldness and an absence of emotion that was worse than screaming. “It’s over,” he’d said, meaning more than just the demon’s curse.

The door opened, and Sistine walked in. Not even a knock. “Yes, what is it?” I asked.

“This way,” Sistine said.

I hesitated. The moment of judgment had arrived, and I was walking into it weak and uncertain. Reflessa had been banished, but only by the slaughter of an old woman. I hadn’t been able to defeat any of its arguments, most of which had originated in my own heart.

“Don’t dawdle,” Sistine said.

I surged to my feet, knocking my chair back and, in the same movement, I spun and crashed a roundhouse kick into Sistine’s face. She keeled over, and I followed her down, planting my knee against her throat. “Remember your place,” I said with a voice like granite.

Sistine twisted her head to the side and spat out blood. Then she laughed. “We’ll see,” she said. “Mortissa is ready for you. She even prepared a surprise.”

“Mortissa and I go back centuries.” I leaned down hard on the other woman’s throat. “We’ll work out what we need to. And from now on, you’ll jump when I say move, and you’ll lick my boots when I say kneel. Are we clear?”

Sistine laugh turned into a cough under pressure from my knee. “We’ll see. We’ll see,” she spluttered.

I left Sistine on the floor and strode out of the room. I’d make her choke on her laughter later, but she had done me a favor. A single moment of action provided an answer that hours of reflection hadn’t. My joy at seeing Sistine laid low before me had been undeniable. The old me was back, and it felt good.

Perhaps I had reason to be grateful to Reflessa as well. Lionel had said, “the reflections tell the truth, you are the liar,” or something similar. It was time to stop lying to myself. Lionel’s intervention meant I still hadn’t killed in over a year, but continuing that path wasn’t a real option. Nor was leaving my family and becoming a vulnerable lone vampire, or begging to be admitted to the Huntley family. I hadn’t come this far to subject myself to the whims of uppity young vampires like Sistine or Kingston.

I had to accept what I was and convince Mortissa that the previous year of weakness had been an aberration. I pushing through the double doors and into the throne room.

Mortissa sat waiting on her throne. “Where’s Sistine?”

“On her back, recovering from a kick to the head and a knee to the throat.”

Mortissa laughed. “I can’t say she didn’t have it coming.”

A fawn stood on either side of Mortissa, wearing matching white shirts and navy sports jackets. “Leave us,” I told them.

They both looked at Mortissa, who gave them a nod, then they fled, closing the doors behind them.

A draft carried a distant moan across the room. A fawn somewhere was being tended to by a vampire; I couldn’t tell if the moan was due to pleasure or pain.

Where Gaston had died, a large splotch of blood still stained the white carpet. I walked across to stand in the center of the stain. “You haven’t had it cleaned yet.”

“I decided to wait until the whole situation was cleaned up.”

“Val is dead,” I said.

“So I heard. Sliced through the neck. She and her daughter’s body were discovered in our mausoleum.”

I noticed that Mortissa’s sword leaned against the side of her throne. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen it. “Do you expect to need that tonight?” Mortissa sword was a huge two-handed broadsword that she could wield like a rapier.

“I notice you are also armed.” Mortissa nodded at the heaviness in the left side of my leather jacket.

I had replaced my torn and battered jacket from the night before with a similar one. “I wasn’t thinking,” I said. “I can leave the jacket outside.”

Mortissa’s smile was all sharp sweetness. “Not at all. We trust each other, so hidden swords mean little. Isn’t that right, little dove?” She rose from her seat on the throne and moved toward the semi-circle of plush seating. She chose a chaise longue and beckoned me. I sat on an armchair opposite her.

“No, come closer.” Mortissa patted a space beside her, and I shifted across to where she indicated. When she reached for me, I jerked back.

“I’ve been thinking,” Mortissa said, “that I should never have gotten that throne. It separated me too much from the rest of my family.” She held out her hand again, and this time, I leaned my head into her palm. “This is what we have missed in recent times. The closeness we used to share.” She pulled me against her.

I felt awkward, my body stiff and tilted at an angle with Mortissa holding my head against her shoulder. “You didn’t warn me when you sent me after her the old woman. I didn’t know to expect a grief-crazed necromancer.”

