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    No one returns from the Dark Bazaar 
 
      
 
    I am the last full-blooded witch in Istanbul. When a magical rift tore the world apart, humans, witches, and vampires were left behind. Peace among us has never been easy. But now, our fragile accord is crumbling. 
 
      
 
    The vampires have started abducting humans, taking them to the Dark Bazaar to be sold for their blood—or worse. Mehmet the Wise, leader of the humans, has withdrawn his people behind the walls of their zone. And the elders of my magical order, charged with keeping the peace, are doing nothing. A war is coming, and I’m the only one who seems to give a damn. 
 
      
 
    To save my district, I’ll have to put my faith in the one person I trust the least: Erlik, King of the Berkano vampires. The vampire’s charms are no match for my magic, but there is a sparkle in his eyes that promises to be more dangerous than anything else in Nazar. And I just can’t seem to look away.  
 
      
 
    Maybe what they say is true. No one returns from the Dark Bazaar. Including me.  
 
      
 
    Join Pelin in her quest to save Nazar in The Dark Bazaar. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
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    I gripped my evil eye amulet so hard my hand ached. The energy inside the blue glass charm crackled, blue and silver light swirling around my hand. Casting an enchantment over myself, I took on the appearance of a female vampire with long black hair, pale skin, and shimmering silver eyes. The magic also masked my scent and draped me in shadow.  
 
    I didn’t dare be discovered.  
 
    Not here. 
 
    Slipping through the ruins of Istanbul, I edged closer to the entrance of the Grand Bazaar, home to the nest of the vampires that ruled the city at night. My order had renamed the place. We called it the Dark Bazaar. There was nothing grand about the labyrinth from which no human ever returned or witch dared to walk.  
 
    Which was why sneaking into the Dark Bazaar was about the stupidest thing a witch like me could do. 
 
    But I had to. 
 
    Ahead of me, a human woman screamed as a tall, dark-haired vampire dragged her by her hair toward the entrance. The vampire’s eyes glimmered silver. His face contorted angrily, his furrowed brow marring his features. He jerked on the woman’s blonde hair again, grinning madly. His fangs flashed in the fading sunlight, a mass of jagged prongs filling his mouth. 
 
    Behind him, a female vampire with short black hair carried the human woman’s tiny baby. The vampiress cooed menacingly down at the bundle. Her mouth was a sea of razor-sharp fangs. 
 
    “Smells so delicious,” the vampiress purred. 
 
    “Not for you,” her companion snapped. 
 
    The human woman stared at the vampires, her eyes wide with fear. She screamed and struggled to get free. But there was no escaping. The vampires out-powered her.  
 
    Gritting my teeth, I moved like a wraith behind them. They passed through the gate and entered the dimly-lit bazaar. I had no business getting involved. In fact, I had no business beyond the walls of my order at dusk. 
 
    But the vampires were not supposed to be hunting yet either. 
 
    Though some of the Rift-cursed vampires were able to endure the sunlight, they had abducted the woman before curfew. The sun hadn’t set. They were breaking the law. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I glanced up at the stone entryway. Grand Bazaar was written overhead. The narrow aisles of the bazaar were dimly lit with strings of bulbs and colorful glass lamps. The illumination from the lights cast a multicolored glow on the dirty marble floors of the bazaar.  
 
    The vampires had electricity. That was unexpected. 
 
    Creeping, I followed the vampires inside. 
 
    I could sense other vampires nearby. There were so many of them. I shivered, my skin prickling with goose bumps. But I reminded myself that there was little a vampire could do to a witch like me. But still. 
 
    The air within the bazaar was cool. There was an odd smell on the breeze, the scents of sandalwood and something heady and feral perfuming the air. I glanced around at the shuttered shops. The small vendor spaces, which had once sold gold, pottery, blown glass, paintings, rugs, and clothing, were in disarray. The glass windows of the gold and jewelry stores had been shattered. Dust collected on the counters inside. The vandalizing was not the work of vampires. That was the work of humans, misdeeds done long ago. 
 
    It had been ninety-nine years since the Rift. Humans had not known that their world had been destroyed, not by war or disease, but by magic. Lore told that witches and vampires had banded together to end vampirism. Then a witch and vampire had fallen in love. Their tryst had caused the Rift. The ground had shaken. Magical storms ripped apart the fabric of the world, Istanbul had nearly fallen, and the world had divided into new shapes. Only the quick work of the witches of my order had saved us all. Hastily erecting a magical barrier over the city, the Order of Umay had saved and cursed us in a single act. Witches, vampires, and humans had been caught in the same net. Now, we barely survived. With no ability to communicate with those beyond the barrier, we were isolated. 
 
    The human woman screamed again. 
 
    “Shut her up,” the vampiress hissed. 
 
    The vampire struck the human woman so hard she went limp. Cursing, he threw the unconscious woman over his shoulder then headed deeper into the bazaar. 
 
    The baby wailed.  
 
    Dammit.  
 
    The child’s pure blood would have them all curious and hungry. I picked up my pace. I needed to get this done before they got deeper into the nest and before I lost my nerve. 
 
    The vampires had turned the corner between a Turkish rug stall and display of colorful glass perfume bottles when I caught up with them. In the next row, the bazaar’s goods changed drastically. Instead, humans were shackled to the floor. Jars full of blood and other human body parts were on display. The vampires were getting ready for the night bazaar to begin. The despair emanating from the humans was palpable. 
 
    Rushing behind them, I twisted my hands and dropped the shadow spell that had hidden me. I kept the illusion that I was a vampire intact. I didn’t need them realizing who I actually was. 
 
    Finally sensing someone behind them, the vampires turned. 
 
    “Who are you?” the vampiress hissed. 
 
    I stepped toward the male vampire and lifted my hand. “Sleep,” I commanded, casting an enchantment over him. 
 
    He stiffened then fell to the ground, the human woman tumbling onto the floor with him. 
 
    “Who sent you?” the vampiress hissed. 
 
    Her questions struck me as odd. “Hand me the baby,” I said. Touching the glass amulet on my chest, I pulled magic from within the talisman, putting strength behind my words. 
 
    Stepping forward, the vampiress handed the baby to me. “But my orders,” she protested, knowing she was acting against her will but unable to stop herself. “She…she…w-will…” she stammered. 
 
    The vampiress set the squalling bundle in my arms. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” a voice called from the far end of the hall. 
 
    I looked past the vampiress. At the end of the hallway was one of the Berkano vampires. The large brooding figure glared down the aisle toward us, his eyes gleaming with menacing silver light. The Rift-cursed vampires before me were easy prey, susceptible to even the simplest spells. A Berkano, dating from before the Rift, was another matter entirely. 
 
    Twisting my fingers, I drew a sigil in the air, casting an enchantment on the vampiress that would confuse her and dull her senses. It would only last a few moments, but it would be enough. 
 
    My eyes flicked from the Berkano at the end of the hall to the unconscious woman lying on the floor. I had to make a choice. There was no way to save both the woman and the child. 
 
    Dammit again. 
 
    Holding the baby tight, I turned and dashed back toward the entrance to the bazaar. 
 
    After a few moments had passed, I heard the vampiress call, “Hey! Where are you going? Demir, get up,” she yelled at her companion. 
 
    As I turned the corner, I heard the male vampire say, “What? What happened?” 
 
    “She’s got the baby! Whore, when I get ahold of you, I’m going to rip you limb from limb.” 
 
    I raced away from the bazaar and back out onto the street. Thank Mother Umay, they had not seen through the enchantment to the real me. They’d only seen the illusion of another vampiress. If they had known who I really was… 
 
    I glanced down at the little baby who was staring at me wide-eyed with fear. 
 
    “Peace,” I said softly, setting my fingers on the child’s brow near her unseen third eye. The baby’s eyes closed, and the pretty little creature, wrapped in a pink blanket, fell fast asleep. Gripping her tightly, I turned and raced into the ruins of Istanbul.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
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    Holding the baby tight against my chest, I fled down the narrow streets. I crawled over a fence and cut across the cemetery. The moonlight illuminated the ruins of a mosque ahead. The vampires were gaining on me. I could feel them in the darkness. 
 
    Pumping my legs hard, I jumped across a fissure in the ground, a remnant of the destruction the Rift had caused. I turned the corner and raced into the mosque. I stopped a moment to catch my breath then looked around. A small bundle of rugs lay forgotten by the wall. 
 
    I set the baby down then turned toward the entrance. 
 
    They were coming. 
 
    I closed my eyes and drew magic from the ground. 
 
    “Mother Umay,” I whispered, touching my evil eye pendant as I called upon the spirit of the great mother. Magic crackled all around my hands. In my mind, I perfected an enchantment. Moving my hands overhead, I made a dome of magic over the child and me, masking us from sight. There was nothing where I was standing. Nothing. Only a jumble of rocks. A collapsed wall covered in vines. A heap of prayer rugs. Nothing else. No woman. No baby. The illusion would fool their eyes. The dome would block out our scent and the sound of our heartbeats. 
 
    A moment later, the two vampires came to the doorway of the mosque. 
 
    Holy ground. They paused. They could enter, but not without it causing significant pain. 
 
    The male vampire sneered, revealing two rows of razor-sharp sharp teeth. His heavy scowl deformed his features, his eyes flashing.  
 
    “I don’t see her,” the vampiress said. “Don’t smell her either. You?” 
 
    Nostrils flaring, the vampire inhaled deeply. He frowned then shook his head. He stared into the darkness, his eyes examining every corner. 
 
    I held my breath as his eyes passed over my illusion.  
 
    He sneered. “She must have gone around.” 
 
    “Who the hell was she?” 
 
    “Not one of Nadjla’s.” 
 
    “I didn’t know her. You suppose Erlik managed to make a new vampire?” the vampiress asked. 
 
    Her companion snorted defiantly. “Yeah, right. Who cares who she is? If we don’t find that baby, we’re screwed. Let’s go,” he said then they turned and ran off into the darkness. 
 
    I waited until they had moved far away from me. I touched my amulet once more and cast my senses out. I could feel the vampires in the Dark Bazaar. The energy coming off them was dark and forbidding. How had a witch ever come to love such a creature and love him enough to undo our whole world? The thought sickened me. I cast my senses even further afield. There were vampires to the north and east of me, hunting for any humans out after curfew, but there were none close by. 
 
    Creeping, I bent down and picked up the baby. The sweet little thing was sleeping soundly. Her long lashes lay on her cheeks. Such a lovely creature, she was no more than two months old, if that.  
 
    Setting back off into the night, I moved away from the old section of the city. I headed in the direction of Yedikule Fortress and the human safe zone. It was too far to get to the actual citadel at this time of night, but I could get to the wall. From there, I knew where to go. Moving quickly, I shifted down the back alleys, my eyes and ears honed in, listening for danger. 
 
    I could feel the vampires hunting. They were moving across the city like rats. 
 
    I quickened my step. I needed to make it to the human zone and back to the order before anyone discovered I was missing. I had no business out at night, I knew that, but something had felt wrong these last few weeks. Our district was changing. I looked up at the blue dome overhead. Nazar. The word meant evil eye and was the same word we used for the evil eye charms the witches of the Order of Umay wore. After the Rift, the humans had renamed Istanbul. To them, there was no Istanbul anymore. There was only Nazar, the evil eye overhead that protected us from evil. The blue barrier, streaked with silver and golden light, watched over us all. Erected during the Rift, our barrier kept out the magical storms that raged on the other side, storms that would destroy us if the barrier ever fell. But our dome was fragile, unstable. Only with the help of the Order of Umay did the barrier stay in place. Without us, Istanbul—Nazar—would fall. But something was wrong. Emine would say I was paranoid, but I could feel something changing. Nazar was in danger. 
 
    At least, that was the reason I used to justify being beyond the walls of my order after curfew. The fact that I felt like a caged tiger only had a little to do with my forbidden wanderings. And my nocturnal adventures had revealed a truth. For weeks now, the vampires had been breaking the rules. The Rift-cursed vampires had been hunting at dusk, breaking the law. Why? Why had Erlik, the king of the vampires, permitted it? And why wasn’t my order doing anything to stop it? 
 
    Of course, asking my elders to get involved proved problematic. I only knew the vampires were hunting before curfew because I was outside the walls of my order after curfew, which was not permitted. I was breaking the law as well. But I hadn’t meant any harm. I hated being kept behind walls. Hated not having a life. A witch of the Order of Umay, I was bound to service, a keeper of the barrier. My sisters and I were tied to our role as keepers of the dome. 
 
    And I hated every single moment of it. 
 
    I approached the fence that marked off the human safe zone. Moving away from the lights and the guards at the main gate, I headed toward a ruined building close to the dark waters of the Bosphorus. The waves slapped loudly and violently against the breakers. 
 
    I entered the building, stepping around stones and timbers, then exited the back of the structure. There, I found the chain-link fence. Pushing aside a small hole in the fence, I slipped into the safe zone. 
 
    It wasn’t that the human zone was so well fortified. Simply enough, the vampires were not invited within. That small fact kept them out. 
 
    Slipping down a side street, I headed toward the old fire station. I knew I would find him there. From the ruins of a building close by, I watched humans gathered around a table looking down at a map of the city. Two men were gesturing wildly. They had blood on their shirts. Their distress, emanating from them like waves, moved me. I bade myself to ignore the rush of angry and worried emotions swelling up in me. 
 
    Then, I saw him. 
 
    Aydin stood with his arms folded across his chest as he listened. He had a serious expression on his face, his forehead wrinkling as he scowled with concentration. He nodded on occasion as he considered the men’s words. I smiled, my gaze drifting across his body. His dark hair curled along the neck. I imagined hooking my finger into each curl, tickling his neck until he smiled. I eyed his lean, muscular figure. 
 
    I’d been slipping out of the order at night for weeks. Roaming the city. Watching. Helping, when I could. 
 
    At first, no one had spotted me. 
 
    Until Aydin. 
 
    For the last two months, our friendship had been building into something more. Mixing of witches and humans, unlike the mixing of vampires and witches, was not forbidden. It was simply frowned upon. I still didn’t understand why. Human parents often produced children who were gifted. Magic ran in the humans’ veins whether they liked it or not. And pairings of witches had seldom produced magical offspring since the Rift. Our world was changing. Maybe it was time for that law to change. Humans and witches should be able to freely meet, fall in love, and have sex.  
 
    Focus, Pelin. 
 
    Holding the little baby gently, I extended my hand. Twisting my fingers in a circular movement, I conjured the illusion of a blue moth. Lifting my hand, I blew on the illusory creature, sending it Aydin’s direction. The moth flickered across the space then fluttered around Aydin. The unexpected nuisance temporarily distracted the men. They waved it away. I twisted my fingers, making the illusion dance in front of Aydin. Finally, an expression of realization washed over him. 
 
    Moving my hand, I called the illusion back to me. The moth drifted peacefully on the wind. Aydin eyed its path then turned back to the men. 
 
    From this distance, I couldn’t hear Aydin’s words, but he said something to the men, and they dispersed. He turned and followed my moth into the darkness. I crept back, away from the light.  
 
    A few moments later, the moth appeared. 
 
    Behind it, Aydin bent as he entered the broken door frame. 
 
    I twisted my fingers, and the moth illusion vanished in a puff of silver light. Then, I dropped the other enchantments and came back into view. This time, I let go of the appearance of the vampiress and the real me appeared: long, curly black hair, blue eyes, and the robes of a priestess of Umay. 
 
    Aydin smirked. “Spying on me?” 
 
    My stomach knotted. Focus. “No. Aydin,” I said then looked down at the tiny bundle I was carrying. 
 
    He stared at the baby. The blood drained from his face. “Pelin…what happened?” 
 
    “A human woman—I don’t know who she was—she and this baby were outside the safe zone at dusk. The Rift-cursed were out early. The woman tried to fight them off, but they captured her and the baby. I followed them. The vampires were taking them to the Dark Bazaar. I…I couldn’t save her. I tried. But I saved the child.” 
 
    “You saved the child? Do you mean you attacked the vampires? You could have been hurt!” 
 
    “No, I couldn’t have.” While I appreciated his concern, he was wrong. Vampires stood no chance against a full-blooded witch like me, especially not the Rift-cursed. 
 
    He shook his head. “Maybe not, but there are still consequences if Baran finds out you are outside the order walls at night. It is forbidden to both our kind, remember?” 
 
    “Yes, I do. But someone has to keep an eye on the vampires, watch over your kind. The Rift-cursed are all over the city, hunting humans before curfew. Something is wrong. Don’t you feel it? It’s like a terrible pain in the pit of my stomach. Something bad is happening just out of my sight. Why are Erlik’s vampires out at dusk? They’re breaking the law.” 
 
    “And you aren’t?” 
 
    “That’s different.” 
 
    Aydin shook his head. “Did anyone see you?” 
 
    “No. I disguised myself as one of them.” 
 
    “Clever witch. But you need to stop this. This is the third time this month you’ve intervened. They’re going to figure out that a—” 
 
    “A witch is spoiling their illegal hunts? That it’s a witch protecting humans? Good. I hope they learn it’s me. This needs to end.” 
 
    The baby cooed contentedly in her sleep. 
 
    Aydin looked down at the child, deep worry lines forming on his forehead. “I’ll go to Mehmet. He will learn who the child and mother are.” 
 
    “The baby is so little. Why would the woman be out there with her little one so close to dark?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Aydin said, shaking his head. 
 
    “Mehmet should petition Emine and Baran to intervene with the vampires.” 
 
    Aydin grunted. “As if Baran has any concern for the welfare of humans.” 
 
    “Perhaps not, but Emine is the true voice of our order.” 
 
    “As things are, many would rather die than ask anything from your kind,” he said. I heard a sharp tone in his voice. Was it bitterness or sadness? I wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Except for our help with the barrier which keeps everyone alive,” I said, motioning overhead. “No one seems to mind that my sisters and I are asked to sacrifice our lives for that.” 
 
    “Pelin,” Aydin said softly, stepping toward me. “I’m sorry, I spoke rashly.” 
 
    I frowned. He had, but he was also right. 
 
    “Forget it,” I said then smiled down at the baby. “Sweet thing. I set a sleep enchantment on her. When I leave, she’ll wake. I’m sorry, I needed her to be quiet.” Moving carefully, I handed the baby to him. 
 
    “I understand,” he said. Under the moonlight and the glow of the dome, his face was illuminated blue. He stared down at the small bundle in his arms, an odd expression on his face, his forehead furrowing. He turned and looked at me. “Pelin,” he whispered softly. “When can I see you again? Not like this. I want to spend some time with you,” he said then moved closer to me. He reached out and touched my cheek, his thumb stroking my bottom lip. 
 
    My stomach lurched with excitement. “Soon.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “I serve Emine from sunup tomorrow to sunset the following day.” 
 
    “The third day, then? At dusk, meet me at the observatory?” 
 
    “Didn’t you just tell me to stop sneaking out at night?” 
 
    Aydin smiled. “I told you to stop putting your life in danger. You definitely need to keep sneaking out to meet me.” 
 
    Heat rose into my cheeks. 
 
    Aydin slipped his hand gently to the back of my head, softly stroking my hair. 
 
    My heart beat hard as I felt wave upon wave of emotion crashing over me. I leaned in to kiss him, but then the unexpected happened.  
 
    From my depths, my magic grabbed at him. I could feel myself tug at his essence, taking his energy from him. 
 
    Gasping, I pulled away. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t have control. I wanted you. My body got confused.” 
 
    He nodded softly then reached out, guiding me closer to him. He set his forehead against mine, moving carefully so not to squeeze the child between us. “I know you wouldn’t do anything like that on purpose. It’s all right.” 
 
    “Oh, Aydin. I’m so sorry,” I whispered. A terrible sense of guilt swept over me. This was why the humans hated us. We were no better than the vampires. We could just as easily drain humans of their life-force as the vampires could. The only difference was that we could suck out their souls. No need to mess around with their blood. 
 
    “It’s all right,” he whispered. “Pelin, I know you. You would never harm anyone. In fact, you’re far too reckless helping others.” 
 
    I chuckled softly. It felt so good to be close to him like this, to feel his body near mine, to smell the rose and lemon scents perfuming his skin. 
 
    “So, you wanted me?” he whispered. 
 
    “You know I do,” I whispered. 
 
    “You need to come see me again. Soon,” he said, his breath hot on my cheek. “Do you have enough to get you home safely?” he whispered. 
 
    Enough. Enough energy. Enough magic. “Yes.” I’d have to make the trek back to my order with my own magic stores, which were not insignificant, but my reserves were lower than they should be. 
 
    “I’m not going out tonight. Please, take a little,” Aydin whispered. 
 
    “I can’t. It goes against everyth—” 
 
    Aydin chuckled gently. “Pelin, stop. There is nothing wrong with what you are. Please, in case you encounter a Berkano, do it. I want you fully charged to zap their blood-sucking asses if you need to.” 
 
    Not answering, I gently pressed my lips against his. They were soft and warm. His mouth carried the flavors of mint and olive. I inhaled deeply, smelling the perfume of his body. 
 
    Then, I felt it. A strange tug rose from within me. My magic pulled on his life force. It was an odd feeling. Something deep within me was unspooling something long, golden, and exciting from Aydin and spinning it back inside me. Like inhaling joy, I felt Aydin’s spirit filling me. I felt his light and laughter and his desire for me. Images of his life in the zone passed before my eyes. I saw his small apartment, the fortress of Yedikule, the white-haired human leader who they called Mehmet the Wise, red roses, and a girl with dark eyes and long hair. The name Esmeray floated through his mind. 
 
    Aydin pulled back. 
 
    The line between us snapped. 
 
    I had encroached too far. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “A little dizzy,” he replied with a chuckle. “But I’ll be okay,” he said, putting on a brave face, but I saw him swoon. 
 
    “I didn’t mean for it to go so far.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No. You need to be safe. It’s all right.” 
 
    “Thank you. I…I need to get back. And surely the baby will be hungry soon.” 
 
    Looking down at the baby, I smiled.  
 
    “Don’t forget your promise,” Aydin whispered. 
 
    “Don’t break the rules, unless it means coming meeting you. Got it.” 
 
    He chuckled.  
 
    “I’ll be there,” I said. Reaching out, I touched his cheek. Then, I twisted my fingers and covered myself in darkness. I disappeared from sight. 
 
    Aydin grinned. “Show-off.” 
 
    “It’s your magic. I’m merely borrowing it.” 
 
    “Be safe, Pelin,” he whispered. 
 
    “You too,” I replied, leaning in to kiss him on the cheek. 
 
    He jumped, startled by the unexpected kiss, then chuckled. 
 
    I turned and headed back into the night, pausing to look back at him one more time. Seeing him there, a child in his arms, made my heart ache. It was the picture of a future forbidden to me, but something I wanted most desperately. I was Pelin, witch and Priestess of the Order of Umay. I was married to the dome. The future the fleeting image presented wasn’t meant for a prisoner of her fate like me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
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    I slipped down the streets, dodging rusted-out cars and massive cracks in the asphalt, all remnants of the destruction caused by the Rift. Moving quickly and quietly, I made my way back to Topkapi Palace, the palace of the Ottoman sultans where my order now resided. I cast a glance across the Bosphorus to the Asian side of Istanbul. In the light of the aurora cast by magical storms above, I made out the outline of the collapsed Bosphorus Bridge. Nothing was alive on the Asian side anymore. The Rift had destroyed everything. How had a vampire and a witch fallen in love? The thought was abhorrent. 
 
    A prickling up the back of my spine shook me from my thoughts. I sensed them even before I heard them. Three vampires were heading in my direction. They were leaping from rooftop to rooftop. 
 
    Lost in my thoughts, I had not felt them approach. 
 
    “There. I saw her there,” one of them yelled. 
 
    I frowned. I had let my shadow charm fade as I got closer to the palace. I hadn’t thought they’d be hunting this close to our order. I cast a spell on myself, changing my appearance. I changed my natural black hair to red locks and turned my blue eyes green. 
 
    “There,” one of them called, and with a massive leap, he landed on the ground in front of me. “Now, pretty little dove, what are you doing out after curfew?”  
 
    Two other vampires jumped from the roof and landed on the ground behind me. 
 
    I turned so I could face all three of them. 
 
    “Where are you going, pretty?” the tallest of the three asked. Caught up in the fever of the hunt, his sharp fangs were on display. He stepped closer to me, his eyes glimmering silver. 
 
    “Rift-cursed,” I sneered. “What, Erlik sent out the grunts to do the dirty work? Hey, why have you boys been hunting before dark? Isn’t that against the rules?” 
 
    “No one’s hunting before dark. What are you talking about?” the shortest and meanest looking of the group retorted angrily. 
 
    “Don’t let her big mouth get you riled up, Baris,” the tall one said. “She’s got fire, that’s all. I mean, look at that hair.” 
 
    “I like them like that,” the third vampire, a blond-haired beast, added. “The fight makes it more fun.” 
 
    “Let’s drain her,” the tall one said. “Come on, Baris. Let’s have some fun. No one has to know. Let’s drain her and dump her in the water.” 
 
    “Oh, she’s pretty though. Let’s play first,” the blond-haired one said. 
 
    “No. We don’t disobey the law,” Baris said then sneered at me. But he kept his eyes locked on me, eyeing me carefully. 
 
    I opened my second sight to him. He had a touch of magic, a remnant of the Rift curse, about him. Among the many odd side effects from the Rift, occasionally vampires had a touch of our power. And from what I could tell, that magic was screaming at him to steer clear of me. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said to the others. 
 
    “Go?” the tall one complained. “What? Why? I’m hungry, and it’s almost time for the market to start. Let’s take her back. We can pick up a scab for each of us for the price she’ll fetch.” 
 
    Baris shook his head. “No. Come on.” 
 
    “But—” the tall one began, but Baris cut him off. 
 
    “Don’t you know where you are?” Baris hissed at his companion. 
 
    The tall one looked around then smelled the wind. “Fuck,” he whispered. 
 
    “What?” the blond-haired one said. “Who cares if we’re close to the order? She’s got no business out here either. God, look at her tits. Come on. My cock just wants a taste.” 
 
    I’d had enough. Twisting my fingers, I pulled magic from the ether and sent a searing blot of fiery magic toward his thirsty cock. 
 
    The blond-haired vampire yelled, grabbing his crotch. “What the hell?” 
 
    Baris glared at me. “Stop it. We’re leaving.” 
 
    I smirked. “Then go.” 
 
    “Dammit. Why didn’t you say she was a witch?” the blond-haired one said. 
 
    “Pretty obvious, wasn’t it?” Baris retorted. 
 
    “Not to me, it wasn’t.” 
 
    “That’s because your mother was a cow.” 
 
    “Shut it.” 
 
    At that, all three vampires turned and left. 
 
    Baris, however, stopped on the rooftop nearby and looked back at me. Much to my surprise, he inclined his head then he turned and followed the others. 
 
    Vampires. What a strange bunch. 
 
    I waited a moment, listening as the vampires moved away. 
 
    Once they were gone, I raced to the palace walls. The old Ottoman palace was now the home of our order. From here, we kept the dome in place and worshiped the old gods. Before Christ. Before Allah. Before them all, there was Tengri, the father, and Umay, the mother. And it was these old gods we honored. Like the dome itself, the walls of the palace were enchanted. A magical barrier kept everyone who wasn’t one of us out of Topkapi Palace. I rushed around the exterior of the palace until I reached the spot closest to the haremlik I shared with my sisters in the third courtyard. 
 
    I touched my amulet and called up its power. Magic began to glow all around me. I magnified the power, matching it to the frequency of the protective shield around the palace. I took a deep breath then passed through the magical perimeter. 
 
    The alarm didn’t sound. 
 
    Grabbing the stones of the real, tactile wall surrounding the place, I climbed over the edifice and dropped into the courtyard. I let my enchantments loose, taking on my regular appearance, then breathed deeply. I crossed the courtyard. Everything was still, almost tranquil. In the distance, a peacock called out and then became silent.  
 
    Before I went inside, I stopped and gazed up at the tower at the center of the grounds. A massive bolt of blue light crackled from the tower into the night’s sky. The swirling magic, all blue and gold and silver, shimmered upward into the dome then fanned out like an umbrella, reinforcing the barrier. 
 
    I imagined Emine, our leader, at the top of the tower, her acolyte attending her, as she spun in a trance, keeping the shield in place.  
 
    I pitied her. 
 
    She was a slave to the barrier. She had no life, no purpose, but to keep the shield in place. 
 
    The same worthless fate awaited me. 
 
    Feeling the urge to run from my future, I gazed back at the wall. 
 
    What would they do if I left? I could go to the human zone, seek refuge from Mehmet the Wise, and find a place among the humans. Find a place with Aydin. 
 
    But then I remembered the tone in Aydin’s voice as he talked about “your kind.” Did the humans really hate us so much? Aydin didn’t hate me. He couldn’t have been the only human who, at least, tolerated us. 
 
    Sighing, I opened the ornate wooden doors to the haremlik where I lived with my sisters. My boots were muddy from my trek across the city. I left them by the door then padded across the elaborately-mosaicked tile floor to the sleeping chamber. The walls, much like the floors, were beautifully designed. Blue and red tulips, red poppies, yellow blossoms, and other swirling geometric designs decorated the floors and walls of our bedchamber. The molding on the walls was trimmed with gold. Long ago, these were the chambers of the Sultan’s wife and daughters. The rich teak wood and beautiful crystal and gold sconces on the walls hinted at a rich past. The light switches on the wall suggesting modern extravagances that had died with the Rift. Nowhere in the palace did we have electricity. Odd that the vampires had managed to relight the Dark Bazaar. 
 
    I gazed at my sisters sleeping in their narrow beds. Of course, they weren’t really my sisters. They were other witches like me, but we had been raised in the order together, trained in the ways of magic together. We were not blood, but we were sisters. And we all suffered the same fate. We were the Priestesses of Umay and keepers of the dome. 
 
    Moving as quietly as I could, I pulled off my robe and hung it in the tall wooden wardrobe beside my narrow bed. Stripping down to the thin chemise underneath, I slipped into bed and under the covers. 
 
    Lying on my side, I stared out the window. The sky above the dome was alive with magical storms. Sharp red and pinks shot across the heavens above the barrier.  
 
    I closed my eyes. Once more, a vision of Emine came to mind. I saw her thin form whirling, magic blasting from her fingertips. She was nothing more than a tool, a lightning rod to keep out the terror. But she was dying. Soon, someone would have to take her place.  
 
    And there was only one full-blooded witch left in Nazar. 
 
    Me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
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    It felt like only a few hours later when someone shook my shoulder. 
 
    “Better get up,” Meryem said. 
 
    I opened my eyes a crack. It was still dark outside. “Ugh. Go away. It’s not even dawn yet.” 
 
    Meryem laughed. “Sounds like you’re forgetting something.” 
 
    I closed my eyes again, replaying the feeling of Aydin stroking his thumb across my lip. Reimagining the image of him holding the baby. 
 
    “Pelin,” Meryem called lightly. “You better get up.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Emine.” 
 
    Emine. It was my day to serve Emine. “Dammit,” I said, sitting up. I cast a glance out at the sky. I still had enough time to get ready. But barely enough. 
 
    Meryem laughed. “Go wash up. I’ll set out some clean robes.” 
 
    I tossed my blankets aside. “Curse you and thank you,” I told Meryem with a grin. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” she said with a laugh. “And don’t curse me. You’re a witch, remember.” 
 
    I laughed. Of all my sisters, I was closest to Meryem and Zeynep. I loved each of my sisters, but Meryem, Zeynep, and I understood each other the best. My sisters and I were the most senior witches. We were Priestesses of Umay. Each of us had different skills. Meryem’s skill was telekinesis, shifting objects with her mind. Zeynep was gifted at pyromancy. My skills were in illusion, and I had highly-attuned senses. I was also pretty good at casting a crutch—as were we all. After years of training, all our magic was strong. But it hadn’t started out that way. All young witches begin as acolytes. Anyone in Nazar born with the magical gift comes to the order for training. The young girls come to the Order of Umay, the young boys to the Order of Tengri. It takes years to reach the kind of magic in which my sisters and I were adept. Under Emine’s tutelage, beginning when we were girls, we all learned to develop our skills. 
 
    I rushed to the hamam, a bath with marble walls and floors, large enough for a dozen women to bathe. Esma and Ayla were already there. Wrapped in towels, the two slender women were pouring water from wooden paddles over their legs as they sat at the side of a deep marble pool. The room was filled with steam, and the soft scent of lavender soap sweetened the air. I wondered, not for the first time, what the sultana would think of the witches who now enjoyed her luxuries.  
 
    “Good morning,” I said, rushing to get a basin of water. 
 
    “Better hurry,” Esma teased good-naturedly. 
 
    I poured some wash water from a pitcher into a wash basin then stripped off my chemise and began washing my body quickly. Someone had perfumed the wash water with lavender oil. The rich scent perfumed the air. I dashed some cold water on my face and ran a brush through my hair. When I was done, I rinsed my feet and hands with lemon-scented astringent, Turkish cologne, then rushed back to the bedchamber. 
 
    “Run, Pelin,” Ayla called giggling. 
 
    I waved to them then headed out of the hamam. 
 
    Behind me, Esma and Ayla laughed. 
 
    The sun had begun to rise. Shades of pale pink and orange illuminated the skyline. Meryem was nowhere to be seen, but she had laid out my robes on my bed. Bless her. I slipped on my clothes, rushed to the door, and put on my still-muddy boots. Gathering my skirts, I rushed down the arbor-covered walkway. There was no time to breathe in the jasmine that grew there or admire the blue and gold colored tiles or fine scrolling architecture. I was very late. I rushed down the path, startling the peacock who squawked loudly at me. I finally made my way to the second courtyard. My sisters and I, the Priestess of Umay, lived and worked in the buildings surrounding the third courtyard. Baran and his followers lived in the second courtyard. In the large first courtyard lived the magical families, the witches and warlocks under our care. Knowing I was now in sight of Baran and his followers, I slowed my speed to a casual stroll. I’d be damned if I let them see me flustered. 
 
    Lacing my fingers together behind my back, I walked slowly toward the tower. At the door, two guards, warlocks of Baran’s order, bowed and opened the door. Taking a deep breath, I looked up the spiral staircase. I sighed. Once more, I belonged to the dome.  
 
    I climbed up the steps. As I neared the top, I felt the magical energy that powered the barrier even more strongly. But it was not Emine working the magic. I cast my senses out. Zeynep was powering the shield. Her energy less steady than Emine’s, but more alive. I could feel the magic pulsing as she sought to cast the shield smooth. It was no easy task. 
 
    I pushed open the door to the tower room. Baran and four other warlocks, the leaders of the community, were seated at a table. Their heads bowed toward one another, they were in serious discussion. Emine lay sleeping on a chaise nearby. Her face looked so pale. Her long white hair lay haphazardly all around her. She was thinner than she’d looked the last time I’d attended her. A young witch, one of the young acolytes of Umay, sat by Emine’s side. I didn’t recognize the girl. She must have been new to training. She was no more than twelve or so. She sat staring wide-eyed at Zeynep. 
 
    Zeynep stood on the platform under an opening in the roof. In a trance, she spun in circles, her hands extending skyward. Her feet, covered in soft silk slippers, moved in perfect step. But what had gotten the attention of the young witch—and me—was Zeynep’s hair. Her long red locks twirled out around her. And as she spun, crackling light, almost like sparks, leapt from her fiery tresses. 
 
    I crossed the room and joined the acolyte. The warlocks had either not noticed me or they had not thought it important enough to acknowledge my presence. I rolled my eyes. Warlocks. I understood very well what Aydin had meant about Baran. He and the other of his order lived in their own world.  
 
    “Her hair…” I said. I had never seen Zeynep’s hair come alive like that. She was gifted with fire, that I already knew, but I had never seen anything like this. 
 
    “It started last night,” the girl explained. 
 
    “Last night?” 
 
    The girl nodded. “Emine passed out late in the night. Zeynep stepped in before the dome faltered. She’s been holding the shield for the last four hours. About two hours ago, her hair started to do that,” she said then leaned closer to me. “They’ve been talking about you,” she whispered. 
 
    I set my hand on her shoulder, squeezing it in thanks for the warning, then turned and knelt beside Emine. 
 
    “She’s sleeping now,” the girl said. “She was only unconscious for a few minutes.” 
 
    “Do you regularly attend her? I don’t think I’ve seen you before.” 
 
    “I’ve been with her for the last few days. I’m Mira,” the girl said with a soft smile. “My family lives in the first courtyard. I’ve just joined the acolytes.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Mira. I’m Pelin.” 
 
    Mira giggled. “Everyone knows who you are, Pelin.” 
 
    “Indeed?” 
 
    She grinned. 
 
    I bent and set a soft kiss on Emine’s forehead. 
 
    “Pelin?” Baran called. 
 
    I sighed then rolled my eyes which only Mira could see. 
 
    She giggled. 
 
    Pulling on a placid smile, I turned and headed toward the table. With a slight twitch of my fingers, I cast an air of calm around myself. It was subtle magic. Baran and the others would not be able to see through the mask. Otherwise, I feared my complete contempt for them would be too readily apparent. 
 
    I crossed the room to join the four warlocks gather there. None of them had been alive when the Rift had happened. They had come into power afterward. Full of self-importance, they regarded me as skeptically as I regarded them.  
 
    “Please, sit,” Baran said, motioning to a chair. 
 
    For a moment, I considered resisting just for the sake of it. But I let the urge pass. It was better if they thought I was their lackey. It would make it easier to see their true motives. 
 
    “Has Merel come to see Emine?” I asked. Merel, another of my sisters, was gifted with the healing arts. 
 
    “One of my order attended her. Her mind was soothed. She is unharmed,” Baran replied. 
 
    I eyed him skeptically. 
 
    “Is this the first time she’s collapsed?” I asked. 
 
    “We fear the strain is too much for her,” Endur, the eldest of them, said. His voice was thin and rasping. He too was reaching his late years. 
 
    I regarded them carefully. Most of them had been born of mothers alive during the Rift or first-generation thereafter. Of those gathered, only Baran seemed to have been affected by the Rift curse. His dark hair, streaked with a smattering of white at the temples, was a lie. The Rift curse had granted him extended life. He must have been at least seventy or eighty, but he appeared to be only in his late forties. The Rift curse, which had given the vampire I’d encountered the night before a hint of sight, had touched both vampires and witches. Some witches avoided the light. Some vampires needed human food in addition to blood to survive. The curse had crossed our magic, creating odd hybrids. As for myself, I was the only witch born since the Rift from a witch and warlock pairing. Most witches and warlocks were born of at least one human parent. 
 
    “We have come to the decision that you should attend Emine at all times. You must begin to take on more responsibility for the upkeep of the dome. We believe if you gradually extend your exertions, as Zeynep is attempting now, that when Emine finally falls, you will be able to endure the strain,” Baran said. 
 
    Umay protect me from their machinations. 
 
    “Very well. But not at the exclusion of the work of my sisters. The rotations with the others must continue. As you can see from Zeynep’s performance, we are all capable of handling the dome. The others will also need to continue their practice.” 
 
    The warlocks were silent. 
 
    Baran narrowed his eyes as he considered me. 
 
    Had they expected me to say “yes, sir?” They were forgetting themselves. Emine was still the leader of our order. She was still the most powerful magic user in our district.  
 
    Baran opened his mouth to speak, but I cut him short. 
 
    “Good. With that settled, I would like to discuss another matter.” 
 
    The four men looked from one to the other. 
 
    “Pelin, I am not sure you underst—” Cain, a large warlock with a heavy moustache, began to protest when his words were cut short as well, but not by me. 
 
    “She understands perfectly well,” a voice called from behind us. 
 
    We all turned to find Emine rising. Mira was helping her stand. She adjusted her robes, patted the girl on her hand, and then crossed the room to join us. Her white hair flowed down her back, but she was just a slip of a thing. Despite her frail appearance, her voice sounded strong and resolute. It was very clear that her word was law. 
 
    Emine pulled out a chair beside me and sat. She sighed in exasperation. “Pelin understands very well that you wish to chain her in this tower. It’s not time to decide what to do when I’m dead. I’m not dead yet, as you see,” she said then motioned to Mira. “Bring me a glass of rakı,” she told the girl, referring to a strong alcoholic drink. 
 
    “Emine!” Cain protested. “It’s barely past dawn.” 
 
    Emine laughed. “I was a grown witch when you were in nappies, Cain. You spin for ten hours. Then you can say what you will.” 
 
    I smirked. 
 
    “Now, what were you going to tell these illustrious gentlemen?” Emine asked, turning to me. 
 
    “I am concerned about Erlik’s hold on his people. For the last month, there have been reports of Rift-cursed vampires roaming the streets just before dusk. They are snatching humans up before curfew. If they begin breaking the rules, the fragile accord with Mehmet the Wise will fall apart.” 
 
    “Reports? And where have you learned of such things?” Baran asked. His forehead furrowed deeply, and anger flashed across his face. 
 
    “From the humans.” 
 
    Baran frowned. “You should not listen to the idle gossip of the humans who come to the palace in search of aid. They all claim crisis.” 
 
    “Indeed, they are not to be trusted,” Taavi, the fourth warlock, a slight man with oval glasses, said. “The humans may seek to cause strife between witches and vampires for their own ends. Don’t be influenced by rumor. Attend to your order. That is all that is required of you.” 
 
    “What made you believe the reports you heard, Pelin?” Endur asked, showing more patience and interest than the others. 
 
    Emine raised an eyebrow at me. There was a knowing expression on her face. Had my thoughts already betrayed me? Did she already know the truth? I knew she was powerful, but how powerful? Taking a deep breath, I steadied my nerve. I steeled myself to the scolding that would follow, but remembered the tiny baby’s face. For her, and others like her, our order must get involved. 
 
    “It is not rumor,” I said, keeping my voice measured. “I’ve seen it myself.” 
 
    “What? How?” Baran asked. His expression was stormy. 
 
    “The first time I saw an abduction was about four weeks ago. The latest was yesterday at dusk.” 
 
    “You…you were outside the walls? At dusk?” Cain asked, unable to hide his shock. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied simply. 
 
    Taavi removed his glasses, cleaning them furiously with the hem of his sleeve. 
 
    Endur nodded thoughtfully while Cain and Baran shared a glance. 
 
    Baran turned to me, his expression full of choked anger. “Pelin, you know you are forbidde—” 
 
    “I asked her to go,” Emine interrupted. “I have seen visions of the movements of the Rift-cursed. I asked Pelin to watch,” she lied. 
 
    I squeezed my fingers a bit harder, locking the enchantment of placid calm on my face more completely. 
 
    “If you had such concerns, you should have informed me,” Baran told Emine. 
 
    “I have. Just now. Tonight, when the moon is high, you and Pelin will go to the Dark Bazaar and address Erlik,” Emine told Baran. 
 
    For a brief moment, I didn’t breathe. Me? Go to the Dark Bazaar? 
 
    “Emine…I…I’m not sure,” Baran stammered. 
 
    “You will go, and you will ensure Erlik remembers the edict he has sworn to obey. There will be no unrest in Nazar, or I will smash the bloody dome to bits and end us all.”  
 
    At that moment, Mira appeared holding a tray. On it was a tall glass of rakı, the drink a cloudy white infusion of alcohol and water. 
 
    Emine smiled. “Ah, here we are. Thank you,” she said, taking the glass. She sipped the drink then leaned back in her chair. She studied the men assembled there. “You are like a flock of vultures,” she told them. “Which one of you plans to take over when I die?” 
 
    Taavi and Cain gasped. 
 
    Baran frowned hard. 
 
    Only Endur looked away, a twinge of shame on his face. 
 
    “Emine, I must protest about this business with Erlik,” Baran said, ignoring her comment. 
 
    “Protest all you want,” she told him. “Do you think I see nothing? I am the eye over Nazar. You’d be surprised what I can see. And I hear Tengri and Umay. You will work in accordance with our laws. And you will follow the will of the order as those who came before you—for centuries—have done. Do you understand?” she asked, scowling at Baran. 
 
    “Yes,” he said darkly. 
 
    “Any other protests?” she asked, turning to the warlocks. 
 
    No one said anything. 
 
    “Then be gone,” she said, waving them off with her thin hand. She took another drink as she watched the men depart. Baran headed out in an angry huff. Taavi and Cain bowed to her then left. 
 
    When Endur moved to go, Emine lifted a finger. “Be watchful,” she told him. 
 
    Without another word, he took Emine’s hand, kissing it out of respect, then turned and left. 
 
    Emine turned to me. “You can let go now,” she said, motioning to my fingers. 
 
    I dropped the masking charm. I grinned at Emine, my heart welling with admiration.  
 
    She motioned to the drink. “Do you want one?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I haven’t even had tea yet.” 
 
    She chuckled softly then said, “Keep that steel in your back, girl. You will need it going forward. Umay will watch over you, guide you, but I worry about their…plans.” 
 
    “Thank you for intervening,” I said. 
 
    She frowned. “Endur is old, but he is an honest ally. Cain and Taavi are cattle. Baran…I fear you will have to deal with him.” 
 
    I nodded then reached out and gently took her free hand. I searched her face, looking for an echo of myself or of my mother. “Are you well, grandmother? Is there anything I can do for you?”  
 
    Emine was my last living relative. When she was gone, I would be truly alone. Sometimes I wondered if she hung on more for Nazar or for me. 
 
    “I am old and tired, but I’m alive. Yet there is something you can do for me.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Go now to Mehmet the Wise. Talk to him. Discover what he and the other humans know about the vampires and their wanderings. There is more happening here than I can see. It must be dealt with before Umay calls me home. Go now.” 
 
    I kissed Emine’s hand then rose. I looked back at Zeynep. Her hair was still a whirl of flames. It was a beautiful but frightening sight. 
 
    “Zeynep,” Emine said, “is extremely powerful. As are your sisters. You are right to resist, Pelin. When I am gone, you must find a new way.” 
 
    “Can you really see everything that happens when you cast the dome?” 
 
    “Of course not,” she replied, but the arch of her lips told me she wasn’t quite telling the truth. “Now, off with you.” 
 
    I nodded then turned and headed back toward the door. I was about to exit when Emine called to me. 
 
    “Pelin?” 
 
    I looked back at her. 
 
    “Send my greetings to Aydin,” she said then lifted her drink to her lips, hiding her smile. 
 
    I chuckled then turned and headed outside. 
 
    I had supported the dome many times, but always struggled to simply reinforce the magic let alone try to do anything else with it. But Emine was right. Nazar, the evil eye, covered the entire district. If one learned to hold the dome with ease, what else could they see?
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    I slung my pack over my shoulder and headed out back into the ruins of the city. Even during the daytime, old Istanbul was quiet. No one—neither human nor witch—wanted to go near the Dark Bazaar. 
 
    To keep down lawlessness, the humans had devised a simple punishment. If you committed a crime in the human zone, you were sent to the Dark Bazaar. There, your very blood would be traded. Your life would be sold. It was a motivating punishment. So motivating that crime in the human zone was low. The vampires had needed more blood. In a compact with the witches and humans, a curfew had been instated. Humans could not leave their zone after sundown. If they did, they were fair game. It was an odious law.  
 
    Slipping down the streets, I headed in the direction of the human zone. I looked at the sky overhead. Above the dome, a chaotic swirl of colors moved wildly. The sun, however, damped the aurora. I turned in the direction of the Blue Mosque. While earthquakes had destroyed much of city, those structures dating back to the medieval period, Hangi Sophia, the Blue Mosque, Topkapi Palace, Yedikule Fortress, and the Grand Bazaar, to name a few, remained. The office buildings and homes built in the modern era, however, had crumbled like sand castles. 
 
    The courtyard outside the Blue Mosque was eerily quiet. I was confused. Humans were permitted to leave the zone during the day. The mosque, in its wondrous splendor, had still drawn people for prayer. I had thought I might find Mehmet, the human leader, here. I looked up at the sun. It was between prayer times, but still, there was no one around. Didn’t the humans come to this mosque anymore? 
 
    I crossed the empty courtyard. My footsteps echoed across the space. 
 
    When I reached the entrance of the mosque, I slipped off my boots, pulled up my hood, and headed inside. The place was deserted. 
 
    As always, the beauty of the structure took my breath away. The tiled walls in flowers and geometrical designs, a vast array of blue colors reflected in the sun, through the glass, and under the blue hued light of the dome, made the entire place sparkle. A blue hue engulfed everything. The chandeliers which used to illuminate the place now hung unlit. Only the sun embellished the gold tiles on the walls.  
 
    Reaching out with my senses, I felt for anyone around me. But there was no one. The place was eerily quiet. There was no one nearby. Not vampire, not human, not witch. But still, I had the odd sense of eyes on me. 
 
    Exhaling deeply, I took one last look at the beautiful structure. I thought about the hands that hand painted each blue tile. I thought about the thousand prayers that had once filled the space. Memories of a different world, echoes of a different time, haunted the place. 
 
    The odd sense of being watched did not leave me. Maybe I’d been wrong to come into such a holy place.  
 
    I had turned to go when a presence brushed past my senses. 
 
    Love. 
 
    The soft word echoed through my mind. 
 
    I turned and looked around. There was no one there. 
 
    Trembling, I went back to the entrance of the Blue Mosque and slipped my boots back on. I look back inside the holy place. Illuminated in blue, it was a splendor unlike any other. 
 
    Love. 
 
    Again the word crossed through my mind. My own thought or something else, I wasn’t sure. But with love in my mind, I turned and headed to the human zone. And with love on my mind, it was only natural that every thought I had along the way was about Aydin. 
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    When I arrived at the human zone, the gate was open but guarded. A few people milled around the entrance. It wouldn’t serve me to walk through the crowd in the blue robes of the Order of Umay. Once more, I called upon the mask of the red-haired human girl. In that guise, I passed through the gates. The guards eyed me over but waved me through. On the hill nearby was the fortress of Yedikule. Inside, I hoped to find Mehmet the Wise. But if I was going to meet the human leader, I was going to need a little help. Or, at least, that’s the excuse I told myself. 
 
    I turned and headed in the direction of Aydin’s home. 
 
    On the way there, I found myself passing a morning bazaar. My eyes nearly bulged from their sockets when I saw the bounty of food for sale. At the order, we barely survived on porridge and meager rations. The humans had food. Lots of it. Moving tepidly, trying to wipe the stupid shocked expression off my face, I walked through the bazaar. 
 
    “Abla, some simit for you?” one of the vendors called. The freshly baked simit, which he’d been baking in a clay stove behind his stall, had a gold crust. The round bread, open in the middle, and was covered with toasted sesame seeds. 
 
    “Two, please,” I said. 
 
    The boy wrapped up the rounds of bread and handed them to me. 
 
    In exchange, I placed two coins in his hand. 
 
    The boy looked at the coins then at me, an annoyed expression on his face. I was sure I had paid him the right amount. He pocketed the coins, still looking sour, then called to someone else, ignoring me. 
 
    Shrugging off the odd encounter, I tore off a bite of the bread and popped it into my mouth. The inside was warm and doughy. The crust, slightly salty from the seeds, was crunchy and delicious. 
 
    As I walked through the bazaar, my mouth watered at the cheeses, olives, and fruits. Rows of red tomatoes, purple eggplants, and ropes of garlic were on display. As I made my way through the bazaar, I noticed that the humans were using different coins from mine. Their coins shimmered bronze whereas mine were made of silver. I frowned. When had the humans changed their currency? And why? 
 
    “Abla, abla,” a lady called. “Sweets for you?” 
 
    I looked over her lokum—Turkish delight. The woman offered row after row of the sweet candies in a rainbow of pink, green, yellow, and mellow orange. I couldn’t remember the last time I had tasted the sweets. Where had she gotten all the nuts, orange peel, and other ingredients?” 
 