“There was good reason,” Mortissa said. “Opportunity is rising, but to seize it, I first have to purge all weakness from the family.”

“I’m not weak.” I tried to lift my head to face Mortissa, but she held me pressed against her. Her fingers briefly tightened around my throat, and I stiffened, but the fingers left my neck as fast as they’d arrived.

“It’s not just you, it’s everyone that’s getting weak. Aberrations like the Huntleys have been allowed to occur. A family that makes a mockery of being a vampire, a family that should have been wiped out long ago, but, for some unknown reason, is under the protection of the Koloffs.”

I nodded, saying nothing.

“I have been watching, and I understand why. The humans grow ever more clever at deception. Through stories, they have constructed a moral code that they want people to believe in, a warm fiction that people can wrap themselves up in to make themselves feel good while insulating themselves from cruel reality. At the same time, businessmen plunder the planet, politicians divert wealth into the pockets of billionaires, and soldiers use ever more powerful weapons to kill and maim.”

I swallowed. The memory of the imprint of her fingers still burned the skin around my throat.

“As a race, humans are as vicious and heartless as Vlad himself; they are often just unwilling to get their hands dirty. They squeal monster at the very thought us, but in truth, what has a vampire ever done to compare to any number of atrocities committed by humans? Don’t fall for their lies.”

“What do you want from me?” I asked.

“Join me in my quest to reach higher, little dove.” She ran her fingers through my hair.

“I don’t understand.” Despite everything, I was beginning to feel comfortable with her closeness. Her smell was familiar, her voice comforting, her movements gentle.

“The Colescus have done well, but we have coasted for too long. I want more for us. I want us be the leading vampire family in Philadelphia, perhaps in the whole country. Imagine that, the Colescus, one of the only female-only families, becoming famous throughout the great US of A. Doesn’t that make your blood shiver with anticipation?”

“How?” The Koloffs and Scarpas had been in the city for much longer, and both families were much larger than ours.

“As you’ve recently discovered, I have begun to experiment with necromancy and mage magic using human vessels such as Val and Connie.” Mortissa’s fingers streamed down through my hair. “Despite Val’s competence with hood magic, her efforts to train others has gone badly, and the overall task has been fruitless, mainly because mage magic is relatively impotent. Mage families usually rely on their positions of power, rather than real power. Their soldiers carry machine guns along with their pendants, and they are quicker to use the guns. The magic itself is feeble.”

I heard a moan again, only this time I realized it came from somewhere close. My head stirred. “What was that?”

“Nothing to worry about.” Mortissa’s hand continued to brush through my hair. “Necromancy was even more ineffectual. Demons would rarely hear a call, and when they did they, were often unwilling or unable to affect our world. That’s until recently. Something has changed drastically. I’m not sure what, but few know of it, and even fewer have the will and ability to take advantage. The loss of Connie and Val was unfortunate, but real power requires sacrifice. We just need to work with Grimstar and others to take advantage.”

“How was Gaston involved?” I asked. That was a part of the mystery I hadn’t yet figured out.

“Connie was a great lay, but also a scheming little bitch. The great thing about manipulators is that they are so easy to get them to do what you want. Especially the stupid ones—you just have to get them to think they are one manipulating you. Connie was sleeping with Gaston, and getting him to spy on me, little knowing I was only telling him what I wanted her to know. Once she died, though, it was time to deal with Gaston’s treachery.”

“You asked Connie to summon the demon that killed her?”

“I didn’t have to force Connie—she craved the power herself, but Val was always going to blame me once it went wrong. Did you see what the demon did, though? The innards gone, skeleton and all, her skin unbroken. If an idiot like Connie can get a demon to affect the world that much, imagine what is possible when we learn to harness the power.”

The moan came louder, and I raised myself away from Mortissa and scanned the whole room. “Where’s it coming from?” A memory clicked in my mind, something I hadn’t registered at the time. Sistine had said that Mortissa had a surprise for me.

Mortissa shrugged. “I guess it’s time.” She stood and crossed the room. “You didn’t know my throne has a hidden chamber underneath it, did you?” She used her toe to lift a small latch low to the floor, then stepped back as a board swung open, and a man’s body spilled out.

It was Lionel.

Chapter 14

I sprang to my feet and rushed across to him. I turned him around so he was on his back. His head flopped to the side. Bare-chested, and with a bloody wound on the left side of his neck, he was barely conscious, his life force depleted.