    “Half a kilo. These, please,” I said, pointing to a row made with pistachio. She bundled up the pack for me. I dipped into my pocket for my coins, casting an enchantment on them. I would pay her price, but it seemed to me that witches’ silver must have been the problem for the baker. I would have to ask Aydin what had happened. The enchantment I used gave my coins a bronze sheen. I handed her the coins, took the package of sweets, and then headed up the hill toward Aydin’s apartment building. I arrived after a short walk.  
 
    The complex was three stories tall and housed six families. Aydin’s home—which I’d visited twice in the last month—was on the first floor. The garden outside his window was alive with flowers. Roses of red, pink, yellow, and white covered the walls and an arbor, and filled the air with their sweet scent. From his open window, I heard Aydin singing. The song was sorrowful. The sad tones caught me by surprise. I cast a glance around me then twitched my fingers, summoning some rose petals into reach. With a wave of my hand, I sent the petals dancing on the wind. The red rose petals drifted on a soft breeze through the window, a swirl of magical golden light surrounding them. 
 
    Aydin continued singing for a moment then suddenly went silent. 
 
    Grinning, I waited. 
 
    A second later, he stuck his head out the window. 
 
    He eyed me over. “Red hair?” 
 
    I’d nearly forgotten about the illusion I’d cast to disguise myself. “What, you don’t like it?” 
 
    “It suits you. Your face looks different, but your body looks the same.” 
 
    “My body?” 
 
    He nodded. “Not fooling anyone if you only change the head.” 
 
    “But who else knows my body so well? What, have you been studying me?” 
 
    Aydin smirked. “Coming and going.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I mused. “I brought simit,” I said, lifting the bread. 
 
    “Only one?” 
 
    “I ate the other one.” 
 
    Aydin smiled then waved me to the door. He met me at the entryway. 
 
    As I entered, I noticed that a massive evil eye had been painted on the floor. “That’s new,” I said, stepping over it. 
 
    Aydin eyed me as I passed over the symbol but said nothing. Once the door was closed, I let my enchantment drop. I followed Aydin to the kitchen. Warm air blew in from the open window. The lingering scent of rose petals filled the air. 
 
    “Tea?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded then sat down at his small kitchen table. I loved Aydin’s apartment. There was a peaceful feeling there. Watercolor paintings of roses covered the walls. The apartment, a spacious five rooms, was certainly suitable for two. When I let myself dream, I imagined living there with him. I already knew the impossible, but it was still fun to dream. The barrier had already spoken for my hand. I was married to the dome. But the mere fact that I’d met Aydin and had come to care about him was already pushing the boundaries of destiny. And I loved every minute of it. 
 
    Aydin set a glass of tea in front of me then sat down. “What happened? I thought you were supposed to be with Emine.” 
 
    He broke off a piece of the simit. 
 
    “Emine sent me. I need to see Mehmet. She wants to learn what he knows about the vampires. We need to figure out what Erlik is doing. I told her, and Baran, about what I’ve been seeing at dusk.” 
 
    Aydin nodded, his forehead furrowing. “Emine’s concern and interest is important. It would be good if the order got involved—for the good of us all. Things are unsettled here.” 
 
    “Unsettled. Unsettled how?” 
 
    “There are rumblings.” 
 
    “About my kind?” 
 
    “Some are questioning your order’s ability to enforce the law. Some feel that the order isn’t keeping us safe anymore.” 
 
    “That explains why the boy didn’t like my witches’ silver.” 
 
    Aydin nodded. “Many feel Emine has abandoned us.” 
 
    “She gives her own life to keep you safe. Given Emine’s mood, I dare say that people shouldn’t question her. She could drop the barrier and be done with us all.” 
 
    At that, Aydin stared at me. He clenched his jaw as he considered.  
 
    Immediately, I regretted my words. Was that what they feared? Did they fear Emine? Surely not. The order was the only thing holding our world in order. But then, if the vampires were breaking the laws, they were right to question. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I don’t mean that. Emine is sour, but she does do everything she can to protect us all. She sent me because she is concerned.” 
 
    Aydin nodded. “We will talk to Mehmet. People here are scared. Some families are suffering. The abductions…the mood is dark here.” 
 
    I looked at Aydin closely. A shadow of sadness crossed his face. He was telling the truth; things were not good in the human zone. The humans had a right to question us. What were we doing to help them? 
 
    “Aydin, I’m sorry. I’ll do everything I can. Today is a start.” 
 
    He studied my face. His expression softened and then he asked, “Must you…do you need to hurry?” 
 
    I understood his question perfectly well. An ache in my body responded even before I could utter the word, “No.” 
 
    Aydin set down his breakfast then came and knelt before me. Wrapping his arms around my waist, he pulled me close to him. “I missed you,” he whispered, setting his head against my chest. 
 
    “I missed you too,” I replied, kissing the top of his head.  
 
    Aydin inhaled deeply, breathing me in. What had started as an awkward friendship between Aydin and me had blossomed into much more. It was not love, exactly, but it was close.  
 
    He rose and picked me up. I didn’t say a word as he carried me to his bedroom. I hadn’t consciously come here wanting this, expecting this, but I had hoped. My life offered me little by way of pleasure. Only with Aydin was I allowed to be just me, a woman. Giving into my passion felt right.  
 
    Gently, he lay me down on his bed, then he lay beside me, kissing me. 
 
    His hand slid down my body. The feel of him, touching me so closely, sent shivers down my spine. My whole body ached, yearning for his touch. Kissing me eagerly, his hand slid toward my breast. He paused. Setting my hand on his, I guided him forward. The sensation of him touching me sent tingling sensations across my body. I knew then that I was lost to him. 
 
    Sitting up, I dragged off my bulky robe and thin chemise. A moment later, I sat naked in his bed. 
 
    Aydin stroked my shoulder, pushing my long locks back. 
 
    “Is this the body you’ve been studying?” I asked with a smirk. 
 
    He smiled then pulled off his shirt. “Haven’t you studied me? Or am I the only guilty one?” 
 
    “I assure you, we are equally to blame,” I said then reached out and stroked his muscular chest. 
 
    He smirked then rose, pulling off his pants. Modesty encouraged me to look away, but then I realized I was running out of time. Soon, I would have no life outside the order. I let my eyes rove over him, taking in every angle of his form.  
 
    Aydin slipped back into bed beside me. Moving gently, he stroked his hand across my stomach. My skin rose in gooseflesh at his touched. I groaned when his lips found my nipples as he gently kissed and sucked them. 
 
    “Aydin,” I whispered softly. 
 
    He responded by kissing up my chest to my neck. He stroked his hand across my cheek, touching my lips once more with his thumb. Taking his hand away, he leaned in and kissed me. 
 
    Time got away from us. Lost in a blur of flesh and feeling, I gave myself to him wholeheartedly. I rejoiced in the connection and the physical pleasure, but also fell in awe of the magic the act produced. As our bodies moved together, I sought to control the waves of enchantment that wanted to roll out of me. Had I let go, I might have shaken the building to pieces. 
 
    At one point, Aydin looked up at me, his eyes wide. “You’re glowing.” 
 
    I smiled softly. 
 
    “No,” he whispered. “Your magic.” 
 
    I extended my arm to see that blue and golden light was glimmering around my limbs. I remembered, then, how Zeynep had looked, her hair all aflame. When I looked at my hair it was doing the same, as was the large glass evil eye pendant I wore. 
 
    I said nothing, but merely kissed him once more. Chalking it up to a side effect of arousing a witch, there was nothing more to say. Loving a witch would, of course, come with magical consequences. 
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    We must have fallen asleep because the afternoon call to prayer woke me. The imam’s call echoed across the zone. Aydin woke groggily. 
 
    “I’m sorry. You’re missing prayer,” I whispered, snuggling into his embrace. 
 
    Aydin kissed me on the forehead. “Let me bring you a water.” 
 
    He rose and went into the kitchen. I couldn’t help but watch his naked form as he went, letting every detail of the view fill my senses. I rolled onto my side and breathed in the perfume of his body that clung to the sheets. Soon I would have to return to the order and live my captive life. These stolen moments were everything to me. 
 
    Aydin returned with two glasses of water, both of which contained a thin slice of lemon. I inhaled the scent of citrus. 
 
    “Lemon. The market was full of food. This lemon, where did it come from?” 
 
    Aydin smiled. “You don’t know?” 
 
    I shook my head.  
 
    “You’ll learn soon enough,” he said then kissed my forehead. “Now, drink. We should dress and be at Yedikule by the time prayer ends.” 
 
    I nodded then sipped the cold water. Aydin took my hand as he drank, and we sat in silence. If I was a human girl, it could be like this all the time. If I was a human girl, I would not have to hide behind enchantments to avoid stares and fear. 
 
    Setting the glass aside, I leaned my head on Aydin’s bare shoulder. I kissed his salty flesh then closed my eyes. 
 
    “I want to stay here,” I whispered. 
 
    He reached out and stroked my hair. “I wish that too. More than you know.” 
 
    Aydin kissed me on the cheek then offered me a hand, helping me out of bed. He lifted my robes and handed them to me. 
 
    It was time to get ready to go. No more dreaming. Nazar was depending on me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
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    The sun beat down as we headed across the human zone to the ancient fortress of Yedikule. The ancient stone walls had offered shelter to the humans who had fled there in search of a safe place after the Rift. The humans had refashioned the citadel, built from the walls of ancient Constantinople, as their own stronghold. 
 
    Aydin and I walked up the narrow road toward the entrance of the citadel. I’d cast my enchantment once more, taking on the appearance of the red-haired human girl, hiding my true form. Aydin walked close to me, his hand protectively on my back. I had to smile at his protective gesture. I knew he was strong. I knew he wanted to keep me safe. But I also knew that if I wanted, I could have cast a spell that would kill every living thing within twenty feet of me. Perhaps it was better if he didn’t know that. 
 
    To my surprise, the foot traffic back and forth from the citadel was heavy. People riding bicycles, pulling carts, and even a few donkey carts passed by. Many of them carried goods like I’d seen at the bazaar. 
 
    We entered through the narrow passage, wide enough for a cart, into the main courtyard. There, I finally understood the reason why the human zone was thriving. Instead of sparse green turf—such as we had at Topkapi Palace—the massive courtyard had been tilled. Rows of fruit trees had been planted and bore fruits, including apples, oranges, lemons, and olives. Every wall of the courtyard, from the ground to the rampart, had been trellised. Cucumbers, peppers, and gourds grew everywhere. The castle had become a living garden. Almost everywhere I looked, food was growing. 
 
    I suppressed a gasp. 
 
    “Don’t gawk like an outsider,” Aydin whispered with a chuckle. 
 
    “When did this happen?” I asked. “How?”  
 
    “We’ve been working for the last year or so building up the soil, growing seeds in nurseries, transplanting trees,” Aydin said then shrugged. “We were starving. We had to do something.” 
 
    We crossed the lawn to a clutch of olive trees. Six trees, their limbs full of wine-colored olives, stood swaying in the breeze. And under the trees, a tall man with thinning white hair stood staring up into the branches, his blue eyes investigating every limb. 
 
    “Sir,” Aydin said as he approached. 
 
    The human leader they called Mehmet the Wise turned and looked at us. 
 
    Aydin quickly kissed Mehmet’s hand. The elder man humbly waved off the show of respect, and patted Aydin on the head like one might do to a child. 
 
    I studied the man. Only twice before had I been in his presence. Once he had come to the order to speak to Emine. Another time I had seen him inside the human zone talking to Aydin. Peace and calm emanated from him. But there was something more to him. His blue eyes seemed to see beyond the material world. It was as if his deep spiritualism had given him a form of magic. 
 
    “I see you’ve brought a visitor,” he said to Aydin. 
 
    I twisted my hands and undid the enchantment. It did not pay to deceive the man I needed to trust me. 
 
    “I didn’t want to alarm anyone,” I explained. 
 
    “Very well, Priestess. Come,” he said, then waved for us to follow him. 
 
    As we exited the courtyard, people stopped to stare at me. I laced my fingers together in front of me and walked behind the human leader, my eyes to the ground. 
 
    “Don’t be frightened,” Aydin whispered, moving protectively toward me. 
 
    Mehmet laughed. “She has nothing to fear, and she knows it.” 
 
    “I don’t want them to be frightened,” I said. 
 
    Mehmet nodded. He led us down a narrow passageway toward one of the towers. Pushing open a wooden door, he led us inside. A teenaged boy and girl were already within. They looked up smiling when we entered. Upon seeing me, the girl suppressed a gasp then lowered her eyes. She lifted a bottle of rosewater hand wash and met us at the door. In turn, each of us took a bit of the astringent to cleanse our hands as was custom. As the girl poured the water into my palms, I saw her hands shaking. I hated this. I hated it. Why did they fear us? We were doing everything we could to protect all of Nazar. 
 
    “Please bring some refreshments for my guests,” Mehmet told the boy and girl. 
 
    They both nodded then quickly left. 
 
    “My grandchildren,” Mehmet said, sitting with a tired huff. “Now, correct me if I am wrong, but you are Pelin.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “I know you more by reputation. From Baran, I know that you are to replace Emine and are the most powerful witch of your order. However, from Aydin I also know you as the same witch who intervened and saved a human child last night.” 
 
    “That is, in part, why I am here,” I said. 
 
    Mehmet nodded. 
 
    I took a deep breath and began. “I have been watching the vampires these past several weeks. Each night, the Rift-cursed have been roaming the city before dusk. I have seen other abductions.” 
 
    “We have had a rash of people turn up missing of late. Some members of the community were beyond the safe zone hunting or scavenging. At first, we had merely thought they were out after dark and had suffered the consequences of the law. But recently, some have gone missing who would not have broken the curfew. In fact, we petitioned Erlik for the release of one of our community members, but he claims he does not have her.” 
 
    “Then he is lying,” I said. 
 
    Mehmet nodded thoughtfully. “It’s good that you are here. I don’t have the confidence in Erlik that I used to. Once, we worked well together. Of late, his actions have become erratic. Nazar is becoming unpredictable. All we can do is abide the law, stay safe, and follow the rules of the accord. However, I issued a mandate this morning that no one will cross the border into the old city again.” 
 
    I inhaled deeply. Things were worse than they seemed. If the humans lost confidence in the accord between our three groups because the vampires were becoming too bold, then something must be done. It was good that Baran and I would address Erlik. He must be brought to heel. 
 
    “Emine sent me. She, too, senses things have become fragile. I will return to my order with your news. The accord must be kept, or we cannot survive.” 
 
    Mehmet nodded. 
 
    A moment later, Mehmet’s granddaughter returned carrying a tray with steaming cups of Turkish coffee. The sweet aroma filled the air. I’d only had the drink once before. There was a single row of coffee bean trees growing in the palace. It produced sparse beans. 
 
    Her hand shaking, the girl gave me a cup. It rattled in its saucer. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said kindly. 
 
    She smiled, but her face had gone pale. 
 
    After she’d handed out the cups, she left again. 
 
    “Please. Drink,” Mehmet said, motioning to me. 
 
    I looked at Aydin who was grinning at me. 
 
    I lifted the tiny coffee cup. Frothy coffee foam dotted the top. I sipped the hot liquid. It had a thick taste, sweet and strong, with a mild texture of the finely ground coffee beans. I closed my eyes, savoring the flavor. 
 
    Mehmet chuckled. “I am surprised. Are there none in your order who can brew coffee?” 
 
    I set the cup back down on the saucer. “We do not have good beans, only scrawny bushes that produce poor crops. But here, you are performing miracles. I admit I was amazed to see how successful you’ve been with your crops.” 
 
    “We are blessed,” he said, raising a hand to the heavens. “Topkapi Palace has green courtyards. I’m surprised you’ve had no luck.” 
 
    “I fear the soil was affected by the Rift. Even with our encouragement, we grow just enough to support our people.” I drank the coffee again, this time draining the small cup. 
 
    “We can provide you with seeds, send some people to help your order get started with replanting,” Mehmet offered. 
 
    “That’s very kind. Thank you.” 
 
    Mehmet nodded knowingly. Swirling the coffee around in his cup, he took one last drink then set it aside. 
 
    I sensed then it was time to depart.  
 
    Motioning to Aydin, I set my cup down. “I must thank you for your time. I should be getting back.” 
 
    Rising, Mehmet held out his hand to me. “Please tell Emine that her concern is appreciated. I hope that we will be able to continue to work together to maintain order in Nazar.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said then paused. “If you don’t mind me asking, how is the baby? Were you able to find her family?” 
 
    “Yes. She is doing well, under the conditions. And we are grateful,” he said, squeezing my hand gently. 
 
    “I only wish I could have done more,” I said. 
 
    Mehmet smiled softly at me then let go.  
 
    We turned and headed back outside. This time, I did not bother to cast the enchantment on myself. By now, everyone would know that someone from our order was inside. Seeing every eye in the main yard on me proved my hunch was right. 
 
    Keeping my expression placid, I moved back across the square toward the gate. Aydin walked at my side. 
 
    “Some of them know that a witch saved the baby. They will put two and two together. Some may fear you, but many are in awe of you…and of this,” he said, pointing skyward. 
 
    For a moment, I cast my eyes up. The swirling colors of the dome were calm and steady, an easy swirl of blue, gold, and silver. Emine had taken control once more. 
 
    “Perhaps, one day, there can be a stronger peace between our people,” I said. 
 
    “I see Mehmet is rubbing off on you.” 
 
    “Are you calling me wise?” 
 
    “Beautiful, strong, caring…I don’t think there are enough words to describe how I see you.” 
 
    We left the fortress and walked to the main gate of the human zone.  
 
    “Shall I accompany you to Topkapi?” Aydin asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “Erlik’s people are too bold. Don’t risk it.” 
 
    Aydin nodded stoically. “I will talk to my people about coming to the order to survey the soil. We can be of help. Are your people…are your supplies of food short? I can gather some rations.” 
 
    “We’re okay. Meager, but fine. Though I wouldn’t say no to another cup of coffee.” 
 
    Aydin smiled then reached out and touched my chin. He leaned in and kissed me. Gently. After he let me go, he whispered, “Be safe.” 
 
    “And you.” 
 
    I turned and headed back into the ruins of the city. As I went, I cast a glance up at the barrier. I refused to sacrifice my life to become a tool, not when hope for a happy future was blossoming before me. But how can one escape her fate when everyone’s lives depends on her sacrifice? 
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    I returned to Topkapi Palace, entering through the main gate. The entire palace was surrounded by a stone wall. At the entrance was a massive arched gateway. The guards nodded to me and opened the first set of double doors. I passed through a massive stone archway to the other side. There I found another set of doors. One of the guards knocked on the door, and with a word between the guards, the interior doors opened. The guards bowed to me and I passed by and into the first courtyard.  
 
    Inside the first courtyard, the magical families who lived there were busy working. They were tending gardens, doing the washing, and mothers were chasing small children who ran all over the place. But the place was quiet. The gardens were spindly. And a pall I had never noticed before seemed to hang heavy in the air. The lavish courtyard held the beauty of the dead world, but the inner glow—like I had seen at Yedikule—was missing. We were unhappy. How had Emine, Baran, and the others let this happen? I had thought it was only me who felt…well, miserable. As I looked around at the faces of my people, I saw sadness shadowing their eyes.  
 
    Lost in my thoughts, I passed through the first courtyard into the second courtyard where my people had built the tower. I looked up at the energy pulsing from the upper terrace. The magic was coming in quick spurts. Since I’d left Yedikule, someone else had taken over. It wasn’t Emine maintaining the dome. 
 
    Nodding to the guards, I slipped through the doorway and wound back up the tower stairs. There, in the main tower room, I found Emine and Baran standing over a map. They sparred words in jagged tones. Meryem held the dome. 
 
    Mira, the young acolyte, watched Meryem spin. She looked at me when I entered and smiled. 
 
    I returned her smile then crossed the room to join Emine and Baran. 
 
    When Baran looked up, he scowled but said nothing. 
 
    Emine stood staring at the map. The evil eye on her chest glowed.  
 
    I went to the table and stared at the map. It showed all of the old city of Istanbul. Areas where no one lived had been marked out. Emine’s energy seemed to be focused on a zone across the waters of the Golden Horn in Taksim, an area of the city that was once very active. Taksim, like most areas of the city, had gone dark. No one lived there anymore. What was Emine looking for? 
 
    Touching my pendant, I looked down at the map. At first, my head spun. Emine’s magic was so strong. Mine was nothing in comparison. I followed her eyes, looking at the map. I could feel Emine hunting something. But there was nothing. Collapsed buildings, massive fissures where the earthquakes had broken the land, rusted shells of buses. There was nothing. 
 
    But then, I felt it.  
 
    More accurately, I heard it. A sound like a soft whisper emanated from Taksim. 
 
    My head swam, and I pulled back. Gasping, I held the edge of the table. 
 
    Mira rushed from the side of the room to steady me. “I’ll get you some water,” she said then crossed the room to pour me a glass. 
 
    “What did you see?” Baran asked. 
 
    “I am sure you’ve looked for yourself. What did you see?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I see nothing.” 
 
    “At first, I didn’t either. But it wasn’t really seeing, it was more that I heard—” 
 
    “I mean, I saw nothing,” he said sourly, cutting me off. 
 
    I didn’t say anything else. Was his magic so weak that he really could not see how the map served as an eye into the unseen? 
 
    Mira handed me the water. 
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered then took a sip. 
 
    A moment later, Emine exhaled deeply. She shook her head. “I don’t know,” she said then sat down. She stared in front of her with a faraway look. 
 
    “What did you see?” she asked me. 
 
    “In truth, nothing more than the ruins of Taksim. But—” 
 
    “But?” Emine asked, a smirk playing on her lips. 
 
    “But I felt something…a presence. And I heard voices, like whispers.” 
 
    Emine nodded. “Yes. As did I.” 
 
    “There is no one in Taksim,” Baran said sternly. 
 
    Emine shrugged. “I felt movement there. But I cannot see what. Sit, Pelin. And you, Baran. Pelin, tell us what you learned from Mehmet the Wise.” 
 
    “His report confirms what I have seen. People are going missing. At first he assumed they had been taken after dark, but that is not the case. People are missing who would not break the law. He’s ordered his people to stay inside the walls.” 
 
    “This is disturbing news,” Baran said. 
 
    I nodded. “There is more. He mentioned that he petitioned Erlik for the return of one of his community members. Erlik denied having her.” 
 
    “Treacherous vampire,” Baran spat. 
 
    Emine lifted a hand. “Erlik has been alive longer than the three of us put together and has kept peace since the Rift. Something does not sit well here. At dusk, you will go and remind Erlik of the accord. Play upon his goodwill to abide the law.” 
 
    “His goodwill?” Baran scoffed. 
 
    “You are full of prejudice,” Emine scolded him. 
 
    “No, I am cautious. And, please excuse me, but I don’t think sending Pelin is a good idea.” 
 
    “Why not?” I protested.  
 
    “She is not prepared to face the Berkano.” 
 
    “I have faced plenty of vampires—“ 
 
    “Berkano? They have powers you do not understand. They must not be underestimated,” Baran said sharply then turned to Emine. “She is not ready.” 
 
    Emine turned to me. “The Berkano are very powerful. They can probe the mind and even mesmerize. You will need to be cautious, but you are going. Now, both of you, go get cleaned up and change into your ceremonial robes. It’s time we reminded the Berkano who rules Nazar.” 
 
    In a huff, Baran rose, gave Emine a curt bow, then left, the door banging closed behind him. 
 
    Rising, I gently took Emine’s hand and set a kiss thereon. I turned to leave but paused for a moment. “There was something else about my visit to Yedikule that I found peculiar.” 
 
    Emine raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “The fortress…it’s like a garden. Trees filled with fruits, vines covered in vegetables, and their bazaar was filled with goods unlike any I’ve ever seen. It was like the stories of the old days before the Rift. Ah,” I said, my memory jogged, “I nearly forgot.” I dug into my pocket and set a package on the table before her. 
 
    Curious, she undid the ties to reveal the Turkish delight I’d purchased at the bazaar. She stared at the confection, leaning over to inhale deeply. She lifted one of the sweets then leaned back in her seat. 
 
    “The human’s bazaar has lokum?” she asked in amazement, staring at the confection. 
 
    “And cheese, olives, simit, stuffed grape leaves, and mountains of fruits and vegetables.” 
 
    She stuck the confestion in her mouth and ate slowly, closing her eyes. “The taste…I’m remembering television, air conditioning, and the sound of your mother’s voice begging me for one more sweet.” When she opened her eyes once more, they were wet with unshed tears. “Thank you.” 
 
    I bowed my head. “Mehmet has offered to send us seeds and for someone to help with our crops.” 
 
    “That is kind of him, and an offer we should accept.” 
 
    I nodded. She was right, but taking from people was easy. There was more we could still give. Even as I thought it, an image of Aydin flashed through my mind. Much more we could give. 
 
    “Tonight, be cautious,” Emine said, interrupting my thoughts. “I hate to agree with him, but Baran is right. Erlik is powerful and dangerous. Watch him. But also keep an eye trained on Baran as well.” 
 
    “Don’t you trust—“ 
 
    “Something is happening. The dome—have you felt it—is unstable. The magical storms are getting stronger. There is mischief in Nazar, and as of yet, I don’t know who the players are.” 
 
    I nodded. “I have felt it as well.” 
 
    “Come, Mira. Have a taste,” Emine called to the girl, sliding the package of Turkish delight across the table toward her. “Be safe, Pelin,” she said, nodding to me. 
 
    I bowed to her once more then left. 
 
    Mischief in Nazar. May Mother Umay protect us all. 
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    I returned to the haremlik as the sun began to sink low into the sky. Once more, I went to the bath. There, I stoked the fire, heating the room, and let water drain into the massive marble tub. As I sat down in the hot water, I whispered a prayer of thanks that the old plumbing system in the palace had survived the Rift. I washed my long, dark hair with rose-scented soaps and worked oil through my long locks. Rubbing a sponge over my long limbs, my mind went to Aydin. I had never been in love before, but this was surely what love felt like. There was an ache that washed over me every time I thought of him. As my sponge passed over my breasts, my mind imagined Aydin’s touch. Aydin’s mood had seemed dark, almost sad today. It was unlike him. His affection toward me had not faltered, but something was troubling him. Was Nazar troubling his mind or something more? 
 