“I can understand why you like him. His blood is rather delicious,” Mortissa said.

“What’s he doing here?” I shouted.

“I think you know.”

I looked up and saw the terrible truth in her eyes. “No. I already proved myself to you. Val is dead.”

“You must do this, Alessandra. You know it yourself. This is the opportunity you have been waiting for. Weakness has leaked into your life, softening your nature. It’s time to redeem yourself, to be reborn into your true self.” She clenched one hand into a fist. “And together we’ll be able to forge an alliance of strength, go forward and take whatever we want from the world.”

I looked down at Lionel, watching as his glazed eyes focused. I saw a spark of recognition, and he smiled.

“Don’t smile,” I whispered. “I’m not here to save you.” The opposite.

He opened his mouth and coughed. Blood bubbled between his lips. “Come closer,” he whispered.

I leaned down toward him. The smell of his blood was strong, but beneath it was his own scent, warm and earthy.

“I’m sorry I reacted so badly before,” he said. “I understand why you had to lie to me.”

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” I whispered. My gums tingled, but I didn’t let myself transform. Not yet.

“I did. I fell in love with you. Then I let the discovery of one small aspect of you color everything I felt.”

“You didn’t fall in love. We only just met. We barely know each other.” And being a vampire wasn’t a small aspect.

“Maybe you are right. Maybe I’m not in love. But I’ve never felt anything like this before. So I want to take the leap of believing it’s real, believing it’s love.” He reached up and briefly gripped my wrist. “Take a leap with me.”

“I don’t love you.”

“Before love, you have to lower your defenses. And before that, you have to believe in yourself. Take that leap, at least.”

The lack of blood had gone to his head. “You realize you aren’t getting out of here.”

He closed his eyes and swallowed. “Not all deaths are the same. When I thought we were going to die under the building, I was glad I was with someone, with you. And if I die now, I want it to be with love in my heart.”

“That’s stupid,” I said.

“What’s he saying?” Mortissa sat on her throne with her sword lying across her knees, her fingertips brushing along the surface of the blade.

“He’s saying he loves me,” I told her.

“An extra special treat for you, then, little dove. Draining the life force of someone who loves you tastes extra sweet.”

Mortissa would kill both of us if I didn’t kill him. Even if I hadn’t already made the decision to return to my previous life by giving up the folly of shedding my vampire skin, I would be left with no choice. Either both of us died or just him.

“You had me wrong,” I whispered to Lionel. “I was lying to you. Lying to myself as well, in believing I could change and be someone I’m not."

“You are a good person, Essa. Take the leap and believe that.”

The words warmed my heart, but I crushed the feeling within myself. “You are delusional. Essa isn’t even my name.”

In response, he gave me a warm smile.

Damn him. “Get angry at me,” I hissed. “I wormed my way into your trust. I lied about my nature. I’m about to murder you, drain your blood, drain your very life until you are nothing more than a husk. I deserve rage and revulsion. Not that weak half smile.”

“I understand what you have to do and why,” he said. “I’m ready.”

“Why the delay, little dove?” Mortissa asked. “You have no doubts, I hope.”

I leaned closer. It was painful seeing his battered face with an expression full of kindness, so I turned away, concentrating on his neck. A crusted red smudge pulled my mouth downward. The smell of his blood grew stronger, and bloodlust took me. My fangs sprouted, and the skin of my face tightened.

I wanted to have him so much, take every part of him. It had been so long. I knew how wonderful he would taste.

A single gulp, and I would never doubt my true nature again. Mortissa was right that I needed to test myself. By proving myself, I would be reforged into a stronger metal.

Lionel had even given me permission; he understood what I was, he knew what I had to do. “I’m sorry,” I breathed.

“I forgive you,” he whispered back.

My lips touched the skin of his neck. The taste of blood exploded inside me, and I moaned. I opened my mouth, preparing to bite down, the tips of my fangs touching his skin.

This was it. There would be no stopping once I started. I would drink until the whole of Lionel’s life force was part of me, until I had killed him and purged myself of all weakness. All I needed was the tiniest more pressure to penetrate the skin.

Instead, I pulled away. The smell of blood was still in my nostrils, but I didn’t let it cloud my mind. I ran my fingertips along Lionel’s cheek, and I remembered being clasped against him in the rubble of Val’s basement, breathing in the same scent, each of us feeling the body heat of the other. When we’d been separated, my arm had felt strange for no longer being curled around his back.

My fangs retracted, and the tightness left my face as the bloodlust evaporated. We smiled at each other and a warmth filled me. I leaned down and kissed him, a pure kiss, lips on lips. It tasted sweet. Not the same sweet taste of blood, but something better, more wholesome.

“That’s disappointing,” Mortissa said, picking up her broadsword and standing. “At least it’s better to know.”

I stood in front of Lionel.

“After everything we’ve been through, all these years, you’ve chosen a pathetic bloodbag over me.”

“Yes.” I drew my katana.

Mortissa smiled. “So what now? You are going to try to kill me? Really, dear? You know you aren’t my equal.”

I charged forward and swung at her left side, a testing blow, aiming to feel her out.

I didn’t expect my sword to sink home, but it did. Mortissa didn’t even try to block or dodge, simply answering my attack with one of her own. She used the brief split second when my blade was caught inside her flesh to swing her broadsword viciously at my left side.

I screamed and backed away, clutching at the wound.

“I’m sorry, did you want to dance, little dove?” Mortissa chuckled. “All I have for you today is butchery. She dashed forward, hacking at me with long, heavy strokes. I blocked each attack, but with Mortissa’s full strength behind each blow, my elbows bent a little more each time. I couldn’t match Mortissa’s strength even at my peak, and with blood leaking from the heavy wound in my side, I wasn’t close to that. And with Mortissa happy to absorb my blows just to get her own strike home, I didn’t dare counterattack.

Mortissa drove me back until I could retreat no further. I ducked a high blow, and Mortissa’s broadsword clanged against the wall. I spun, then dashed to the other end of the room.

Mortissa turned. “I often allow myself to be injured.” Blood leaked from the gash in her side, but it barely affected her movements. “Just to know that I rule over my body. Pain is just a trick of the mind. Regular injuries also ensure that my healing powers are perfect.”

She swept across the room in a flash. I dashed away, but it wasn’t me she was going for—it was Lionel. She grabbed him by the neck and lifted him up. “Healing is even quicker when I get renewed by a shot of life force.”

Lionel’s legs dangled above the floor, but he managed to summon the energy to punch her in the face.

Mortissa just smiled. “Still spirit left in him,” she said. “His life force will have juice.” She crashed an elbow into his jaw, causing his head to snap backward.

“Leave him alone.” I charged, using my speed to be upon Mortissa in an instant. She was ready, discarding Lionel behind her and spinning away from me, but not before she managed a vicious cut in my lower right side.

Agony tore through me; I could barely stand. Shifting dizzily from side to side, I glanced behind to check on Lionel. He was still conscious.

“So it isn’t just he who has fallen for you,” Mortissa said. “You love him too. How Shakespearean! When you are both dead, I’ll have to have one of the fawns write a poem.”

My stomach was slick with blood, and my pants were becoming soaked. I touched my free hand to my side to stem the spurting. Hot pain lanced into my core, and I staggered and almost collapsed backward.

“It’s okay. Fall on top of him,” Mortissa said. “Wrap your arms around him. I’ll skewer the two of you together with a single thrust. Let no one say I’m not romantic.”

“I don’t want to die like this.” It had been the same thing I’d said trapped in Val’s basement. I was willing to die, but I needed to accomplish something first.

“How do you wish to die, little dove?” Mortissa asked. “Due to our long history together, requests will be accepted, within reason.”

“I wish die with another, so we may take our last breath together.”

“Lie down next to him, and I’ll make it happen,” Mortissa said.

“Him?” Drawing on a strength I didn’t know I possessed, I straightened my back and raised my katana. “No, I wish that you and I take our last breath together, little dove.”

Mortissa snarled and flew at me, sending her broadsword plunging toward my heart. I didn’t try to escape, just shifted slightly to the side, allowing the sword to sink home. The blade went all the way through, the point of it coming out my back. I screamed an unholy scream, but didn’t let the pain stop my counterstroke. I took careful aim, and thrust my katana straight into Mortissa’s heart.