    But now was not the time to worry about that. I would be face-to-face with the vampire king tonight. Gathering my thoughts, I finished my bath then brushed out my long locks. Pulling my hair into a braid, I wrapped the braid at the back of my head into a bun then went back into the sleeping chambers to dress. 
 
    I opened the massive wardrobe and pulled out the black dress. The long garment, with its billowing skirt and fitted top, was touched with embroidery all along the neckline that depicted silver moons, golden stars, and small blue evil eyes all sewn with silk thread. The dress complemented the glass evil eye at my neck. I touched the amulet. Evil eyes warded off dark magic. But properly tuned, they did far more. They tapped into the living magical energy of our world. The magic therein was good and pure. As priestesses, we’d learn to channel this magic and use it to supplement our own natural stores. The evil eye was, indeed, an eye. It could see into the unseen magical realm. And from it, we drew power.  
 
    Feeling ready, I headed back outside to meet Baran. I loathed the prospect of taking on this complex meeting with him at my side. But it was Emine’s wish that we go together. The fact that she didn’t trust him made me even more ill at ease. 
 
    The courtyard was eerily quiet as dusk fell. In my mind, I compared the palace with the human fortress Yedikule, the human bazaar, and the liveliness of the human zone. It was my kind who protected the city, maintained the dome. Yet our lives were bleak, dark. 
 
    Frowning, I went to the entrance of the first courtyard where I found Baran waiting. 
 
    He eyed me over from head to toe then nodded. “Good. A little showmanship will help. Pelin, I know Emine is confident in you, but she has not been inside the Dark Bazaar. It is…repugnant.” 
 
    I didn’t want to tell him I had, actually, edged my way in. I had seen some of the horrors. But I understood what he meant. 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    We headed out into the streets. As the sun disappeared below the horizon, the sky on the other side of the dome lit up with amber and ruby colors. The lovely sunset faded, the sky turning dark. The Rift storms churned overhead. Suddenly, a sharp flare sparked, catapulting into the barrier. 
 
    I gasped. 
 
    Baran and I both stopped and watched in horror as the dome cracked a little. A moment later, a bolt of blue, sliver, and gold light streamed upward and spread across the fissure, repairing it almost instantly. 
 
    “Emine,” Baran whispered. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes as I watched Emine’s magical light heal the wound in the dome. Maybe my eyes were playing tricks on me, but the flare had seemed to come from inside the dome, not from the other side. Perhaps it was so bright that the illusion had tricked my eyes. 
 
    “The flare…did you notice anything odd about it?” I asked Baran. 
 
    “Odd how?” 
 
    “It was so bright. It almost seemed to come from within the dome.” 
 
    Baran laughed. “Don’t be ridiculous. The magical light moves quickly. It can fool the eye.” 
 
    Annoyed with Baran, and the fact that he was no doubt right, I set my sights once more on the bazaar. With my mind so distracted by the dome and the storm raging overhead, I was caught by surprise when my senses felt something ominous nearby. It was not yet dark, but the vampires were already out. 
 
    “Do you feel that?” I asked Baran. 
 
    “Feel what?” 
 
    In the name of Umay, why had Emine permitted Baran and the Order of Tengri any power? They were no more witch than the humans. 
 
    “The vampires. They are already roaming,” I said. 
 
    Baran paused. “You are mistaken. I sense nothing. Let’s go.” 
 
    I stared at him. Was he really so inept. Surely not. And if not, why was he brushing me off.  
 
    Glaring angrily, Baran moved swiftly toward the entrance of the Dark Bazaar. I could feel his frustration and anger whirling around him. As we approached the stone archway at the entrance, I noticed two vampires lingering outside. Their silvery eyes sparkled in the night. 
 
    Moving quickly, they came toward us, their teeth bared. 
 
    “Fools,” Baran said. With the flick of the wrist, he sent them both hurdling backward. 
 
    Moving quickly, the vampires rose to their feet and raced into the bazaar. 
 
    “Well, that’s one way to announce we’ve come in peace,” I said. 
 
    Baran sneered. “They forget their place.” 
 
    “They forget the law. I didn’t know they had a place.” 
 
    “Do not make the same mistake as the elders before the Rift. Vampires are not to be trusted. They and their dragon king, as some call Erlik, are abominations. Remember, our kind may be born of human or witch. Vampires are born of death and blood. They feed on the living. They are cursed creatures.” 
 
    “Born in these times, we are all cursed creatures.” 
 
    Baran harrumphed but said no more. 
 
    I took a deep breath as we entered the bazaar. 
 
    Once more, I was met by the swirl of cool air carrying the odd mixed scents of limestone, decaying flesh, and spices. The enclosed place gave me the sense of being entombed. Dim lightbulbs twinkled overhead. Once more, I passed the old stalls dating to the days where humans would buy pretty trinkets, plates, rugs, and other goods. Now, such things seemed like useless luxuries. 
 
    Baran turned and led me deeper into the bazaar. 
 
    In the distance, I heard screaming. A wind blew from somewhere deeper within. The stench of bodies and the sick smell of blood was carried on the breeze. 
 
    Baran studied me out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    I kept my face placid, but quickly turned my hand, pulling magic from the ether. I dropped on a mask of confidence before my white pallor revealed the nausea that rocked my stomach. 
 
    We passed down the row where humans were shackled to the floor. The poor creatures, covered in filth and dressed in rags, were emaciated. Some looked at us, eyes wide, as we passed. Others seemed to stare through us seeing nothing. 
 
    “Criminals,” Baran said. “The vampires call them scabs. They are reserved for the lesser of their kind.” 
 
    I looked over one very thin man. His brown hair was a disheveled mess. He had a large, bushy beard. On his neck, I saw scars from repeated bites.  
 
    Ahead, I heard a woman screech. Her terrorized voice rang through the cavernous halls. 
 
    A vampire appeared at the end of the hallway. For a long moment, he stared at us. Then, thinking better of it, he backed away, fangs glimmering in the light. 
 
    We turned the corner. There, we found the Dark Bazaar in full force. In this corridor, dim lights and candles illuminated the dark place. Vampires milled about the hall, going from stall to stall, perusing the goods. Seeing so many of them, dozens and dozens all at once, made my blood run cold. And then there was the bazaar itself. 
 
    Intermingled among the stalls selling normal edibles, as many Rift-cursed now required human food, were the goods that no human or witch should ever see. 
 
    Men and women, shackled by their hands, necks, and feet, stood on display. As did cages of rats, goats, and beasts of burden. Jars full of sticky red liquid, many of which seemed to contain organs, were for sale. I cringed as a vampire stopped to smell a woman’s neck at the stall closest to us. He was about to sample her when he looked up. Upon seeing us, he hissed loudly and stepped back. He tripped over another vampire holding a platter. Both of them went down, the platter falling to the floor. The clay jars shattered to the ground. A mess of bloody pulp poured from them. My gorge rose as I caught the scents of cumin, sage, and mint in the grotesque mixtures. 
 
    The entire place stilled. 
 
    I leveled my eyes on the hall then gently touched my evil eye pendant with two fingers. The amulet sparked to life.  
 
    The vampires nearest me hissed then looked away, wincing. 
 
    From the other end of the hall, I saw four figures push through the crowd. Their black clothing swirled around them. The massive size, and the air of importance in their step, told me that Erlik had been alerted to our arrival. 
 
    A moment later, the four massive vampires stood in front of us. They were Berkano, the strongest of the vampires, most of whom had been alive before the Rift. Two of the hulking creatures had dark hair, one had shaved his head to a dark shadow, and the fourth was fair. Their eyes were dark, almost black. I felt their power emanating from them. I glanced over their forms. Each was muscularly built. Their handsome faces, broad shoulders, and mere presence evoked a feeling that surprised me. These dangerous creatures incited lusty thoughts that were at odds with my purpose. I quickly got myself in check. 
 
    “Please, Priestess,” the vampire with the shaved head said gently. He smiled at me, the expression softening his chiseled face. “The light hurts our eyes,” he said, touching his chest in mimic of my own hand. 
 
    I bowed my head slightly and removed my hand. 
 
    “If you please. Come with us,” the fair-haired one said, motioning for us to follow. 
 
    Baran nodded. 
 
    With two vampires walking ahead of us and two behind us, I could not determine if we were being escorted or detained. 
 
    We made our way to the end of the row. 
 
    As we walked, I kept my gaze straight ahead of me. I would not gawk. As much as I wanted to look, to gauge their numbers, to search the faces of the humans for the woman whose child I’d saved, I did not. A picture of stern authority, I moved forward, my heart hard. As much as I hated to admit it, Baran was right. The vampires were not like us. But that did not mean we had to condemn them for their very nature. When Emine was gone, I would be responsible for the stewardship of Nazar. And that meant seeing people for what they were: good, bad, or something in the middle. 
 
    We were about to exit the vendors’ row when the sight of one stall caught my attention, breaking my steady gaze. There, a vampire girl sat with a small cart of Turkish delight. I slowed my step. 
 
    The bald vampire who’d ask me to temper my enchantment followed my gaze. He lifted a hand. 
 
    “A moment,” he said to the others. 
 
    We stopped. 
 
    He went to the girl and whispered something to her. Her gaze went to me, and to my great surprise, she smiled. She was missing a front tooth at the bottom, but on the top row of her teeth were two tiny fangs. Moving quickly, the girl boxed up some Turkish delight which she handed to the vampire who, in turn, handed it to me. 
 
    “With our compliments,” the vampire said. 
 
    I nodded my head in thanks to the girl then turned to the vampire. “Thank you.” 
 
    The vampire bowed. “It is nothing. We owe much to the order that keeps us all safe.” With a nod to his brethren, we moved forward, turning down another row. 
 
    This section of the bazaar was significantly darker than the last. Here, only lamps illuminated the space. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. I was surprised to see some bars, restaurants, and tea houses were still in operation. The place smelled of smoke, food, and blood. The odd mix of scents made me feel ill. As we moved down the dimly lit alleyway, I looked into the establishments. Vampires sat around tables smoking and eating, often partaking in human food and blood, one after the other. They were so casual about it. Eat a bite of food. Set down the fork. Lift the wrist of the glass-eyed human, bite, and drink. I shuddered.  
 
    We turned down another hall and through a set of doors. One of them paused to open a door. Motioning for us to follow, we went inside. The narrow hallway led to a set of stairs that led underground. The stairway was dimly lit, but I could see the walls were covered in beautifully painted Turkish tiles. 
 
    We arrived at another set of doors. Outside this door, another Berkano vampire stood guard. He nodded to the four vampires who escorted us then turned and knocked on the door. 
 
    “Come,” a voice called. 
 
    “Come in, Pelin of the Order of Umay,” a voice whispered in my mind. 
 
    Before I could mask my surprise, the vampire pushed the door open. Thank goodness my enchantment hiding my expression was already in place. Otherwise, I’d be standing there with a stricken expression on my face when the door swung open to reveal Erlik, the leader of the Berkano vampires. He shifted some papers across his desk them look up at me. 
 
    And in that single moment, I stopped breathing. 
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    The vampire’s dark eyes met mine. He studied my face then raised an inquisitive eyebrow at me. I took a deep breath, steadied myself, and then let go of the masking enchantment hiding my true features, my wall of calm. Subtle though it was, it was not honest. And in the moment, everything in my soul screamed at me to be honest. 
 
    Erlik smirked knowingly. 
 
    It was curious that he had detected what Baran had not. 
 
    In spite of myself, I smiled. 
 
    Erlik turned his attention to Baran, who had entered the room brusquely. His stance bespoke his frustration. He had woven a clumsy charm around himself to make himself appear larger, more imposing. I hoped my enchantment had not seemed as silly. 
 
    I eyed the room. 
 
    It was not what I had been expecting. 
 
    In my mind, I had envisioned Erlik on a throne of bones, the room lit with torches, nubile vampiresses in various stages of undress lying in wait, waiting to be tasted…in many ways. My cheeks blushed at the thought of Erlik’s mouth moving along the curve of a woman’s hip, ready to puncture the soft white skin there. 
 
    I bit the inside of my lip and forced myself to focus. I glanced around the room at the rows of books that lined the walls. The place looked like a library.  
 
    Erlik rose, ran his fingers through his dark hair, and came around the desk to meet us. He was dressed in a long-sleeved black shirt and black pants and wore leather boots. Like the others, his skin was pale. When he moved closer, I realized that his dark eyes were actually deep brown with the richness of the Turkish coffee. 
 
    He bowed first to me and then to Baran. 
 
    “It has been many years since I have received an envoy from the Order of the Umay,” he said, turning back to me. 
 
    Baran opened his mouth to speak, but Erlik lifted his hand. It was unclear to me in that moment if Baran had simply chosen to stop speaking or if the vampire had truly silenced him. 
 
    “You forget yourself, warlock,” Erlik said. “I have been alive for a very long time and my manners are, perhaps, a bit antiquated. But no one speaks over a Priestess of Umay.” 
 
    I inhaled deeply then said, “Thank you for receiving us. I’m sorry that we came unannounced. I am Pelin, and, I believe, you have met Baran before.” 
 
    Erlik nodded. “You are forgiven, Pelin. Though I am surprised your order allowed you to come.” 
 
    “Really? And why is that?” 
 
    Erlik smirked again. The effect of it was so charming that I couldn’t fight the small smile that crept up on my lips. “Our fragile dome, of course, must need your constant attention. We can’t have all our tools wandering the streets like thinking persons,” he said. 
 
    Baran shifted uncomfortably but said nothing.  
 
    The vampire leaned against his desk and entwined his fingers in front of him. He studied me for a long moment then turned to Baran. For a brief second, I swore I saw Erlik lift a finger. At that exact moment, Baran spoke again. 
 
    “We’ve come to discuss important matters,” Baran said, his words bursting forth.  
 
    “Important matters,” Erlik said with a nod then turned to me. “And what are the important matters, Priestess?” 
 
    I met his gaze. How could a man’s eyes be so playful? It was like a mystery was bouncing around behind his gaze, waiting to be explored. Looking deeply at him, I tried to form a thought but my words escaped me. 
 
    Dammit.  
 
    He’d gotten to me. I had forgotten the vampire’s ability to mesmerize. The Rift-cursed vampires I met in the streets had no such skill. But these were Berkano vampires, and Erlik was their king. On to his game, I winked at him, breaking off the enchantment in which he’d try to snare me. 
 
    He smirked. 
 
    I smiled then said, “The matter is regarding the Rift-cursed vampires. They have begun roaming the streets at dusk and dawn, abducting humans outside curfew, which is against the law. The humans have withdrawn behind their wall out of fear. Your minions are fracturing our fragile peace.” 
 
    “And what proof do you have?” he asked. His voice was steady. He was not alarmed, frustrated, or even amused. I envied him his ability to hide his emotions. 
 
    “I have seen the abductions myself. Last night, I prevented two of the Rift-cursed from abducting a baby.” 
 
    At that, Erlik gave me a hard look. I could feel him judging me, weighing my honesty. He looked behind me to the two other Berkano vampires in the room. I cast a glance over my shoulder. They didn’t say anything to one another, but their eyes spoke volumes. And in that moment, I realized it was not only a glance they were exchanging. The Berkano were rumored to be gifted at telepathy. They were talking to one another. 
 
    “Out loud, if you don’t mind,” I said. 
 
    Surprised, Erlik looked back at me. He smiled. “Pelin of the Order of Umay is observant. Yes, I have had some reports of problems. My brothers have confirmed your observations. Tell me, how do you know the humans have withdrawn into the safe zone?” 
 
    “We’ve spoken to Mehmet the Wise, who is very upset,” Baran said, his voice dripping with self-importance. 
 
    Erlik turned to Baran. “You spoke to Mehmet the Wise regarding this matter?” 
 
    “I…No, I did not.” 
 
    “Who did?” 
 
    “Pelin.” 
 
    The vampire nodded. “Pelin,” he repeated then looked toward me. “Send my apologies to Mehmet the Wise. I will rein in my children or destroy those who do not obey.” 
 
    “Very good,” Baran said. 
 
    “Very good,” Erlik repeated. “Murder is fine as long as it’s my people who are being slaughtered to keep the peace. Very good, indeed. Now, may I offer any other assistance?” the vampire asked. 
 
    Baran stiffened. “No, as long as the law is followed, there is nothing more to discuss.” 
 
    “Pompous bore. Does he always talk like this?” 
 
    I looked at Erlik. I had heard him as clear as day, but when I looked at him, he was already talking once more to Baran.  
 
    “Don’t presume to give orders, warlock. I know the law. Unlike you, I was there when it was written,” Erlik told Baran, his voice cold. 
 
    Baran frowned. 
 
    “Tomorrow at twilight, come to Cağaloğlu Hamam. Alone,” Erlik told me using telepathy. 
 
    I glanced at the vampire who flashed me a serious expression. 
 
    “Thank you for your time,” I said, bowing my head to him. 
 
    “It is always our pleasure to serve the Order of the Umay,” he said, returning the gesture. 
 
    The fair-haired vampire behind us opened the door and motioned for us to follow. Once more, two vampires took the lead, Baran and me following, with two vampires behind us. 
 
    Lacing my hands behind me, I pulled magic from the dark energy all around us and snapped off a tiny enchantment. Looking back over my shoulder, I sent a delicate shooting star toward the vampire. It darted unnoticed around the Berkano walking behind me and into the room where Erlik stood. The playful enchantment spun around the vampire then burst into a shower of silver light over his head. 
 
    Looking up, he watched the shimmering display. And then, he smiled. The silver light illuminated his face and made his dark eyes sparkle. The effect was dazzling. The handsome vampire wore an odd expression on his face. He was impressed. And maybe even delighted. The expression seemed foreign on his features. 
 
    “Thank you, Pelin.” 
 
    Smiling to myself, I looked away and headed back upstairs. Against all odds, I had charmed the oldest creature in Nazar. The thought that I had done something that pleased him, had maybe even made him happy, sent chills of excitement down my spine. 
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    Baran said nothing as we walked back to the palace, which was fine with me. He’d worried that I would be a problem at the meeting. It was his blustering that had been a distraction. 
 
    Once we were inside the palace walls, he motioned to me in an awkward farewell then headed toward the chambers for the Order of Tengri. It was late, but I turned toward the tower. I could tell by the look of the dome that Emine was at work. 
 
    When I arrived, I found Meryem sleeping, an acolyte reading, and Emine twirling. Emine’s magic extended from her fingers as she effortlessly twirled in her trance.  
 
    When I entered, the girl rose. “Pelin?” 
 
     “I was simply checking on everyone. It’s Dahlia, right?” She was a pretty little thing, about ten years old, her light brown eyes offset by her dark hair. 
 
    She nodded. “Yes. Meryem is sleeping. There was…earlier today, there was a waver in the dome. Meryem fainted. Emine took over then.” 
 
    “It is not easy to support the shield, especially now that the Rift storms have increased so much.” 
 
    Dahlia looked up. The sky above the dome rocked with colorful light. 
 
    I crossed the room and went to the table where I found the open pack of Turkish delight. A cloud of powdered sugar remained, but the candies were gone. I traced my finger across the sugary dust and put it in my mouth. 
 
    “They were delicious. Thank you so very much,” Dahlia said. 
 
    I smiled. “Emine always shares,” I said, remembering the one time my grandmother and I had sat in silence sharing a single tangerine. 
 
    “She gave them to Mira who shared them with us.” 
 
    “You and the other acolytes?” 
 
    Dahlia nodded. 
 
    I crossed the room once more, bending to pull a blanket over Meryem. She gave a little snort in her sleep. 
 
    Both Mira and I suppressed a giggle. 
 
    “If you need anything, send for me,” I said. 
 
    “Thank you, Pelin.” 
 
    With that, I exited the tower and headed back downstairs. Crossing the grounds to the third courtyard, I entered the corridor where the acolytes lived. Here, the young witches received their training in the worship of Mother Umay and practiced their craft. The ornate marble architecture and elaborate mosaics were much like those in my own corridor. But the excited giggles coming from the sleeping quarters were distinctly youthful. 
 
    I smiled then knocked on the door. 
 
    At once, the giggles stopped. 
 
    “Mira?” I called. 
 
    There was a pregnant silence, and a moment later, the girl appeared at the door. She nearly gasped when she saw me, but she caught herself. “Pelin? Is everything all right?” 
 
    I heard muttered whispers in the room. 
 
    “Yes, everything is fine. May I come in for a moment?” 
 
    She nodded then pushed the door open. 
 
    Inside, the girls sat in their beds, all of them staring wide-eyed at me. It embarrassed me to think that they would be in awe of me. Certainly, Emine was worthy of their respect. Me? I was just another priestess of the order. 
 
    “Mira, I understand Emine gave you the Turkish delight I brought with me from the human zone. Is that right?” 
 
    A look of horror crossed her face. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I know you bought it for her, but she offer—” 
 
    I chuckled. “Oh my dear, don’t worry. It’s quite all right. I…I was wondering if you have any left?” 
 
    At that, Mira cast a glance around the room.  
 
    “I think…we all ate ours,” Mira said. 
 
    Alyse, another young girl in the order, rose and came to me. “Pelin…here,” she said, holding out her hands. She had a single piece of the confection wrapped in a cloth. 
 
    “You didn’t want to try it?” I asked. 
 
    The shy girl smiled softly. “I was saving it for my little brother. Oh, but please, you take it.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. I need to see something. Mira, bring a light. Maybe you all can help me?” I said, waving the girls to a desk sitting at the side of the room. 
 
    Hurrying, Mira brought a lamp over. The girls, their curiosity piqued, huddled around me as I sat. Mira set the lamp in front of me. I set Alyse’s confection on the table. I then pulled the other box of Turkish delight from my pocket, the one the vampire girl had given to me. I opened the box, trying to ignore the heavenly scents of rose, walnut, and orange. I looked through the pieces then selected the one I was after. I set the piece of pistachio candy side by side with the other exactly like it I’d purchased in the human zone. 
 
    “Well, what do you think?” I asked the girls. “Were they made by the same hands or merely similar?” 
 
    “The ingredients are the same,” Mira said. 
 
    “And the color is very alike,” another girl I knew, Melisa, said. 
 
    “Rolled in the same way, cut in the same way,” another girl added. 
 
    I nodded. From the moment I’d seen the confections in the Dark Bazaar, my mind came to life with a strange but confusing idea. “But are they the same? Do they come from the same hands, the same kitchen? That is what I must know.” 
 
    “May I?” Talin, one of the youngest girls, asked. She extended her hand hesitantly. “Sometimes, I can see.” 
 
    I nodded, sliding to the side. 
 
    The girl scrunched up her face in concentration as she hovered her hand directly above the candy I’d given to Emine. 
 
    “I see Alyse’s hands, and Mira’s,” she said then paused. “And those are Emine’s hands,” she added with a big smile. “That is you, Pelin. I can feel you, but you look different.” 
 
    “I wore an enchantment when I went into the human zone today.” 
 
    There was a murmur behind me. Dahlia hushed the others.  
 
    “I see a human woman. Her skin is spotted with age. And before her…” Talin said then squinted hard. “Hands…wooden bracelets and silver rings. I can’t see a face. Before that, there is nothing.” She took her hand away, inhaled deeply, then reached out toward the other confection. 
 
    Before she touched it, I stopped her, taking her fingers into my hands. 
 
    “You may see something unexpected. Don’t be afraid,” I said. 
 
    Her eyes widened a little then her brow furrowed with determination. She gently set her hands over the confection. A moment later, she gasped. 
 
    “I’m sorry. But please, tell me what you see.” 
 
    Talin nodded. “First you, then…him…the vampire. Then I see…I see a girl, she’s our age—well, at least that’s how she looks. Who knows how old she really is since she’s a vampire too? Before that,” she said then paused, shuddering a little. 
 
    “It’s all right,” I said, setting my hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “I see many hands, all vampires.” 
 
    “No. Wait. I hear them.” 
 
    “Hear what?” Dahlia asked. 
 
    Alyse frowned harder, and a sparkle of gold suddenly began to pulse from her temples. 
 
    “The bracelets,” she said with a gasp then opened her eyes. She looked at me. “The same wooden bracelets. It’s the same woman. The same person made the confections.” 
 
    “Human or vampire?” 
 
    “Human.” 
 
    “Pelin, where did you get those?” Mira asked, pointing to the box on the table. 
 
    I put the candy from the bazaar back in the box and slipped it into my pocket. 
 
    A moment later, another of the girls appeared with lemon cologne astringent. She gave some to Alyse and me. After I cleaned my hands, I gently folded the cloth around the candy that Alyse had shared with me and handed it back to her. 
 
    I turned to the other girls. “The candy you all ate came from the bazaar in the human zone. The other box came from the Dark Bazaar.” 
 
    The girls were stunned silent. 
 
    After a moment, Mira said, “But…I don’t understand. Are the humans supplying food to the vampires? Why would they do that?” 
 
    “Why indeed?” I replied then gave all the girls a serious look. “I must have your word that you will not repeat to anyone what we have discovered here.” 
 
    The girls nodded. 
 
    They were so young. I took a deep breath. “My little sisters, there is trouble in Nazar. We see it in the sky. The dome is weak. And I feel it here,” I said, setting my hand on my heart. “We must be ready and watchful. If any of you ever need anything, you can rely on my sisters and me. We are all daughters of Umay.” 
 
    Wordlessly, the girls nodded. From the somber expressions on their faces, I understood that they too had felt what I was talking about. Any witch could. 
 
    Nazar was about to fall apart. I had to find out why before it was too late. 
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    When I returned to the chamber I shared with the other acolytes, I found Zeynep sitting on her bed looking through a book. The others were already sleeping. Zeynep’s red hair fell over her shoulders as she strained to read under candlelight. I thought then about the light bulbs that illuminated the Dark Bazaar. The humans were thriving with food, and the vampires had light. The order, which protected all life, struggled to live on meager meals and in medieval conditions. How had that happened? 
 