She staggered backward, and both our swords came free of each other’s bodies. Mortissa eyes were wide and glaring, and for a moment, I thought I had missed the heart. Then she keeled over dead.

My katana fell from my fingers, and I pressed my hands against my right breast. Both hands weren’t enough to stop the bleeding, and I fell into a pool of my own blood.

My mind floated in a sea of pain, but I accepted it serenely. After a life of horror, I had finally gained a sliver of redemption by killing Mortissa and saving Lionel.

I had tried to change, but there was no changing for someone like me, just an ending.

I let the blackness take me.

Chapter 15

“Essa, Essa, wake up.”

My shoulders shook, and I reluctantly opened my eyes, surprised that I still could. Lionel’s face swam into view.

I felt him on top of me, his body weight sealing off the wounds somewhat. “Essa, you have to heal.”

“It’s too late. You’re alive. That’s enough for me.” I had done one good thing, at least.

“My blood,” he said. “My life force. It’ll give you strength. Drink from me.” He lowered his neck toward my mouth.

“No.” I shook my head. “You don’t want to be a bloodbag.”

“I don’t want to be a bloodbag. But I’m willing to be your bloodbag.” Lionel used his fingers to claw at the wound in his neck. He broke it open and fresh blood trickled free.

“I can’t. Your life force is almost gone.”

“Take some, then. What you need.”

With his fingers, he dribbled blood onto my lips, and I was unable to stop myself from transforming.

I was ready for it all to end. More than ready. And I couldn’t let Lionel undo my sacrifice. “Look at me,” I said to him. “A skeletal face, sharp fangs, red eyes. This is the real me. I’m not someone to be loved. I have been in the world too long. I can’t undo all the horrible things I’ve done, but I can at least leave having done one good thing in saving you.”

“You haven’t saved me,” Lionel said. “If you have no strength left to keep living, then we shall die together. Do you really think the rest of the vampires will let me out of here with their queen and you dead?”

Damn it. I hadn’t thought of that. “Your life force is near critical. If I start, I won’t be able to stop in time.”

“I already accustomed myself to dying in that manner,” Lionel said. “You’re already forgiven if it goes wrong. I trust that it won’t, though.” He touched his neck to my lips.

As drops fell into my mouth, my instincts took me. My fangs bit into Lionel’s skin, and I sucked in a mouthful of glorious-tasting blood.

The single gulp shot through my whole body like a jolt of adrenaline. Blood always tasted fantastic, but in five centuries it had never tasted that good. Like a man dying of thirst finally reaching water, I gulped down mouthful after mouthful. Energy flowed through me, and I opened my mouth wider to draw on the last of the life force.

No. My mind realized what I was doing just in time. With a wrench, I pulled my mouth off his neck. I pushed him off me, and lifting myself out from under him. His face fell against the carpet. “Lionel.” I knelt beside him and turned him onto his back.

His head was bent back at an angle, his eyes were closed, and blood gushed from his neck. “No!” I shouted. I should have stopped earlier. Why hadn’t I managed to control myself better? “You have to be alive.” I cupped the back of his head. “Lionel, tell me you are alive.”

Even with the smell of fresh blood strong, my fangs retreated and the bloodlust left me. With my palm, I applied pressure to the side of his neck, stopping the blood flow. “Lionel,” I called again.

Nothing. I shook him. A bit too violently, because blood leaked from his neck once more. I reapplied pressure.

“Please,” I said. “You can’t be dead.” After many instances of wanton murder, this was the one time I had touched my fangs to a neck while desperately wanting not to kill. Was this time going to end up like the others as a punishment of fate? “You just can’t.”

I grabbed his wrist, seeking a pulse, but I was too frantic to feel anything. I opened an eyelid. Did his eye stir?

“Lionel,” I said. “I need you to wake up.”

Nothing. I exhaled a breath of pure despair. Had it been my imagination that his eye had moved?

I slumped into a sitting position beside him, glancing across at Mortissa’s corpse. Defeating her meant nothing now. Less than nothing. Better I died than he did. Better she killed him than I did.

Lionel’s eyelids fluttered.

I leaned forward again. “Lionel,” I called. Had it been my imagination again?

Then his eyes opened fully.

“You’re not dead,” I said, a stupid grin on my face.

“Are you...?” He stumbled over his words. “Did my blood help?”