    I smiled at Zeynep then sat down on the corner of her bed. “I saw you at the tower.” 
 
    Zeynep nodded. “I think I remember you being there…like it was in a dream.” 
 
    “I was surprised to see your hair.” 
 
    Zeynep stroked one of her long locks. “It started about a month ago when the storms above the dome started getting worse. It’s taking more magic to hold it. It’s had an odd effect on me.” 
 
    “I’ll say.” 
 
    “Have you noticed the increase of storms? The instability?” 
 
    I nodded. More than she knew. 
 
    “I’m worried,” she said then closed her book, setting it aside. “The barrier, and Emine, are weakening. If she passes before we are ready…Pelin, I know you’re strong, but it’s too much.” 
 
    I understood her fear. Even among the nine of us, none of us were as strong as Emine. If she died, I would not be able to hold the dome alone. I would need their help, but if the storms persisted, and we were not ready, then what?  
 
    “The real question is why the storms are increasing. What’s causing the disruption?” I asked. 
 
    “Have you ever wondered about the rest of the world? What happened to the others? If there are others alive, like us, then their actions could affect us. What if they try the spell again, worsen the Rift curse? What if…well, anything could be going on outside our view. I feel…I sense others out there. I know that sounds crazy but—” 
 
    “No, I feel them too. It’s like they are just outside my periphery. I know they are there, but I cannot see them.” 
 
    Zeynep sighed. “Sometimes I wonder what would happen if we let go. If the barrier came down, then what? I’ve been reading Linet’s journal,” she said, drumming her fingers on the book. Linet was one of the witches alive during the Rift. An old woman even then, she died shortly after the barrier had gone up. “When the dome was first erected, things were confused in Istanbul. The spell they used was imperfect. That is why the dome is so weak.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her. “Do you think the spell could be fixed?” 
 
    She frowned. “Perhaps. It’s only…some information is missing. The witches in the order were all old when the Rift happened. Emine was just a first order acolyte. She wasn’t told much. What I know comes from the journals. Unless it was written down, the knowledge regarding what happened and how the barrier was formed is lost. It was so long ago. There is no witch alive who remembers what, exactly, happened anymore. At this point, it’s all rumor and conjecture. But I’ll keep looking. I’ll see what I can learn. We must find a way, or our own weakness will doom us all.” 
 
    “Well, that’s going to give me nightmares.” 
 
    Zeynep laughed lightly. “Sorry. I think I got myself a bit worked up.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, you are right to search for the root of the problem. Clever witch.” 
 
    She laughed. 
 
    Rising, I sighed. “Goodnight.” 
 
    “Night.” 
 
    I crossed the room and went to my wardrobe, pulling out my sleeping gown. My fingers drifted across the clothes hanging there. Aside from the ceremonial dress I was wearing, I had an endless supply of blue robes and a single pair of human-style clothes. I pulled off my black dress and set it aside to be laundered then slipped into my sleeping gown. I lay on my bed, staring up at the ceiling. 
 
    “Where did you go dressed like that?” Zeynep whispered in the near darkness. 
 
    “The Dark Bazaar.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Emine sent Baran and me to talk to the vampire Erlik.” 
 
    “Erlik?” Zeynep whispered in disbelief. “Well? How was he?” 
 
    “Interesting,” I said, fighting off the smile that made my lips twitch. 
 
    Zeynep paused then blew out her candle. “You’ll tell us about him tomorrow?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Pelin?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Interesting can be dangerous.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    I stared out the window, trying to think about the barrier. If the first barrier cast over Istanbul had been weak, then maybe we could find a way to repair it. But first, we’d need to know more about how, under what conditions, the spell was cast in the first place. Zeynep was a clever witch, but she was wrong about one thing. There was someone still alive who might remember what had happened during the Rift. 
 
    And he was extremely interesting. 
 
    And he had asked to meet me in secret tomorrow at dusk. 
 
    Interesting, indeed.
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    I woke up before dawn the next morning to the unexpected sound of laughter. Esma, Kamile, Ayla, and Suzan laughed as they chased a puppy from one end of our room to the other. I glanced over at Meryem’s bed. It was still made. She hadn’t returned since yesterday. My impromptu trips to both the human zone and the Dark Bazaar had thrown off our rotation. I lay back in my bed.  
 
    When I closed my eyes, an image of Erlik floated through my mind. He’d asked me to meet him in the ruins of an old Turkish bath. I had never been in the place, but it was not far from the order. In the past, I hadn’t ventured outside the walls of the palace at all. Now it seemed I was more outside than in, and nothing made me happier. 
 
    As I lay there, I wondered what the vampire knew. Why were some of his people abducting humans at dusk? And what did he know about the Rift? I played over and over again the look on his face when he’d seen the illusion of the star shower. He’d looked so pleased. I knew it would be considered dangerous for me meet such a creature alone. I should probably tell Emine of the plan. And yet… And yet, I knew he would not harm me. I knew it like I knew my own name. The thought sent chills of excitement rolling through my body. 
 
    That feeling, however, was quickly overcome by a sense of guilt. Things between Aydin and me had been growing, building into something that had a purpose. When Emine was gone, I could change things, I could make a world where there was a place for people like Aydin and me to be together. I had no business considering how interesting Erlik seemed. First of all, a witch and vampire had destroyed the world because they had pushed boundaries. And second, if there was a future for Aydin and me, then I must close myself to any random, interesting musings. And yet…  
 
    No. I would see Erlik as a priestess of the order. That was all. And I would keep my mind and loyalty with Aydin where it belonged. 
 
    In a flurry of excited energy, the puppy leaped onto my bed. 
 
    “No, no. Silly girl,” Ayla said, picking up the puppy who responded to the scolding by licking Ayla’s face. “Sorry, Pelin.” 
 
    I smiled sleepily at her. We girls had grown up in the palace together. Ayla had changed little since we were girls. She still had long dark hair, thick bangs, and curious hazel eyes. Now, she was like a stretched out version of her child self. 
 
    “It’s all right. Where did you find her?” I asked. 
 
    “Someone in the first courtyard found the mother and puppies living by the shore near the back wall of the palace.” 
 
    “Lucky we found them before the vampires,” Kamile said. 
 
    She was right. The vampires left nothing alive. And still, it seemed, their hunger was unquenched. I’d heard rumors that the Rift-cursed had taken to eating regular food to help sustain themselves, but until I’d seen the Dark Bazaar, I hadn’t believed it. 
 
    Sighing heavily, I rose and went to my wardrobe. 
 
    “Pelin, Zeynep told us you went to the Dark Bazaar. And the acolyte Mira also said you were sent to see Mehmet the Wise,” Isla said. 
 
    “Is that true?” Kamile asked. 
 
    “Mira must be coached not to repeat Emine’s orders, or in time, it is our confidence she will betray,” I replied. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder to see Zeynep sitting up in bed, the same book in her hands. 
 
    “It is true. I went to both places.” 
 
    “The Dark Bazaar…what was it like?” Isla asked.  
 
    “The sights were what you might expect. Bloody. Grotesque. There is a feeling of sick desperation among the swarm of vampires there.” 
 
    “They didn’t harm you or Baran, or try to?” Kamile asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “No. Among the Rift-cursed I sensed either annoyance or fear, or a mix of both, but they didn’t try to harm us.” 
 
    “They know our blood is poison to them. And they fear our crutches,” Ayla said. 
 
    “The evil eye,” I said, touching the pendant on my neck. “The light cast by its enchantment pains them.” I looked around at the other girls. All priestesses of the order wore the evil eye. 
 
    “Did you see the Berkano?” Esma asked. 
 
    I nodded. “The Rift-cursed were as I described. The Berkano were not what I expected.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Suzan asked. 
 
    “They were…” 
 
    “Interesting?” Zeynep offered, smirking slightly. 
 
    I winked at her. “Polite, even respectful.” 
 
    “And Erlik?” Kamile asked. 
 
    “I don’t know how to explain it, but the Berkano, and Erlik, seem to genuinely appreciate the Order of Umay. They paid little regard to Baran, but there was an appreciation for us, for our work protecting Nazar. The vampires may be odious creatures, but they—particularly the Berkano—were not what I expected.” 
 
    “You must be wary,” Zeynep said. “The older vampires are supposed to be very powerful. They can enchant and mesmerize.” 
 
    “They can mesmerize humans, not witches,” Suzan said. 
 
    “The older the vampire, the more powerful they are. In truth, we do not know the limits of their power,” Zeynep told her. 
 
    “Why did you go?” Ayla asked. 
 
    “The vampires are hunting at dusk and dawn, before curfew. Mehmet the Wise has withdrawn his people behind the walls of the human zone,” I explained, unsure what information Mira had already let slip. “Baran and I went to question Erlik and remind him of the law.” 
 
    “And what did he say?” Zeynep asked. 
 
    “That he would attend to it.” 
 
    “Did you believe him?” Isla asked. 
 
    Did I? I had not even thought to question his honesty. I had taken him at his word. “Yes.” 
 
    “And Mehmet the Wise?” Suzan asked. 
 
    “He is as we have heard, seemingly a kind and honest man, but he is disturbed by the changes he is seeing in Nazar.” 
 
    Zeynep exhaled deeply. “So should we all be.” 
 
    “Umay guide us,” Ayla said. “I…I have had troubling visions of the future. Much is unclear, but Nazar is in trouble. And I have seen you in the midst of the troubles,” Ayla said, looking at me. “In truth, I have seen us all.” 
 
    I felt like my blood had turned icy cold. 
 
    “What have you seen?” Zeynep asked. 
 
    “Blood. The barrier. A girl with large, dark eyes and long black hair. And Pelin with a man I did not know.” 
 
    “Mother Umay protect us,” Suzan said.  
 
    The feeling of dread that gripped the room was palpable.  
 
    Feeling anxious, the urge within me to run straight for the wall of the palace and escape into the empty city was strong. Instead, I turned back to my wardrobe and, hands shaking, tried to prepare for the day. 
 
    “Emine was holding the dome when I returned last night. I need to speak with her,” I said, pulling out one of my blue robes. 
 
    The other girls wordlessly went about their business, Ayla scooping up the puppy and heading back outside. By the time I had finished changing, only Zeynep was left in the room. She held her book against her chest and waited for me. 
 
    Together, we exited the haremlik and walked into the courtyard. The sun was beginning to rise. The sky was filled with ruby red, tangerine orange, and soft pink hues. 
 
    “I wanted to ask you about Erl—” Zeynep began, but her words were cut short. 
 
    If Mother Umay had heard our prayer, she had ignored it. As Zeynep and I turned in the direction of the second courtyard, a blast of magical light cracked overhead, smashing onto the barrier. The magical force boomed around us, as if it had bled through the dome and struck the tower itself. A flash of tremendously bright light made me wince. 
 
    In the distance, the people in the first courtyard screamed. 
 
    When I finally opened my eyes once more, I saw magical light sizzle across the dome, ripping a hole in the barrier. With the protective barrier undone, the magical storms on the other side were free to invade. The torrent of wicked gold and white light blasted across Nazar inside the dome. 
 
    Zeynep gasped. 
 
    Horrified, I stared as the rip in the barrier widened allowing another bolt of the erratic and destructive Rift magic inside. 
 
    The ground rumbled, shifting below my feet. 
 
    “No,” I whispered. 
 
    I looked quickly toward the tower. Where was Emine? Meryem? No magic was emanating upward to seal the dome, to stop the fracture. No one was doing anything. Had Emine been hurt on the initial blast? Umay forbid, had it been too much for her? 
 
    Lightning crashed again and a streak of red light zipped through the barrier, zapping the ground like lightning. This time, the ground shook hard. 
 
    “No,” I shouted. I summoned up all my magic and projected my hands skyward. 
 
    And then, the barrier owned me. 
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    In the confines of the tower, attended by other priestesses and enclosed away from distraction, connecting your personal magic with the barrier over Nazar is done in a meditative state. The spell feels like a dance. You ground yourself, feeling the earth below you and the sky above. In the world in-between lies the magical aether. With patience and focus, you call it into yourself like taking a giant inhale that you do not release. Instead, you channel that magic to the barrier, casting a web of magic into the sky, draping it like silk over Nazar. 
 
    This time was nothing like that. 
 
    My body shuddered hard as I felt both the earth below my feet shaking apart and the sky over my head threatening to crash down. Blasting my magic outward, I fought back the magical storm that had leaked through the barrier. Like fighting smoke, I pushed and pressed it away. I envisioned the magic coming from my fingers like a shield of blue and silver, scooping up and blasting back the erratic Rift energy.  
 
    I felt myself fall to my knees. There was a sharp pain which I recognized as cuts as I fell hard on the stones, but I kept my hands overhead. I envisioned the rip in the barrier like a wound that needed magical healing. Inhaling deeply then exhailing, I sent magic spiraling into the sky. My lungs burned as I panted from the exertion, my heart beating hard as magic radiated out of my whole body. I had almost sealed off the crack in the dome, but I was fading.  
 
    A moment later, I felt fiery magic basting upward beside mine. I could not see her, but I knew Zeynep’s magic, recognized it like I would recognize her. Where my magic flowered like a cascade of blue light, Zeynep’s fire blasted hot. Together, we worked our spell, holding the barrier, sealing it using our minds’ eyes. 
 
    It was working, but my magic was starting to fizzle as my strength left me. 
 
    I rocked as a third blast of magic met with mine and Zeynep’s. It was Suzan. Her golden light swirled upward, joining Zeynep and me. Completely lost to the dome, all three of us sent our magic spiraling upward. The massive shield absorbed our magic like a fresh coat of paint. We sealed and coated the cracks. The storms above Nazar raged, but the dome, refortified, did not buckle. 
 
    The ground below me stopped shaking. 
 
    Zeynep let go first.  
 
    Through my mind’s eye, connected to the barrier, I saw Baran, Cain, Taavi, and Endur rush across the courtyard toward us, their eyes wide. Endur struggled to keep pace, his face looking ashen. 
 
    Suzan collapsed. 
 
    A moment later, I felt strong energy erupt from the tower. 
 
    Emine. 
 
    I let go slowly. Smoothing the transition to Emine. The movement was subtle, gentle. Emine took control. I carefully pulled my hands back. 
 
    Disconnected from the dome, I opened my eyes and looked around the palace. Several buildings and the outer wall had collapsed. 
 
    “Pelin?” Endur called, a look of fear on his face. 
 
    “It’s all right now. We’re safe now,” I told Endur. Black spots swam before my eyes, and then there was nothing. 
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    “Pelin?” Meryem called softly. A wet cloth swiped across my forehead. I opened my eyes slowly, the sleeping chamber of our haremlik coming into focus. I was in my bed. 
 
    Meryem exhaled heavily. “Thank Umay.” 
 
    “Is everyone all right?” I whispered. 
 
    “Yes. The earthquake caused some damage, but no one was harmed.” 
 
    “The barrier?” I asked, looking toward my window. It must have been late afternoon. The sky was beginning to shimmer golden. 
 
    “It’s all right now. Baran said it was a fluke storm. Your quick work—you, Zeynep, and Suzan—repaired the tear and got the barrier back in place before more damage could be done.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I don’t really know. I had just exited the tower to summon Merel to attend Emine when a storm struck overhead. I tried to get back to Emine, but the earthquake made the tower shake. I…I was scared. By the time I got back, everything was in confusion. You and the others had taken over. Once she was back on her feet, Emine stepped in before I had a chance to help.” 
 
     “Are Zeynep and Suzan all right?” 
 
    Meryem nodded. “Sleeping.” 
 
    I sat up slowly, looking around for the other girls. Zeynep and Suzan were resting in their beds as Meryem said. 
 
    Meryem handed me a glass of water. “You should rest.” 
 
    “Who is with Emine?” 
 
    “Isla and Merel. We’ll change the rotation, keep two of us with Emine at all times from now on.” 
 
    “And Baran and the others?” 
 
    Meryem shook her head. “I don’t know. The men’s order is meeting inside their own chambers.” 
 
    I lay back down. “That’s comforting.” 
 
    “Can I bring you anything?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. Thank you.” 
 
    A moment later, there was a soft knock on the door. Meryem set the cloth aside and went to answer the door. I closed my eyes, but I could hear her talking. There was a soft voice on the other side of the door. It was Asla, a woman from one the magical families. 
 
    “Very well. I’ll tell her,” Meryem said then shut the door. 
 
    Meryem crossed the room. A smile played on her lips. “Someone has come to the gate inquiring about you.” 
 
    “To the gate…to see me?” 
 
    She nodded. “Asla brought the message. There is a man there asking for you. His name is Aydin. He’s come from the human zone.” 
 
    Moving slowly, I sat up. What was Aydin doing here? 
 
    “You’re not well enough,” Meryem chided. 
 
    “I’m almost well enough. So, you’re going to walk with me.” I glanced out the window. It was late afternoon. Aydin was foolish to travel so far at this time of day. As well, if I was planning to meet with Erlik later, I needed to get myself together. 
 
    When I stood, the room spun, and black spots swam before my eyes. I held on to Meryem until I steadied myself then headed toward the door. 
 
    “Are you sure? I can take a message to him.” 
 
    “I’m sure. Let’s go.” 
 
    “How do you know this human?” 
 
    I didn’t meet her eyes. “He is one of the human leaders. He works with Mehmet the Wise.” 
 
    “I see. I thought maybe he was the one you’ve been getting your boots muddy for.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your boots have been muddy every morning for the last month, at least.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking—” 
 
    Meryem laughed. “Your secret is safe with me, sister. I’m glad you asked me to come along. I need to see what all the fuss is about.” 
 
    I chuckled. “We’re friends, that’s all.” 
 
    “Of course,” Meryem replied, but she made no effort to hide the sound of disbelief in her voice. 
 
    I slipped on my boots—and they were muddy, she was right—and Meryem and I walked from the third courtyard toward the main gate. As we went, I saw that a section of the wall had come down during the tremor. As well, the roof on one of the newly built interior structures had buckled. 
 
    Both the third and second courtyards were quiet. Baran’s order had themselves hidden away somewhere. In the first courtyard where the magical families lived, however, people were milling about making repairs. Among them, I saw my sisters Kamile and Esma helping the families. 
 
    The wall that surrounded the entire palace had a massive stone arch entryway where a double gate protected us from outsiders. Inside, two men stood guard. 
 
    “I’m told I have a visitor,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, Priestess,” one of the men stationed there replied. 
 
    “Open the gates.” 
 
    The men pulled open the heavy wooden doors. The interior doors opened to a massive domed entryway made of solid stone. Meryem and I crossed the space to the second set of doors. The guards knocked on the second set of doors. A moment later, the doors swung open to the street outside. Another pair of guards stood at attention on the city side of the wall. 
 
    Aydin stood waiting. 
 
    He smiled softly when our eyes met then inclined his head to both Meryem and me. 
 
    “Aydin, this is Meryem, another sister of my order.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you, Priestess,” he said. 
 
    “And you,” Meryem replied. I could hear the smile in her voice, but to an outsider, her tone would sound cordial and steady. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” I asked. 
 
    Aydin nodded. “Mehmet asked me to come. We saw the storm and were concerned. Several people in the human zone have family here.” 
 
    “There were no injuries,” I said, turning to Meryem for confirmation. 
 
    “Some structural damage, but no one was hurt. And among your people?” she asked. 
 
    I smiled at her. The question had come naturally. She really did care. If my sisters felt as I did, if their hearts were also moved to change things between ourselves and the humans, maybe a new future was actually possible. 
 
    “We also sustained some structural damage, but no one was harmed. On my way here, however, I saw that the city was badly shaken. Several of the unused buildings have fallen,” Aydin replied then turned to me. The look in his eyes spoke a thousand unspoken words. 
 
    “Pelin, I need to talk to the guards. I’ll be back in a moment,” Meryem said then turned and walked back toward the gate. 
 
    I motioned for Aydin to join me as we walked a few paces back toward the city. 
 
    “You’re out late. It will be dusk soon,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll be all right. I brought a bicycle,” he said, pointing to the red bike leaning against a tree. 
 
    I chuckled. “Very practical.” 
 
    Aydin smiled. “Are you truly well? You look pale.” 
 
    “I’ll be all right. I helped repair the fracture in the dome. It was…difficult.” 
 
    “You helped? Not Emine?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s…well…Emine is not the only one who works to hold the barrier, of course. Two of my sisters and I stepped in to help repair the fracture.” 
 
    “I see. Your sisters, they’re unharmed?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Aydin smiled softly then reached out to touch me, his reach faltering as his eyes flicked toward the guards. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re all right. Will you still be able to meet me at the observatory as planned?” 
 
    “Yes, I think so.” 
 
    “Very good. I…I should get back. You’re right that it’s late. I just needed to see if you were all right.” 
 
    “We’re all well here. Please let Mehmet know.” 
 
    “Oh. Yes. Of course.” Aydin stepped close to me. “So, if I try to kiss you, they’ll shoot me, right?” 
 
    “Either a magic missile or a bullet. Not sure which would be worse.” 
 
    “Then please know how desperate I am to kiss you,” he whispered, leaning closer than was probably wise. 
 
    I smiled, but at that same moment, the vampire Erlick came to my mind. My stomach felt like it had tied into a strange knot. 
 
    “Aydin,” I said softly. I looked back at his bicycle. “Please be safe. And be fast.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I’ll see you again soon.” 
 
    I nodded. “Soon.” 
 
    Aydin nodded, grabbed his bike, and with a wave, headed back into the city. 
 
    I stood and watched him go. 
 
    A moment later, Meryem rejoined me. 
 
    “Muddy boots?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said with a heavy sigh. 
 
    “It’s good that Mehmet is working to improve relations between our people. That is an alliance that has, I think, faltered under Emine’s and Baran’s care. We’ll need to do our part going forward.” 
 
    But had Mehmet sent Aydin? Now I wasn’t sure. Regardless, I agreed with Meryem. “We will bring change to the order. There will be nine of us where there was only Emine’s voice in the past.” 
 
    “Change sounds good. And I am sure we are not the only ones who feel that way. But still, you forget one huge problem. Baran. And his ambition.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I don’t know what game he’s playing, but whatever he has planned for what happens when Emine passes, I don’t think it includes the kind of changes we’re hoping for.” 
 
    Her suspicions were an echo of mine and of the distrust Ermine seemed to feel as well. “What makes you say so?” 
 
    “A dark cloud hangs on him. I can feel his ill-intent, but I can’t make out its shape.” 
 
    “Time will reveal him.” 
 
    “As it does all things,” Meryem said. “Including Mister Muddy Boots.” 
 
    I chuckled. We’re just frien—” 
 
    “Friends. Yes. I know. So you told me.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And, I don’t believe you.” 
 
    Laughing, I linked my arm in hers. “Time reveals all,” I said with a wink, and we headed back inside. 
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    Meryem, assured I was feeling well enough, stayed in the first courtyard of the palace while I headed back to the tower. When I finally reached the top of the stairs, my head felt dizzy, my stomach sick, and black dots swam before my eyes. I held onto the doorframe. 
 
    “Pelin,” Merel said, crossing the room to meet me when I entered. 
 
    Isla rose and looked carefully at me. Taking in the room, I saw that Emine was, once more, holding the barrier. I watched her as she spun. She looked so fragile, so thin. Her body seemed to glow with magic as she twisted on her toes in her trance. The scene filled me with so much despair, so much loathing, that I stopped in my tracks. 
 
    No. 
 
    I would not live like that.  
 
    I would not be a tool. 
 
    I wanted to have a life. We all deserved to have a life. This was not living. This was slavery. 
 
    “Pelin?” Merel called again. “Bring her some water,” she added, turning to the young acolyte, Deza, in attendance. 
 
    “Pelin, come sit down,” Merel said, taking my hand. “You are not well.” She lifted her hand to my forehead but did not touch my skin. “You’re energy is weak. You should still be in bed.” 
 
    “I’ll be okay.” 
 
    Isla sat beside me and took my hand. 
 
    Deza handed me the water. 
 
    I took a few sips. Despite my protests, Merel was right. I was not feeling well. The water, however, did help. 
 
    “Do any of you know if Baran was by this morning? Before the incident?” I asked. 
 
    “He wasn’t,” Deza said. “I arrived well before dawn, and there were no visitors.” 
 
    “You were here with Emine when the event happened?” I asked her. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “And what, exactly, occurred? What did you see?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, really. When the bolt of magic came through, it was like it went after Emine directly. She was overcome, and then she fainted.” 
 
    I looked back at Emine. Was that possible? Could the Rift magic hone in on her specifically? 
 
    Brow furrowing, I turned to Merel and Isla. “Force her to take breaks. She must rest.” 
 
    Isla laughed. “And when have any of us been able to tell Emine to do anything?” 
 
    I smiled softly then glanced back outside. The sun was starting to set. I hoped Aydin was well on his way home. As for me, I had another meeting to prepare for. 
 
    “Very well. Please tell Emine I’ll be back later,” I said then rose to go. I steadied myself, hoping Merel would not see me swoon. But I was stupid to think I could avoid the sharp eyes of a healer.  
 
    “Pelin, rest here a while. You’re as stubborn as Emine. You need to take it easy.” 
 
    I smiled softly at her. How could I explain that all our futures rested in my hands? If I didn’t go, if I didn’t learn what the vampire knew, it might cost us any hope of a future. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Can you tell they are related?” Isla whispered to Merel, who smiled. 
 
    Turning, I headed out of the room. Before I left, I reached out with my senses to brush against Emine’s spirit. “Rest,” I whispered with my mind. 
 
    There was no reply, but for a brief moment, I saw Emine smile. 
 
    I headed back out. It was odd that Baran had not reported to Emine in the morning. Stranger still that he and his order had sequestered themselves after the attack. Where had Baran gone when we’d parted ways last night? I frowned, my instincts screaming at me that his absence was telling. But once more, I wondered if I was paranoid. After all, it would be just like him, Taavi, Cain, and Endur to spend hours sitting on their asses squabbling over what to do while we witches did all the work. That was nothing new. 
 
    But if the Order of Tengri would not lift a finger to help Nazar, maybe there was someone who would. 
 
    With hope in my heart, I steadied my woozy head and went to get ready to meet the vampire king.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    I headed to the bath where I freshened up then returned to my wardrobe and stood staring at the selections hanging before me. The plain blue robes of a priestess, my formal black gown, and one set of clothes—a simple pair of pants and sweater—in the style favored by the humans. Fantastic. So, my choices were to look like either predator or prey. 
 
    I pulled out a clean chemise and the least faded of my blue robes. In a city once famed for its textiles, why were my sisters and I confined to such stark clothing? How did it benefit our ability to channel the magic of Umay? 
 
    Frowning, I brushed out my hair and pulled on the robe. 
 
    The Turkish bath where Erlik had asked me to meet him was not far. Taking a deep breath, I forced my upset stomach to stay calm, and I headed back outside. This time, however, I exited the side corridor of the haremlik which had once been the servant’s entrance. I crossed the grounds and went to the wall. My head was swimming. I hated the thought, but after the events of the day, my supply of magic was low. Like the vampires, I needed to feed. But in my order, we did everything we could to avoid taking from others. If I had time, I could sit and meditate. I could take energy from Great Mother Umay, pulling into myself the magic of the earth. But I didn’t have time for that now. I touched the evil eye amulet on my chest. Its magic was intended to keep the wearer from harm, to protect them. But it was also an old and rich magic. Touching the charm, I drew a little of its energy, just enough to steady myself. After all, filling myself with magic intended to ward off evil—as I was going to meet a Berkano—seemed wise in this situation. The magic, unsuited to the task, helped just enough. Willing my body to do what it was told, I felt the stone wall for a handhold and climbed, a much easier task when I didn’t feel like I was going to throw up. 
 
    Up and over, I landed outside. I exhaled deeply then made my way to the street. The sun had already set. The last remnants of burnt orange and ruby red illuminated the horizon. I slipped down the narrow streets of old Istanbul. The crumbling facades of the buildings spoke of a world long dead. I’d been born too late to enjoy the delights of the modern world. Empty TV screens looked out at me from shop windows. Fashions of days past drooped on hangers in clothing stores. Tea houses and restaurants, their furniture coated in dust, bespoke leisurely meals in the company of friends. Yet in the bazaar, I had seen such places thriving. I envied the vampires their electricity and tea houses. I envied the humans their bountiful gardens, coffee, and busy marketplace. Life in the order was not life. It was service. It was sacrifice. It was not living. Just because I’d been born of magical parents, I was not allowed to truly live, and neither were any of the others. It was…wrong. It couldn’t go on like this.  
 
    By the time I reached the narrow street where the Turkish bath, Cağaloğlu Hamam, was found, it was already dark. I set my hand on the stone wall outside the entrance and closed my eyes. I cast my senses within. There were at least three vampires inside in addition to Erlik. 
 
    Touching the evil eye charm on my chest, I took a deep breath then entered. I prayed this was not a trap. If it was, I was doomed. 
 
    The old wooden door opened with a squeak. The building was a massive two-story structure. The marble floors, however, were clean and the chandelier overhead was lit with candles. I was surprised to see that the place appeared to be in frequent use. A marble fountain stood at the center of the entryway. Water trickled freely from it and looked fresh and clean. 
 
    I let my fingertips graze the water’s surface. 
 
    “Much like the wells at Topkapi Palace and in the old bazaar, the plumbing of this place predates the modern city thus survived the fall,” a voice called from the second floor terrace. 
 
    I looked up to find a red-haired beauty looking down at me. She wore a flowing black gown and heavy gold bangle bracelets. Her eyes glinted silver in the candlelight. 
 
    “I didn’t know anyone used this place anymore,” I said. 
 
    The vampiress shrugged. “We are busy at night while you sleep. My kind have long frequented this establishment. But come, he is waiting for you.” 
 
    She waved me to another sets of door, gliding down the stairs to meet me. 
 
    “Priestess,” she said, motioning for me to follow her to a set of interior doors. 
 
    As we passed through the intermediate room, I felt the temperature rise. The air became hot and thick. A heavy mist effervesced from the room beyond the doors. The vampire took a robe from the wall and handed it to me. 
 
    I stared at the garment. 
 
    “Please. You should change.” 
 
    The short robe, made of sheer white material, would barely cover me. I was about to protest when the vampiress smirked smugly. 
 
    “Very well,” I said. Turning to a bench nearby, I stripped off my clothes down to nothing save my evil eye pendant, hanging my garments on a peg. I pulled on the sheer robe. It crossed my mind to cast a mask of calm on my face, but in the presence of the Berkano, wanting to cast such a spell seemed foolish. I didn’t want to pretend I was brave. In this space, I had to actually be brave. 
 
    Seeming pleased, the vampiress smiled. 
 
    “You’re very beautiful,” she said, pushing my hair behind my shoulders. Coming around behind me, she gathered up my hair then bunched it at the back. She pulled the ivory pin from her own hair and slid it into my locks. 
 
    “A gift,” she whispered in my ear, “for the future High Priestess of Nazar.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied. The vampiress had been trying to work a charm on me. I could feel her energy buzzing all around me. I had to admit that she was exceedingly pretty and her sensual ways were intriguing, but I observed such things only, unaffected. 
 
    The vampiress laughed, realizing her charm had no effect on me, and then motioned for me to follow her. She pushed a second set of doors open to reveal the main room of the bath. The hot room had a large, domed roof. Small, star-shared windows let in the moonlight. Otherwise, glass lamps in deep gem stone colors illuminated the room, casting their colorful glow on the steam that enveloped the place. At the center of the room was a large, marble platform. Erlik lay on his stomach, his backside covered by a thin towel. Another vampire, a dark-haired male who did not meet my gaze, sat massaging Erlik’s back. 
 
    His chin resting on his hands, Erlik smirked when I entered. Taking little care to keep himself covered, he sat up. He gave me that same playful smile, but I sensed a softness behind it. He was undeniably handsome, and admittedly, well built. His skin was dewy from the steam. His chest and stomach were muscular, a thin line of hair leading from his bellybutton downward to…to what the towel barely covered. I looked away, embarrassed when redness colored my cheeks. Hopefully they would think it was the steam and heat. 
 
    “Priestess,” he said. “I would stand, but…” he motioned to his wrap. 
 
    I inclined my head, grinning back at him. 
 
    His eyes were so playful. Who knew a man’s eyes could say so much? Present so many riddles? 
 
    “Come,” the vampiress told me. Moving gently, she took my hand. She led me to the platform. I sat, surprised to find the platform was heated. 
 
    Seeing my reaction, Erlik explained. “It’s warmed from below. Please, lie down. I asked Rosaline to join us so she could attend to you. She is very skilled. Please, you are my guest here.” 
 
    The vampire lay back down on the platform, motioning for me to lie beside him. 
 
    I could feel the test behind his eyes. He wanted to know what kind of woman I was, if I feared them, how I would react, and more, if he could play with me. He was both literally and figuratively seeking to strip me down. Something within me rose to the challenge. 
 
    “Remove your robe, Priestess. I will care for your body,” the vampiress said. 
 
    I looked at Erlik who had not taken his eyes off me. I met his gaze, smiled lightly, and then handed Rosaline my robe. Moving gently, I lay down on my stomach beside the vampire who had rolled onto his side to look at me. His hair wet from the steam, he looked even more handsome than he had in the Dark Bazaar. Reclining on his elbow, he motioned to Rosaline. A moment later, I felt warm oil drip down my back, the sharp scent of patchouli perfuming the air. 
 
    I looked around the room. The moonlight overhead slipped through the star-shaped openings, casting light and offering fresh air. Erlik followed my gaze. 
 
    “It is a beautiful old place, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “For one who explores beyond the wall as much as you do, I am surprised you hadn’t yet discovered it.” 
 
    “It is the safety of those in Nazar that encourages my explorations, not sightseeing,” I said. As Rosalind’s hands worked their way across my back, I felt my body relax. The pain I was carrying from the incident with the barrier started to melt away. 
 
    “And here I thought the walls were constricting you. Of course, the Order of Umay has no mission but to protect Nazar. There is much you are missing penned up behind those walls.” 
 
    “Indeed?” 
 
    “Indeed. And why does the order stay so secluded? We cannot, and are not remotely interested in, harming you. My kind has the deepest respect for the order. You are feared, of course, by both my kind and the humans. But your sequestering makes little sense. We are not at war.” 
 
    How was it that he, a grinning, half-naked vampire, was asking the questions my very soul grappled with? 
 
     “You pose interesting questions,” I replied simply. While part of me wanted to ask Erlik a million questions, the rational part of me hesitated in the presence of others whom I did not know. Not that I knew Erlik at all. And yet… There was something about him that made me want to trust him. 
 
    Erlik motioned to Rosalind. “Thank you,” he said, signaling for her to leave. He nodded to the vampire who attended him, waving him away.  
 
    “My lord,” Rosalind said, then exited the room.  
 
    A moment later, another blast of hot steam filled the room. Erlik lifted a bottle of oil from the tray Rosalind had sat beside me. He poured some oil on his hands then gently set them on my back. 
 
    “May I?” he asked. 
 
    It was my turn to smirk. “Of course.” Now he was playing with me. But surely he knew such games were dangerous. Perhaps he was strong, but he was no witch. Despite my bravado, however, the moment his strong hands stroked my bare skin, I felt like I stopped breathing. 
 
    “You must tell me what happened this morning. I had woken when I felt the tremor. My people were not outside yet, but one of the humans under our care reported the dome was damaged, that there was a strike inside the dome,” he said. 
 
    “The storms above the barrier are growing stronger. Somehow, there was a rogue blast, and the dome cracked. Magical energy entered Nazar. The effect of it was immediate.” 
 
    “The rogue blast, as you called it, shattered the barrier from above?” he asked. 
 
    I paused. Of course it had come from above, right? As I thought back, I considered the blinding light that had travelled with the magical energy. Now I wasn’t so sure. “The barrier above the palace cracked as a result. The dome has been destabilizing for weeks. Have you seen the barrier behave like this before?” I asked. 
 
    He slid his hands down the sides of my ribcage. I inhaled sharply, my body tingling from my head to my toes. “No, I have not.” 
 
    “Do you remember when the barrier was put in place? Do you remember the Rift and what happened after?” 
 
    At that, he stopped. I turned and looked at him. A strange, unguarded expression crossed his face. Whatever game he had been playing with me, it had been suddenly undone by my question. I reached out and lifted my robe then sat up, holding the garment casually in front of me. 
 
    Erlik met my eyes then smiled softly. “I do.” 
 
    “What do you remember?” 
 
    “Why do you want to know?” 
 
    It was a risk to tell him the real reason, but if I expected to get help from him, telling the truth seemed prudent. “The barrier is dying. Emine is dying. The nine acolytes are prepared, but I believe that Emine’s path is not the way. Something is wrong with the barrier above Nazar. When the Rift occurred, the protective dome put up was weak. Maybe the spell was not done properly. I don’t know. But the dome should not need constant support. And it should not be so unstable. But something is wrong in Nazar. I can sense it, but I do not know the source.” 
 
    The vampire nodded thoughtfully. “I have been in Nazar… Istanbul… Constantinople… a long time. I was here when this building was built, when Topkapi Palace where you live was constructed, and I have walked the walls of Yedikule—as a soldier. What was new when I was new is all that remains in Nazar. The city has shaken herself to her roots. The old remains. The young dies. I was in the city when the Rift happened. I was aware that an effort was underway to end vampirism, and I was among those who wished to stop it. Why would I seek to undo what I am? They say a tryst between a witch and vampire ended the world. I do not believe it. Yet the Rift occurred. The entire world shook, the sky imploded, and the order moved quickly to protect us, but there were problems in Istanbul that impacted our dome.” 
 
    “What kind of problems?” 
 
    “The witch and vampire who fell in love. Why was their love such an abomination? Do you think such a union is impossible?” He reached out then and stroked his hand from my ankle upward. 
 
    My body shuddered from the feeling of pleasure at his touch. The sensation evoked strong urges in me, stronger than I had felt for anyone before. The want I felt for Erlik in that moment towered over anything I’d ever felt for Aydin. The depth and breadth of it surprised me. “I…I don’t know.” 
 
    He touched my cheek. “We are strangers, but I know you feel the energy between us. As you and I sit here, Berkano and witch, we are drawn to one another like the moon and the sea. In many places in the world, my brothers and sisters hate and hunt witches. In other places, witches seek to destroy my kind. And yet… And yet, it is always there, below the surface, always fighting the hatred and anger. There is terrible yearning, hunger,” he ran his fingers down my neck. “A witch and a vampire crave one another. It is why they hate but also why they are willing to shatter the world to be together. Don’t tell me you do not feel it as well. I…I have felt almost nothing these many years. Nothing until the moment you stepped foot in the Dark Bazaar.” 
 
    My heart beat hard. And for a moment, I swore I stopped breathing. 
 
    “Do you feel it too?” he whispered. 
 
    I exhaled deeply. My legs were shaking. “Yes.” 
 
    He leaned in and he set a kiss on my lips, his hand drifting to my robe, pushing the cloth away so he could gently stoke my breast. 
 
    I groaned in pleasure. He was warm and feral and fierce, and a terrible ache between my legs made me want to entwine my body around his and feel him completely. 
 
    Breathless, I pulled back. “No, no, no, this cannot be,” I whispered. Shocked by the wave of lust that had swept over me, I wondered if I had fallen under his spell. Had he mesmerized me? But when I looked at him, I saw the same expression of wonder mirrored on his face. 
 
    The sky overhead rumbled. 
 
    “They were wrong to seek to end the vampiric gift. We were created as opposites to rule this world, witch and vampire together, two halves that complete a whole. Their foolishness undid us all. We can no longer make new vampires through the exchange of blood. Witches can no longer bare witches. You and I are the end, the last full-blooded witch and the oldest vampire. If we wish to heal Nazar, we must give in to the forces between us, not deny or mangle them. From the moment I saw you, fierce with your evil eye glowing like witches of old, I knew the answer was in front of me.” Erlik stared at me, longing in his eyes. 
 
    “Are you mad? What you speak of cannot be. It was this very thing that destroyed the world,” I whispered. 
 
    “No. Love did not end the world. Seeking to destroy my kind, the quest to vanquish the vampiric gift, doomed us all.” 
 
    Was he right? All the lore said it was the love of a witch and vampire that had destroyed everything. But what if that was wrong? What if it had been the spell itself? 
 
    “Pelin, we can heal Nazar together,” Erlik said. 
 
    A terrible longing filled my heart, but behind it came a crashing wave of guilt. What business did I have with this vampire? It was against everything I knew to be law. And then there was Aydin. I tried to focus. 
 
    “What of your consort, Nadjla?” I asked. 
 
    He sneered, revealing a row of sharp teeth. “Gone.” 
 
    “Gone? Why? How?” 
 
    “You asked me to discover the reason my children have been disobeying the law. She is the answer.” 
 
    I frowned. Something more was at play here, but I could not yet see what. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Erlik said, pulling back. “I was wrong to presume. I…I felt something I could not explain, something I had not felt in many years. Your illusion, the star shower, it was special.” 
 
    I reached out and pushed a lock of his dark hair away from his forehead. “Has it been so long since someone was kind to you?” 
 
    He stared at me. “Yes.” 
 
    It was my turn to stare.  
 
    Erlik lay back down. Reaching out, he took my hand and pulled me down beside him. “Lie here beside me and let the earth below and the sky above speak. They are the only constants in this world.” 
 
    I smiled then linked my fingers with his. “You speak like a poet.” 
 
    “I have never become less from dying. 
 
    At the next charge I will die to human nature, 
 
    So that I may lift up my head and soar among the angels,” Erlik said. “Do you know the poems of Rumi?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “At the next charge I will die to human nature, so that I may lift up my head and soar among the angels,” Erlik repeated once more. 
 
    “Rumi…did this human know about your kind?” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    “If he did, he saw you as angels.” I turned and looked at the vampire. “You, Erlik of the Berkano, are not what I expected.” 
 
    “Nor are you, Pelin, last pure-blooded witch in Nazar.” 
 
    “So you want us to save Nazar.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And how do you suppose we go about that?” 
 
    “First, we must stop the war that is coming. And then, we must repair the barrier.” 
 
    “War?” My heart beat faster. 
 
    “The order has cast an eye over the city, and as a result, became blind. Listen to me now, and this old vampire will whisper things you wish you had not heard,” he said then leaned in close, pulling my naked body against his as he whispered of the unspeakable horrors that had been lurking just beyond our sight. 
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    As we made our way back to the streets of Istanbul, Erlik was silent. I could tell he was lost in thought. It was odd how well I understood his mood. How was that possible? The energy radiating off him was unlike anything I had ever felt before. He was powerful and wise, and so sexy that it had taken everything I had not to climb on top of him and feel every inch of his body. 
 
    Despite the lingering want that I could not deny, there were his words. We walked to the water’s surface at the edge of the Gold Horn and looked out across the water. 
 
    “There,” he said. “Watch.” 
 
    I followed the line of his hand then cast out my senses. I touched the evil eye pendant on my chest, amplifying my reach. The glass eye sparkled. I exhaled deeply then looked. 
 
    A few moments later, I saw a light shimmer briefly. It was as if someone had passed with a lamp then disappeared. 
 
    “Taksim,” Erlik whispered. 
 
    I stared across the dark water. The light did not shine again. I could not see anything, but I felt them there, vampires and humans alike, in the old Taksim district. 
 
    “How many Berkano went with her?” I asked. 
 
    “Most are loyal to me. We are two dozen. She has five.” 
 
    “And Rift-cursed?” 
 
    At first, Erlik did not reply.  
 
    I looked up at him. His dark eyes shimmered silver in the moonlight. “Many,” he said. “And she is trying to making more.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Erlik was silent for a moment. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “The Order of Tengri lied to you. There were survivors across the Golden Horn. For many years, they have been kept to ensure our survival.” 
 
    “Kept? What do you mean? Enslaved?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “By whom? By you?” 
 
    Erlik frowned. “No, but I am complicit. Nadjla made the arrangements many years ago. Only the elders in your order would know anything about it now. Nadjla and the others turned many of the humans, and the rest are used as blood cattle.” 
 
    I gasped. There was no way Emine knew about this. She never would have permitted it. But then I remembered how she had sought to see into Taksim, and how Baran denied seeing anything. That bastard. He did know. “And those at Yedikule? They don’t know?” 
 
    Erlik shook his head. “No. Nadjla’s dealings in Taksim are separate from the peaceful world we strive for on this side of the water. I have made my own arrangements with Mehmet the Wise, always within the law. The rules worked well because no one got greedy. Until now.” 
 
    “But the abductions. I saw two vampires try to take a woman and baby into the Dark Bazaar,” I said, suddenly doubting his word. After all, what reason did this vampire have to trust me with so great a secret? Why was he telling me all of this? 
 
    “Nadjla’s followers are growing in number. Her kind are recruiting mine. I am losing my hold. Soon, Nadjla will seek to take over. She will use her minions to oust or kill me, destroy Yedikule, and the Order of Tengri will enslave you when Emine dies. You will serve in chains.” 
 
    “How is this possible? How does Emine not know?” I whispered, staring across the dark waters. 
 
    Erlik shook his head. “I don’t know. Perhaps she never had a reason to suspect. The Order of Tengri is secretive. They always have been. It’s only now that Nadjla is growing bolder, even seeking to disrupt the peace with Yedikule, that we begin to see all the chess pieces on the board.” 
 
    “She has someone inside Yedikule working for her,” I whispered, realization washing over me. 
 
    “I believe so. They’ve a hand in the abductions you’ve seen.” 
 
    “Why would they betray their own kind?” 
 
    “I can only guess. Desperation. Or coercion. You do not realize the extent of the power we have over humans. It is simple to overwhelm the human mind.” 
 
    “One might suspect you were trying to use such a charm on me,” I said, casting a sidelong glance at him. He was staring out at the water. A soft breeze ruffled his dark hair. 
 
    He smiled softly. “Given you could make me crumple to my knees with a word, I don’t think it wise to try.” 
 
    I strongly suspected he overestimated my power, but I didn’t dare say so. I sighed heavily and looked back out at the water. “What are they waiting for?” 
 
    “I can only guess, but I believe they are waiting for Emine to pass, as grotesque as that sounds. I have no contact with Nadjla. My people are gathering what information they can. We must make ready. I must make a request. I need your help. I must speak to Mehmet the Wise.” 
 
    “The humans will never let a vampire into the safe zone.” 
 
    “Indeed. I must be invited. Can you arrange it?” 
 
    I exhaled deeply. Tomorrow night I had planned to meet Aydin. I could convince him to take me to Mehmet again. If the human leader knew the danger he faced, surely he would agree to meet Erlik. 
 
    “I will try.” 
 
    Erlik reached out then and took my hand. “I remember when the witches of the order used to feed off humans’ energy. Do they still do so?” 
 
    Did he sense the weakness in my magic? I hoped not. My need for psychic energy embarrassed me. Under Emine’s guidance, we had learned to curb our need for such life force and sought to take it from the earth instead. I’d rarely taken from humans, and only when offered. The effect on me was odd. Even now I could still feel a bit of Aydin’s spirit in me. Thinking of him deepened my shame. What in the hell was I doing out at night with a vampire, thinking the things I was thinking, feeling the things I was feeling? It didn’t make any sense. 
 
    “Rarely,” I replied. 
 
    Erlik looked closely at me then took my hand. “I always wondered…” 
 
    I stared at him. “You don’t mean…from you?” 
 
    “What harm could it do to try? I am certain you are questioning my motives. Perhaps a taste of me might quell any worries.” 
 
    “Or it might kill you. Or me.” 
 
    “Then go slowly.” 
 
    I met his eyes. Something about this man made me want to challenge my boundaries, my courage. I did not want him to see me as weak or less than him. I wanted him to see me as his equal. It felt desperately important to me that I did not seem like a fool in front of such an ancient creature, but more, in front of the man. 
 
    Moving carefully, I reached out and touched his face then leaned toward him. He bent his head until our foreheads touched. 
 
    Then, moving carefully, I inhaled and slowly let the energy inside me reach out for him. 
 
    What I found inside felt like an illusion. If the human spirit was a well, the life-force inside it was water. That was how I’d always felt the energy within humans, like a deep well. What I felt inside Erlik was different. The well of the soul was there, but the life-force was…gone. I touched deeply beyond the surface that was him, feeling for that living spark. Erlik shifted uncomfortably. I moved to pull back, afraid I’d hurt him, but he held my arms. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he whispered. 
 
    I dipped within him once more. There was life inside him, but it was like nothing I had ever felt before. Trying to catch it was like playing games with smoke. I pressed deep within him and began to feel his true self. It was not the glimmering water of life; it was something airy and almost intangible. I pressed further. I felt his terrible loneliness, longing, and despair. It filled me with such sadness that tears pricked at the corners of my eyes. I pressed further, feeling light hiding deep within the reaches of his soul. Somewhere inside him, like a kernel of sunlight, was his humanity. It was not gone. He was not dead as many described the vampires. He was very much alive, just changed. His essence lay deep within, under the well itself. From the deep void, I found the recesses of his spirit, I found laughter, light, and I felt the sun. I heard the sound of blood pumping in my ears and felt life. I dipped my energy toward that light. Underneath the vampiric seed, there was still a living being. I pushed hard, reaching out toward the glimmering seed. 
 
    Erlik shuddered, and a strange strangled cry escaped him. 
 
    Gasping, I stopped and pulled back, careful to retract my own life-force from his with gentle ease. 
 
    Dizzy, I stepped back. 
 
    Erlik dropped to his knees. 
 
    A moment later, I slid to the ground in front of him. 
 
    Overheard, the sky crackled in protest and there was a strange groan from the dome as a massive magic storm struck the barrier. 
 
    Erlik stared wide-eyed at me. “Did you feel that?” 
 
    “Feel…feel what?” I had felt so many things. I realized then I was breathing hard. My whole body was filled with the very essence of him. As I had waded through the darkness for the light, I had breathed in his energy, his vampiric energy. My head buzzed oddly and strange images flashed before my eyes, images of automobiles and airplanes and move theaters and laughing women and the taste of blood. 
 
    Erlik reached out and pulled me into his lap, cradling me in his arms. “I saw…I remembered…who I was before. So clearly.” 
 
    “There is life deep within you, something of the man you once were remains. It was just within my reach.” 
 
    I pressed my head against his chest. To my surprise, I could hear his heart beating. “I thought vampires were undead,” I whispered. 
 
    “No,” he replied. “We are changed but not dead. We need blood to survive. That is the curse the witches sought to end.” 
 
    I frowned hard. Something about that felt wrong. It did not make sense with what I had felt, what I had seen. 
 
    I looked up at Erlik who was staring off into the distance. Feeling my eyes on him, he looked down at me.  
 
    “Do you believe one night can change the course of a person’s life?” he whispered. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    He leaned in and set his lips on mine. I relaxed into the kiss. He met me eagerly. His lips were warm and his mouth held the lingering taste of port wine. The scent of the oils from the bath perfumed both our skin. He lay me on the ground and kissed me hungrily, his hungry mouth roving over my neck. 
 
    “Don’t…don’t forget. My blood is poison to you,” I whispered.  
 
    “I don’t want your blood,” he whispered, kissing me on the mouth once more. “I want you, Pelin.” 
 
    “We cannot. It is forbidden,” I whispered between kisses, fully aware that my hands were unbuttoning his shirt. 
 
    “Is it?” he replied as he unbelted my robe, pushing it aside.  
 
    My naked flesh lay exposed to him. 
 
    He ripped off his shirt as he slowly kissed me from the neck down, pausing to kiss me again and again on my nipples, licking and sucking them hard. His lips roved down my chest and stomach as his hand reached for my most intimate parts. 
 