“I’m feeling fantastic.” The wounds on my torso had closed up. “You?”

He shivered. “I feel like I should be dead.”

We both should be. “Let’s see if we can manage one more miracle.” I slid one arm under his neck, preparing to lift him. “Let’s get you out of here.”

“Where are you going to take me?”

I thought for a moment. “To your home. Cress House. They’ll take care of you there. Heal you.” I wouldn’t exactly be welcome. “I’ll have to drop you off at the gate and leave.”

“No.” Lionel shook his head. “I don’t want to return there. And I’m not being separated from you right now. Not like that.”

“We need someone to give you healing.” Life force couldn’t be renewed by magic, but the wound on his neck could be healed, as well as the other damage Mortissa had inflicted.

“Give me a phone,” he said.

I took my cell from my pocket and handed it across. As I did so, I noticed the time on the display. There wasn’t much night left in the night—we needed to get moving.

Lionel dialed. “What’s the address of this place?”

“Near Cherry and Fifteenth.”

For twenty long, drawn-out seconds, the phone rang unanswered. Then a woman spoke, “Hello?”

“Essa and I need your help. Can you collect us at the corner of Cherry and Fifteenth Street?” He waited for a response, then said, “We might be dead in twenty minutes. Can you make it ten?”

I couldn’t make out the reply.

“Good.” He hung up, and handed the phone back. I pocketed it, then tucked one arm under his shoulders and the other under his knees and lifted.

I staggered slightly as I took the full weight of him.

“Are you okay?” Lionel asked.

“Fine,” I said once the immediate wave of dizziness faded. I wasn’t bleeding badly anywhere, and with the help of Lionel’s life force, my healing powers meant I’d continue to improve. Still, I wouldn’t defeat the weakest vampire in a fight. “Maybe act unconscious for a while.” With Mortissa dead, I wasn’t sure what to expect from the other vampires. It was best that Lionel not draw attention to himself. “Or at least don’t say anything.”

“That won’t be hard,” Lionel said. “I don’t feel very awake. Or even alive.”

I turned my back to the door, and used my hip to twist the handle. Then I swung around to face forward again as I passed through the doorway. In the corridor beyond, the Colescu vampires and many of their fawns had begun to gather, attracted by the scent of blood.

Chapter 16

I was glad Sistine wasn’t among them. Spotting the youngest Colescu hovering not far away, I called out to her. “Giselle, come here. Now.”

Giselle looked hesitantly to either side, then hurried forward. Lionel shivered violently against me, and I held him tighter. I didn’t know if he was actually unconscious, or just pretending like I’d told him, but having a critically low level of life force was extremely serious.

As Giselle reached me, the sudden hit of powerful blood-smell caused her to instantly transform. I shifted Lionel across to my right side, freeing my left hand. Then I slapped Giselle across the face. “Control yourself,” I ordered.

With a visible struggle, she forced her fangs to retract.

“Look inside the throne room,” I ordered.

She did so, her eyes lingering on Mortissa’s body.

“Now repeat after me: The queen is dead, long live the queen.”

“The queen is dead, long live the queen,” she muttered.

I slapped her again. “Louder.”

“The queen is dead, long live the queen.”

Lionel’s head lolled forward slightly, and I adjusted him into a more comfortable position. Even holding him with one hand, he was beginning to feel less heavy as I continued to heal. “Lead the way to the elevator. Slowly.”

As I followed behind her, I glared at one of the nearest fawns, nodding downward until he got the hint and went down on one knee, lowering his head.

“Giselle,” I said.

“The queen is dead, long live the queen,” she intoned.

The other fawns began to kneel, followed by first one vampire, then another. As I passed by, I touched the heads of those on either side. Seeing them kneel, feeling their heads bowed to me, a surge of emotion came upon me, similar to what I had felt when I’d pressed my knee to Sistine’s throat. All this could be mine. I didn’t have to walk out into the unknown. I had killed Mortissa, and, to take control of the Colescu family, I just had to stay and seize it.

Lionel’s warm breath touched my neck. I hugged him tighter to me, feeling his heartbeat against mine. No. I wasn’t Mortissa, and I wasn’t going to take her place, become her.

“The queen is dead, long live the queen,” Giselle intoned.

As we reached the elevator, Sistine walked slowly toward us, arriving down a cross corridor, a calculating expression on her face as she surveyed the kneeling vampires and fawns around me. I cursed under my breath. I doubted Sistine would kneel, and if she decided to make a play for leadership, I had no idea how much support she could call on. And I didn’t want to find out.

“Sistine, sister,” I said. “Come with me, we need to talk.”

“Sister?” Sistine showed surprise.

“A great change has happened, and we need to decide how to handle it. For the good of the family.” The elevator doors opened and I stepped inside. “Let’s talk.”

Sistine hesitated for four long heartbeats before deciding to follow. The doors shut and the elevator began to descend. “What’s going on, Alessandra?” Sistine asked.

“It’s your lucky day. You are going to get everything you always wanted.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Mortissa is dead, and I’m not interested in taking over the family.”

Sistine, uncertain, snorted out a half laugh. “That doesn’t make any sense. What was all that ‘long live the queen’ stuff, and the corridor of kneeling subjects?”

“I wanted to make sure I could leave.” The person who murdered a queen couldn’t just walk out and get away with it unless she had the power of a new queen. “Without having to face any questions.” And while bringing Lionel out with me.

“So what do you expect to happen now?”

“You go back up there without me and explain that my grief over killing Mortissa means that I decided I cannot usurp her position. So my only choice is to leave the family, but I do so in the sure knowledge that our family is in great hands with Queen Sistine,” I said. “My only condition is that my killing of Mortissa is not considered a crime, and not subject to any revenge, led by a new queen or otherwise.”

“And if I don’t agree to any conditions?”

“Things become more complicated.” I held my free hand out toward her. “What you want is within easy reach. Just take it.”

Sistine hesitated, then grasped my hand and shook it. The elevator’s doors opened and I walked out. I looked over my shoulder to watch the doors close on Sistine, on the Colescu family, and on my life as I’d known it.

Out on the street, the city was beginning its shift from the quietness of night to the bustle of morning. Traffic was light and fast moving; the passing pedestrians were sporadic.

“Lionel?” I gave him a gentle shake. His eyes opened and then closed again. He was still alive, at least.

Anyone who glanced my way looked away again quickly, not wanting to get involved in the reasons that a woman was carrying an unconscious and bloodied half-naked man along the sidewalk. Half a block down, I found a bench and sat. I placed Lionel beside me and leaned him against me.

Dawn wasn’t far away, but I wasn’t going to leave Lionel like this, whatever happened. If my destiny was to see the sun this morning for the first time in almost five hundred years, then so be it.

It wasn’t. Brakes screeched, then a car at the opposite end of the street did a violent U-turn, the front wheel jumping the corner of the sidewalk as the car came to a halt. In the driver’s seat, Danielle’s face was pale.

I stood and gave Lionel another gentle shake. His eyes opened again. “We’re both still alive, fancy that,” he said.

“Fancy that.” I smiled, bent to kiss him on the lips, then I guided him across to Danielle’s car. Looking into Lionel’s face, a feeling of peace and happiness descended upon me. It was a new feeling.

I wasn’t going to die, not yet. Would I have to join the Huntley family? That was a decision for another time. Lionel was with me, and Mortissa was gone.

A new life awaited.

* * *

Thanks for reading, and I hope you enjoyed it.

The story of Lionel, Alessa, Danielle and others continues in The Mage Team, which is available as part of the Gypsies After Dark multi-author boxed set. Click here for links.

*

A power-hungry necromancer is seeking a world-ending artifact. Only the mage team can stop him—that is if they don’t kill each other first.

Slate Blackthorn is a vampire hunter who’s ready for anything; except for being teamed up with a vampire. However, with the threat of an undead apocalypse looming, Slate and the rest of the mage team will have to learn to work together. The magical artifact is kept in an enchanted safe within an impregnable tower. To get to it before the necromancer, the team will have to overcome an assortment of challenges including mages with machine guns and fighting robots, lethal mindtraps and bloodthirsty demons.

If that wasn’t bad enough, Slate knows something the others don’t. One of the team members is a traitor.

A magical heist story—Mission Impossible meets Dresden Files—The Mage Team is the first book in the Dragongods Saga, a new urban fantasy series. It will be initially released as part of the Gypsies After Dark multi-author boxed set.
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