    I groaned, reaching out to feel the ground below me, to pull energy from it. I looked up at the sky. The aurora above the barrier twirled with a rainbow of colors. 
 
    What was I doing? 
 
    What was I thinking? 
 
    I wanted him, that was certain, but at what cost? 
 
    “No,” I whispered. “We must stop. Erlik, we must stop.” 
 
    Breathing hard, he leaned back over me, looking down at my face. “Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    “No. No, you were perfect, but we cannot. Don’t you see? What if the stories are true? I…I know you are unhappy. I felt your despair. But this is not the way. You must care a little if you came to me to tell me of Nadjla’s plans. Or did you hope that by making love to me that you would…” I began, but did not end. As old as he was, there was almost nothing in Nazar that could kill him, nothing that could take his pain away, except the Rift. 
 
    “No,” he breathed. “No. It was not that. I…you’re right about the emptiness. But what I told you earlier is true. The feelings you evoked in me…I am alive again for the first time in many years.” 
 
    Gently, he folded my robes closed once more and lay down on the ground beside me. 
 
    I stroked his hair, kissing him gently. “I want you, but we must do what is right for Nazar. We cannot risk the people here because fate has put us in front of one another and filled us with desire.” 
 
    Erlik laughed. “I should thank you.” 
 
    I smiled. “For what?” 
 
    “For giving me a reason.” 
 
    I sighed, understanding his meaning. A reason to care. A reason to live. 
 
    We lay together in the grass, watching the moon move across the sky. In the distance, I could feel the vampires moving through the city, but no one came near where we were. It was late in the night when I started to doze off. Gently, Erlik lifted me and carried me to the palace. I closed my eyes and rested my head against his chest. Being so close to him felt good in a way I had never experienced before. I had been intimate with Aydin, and I had thought that I was growing to love him, but now I knew that whatever I had felt for Aydin, it had been little more than friendship. Perhaps I was the one who’d been acting out of desperation, clinging to something that felt like life. 
 
    When we reached the wall near the third courtyard, Erlik gently set me down. 
 
    He bent his head toward me, our lips meeting once more. 
 
    When he finally pulled back, I smiled at him. “Tomorrow I will meet with the humans. I’ll find you after.” 
 
    He nodded then stepped back. 
 
    The protective spell around our wall had already been called to life. I steadied myself and tapped into the energy inside me. My entire senses were filled with Erlik’s energy. I created a barrier around myself, matching it in rhythm to the wall, then stepped within. 
 
    Once more, I passed without consequence. 
 
    I turned and looked back at Erlik. 
 
    He smiled gently, bowed to me, then stepped back into the shadows, disappearing into the night. 
 
    Grabbing the stones, I heaved myself up and over the wall. The inside courtyard was silent. Everyone was sleeping. Moving quickly and quietly, I headed down the path toward my haremlik. The tall trees cast long shadows on the walkway, their branches looking like skeletal hands, deformed shadows in the moonlight. Lost in my thoughts, I touched my lips, remembering Erlik’s kisses. 
 
    How had this happened? 
 
    What had I almost done? 
 
    My steps slowed to a stop. 
 
    Sweet Mother Umay, what had I almost done? 
 
    I squinted my eyes, feeling like I was coming out of a strange fog. As I did so, I swore I heard someone talking nearby. 
 
    I lifted my head to see Emine standing there, little more than a silhouette in the darkness. 
 
    She must have a lover. 
 
    “Emine?” 
 
    “Pelin. I’m sorry to startle you.” Who is it? The human man? Is she sneaking out to see him? I must warn her not to fall in love. She must be strong in the days that are coming. She will need to stay focused, not be distracted. 
 
    “What…I…no, you didn’t startle me. I went out for a walk to clear my mind.” Telepathy. Erlik was gifted with telepathy. My powers were going mad. I could hear Emine’s thoughts. 
 
    She’s lying. “Very well.” 
 
    “Do you need anything? Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yes, my dear. I’m fine, just taking a stroll myself.” Now, I’m the one who is lying. 
 
    I nodded, feeling like my head was going to burst. “I…may I come to see you in the morning? I must discuss some matters with you.” 
 
    I will ask her then. “Very good. Sleep well.” 
 
    “You too,” I said then moved away quickly, not wanting to hear more. I slipped inside, locking the door to the sleeping quarters behind me, then headed toward my bed. My other sisters were already sleeping. 
 
    I slipped off my boots, muddy once more, but this time, for a different man. I hung my robe on its peg and pulled on my chemise. Lying down, I pulled my blankets over my head and closed my eyes. Erlik filled my senses. My very essence yearned for the most dangerous man in Nazar. 
 
    “Goodnight, sweet Pelin, last full-blooded witch in Nazar. Sleep well.” 
 
    His voice echoed in my mind. “Erlik?” 
 
    There was no answer, but whatever bond the sharing of magic had formed between us must have been strong, because through it, I could feel his smile. And then I remembered a fragment of his memories. He was sitting on the veranda near the dark blue waters of the Bosphorus drinking tea. I remembered through his memories the taste of the tea, sweetened with too much sugar, and the aroma of freshly baked bread. His mouth was filled with the taste of pastry. On a plate before him sat a half-eaten piece of baklava. The memory was so fond to him. Through his memory, I felt him close his eyes and lean back, felling the sun beat down, warming his skin. The memory inside him was so strong, and then I realized why. It was the last time he’d felt the sun on his skin. It was the last day of his human life. After this memory, there was only darkness. 
 
    The vampire’s memories were part of me now. And nothing in my life had ever felt so right before. 
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    Guilt is a terrible thing. When I opened my eyes the next morning, the first thought that entered my head was of Aydin. I rolled over and looked out the window. How in the name of Umay had Erlik gotten under my skin like that? I had almost risked everything for a man I’d just met. Impossible. And yet…I retraced every inch of Erlik’s face in my mind, every inch of his muscular body, the feel of his lips on my mine, his touch. I shuddered with pleasure of the memory. I was drawn to him in a way I could not explain. I cared for Aydin, believed it possible we had a future together, and had wanted him, but not in the same way I had reacted to Erlik. I…I needed Erlik. Was it because he was Berkano? Was he able to overwhelm my senses and enchant me? His wild energy still pulsed through my veins. 
 
    I rose and went to the bath. The massive ornate room was empty. I slipped into the hot water and slid underwater. As soon as my head was submerged, strange visions blasted across my mind. I saw the world as it was. I saw busy streets choked with people and boats crossing the Bosphorus. The images twisted and changed from automobiles to horses and carriages. In the visions, I stood watching Dolmabahçe Palace, another magnificent structure which was said to have been destroyed during the Rift, under construction. Had Erlik really lived so long?  
 
    The water stirred as someone joined me. 
 
    I sat up to find Meryem sitting across from me. She grinned. “Ah, Miss Muddy Boots has returned.” 
 
    Wiping the water from my face, I smiled. Debating for a moment, I asked, “When you’ve taken energy from another person, have you ever taken more than energy? Have you ever had visions come along, memories belonging to that person?” 
 
    Meryem shook her head. “No, but in the days before the Rift, it was a kind of magic many of our kind used. They could extract people’s memory to get information. That misuse is, in part, why it is now forbidden. Pelin, whose energy have you taken? You know that Emine discourages us—” 
 
    “I know…I…” I began then sighed. I wasn’t ready to tell Meryem yet, but I needed advice. Turning, I picked up my towel. I got out of the bath. 
 
    “Pelin? What is it?” 
 
    “I need to see Emine.” 
 
    “I…I want to help. Have you learned something?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to think. Please, be watchful. Especially of Baran and the Order of Tengri. We must watch them.” 
 
    Meryem’s brow furrowed. “Why?” 
 
    I could sense her emotions darkening as the suspicions that lay secret within her began to bubble up.  
 
    “Just…just watch.” 
 
    I turned and headed back to the chamber. On the word of a vampire, I was about to cast doubt on my own people, but sometimes, the heart speaks loud and clear about what is true. We only need to be brave enough to listen. 
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    At the top of the tower, Isla held the barrier in place—her pink and golden magic waving from her fingertips—while Merel slept. Emine stood, her hands folded behind her back, as she stared out the window. 
 
    I was surprised to find the room otherwise empty. No men from the Order of Tengri, no first order acolytes. Only Emine and my sisters were present. 
 
    “Pelin, I was waiting for you,” Emine said, turning when I entered. 
 
    My stomach trembled nervously. Did she know about my late night meeting with Erlik? Should I tell her? What should I tell her? 
 
    “I have spoken to Baran. He said your conversation with Erlik yesterday was…difficult.” 
 
    “It was difficult for Baran.” 
 
    Emine chuckled. 
 
    “I found him amiable.” 
 
    Emine cocked her head. “Interesting. I have only met him once before. He is a powerful creature. Baran tells me he has agreed to take care of the issue with the Rift cursed.” 
 
    “Yes, as well as he can,” I said. Suddenly, I worried about telling Emine what I knew. Would she believe me? “I…I believe…No. I know. Emine, other forces are conspiring against us.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Erlik told me that the vampires breaking the law are following the lead of his former consort, Nadjla.” 
 
    “Former consort?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Baran said nothing of this matter.” 
 
    “Erlik did not tell Baran. He believes Baran is in league with Nadjla.” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Emine said then turned and looked back out the window. As her posture shifted, I knew she doubted her own words, considering my accusation. “When did Erlik share accusation this with you? Baran did not—” 
 
    “Through telepathy,” I lied, grateful Emine was not facing me. “Nazar is falling apart, Emine. Yesterday, the dome cracked. How did that happen?” 
 
    Emine stiffened. “The blast.” 
 
    “But why was it so powerful? Rift magic bumps off the barrier all the time. Why was yesterday different?” 
 
    A pregnant pause hung in the air. “The fracture was not caused by a storm. Someone inside Nazar attacked the dome.” 
 
    I remembered Erlik’s words. His people too had seen the same thing. “Are you certain?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Who did it? The Order of Tengri?” 
 
    Emine shook her head then turned back to me. “No. It was a witch. Whoever she is, her magic is powerful enough to crack the dome and attack me…but no more.” 
 
    “No more is needed. We must find this witch. Who is she? Where is she?” 
 
    Emine shook her head. “I don’t know for sure, but the source of the magic came from a place supposed to be uninhabited.” 
 
    “Taksim,” I said. 
 
    Emine turned and stared at me. “How did you know that?” 
 
    “Because that is where Nadjla is hiding.” 
 
    Emine looked back out the window. She laced her hands behind her back and stood rigid, staring in the direction of Taksim. She truly didn’t know about Nadjla or the human survivors. Only recently had she started to suspect. No doubt the presence of a magic user had tripped her senses.  
 
    “I need to return to the human zone today,” I told her. “And I may need to travel tonight as well.” 
 
    “Very well,” Emine said. “You and the others saved us yesterday. I will speak to the acolytes. I must share the last of my knowledge with them. We are running out of time.” 
 
    “Don’t say that. We’ll sort out the root of this evil and end it.” 
 
    Emine laughed softly. “Even then, my girl, I am not long for this world. The attack yesterday weakened me.” 
 
    I crossed the room toward her. “The Rift,” I began carefully. “They say it was caused by a tryst between a witch and vampire. What if they were wrong? What if that is not what created the Rift? Not the reason why our barrier is so unstable?” 
 
    She looked at me. “Then what did?” 
 
    “Erlik has…other ideas.” 
 
    “He shared this with you? Seems he was able to communicate quite a lot—at least telepathically—during your brief meeting.” 
 
    She already suspected. And now, standing face to face with her, I knew there was no way I could hide my deception. 
 
    “Ah. So that is why you were out last night. Pelin, Erlik is a very old, very powerful, and very dangerous creature. You are young and beautiful, and you are the last full-blooded witch in Nazar. I’m sure he finds you…interesting. You must not trust him. The Berkano lie. The law is in place to protect the humans from vampires. We stand in the middle. It is up to us to keep the balance. You must always remember this. Be it Nadjla or Erlik, I am sure the vampires are at the heart of this matter.” 
 
    “Why? Because they are different from us?” 
 
    “Because they rely on destroying life to survive.” 
 
    “That's not really true. They do not need to kill to live, just as we do not. Our own attitude of superiority prevents us from seeing the truth. We are much like them.” 
 
    Emine frowned. “Be careful what you believe. Be careful who you trust. The future of Nazar is in your hands, and everyone knows it. Many will try to use you. You must always question their motives.” 
 
    “And so should you. Baran—” 
 
    “Is tiresome and difficult, but I do not think he would betray us, aligning with some rogue vampiress.” 
 
    I sighed. Seeing there was no use trying to convince her otherwise, I nodded then bowed. “Of course.” 
 
    Emine sighed heavily. “I simply want you to be safe. You are not just another witch. You are my granddaughter.” 
 
    “I want you to be safe too. Now, for the good of us all, I will return to the human zone and speak once again to Mehmet.” 
 
    Emine nodded. “May Umay watch over you.” 
 
    “And you.”  
 
    Without another word, I turned to go. I loved Emine but her ways were old and short-sighted. She placed her trust in people based on how things used to be, not as they were now. If there was trouble in Nazar, it stemmed from Taksim. I needed to know what was happening there. I needed to figure out who to trust. I would speak to Mehmet, ask him for an audience for Erlik, but also dig further. The human leader knew more than he was saying. I was sure of it. Now I needed to get him to tell me the truth. No doubt, far easier said than done. 
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    Slowly, all the pieces of the puzzle were falling into place. It was mid-morning when I headed toward the exit of the palace. When I reached the first courtyard, however, I paused. The two guards stationed at the entryway were under the control of the Order of Tengri. If I left, they would report back to Baran whom I no longer had any trust. 
 
    Turning, I passed down an unused side corridor. Twitching my hands, I masked myself into the figure of Asla, the hearth witch who lived in the first courtyard. In her guise, I turned once more and headed toward the exit. 
 
    The guards lifted their eyes, but only gave me the briefest of glances as I exited. Our community did not often roam into the ruins of Istanbul, but to do so did not require permission. And Asla was not a magic user of any consequence. They probably assumed she was out hunting for wild herbs. 
 
    I rushed out of view then twisted my hands once more to take on the guise of the red-haired human woman. I moved down the city streets toward Yedikule. Today as I passed through the streets, the fallen world took on a new sheen. 
 
    Through Erlik’s eyes, I saw the rusted out bus as sleek and new with its blue and yellow paint. I remember the sound of horns honking and the flow of quick, congested traffic. As I eyed the empty parks, I remembered his view of them at night, filled with people spending time with their families under the stars. Now everything was barren and lifeless. 
 
    Nazar was a corpse. 
 
    The eyes of the empty buildings, ruins of mosques, rusted cars, and empty streets spoke of a life I had missed. In the days before the Rift, witches had lived freely among humans. I would have had a normal life if the Rift had not occurred. I would have gone to a university, had a job, visited cafes, fell in love…with a human or a witch. The Rift—and the barrier needed to protect us from the result—had cast a literal pall over the world. 
 
    My whole body tensed when I approached the human zone. Everything felt wrong these days. Everything felt like it was about to be undone. Without Aydin at my side, I felt less than confident about entering the zone through the formal entrance.  
 
    But I was no vampire. 
 
    I did not need an invitation to pass through the gate. 
 
    Yet with the curfew in place, it did not pay to be seen on this side of the wall. I slipped down the street to the ruined building I’d used to take the baby into the human zone. Once more, I slipped through the fence and entered the human zone. 
 
    Stepping carefully onto the street, I exhaled deeply. No one had seen me. 
 
    I moved with purpose. The humans were already busy. Children raced down the streets, women hung clothes outside to dry, men worked together repairing an old building. Everywhere I looked, I saw signs of life. 
 
    No one paid me any heed. 
 
    As I reached the street that would lead to Aydin’s apartment, I paused. 
 
    My fingertips touched my lips as I thought of Erlik’s kisses and how they had made me feel…and how Aydin’s kiss had never provoked such intense sensations. 
 
    Guilt swept over me.  
 
    I turned toward Yedikule. 
 
    Once more, the fortress hummed like a busy hive, people moving everywhere. I passed through the narrow fortress entrance into the courtyard. Glancing around, I looked for the human elder. He was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    I reached out with my senses and let my magic search for him. He was close by, but not in the citadel. I turned and went back outside. Following the feel of him, I turned into one of the neighborhoods. 
 
    Mehmet’s energy was like a glowing white and golden beacon. It pulsed with such radiance and goodness that I questioned myself. This was not the energy of a liar. 
 
    I traced him to a small house. There was a small garden in the front yard. I opened the gate and passed through the green space. Chimes hanging in the trees jingled in a soft breeze. Potted plants with red flowers sat near the door. Flowered gowns and children’s clothes hanging on a line swayed in the breeze. I caught the scent of soap from the fresh-washed linens and the perfume of the flowers. 
 
    I touched the amulet at my neck, calling up my courage, and went to the door. From inside, I heard the voices of Mehmet and a woman. I knocked gently on the door. 
 
    The voices grew silent. 
 
    A moment later, the door opened. Mehmet stood in the doorway. 
 
    He smiled. “Come inside, Pelin.” 
 
    “Sir,” I said. 
 
    He smiled then beckoned for me to follow him. 
 
    The small house was modest but tidy. Mehmet led me down a hallway to a sitting room there a woman sat holding a tiny baby while another child lay sleeping on a small cot nearby. 
 
    “Please, sit,” the woman said in a soft voice. 
 
    I stared at her. 
 
    She was a witch. The energy pulsing off her held the trademark of our kind. There was no mistaking it. 
 
    “I…” I began, turning to Mehmet who laughed softly. He motioned for me to take a seat. 
 
    I stared at the woman then at the baby. I realized then it was the baby I had saved from the vampires. 
 
    “Is that…is that the baby?” I asked Mehmet. 
 
    The witch looked down at the child. “This is Nyla, my sister’s daughter.” 
 
    “But you are a witch.” 
 
    The woman smiled. “Yes, Priestess, I am. My name is Eslem. My parents were both human. My sister Melek and I were both born with the gift. Nyla…well, we are not sure if she is touched yet, but something inspired you to try to save my sister and her little one.” 
 
    “But if you and you sister are witches, why didn’t you come to the order to be trained?” As was tradition, all those born with the gift were to come to the order. 
 
    “Because my parents did not wish it nor did we want to leave,” the woman said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “But the future of Nazar depends upon us. Those with the gift must learn, must be ready to help protect us from the storms,” I said, aghast at the idea that I was sitting in front of another witch who was no older than myself, a witch who had defied the law, a witch who had a life, unlike me, simply because she’d wanted one. 
 
    “Eslem is not alone in her choice, nor was her sister,” Mehmet said. “Many of my people who are born with the gift do not wish to give up their religions or family and join the worship of Umay or Tengri.” 
 
    I stared at Mehmet. “There are others here with the gift of magic?” 
 
    “How do you think our plants grow so well?” he replied with a chuckle. 
 
    Eslem smiled softly but then a sad look stole over her features. “You would be more accurate to say there were many among us.” She gave Mehmet a long look, and I could tell that glance was speaking volumes I did not understand. 
 
    Mehmet sighed then nodded. “Nyla is alive because of Pelin. I believe we can trust her.” 
 
    The woman turned to me. “Show me your true self. I am not strong enough to undo your enchantment.” 
 
    With a twist of my fingers, I let the mask drop. The red-haired human disappeared, my regular black hair and blue eyes coming back into focus. 
 
    Eslem smiled then nodded in thanks. 
 
    “Those among my people who are gifted with magic are disappearing,” Mehmet said. 
 
    “Disappearing?” 
 
    “They are the ones being taken. The Berkano are abducting them,” Eslem said. 
 
    “Which is why I have closed the zone. Any human with the magical gift who has walked beyond the walls has disappeared. I told you there have been many abductions. What I did not tell you is who they were taking. I am sorry that I did not speak that truth when we first met. I wanted to take your measure,” Mehmet said. 
 
    “Why was your sister and her baby beyond the safety of the wall?” I asked Eslem. 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I came across her and the Rift-cursed outside the Dark Bazaar. It doesn’t make sense. Why would she be there so close to dusk?” 
 
    Eslem stared down at the baby and shook her head, tears welling in her eyes. 
 
    “Witch blood is toxic to vampires. I have seen the agonizing results myself,” Mehmet said, a haunted look on his face. “We simply don’t know why Erlik is attacking my people, and why he is targeting magical humans in particular. They are of no use to him.” 
 
    I inhaled slowly and deeply, exhaling as I considered his words. Nyla and Eslem’s sister had been taken right outside the Dark Bazaar. Was it possible that Erlik was lying or did he really have more enemies among his own people than he realized? Had I already fallen into his trap? He had lured me so easily. I had believed him without second guessing because of what I’d felt, because my instincts were screaming at me to trust him. But Emine was right. He was old and powerful. Had I already played into his hands? 
 
    “Baran and I met with Erlik. He expressed surprise when he heard what was happening. He claims there is discontent among his people.” 
 
    Mehmet laced his fingers together and leaned back. “Discontent.” 
 
    “He and Nadjla have parted, a difference in ideologies. He places the blame on her.” 
 
    “He told you this?” Mehmet asked. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Mehmet exhaled deeply. “It is not my place to advise you, but I urge caution with Erlik. He is a charming creature, and he is very good at telling a person exactly what they want to hear.” 
 
    I smiled softly. It seemed everyone had formed a negative opinion of the vampire save myself.  
 
    I looked from Mehmet to Eslem. “What would any vampire want with witches? Our blood is toxic to them, and we can easily overpower them.” 
 
    Even as I spoke, Emine’s words came to mind. The attack on the barrier had come from Taksim. It didn’t matter if neither Mehmet nor Emine believed in Erlik. Someone was abducting human witches. And there was a witch in Taksim who’d attacked the dome from the inside. The Priestesses of Umay were powerful. Because we had been trained, we knew how to inflict pain on a vampire with a twitch of the fingers and a single word. The witches in the human zone were untrained. They would not have knowledge of our spells. They were easy prey. They wouldn’t know how to protect themselves. 
 
    “For no good reason, that is certain,” Eslem said. 
 
    “You must keep anyone with the gift hidden and safe within the walls. Under no circumstances should they go outside again,” I told Mehmet. “Your people are vulnerable to attack. At the order, we could teach you how to protect yourself, how to use your skills—“ 
 
    “No,” Eslem said. “I am content here.” 
 
    I inclined my head to her. “I would never presume. I fear only for your safety.” 
 
    Eslem’s smile softened. “Forgive me. You must understand there is a reason we have kept ourselves hidden from the order.” 
 
    Mehmet turned to me. “You are a different kind of witch, Pelin. That’s why I entrust this secret to you. You must understand that Baran and Emine would not accept Eslem’s and the others’ decision. There will be strife if they are revealed.” 
 
    I sat back in my seat. He was right. Under the formation of Nazar, it was law that all those born with the gift be sent to the order for training. Anyone found having skill in craft should be sent—or could be taken—for the good of our district. 
 
    “I understand, but Nazar is in danger.” 
 
    “Maybe we can find a way to work together. Please, think it over,” I said then reached out and gently touched the sleeping baby’s foot. “For her sake.” 
 
    “My sister,” Eslem said. “Do you know where she is, what happened to her?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, not for sure. But I do suspect Nadjla’s involvement.”  
 
    “Based on the report of Erlik,” Mehmet said thoughtfully. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Mehmet sat in quiet thought. “I have met with the vampire king before. He is powerful, that is certain, but I have never known him to break the law. In fact, we have worked well together in the past,” Mehmet said then slapped his hands on his knees. “We must learn who is taking my people and why,” Mehmet said then rose. 
 
    It was my time to go. Taking Mehmet’s lead, I stood as well. 
 
    “Pelin, thank you for saving Nyla. I…I didn’t believe Mehmet when he told me my niece had been saved by the order…by a witch. Thank you.” 
 
    “Anyone would have done the same.” 
 
    Eslem laughed. “No, my dear. Not in Nazar.” 
 
    At that, I turned and headed back outside. Mehmet walked with me to the gate. The wind was warm and soft. The chimes in the trees made a lovely sound, shaking off the ominous feeling left by Eslem’s words. 
 
    I reached out for the gate then paused. “You are right that we must learn what is happening in Nazar. It was Erlik who asked me to seek another audience with you. He wants to know if you will meet with him.” 
 
    The old man raised his bushy white eyebrows. “Now, that is an interesting request.” 
 
    “I believe he is sincere.” 
 
    Mehmet nodded. “I will consider it.” He unlatched the gate, and we stepped out onto the street. 
 
    “May I also suggest that you be watchful? It doesn’t make sense that Eslem’s sister would take her baby into somewhere potentially dangerous unless…” 
 
    “Unless someone she trusted lured her there. Or worse,” Mehmet said. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    I knew we were about to part, but another thought came to mind. “If you don’t mind me asking, what do you know about the Rift? About how it happened?” 
 
    “I was born after, so all I know are tales. We humans knew nothing of your kind. We know little of what caused the Rift, only what we were told.” 
 
    “And what were you told?” 
 
    “It was the order who first approached the human elders. They explained what had happened and gave shape to our new world. They were given laws that we were told to obey. Not believing, the humans did not obey at first. And then many died at the hands of the Berkano. After, we followed the rules in order to survive. And we have, in a way. But there was one thing we have always known, always held true. The world did not end due to our hands. It was witch and vampire who destroyed this world. Not us.” 
 
    “But how? How did they destroy the world? What were you told?” 
 
    “Ahh,” Mehmet said then nodded thoughtfully. “We were told that two people fell in love and their…union…destroyed the world.” 
 
    There was a hesitancy in his voice. “But?” 
 
    Mehmet smiled softly. “‘I closed my mouth and spoke to you in a hundred silent ways.’ That is the poet, Rumi. Have you heard of him?” 
 
    It was my turn to smile. “Yes.” 
 
    Mehmet nodded. “Love is a healer. How could love destroy the world?” 
 
    Indeed. “Thank you for your time.” 
 
    He inclined his head to me. 
 
    With that, I headed to the exit of the human zone. Once more I came to the road that led to Aydin’s flat. And once more, I passed it by. My stomach twisted into a tight knot. Tonight, I would have to face Aydin and my betrayal would reveal itself. I would not carry on in deceit. Everyone was telling me Erlik was a liar, was not to be trusted. But if so, why did my heart sing each and every time I heard his name? Maybe I was a fool. Either way, I needed to find out, but I would not hurt Aydin in the process. Tonight, I would end it. 
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    When I returned to the palace, Zeynep was waiting for me. 
 
    “I want you to see something,” she said then waved for me to follow her. We headed toward the front of the palace where the modern administrative buildings sat unused. The first courtyard of the palace where most of the community lived had essentially closed up the administrative offices that had once run the tourism at the palace when Istanbul thrived. Once, people from all around the world would visit the palace and marvel at its delights. Now, it was our home. 
 
    Zeynep and I followed a musty-smelling hallway to a suite of offices. Zeynep opened one of the doors. Inside, computers and other electronic devices sat with inches of dust covering them. While the vampires had revived some of the electrical infrastructure to light the Dark Bazaar, we witches had not bothered to bring back to life the world that had fallen around us. For us—or at least this was the rhetoric we bandied about—a world devoid of technology was better. I wasn’t so sure. 
 
    “I’ve been reading through our records. Almost nothing was recorded of the events leading to the Rift. There are scattered notes, records of who our members were, Linet’s recollections of meetings in the days before the Rift, brief reports of a rumor that a spell was being created to end vampirism, but nothing more. This got me wondering what the humans saw in the days before the Rift. I found this,” she said, lifting a yellowed paper. She handed it to me. 
 
    It was a newspaper from the morning the Rift had occurred. The headlines spoke to issues in the human world, but Zeynep pointed to an article along sidebar. Abnormal, extreme weather had been observed throughout Europe. I took the paper from her hand and read the article. Severe storms had been raging across Europe in the days before the Rift, coupled with odd occurrences of an aurora borealis. 
 
    “Whatever happened, the effects of it were felt days before the Rift,” Zeynep said. 
 
    “We are told that it was the tryst between witch and vampire that undid us, that caused the curse.” 
 
    “That is what we are told.” 
 
    I sat down on the corner of the desk and looked at the computer. Everything mankind knew was lost, the internet like some unseen dimension that could not be recovered—at least not in Nazar—where answers to the riddle lay hiding. 
 
    “The story is a lie,” I said. 
 
    “Something is a lie.” 
 
    I looked carefully at my old friend. In the days to come, I would need her and the others. We would have to band together to fight the war Erlik spoke of. 
 
    “Erlik told me that the tale of the liaison between witch and vampire is a lie used to hide the truth. The witches sought to eradicate vampirism. In his opinion, that is what caused the Rift.” 
 
    Zeynep gasped. “Is that true? Wait, when did he tell you this? You only saw him for a few moments at the Dark Bazaar.” 
 
    “I’ve met with him since.” 
 
    Zeynep bit her lip then inhaled deeply as she thought it through. She took the newspaper from my hand. “If they were casting a spell to end vampirism, it would have taken time for the spell to spread. The bad weather, the aurora the humans saw, that is a spell. The Rift, the way we are told the tale, would have happened in an instant. This is not an instant,” she said, staring at the faded photograph of a massive lightning storm in Paris, the Eiffel Tower in the background. “In fact, what we are seeing now seems a lot like what the humans saw with the Rift occurred. Something is happening in Nazar just out of view.” 
 
    “Will you keep my confidence?” 
 
    Zeynep nodded.  
 
    “There are witches in the human zone.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Human-born witches. They did not come to the order. They stayed among their people. And now, they are being abducted.” 
 
    “What? By whom? The Berkano?” 
 
    “Yes and no. The Berkano have splintered.” 
 
    “Erlik told you this?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you believe him?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Interesting indeed.” 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    “Be cautious. He could be luring you into a trap.” 
 
    I nodded. “He could be. But with my whole heart, I believe he is not.” I looked out the window. The entire day had already passed. The sunlight was fading. 
 
    “Interesting or not, be careful.” 
 
    Interesting. Yes, he was certainly that. And handsome. And soulful. And so very intoxicating. “Thank you,” I said then turned toward the door. “I…I need to get going.” 
 
    Zeynep nodded, a knowing expression on her face. “Be well, sister.” 
 
    “And you.” 
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    As I headed into the ruins of Istanbul, I thought about Zeynep’s discovery. What the human world saw was a spell. Someone had been working magic that had brought the world to an end. Maybe there were events that led up to the destruction of the world but maybe not. The magical side effect, so to speak, smacked of someone doing dark magic. The story of the massive collapse of our world, it seemed, was not entirely accurate. Mehmet’s words on love rang through my mind. How could love be responsible? 
 
    So, if the cause of the Rift had been a lie, what did that have to do with Nadjla and her ilk? Why was she rounding up those with witch blood? It seemed clear now that the attack on the barrier had come from Nadjla and her people. Did she have witches in her service? Why? How? And why would she attack the barrier? After all, everyone in Nazar needed it to survive. 
 
    Or did they? 
 
    What if the barrier had been put in place only to isolate us? 
 
    That couldn’t be true. Each time the barrier fell, the earthquakes began, and magical storms ravaged the land. It created a mortal danger. 
 
    But vampires were not exactly mortal, were they? 
 
    My mind turned the puzzle around and around in my head as I made my way to the observatory. I kept my thoughts busy so not to think about what had to come next. Aydin. I had never been disloyal in my life. Not to my order. Not to my sisters. I would not begin now. My heart had tripped over itself in the presence of the vampire. I had made a mistake, but not one I would let go further. I had to end things with Aydin immediately. I already felt like a fraud and a failure.  
 
    If only I had words to explain myself. Which I didn’t. So again and again, my mind ran through a fit of distraction. Gathering my skirts, I began the trek up that tall hill that led to the observatory. The sun dipped below the horizon. I turned and looked over the city. The last of the pink and purple hues cast by the sunset were fading. Soon, the vampires would be out. I would need to mask Aydin and me at once. 
 
    Catching my breath, I started my hike once more, dodging rubble and cracks in the asphalt where the earth had shaken apart. After a brisk walk, I reached the pinnacle. The observatory was right outside the human zone. But as I neared it, I slowed. 
 
    Another presence filled my senses. A moment later, there was a flutter in the darkness, a sound that reminded me of bird wings. And then, Erlik appeared on the street before me. 
 
    “Erlik?” I whispered. 
 
    “Pelin, I need your help. Will you come with me?” 
 
    I eyed the observatory. 
 
    Sneering, Erlik looked over his shoulder. “Forget the human. Tonight, we will learn what treachery is afoot.” 
 
    My heart beat hard. I stared at the vampire. 
 
    “All right,” I whispered. The warnings of everyone I’d met screamed inside my head, but I didn’t listen. My heart was beating out a different message, and its sound was louder than any warning. 
 
    Erlik nodded. “We’ll cross the Golden Horn to Taksim.” He took my hand and lifted it to his lips, placing a gentle kiss thereon. I felt like I might melt into my boots. “We will need to move quickly. Hold on to me.” He grabbed me by the waist. I wrapped my arms around him. Moving with incredible speed, Erlik ran from the road and began to leap from rooftop to rooftop, moving away from the observatory toward the waterside. 
 
    Breathless, I looked back once more as the observatory faded into the distance. Guilt nagged at me, but at that moment, it was replaced by the flurry of excitement. 
 
    Erlik was incredibly strong. His movements were magical. No human or witch could move like he did. He leaped from rooftop to rooftop like it was no distance at all. We flew over the city. The lights of the moon, stars, and the aurora of the barrier illuminated the ruins of Istanbul. The minurets that remained unbroken—many of them had fallen in the earthquakes after the Rift—dotted the skyline like. My heart was slamming in my chest when we finally alighted on a rooftop not far from the ruined remains of Galata Bridge. 
 
    When we finally came to a stop, I observed that Erlik’s breath was not even elevated. He set me down gently then reached out and stroked my cheek. His dark eyes met mine, and then he leaned forward and kissed me. His lips were warm, the tastes of port wine and salt on his lips. 
 
    My whole body buzzed with excitement, and once more, I felt a terrible tug inside me. 
 
    Erlik too seemed to fight the urge. He gently gripped the hair and the base of my neck and leaned deeper into the kiss. 
 
    The want was terrible. 
 
    When he finally let go, he whispered, “Are you casting spells on me?” 
 
    “No. Are you mesmerizing me?” 
 
    Erlik laughed. “I couldn’t even if I tried.” 
 
    “I’m told you’re dangerous,” I whispered. 
 
    He smiled. “I am, but not to you. Now we must cross the Gold Horn and find our way through Taksim undetected. Can you help with that?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Taking me by the waist once more, he jumped to the street. Walking together, we set out onto the broken bridge. At its center, the bridge had collapsed into the water. 
 
    Rubble shifted under my feet, splashing into the dark waters of the Golden Horn below. 
 
    I frowned. “I don’t suppose you have a boat.” 
 
    Erlik eyed the gap between our side of the bridge and the other. He looked back at me and smiled. “Alone, the distance is no matter. With you, I’ll need a running start. Climb on to my back.” 
 
    I looked at him, weighing his seriousness. He wasn’t kidding. 
 
    I wrapped my hands around his neck, my legs around his waist. 
 
    “I sense others not far away. Will you be able to mask us?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said then moved my hands, cloaking us in darkness. “Can the others feel you as well?” 
 
    “Yes. All vampires have that gift to an extent.” 
 
    I pulled more magic from the earth, cloaking us more completely. “Got it. That should work.” 
 
    Erlik chuckled. “I hope so. Otherwise, we’ll need to smite everyone, and that might cause an uproar. Hold on.” He rushed back a bit and then turning, he sprinted forward. When he jumped, I felt every muscle in his body move. I closed my eyes and pressed my face into his back. There was a rustling sound, and a moment later we landed. Once more, I heard rubble fall but our landing was solid. 
 
    I exhaled deeply then slid off. 
 
    At once, I touched my fingers to the evil eye amulet and refortified my spell. A simple masking spell might hide me in the streets of Istanbul, but spiriting away a vampire was another matter. My magic amplified by the amulet, I wove a charm of magic around us, masking us from vision and hearing. And, I hoped, hiding the massive energy that surrounded Erlik. 
 
    He watched me with curiosity. 
 
    When I was done, I nodded to him. “I reinforced the spell, just in case.” 
 
    He eyed me skeptically. “How old are you, Pelin?” 
 
    “Twenty-five. Why?” 
 
    “Have you ever met another witch who can sense vampires, who can feel others’ presence as you can?” 
 
    “Each witch has her own skills.” 
 
    “But do any have this power?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Erlik studied me carefully. 
 
    It was then that I realized what he was considering. Had the Rift curse touched me? Rift-cursed vampires were weaker than their Berkano forefathers, but could also withstand the sun, and sometimes had a bit of magic. There had been talk among the Order of Tengri of a warlock who’d craved blood, and both Baran and Emine showed signs of prolonged life. 
 
    “Do you think it is the Rift curse?” I whispered. 
 
    “You are a peculiar and gifted witch. It only makes sense that your extraordinary skills come from my kind.” 
 
    I grinned. “Nothing special about the fact that I am descended from nine generations of full-blood witches in the Order of Umay?” 
 
    “Minor detail, of course. Come,” he said, reaching for my hand. 
 
    Under cover of night, we made our way through the city streets. There was a strange sense of decay around us. On this side of the Gold Horn, the stretch of water between the old part of Istanbul and the area around Taksim, the streets had not been cleared. The death of the old world seemed more evident. There was no light: no lanterns, no electricity, nothing. A heavy sense of foreboding filled the air. 
 
    Our senses guiding us, we moved toward the area of Taksim Square. It had once been a busy hub of tourism. Shopfronts lined the streets, but their windows were all broken. Many of the tall buildings along the landscape had fallen into ruin. The buildings looked like they belonged to part of an ancient civilization. The world around us, lit by the light of the moon, the glow of the barrier, and the storms overhead, held a strange, dense feeling. 
 
    My stomach knotted. 
 
    Someone was nearby. 
 
    Erlik and I both stopped. Moving carefully, we slipped into an alleyway and watched. On the rooftop across the street, another vampire appeared. His eyes shimmered silver. His mouth was full of fangs, his face twisting in an expression of angry fury. He glanced all around, but seeing nothing, he moved in the direction of the bridge. 
 
    “Nolan,” Erlik whispered. “He is one of the Berkano who went with Nadjla.” 
 
    “You said she was banished. How long ago did that happen?” 
 
    “Just after the Rift.” 
 
    “Just after the Rift. Almost one hundred years ago. Have you been alone all that time?” My heart was moved to think he had endured for so long without love. 
 
    Saying nothing, Erlik kissed me on the forehead. Then he took me by the hand, and we moved once more toward Taksim Square. 
 
    As we did so, more signs of life, such as it was, became evident. In the distance, I saw the orange glow of firelight, heard voices, and felt people…a lot of people. Erlik, sensing the same, came to a stop. 
 
    “There,” I said, spying the ruins of an old building. It was clearly unsuitable for inhabitants but offered a view of the square. I couldn’t feel anyone inside. Everyone seemed to be collected at the square ahead of us. 
 
    Moving quietly, Erlik held on to me and leaping upward, made short work of the distance between us and the upper floors of the building. If I truly was Rift-cursed, I regretted that I had not inherited extraordinary strength and speed. We crept down the hallway of the ruined building to a room with a view on the square below. 
 
    Once more, I touched my amulet, centering myself with the energy of Umay, drawing strength from the earth. This time, I wavered a little, feeling my magic draining. I pulled the darkness even closer around us. 
 
    Careful to measure my breathing and stay hidden in shadow, I looked out the broken window at the scene below. 
 
    It took everything inside me not to audibly gasp. 
 
    At the center of the square, a rickety platform had been erected. Around the square, the vampires had gathered in a circle. Five humans were chained to wooden stakes, wood heaped at their feet. They struggled to get free. Their cries for help faded among the cheers of the vampires gathered there. The vampires were all worked into a frenzy. Their silver eyes shimmered, their jagged fangs snapping hungrily, faces deformed and twisted. There were so many of them, maybe a hundred or more, gathered there. 
 
    My hands tightened into fists as I looked over the humans. 
 
    And then, I saw her. Melek, the mother of the tiny baby, was there. She hung limp, barely alive, at the stake. 
 
    My body shook. I had to do something. 
 
    “My children, let us rejoice this night!” a commanding voice called, pulling my attention away. 
 
    All attention turned to a raven-haired beauty standing on the center platform. The beautiful creature with pale skin and shiny black hair laughed and cheered. 
 
    “Shall we feast? Bring out the bounty,” she screamed. 
 
    From a building nearby, a row of humans bound by ropes at the neck, their hands tied, feet shackled, were led into the square. The vampires kicked and pushed them, standing the humans in a circle around the platform on which Nadjla and another vampire stood watching. 
 
    The vampires raged, teeth shining. They screamed and howled in frenzy. My blood ran cold at the sight. It was pandemonium. This was what the witches of old had sought to extinguish. There were dangerous, blood-hungry creatures. 
 
    “There are so many of them,” I whispered. 
 
    “Yes,” Erlik replied coldly. When I turned to look at him, I saw he was reining in his anger. 
 
    “How? You said that your kind was unable to make more, or nearly so.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t know.” His eyes scanned the scene. Whatever Erlik thought was happening in Taksim, it wasn’t this. Erlik’s problems were far worse than he knew. It seemed to me that he only thought he was in charge of the vampires in Nazar. From what I could see, the vampire community was alive and well and living in secret. 
 
    “Feast, my children,” Nadjla called.  
 
    At that, the vampires attacked the shackled humans. 
 
    I gripped my evil eye amulet tight and closed my eyes. 
 
    The humans screamed in misery. I felt their fear, their pain. It smacked me again and again like wave after wave. Tears pricked the corners of my eyes. I couldn’t do anything to save them. They were being devoured. My hands shook. I should do something, but I was already too late. Only when their cries fell silent did I dare look again. 
 
    The vampires were reveling, their faces covered in blood. They looked so far from human, more like horrid, twisted creatures. 
 
    I looked up at Erlik who was shielding his eyes. 
 
    “What is it?” I whispered. 
 
    “The blood,” he said. 
 
    Then, through the spread of his fingers, I saw that his face had contorted into the same angry mask the others wore. 
 
    I twisted my hands once more, and this time, I set a block between us and the scene. I could not taste the blood in the wind, but Erlik clearly could. I shielded us from the scent. 
 
    After a few moments, Erlik exhaled heavily. “Thank you.” 
 
    I nodded but had to steady myself as dark spots appeared before my eyes. I inhaled and exhaled deeply. The heaving masking was taxing my magic. I’d have to work hard to keep it steady. 
 
    My skin rose in goose bumps, but I forced myself to look once more. There was nothing but pulpy red sinew, shreds of cloth, and bone left lying on the street. Satisfied with their feast, the vampires gathered around their leader once more. 
 
    “Bring her forward,” Nadjla called. 
 
    From the back, two vampires led a thin, dark-haired girl up the steps to the platform. She had wide dark eyes. She stared blankly out across the crowd. She was young, no more than a teenager, and petite. Her face struck me as familiar, but I didn’t know her. She swayed a little when the vampires let go of her. My senses prickled, and as I looked at the girl, I realized a terrible truth. She was a witch. I could feel the magic inside her. It was chaotic. 
 
    “Here you see the future of Nazar,” Nadjla called. “Here is the key to our new beginning. It is she who will bring new life and end the reigns of Umay, Tengri, and the Dragon.” 
 
    The crowd cheered. 
 
    “The Dragon?” I whispered. 
 
    “I am named Erlik for the serpent lord of the Turkie people, the Dragon.” 
 
    “Begin the sacrifice,” Nadjla called, waving to her generals waiting below. 
 
    At that, the vampires moved toward the humans tied to stakes, Melek included, and did the unthinkable. Slashing the flesh and veins on the humans’ ankles, the vampires bled the humans into goblets. They collected the blood then brought it back to the platform. 
 
    “No,” I whispered. I squeezed my hands into tight fists. “No.” I stared at Melek. She didn’t move. She merely hung like a limp rag doll on the pyre. 
 
    “I have to do something,” I whispered. 
 
    “Against them all? You cannot.” 
 
    “I can. A spell. A curse. Something. I can’t simply stand here watching.” 
 
    “You are strong, Pelin, but there are too many of them. They will kill you.” 
 
    I stared down at the scene. The waif of a girl stood beside Nadjla and stared absently ahead of her. Nearby, one vampire stood holding a tray upon which were four goblets filled with blood. 
 
    My eyes moved from Melek to the other humans hanging there. They were all touched with magic.  
 
    “Light them,” Nadjla called, motioning toward the pyres. 
 
    Lifting torches, her henchmen began setting the pyres on fire. The wood must have been dosed with oil because the flames grew quickly. Some of the humans screamed, but most of them were already silent. 
 
    I moved closer to the window when the fire under Melek was lit. 
 
    “Erlik,” I whispered, touching my fingers to my amulet. “I can’t just stand here and—” 
 
    “You must,” Erlik said, reaching out to move my hand from my chest.  
 
    “But…” I began, but my voice faltered when Nadjla began speaking once more. 
 
    “One sacrifice for the night,” Nadjla began, lifting the first goblet. Dipping her fingers within, she then turned and streaked blood across the girl’s forehead. Afterward, she gave the goblet of blood to the girl. The glassy eyes girl drank the blood greedily. 
 
    “One sacrifice for the moon,” Nadjla added, lifting the second goblet. She made another mark on the girl’s forehead. Again, the girl drank. 
 
    “One sacrifice for the fire,” Nadjla continued, again going through the same movements. 
 
    “One for the Rift,” she added, lifting the fourth goblet, marking the girl, then handing the drink to her. The girl’s lips were marred with a ring of fresh blood. 
 
    At such a far distance, I could not make out what she was drawing on the girl’s forehead. I looked back where Melek hung, her body burning. My heart broke. What in the name of Umay was I to do? What was happening in Nazar? 
 
    “What is this?” I whispered. 
 
    “A blood rite,” Erlik replied. 
 
    I gasped. Blood magic. None of my order practiced such dark arts, but we all knew tales of people who had. But why would a vampire seek to evoke such evil? 
 
    Nadjla lifted the last goblet. “And one final sacrifice for Nazar,” she said, making the final mark. 
 
    The slim girl drank the blood then moved to the center of the podium. Her face changed, her eyes shimmering silver, her forehead furrowing like a vampire. As she worked her hands in strange movements. I saw in horror what she was doing. She was drawing magic to herself. The energy around her was wild and powerful. The girl’s magic had been enhanced from drinking the blood of the witches. The girl drew magic from the ground so quickly and violently that the earth below us tremored. And then, once she had gathered all her power, the girl flung her hands into the sky. 
 
    The magic that flew from her fingertips crackled. Black lightning pouring from the girl smashed against the barrier and ripped a hole in the dome. The earth shook. The magical Rift tempest outside the barrier seeped into Nazar. 
 
    Her face wild with dark energy, the girl flung her hand across Nazar. Magical light blasted from her fingertips unlike anything I had even seen. In the distance, I heard a great crack where the girl’s bolt of magic had struck the ground. I winced as my ears popped. The ground trembled. A sound like rolling thunder echoed across the fallen city. The girl then spread her hands wide, erecting a protective shield, not unlike the wall that surrounded the palace, over Taksim.  
 
    I turned from the window and raced to toward the back of the building. On the other side, the windows looked across the Golden Horn back to old Istanbul. 
 
    Erlik followed me. 
 
    Gripping his arm in panic, I saw the dimming glow of dark magic coming from Topkapi Palace. The girl had attacked the order. In horror, I watched as the Rift storms seeped through the barrier and began blasting Nazar. 
 
    I sucked in a breath and waited. 
 
    No protective light streamed upward from the order. 
 
    “Emine,” I whispered. “Emine, come on.” 
 
    I watched, waiting for the blue light of Emine’s shield to combat the darkness. 
 
    Nothing. There was nothing. 
 
    No one was casting. 
 
    I gasped, looking up at the sky. The barrier was falling apart. 
 
    The earth began to shake in earnest. In the distance, buildings began to collapse. 
 
    I turned and stared at Erlik. His eyes were wide with shock. 
 
    Squeezing his arm, I said, “I need you.” 
 
    “I understand. Stop them.” 
 
    And then, drawing as much energy as I dared from the vampire, I turned and cast every bit of magic inside me—mine and his mixed together—upward toward the rip in the barrier. 
 
    Blue magical light blasted from my fingertips. As I worked the spell, I floated in a strange oblivion. My mind drifted to memories of my parents and Emine. Images of my life as a small child living in the palace drifted through my mind. And then the images shifted. I saw old images. I was riding on horseback under cover of night with a massive army. These were Erlik’s memories. My stomach twisted with excitement when another of Erlik’s memories floated through my mind. I saw myself through his eyes, I felt what he felt when I’d cast the star shower enchantment to please him, and I saw him looking at me that night we’d met at the bath. And, strangest of all, I felt the love in his heart. 
 
    The vampire truly loved me. 
 
    How interesting and impossible. 
 
    And then, everything went dark. 
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    Rough motion woke me. I felt the wind on my face. When I opened my eyes, I found myself pressed against Erlik’s chest. He was breathing heavily and moving fast. 
 
    His body tensed as he sprung into the air. He landed with a thud on the rooftop.  My bones rattled. I opened my eyes slowly. 
 
    “Erlik?” I whispered. 
 
    He halted to a stop. “Pelin, you must hide us at once.” He set me down. 
 
    My knees felt weak. I put my hand on his shoulder and drew energy from him. His life-force felt wild. He was in a fit of anger, his energy coursing wildly through him. 
 
    And then, I felt why. 
 
    Like a swarm, the vampires were closing in on us. 
 
    Gasping, I wove a dense shadow around us. 
 
    I nodded to him. “That will hold for now.” 
 
    “We need to keep moving,” he said. 
 
    Lifting me again, we headed back off into the night. 
 
    I closed my eyes and held the spell as best I could. There was no magic left inside me. I tugged magic from the aether. We were nothing. No one. We could not be seen or heard. 
 
    As Erlik raced away from the fire and blood, we moved deeper into the ruins of the city. Soon, I heard the lapping of water as we neared the Bosphorus. 
 
    I opened my eyes. The buildings in this part of the ruined city near the outer edge of the barrier were almost entirely collapsed. Erlik leaped from rooftop to rooftop, finally slowly as we neared a massive structure. 
 
    Though it was dark, I could make out the outlines of the ruins of Dolmabahçe Palace. 
 
    “Won’t they think to look here?” 
 
    “Perhaps, but between your spell and my knowledge of the palace, we’ll be safe.” 
 
    Moving quickly, he set me down. Taking my hand, he led me through the courtyard toward the entrance of the palace. Much of the magnificent structure had been destroyed in the earthquakes. Erlik led me within. We moved down the hallways toward the far wing of the palace. Even in the dark I could see that the massive staircase, the magnificent paintings, crystal chandeliers, and the golden filigree trimming the place were still beautiful. Erlik rushed down a side hallway. The floor was littered with rubble. We came to a set of doors, and moved through them into a small meeting room. On the far end of the wall was a painting of Sultan Abdulmecid. All around the painting, the wall had been painted in an elaborate mosaic of red tulips, blue flowers, and gold-leaf trim. Even in the dim light, I could see how beautiful it truly was. Erlik went to the painting. He felt along the ornate frame. Then, he turned and smiled at me. 
 
    A moment later, something inside the wall clicked. I heard the slightest sound as a door in the otherwise unremarkable wall popped open. 
 
    Erlik pulled open the hidden wall panel and motioned for me to follow. Once I was inside, he slid the door closed behind him and locked it. The hallway within was narrow. It led to yet another door. Erlik pushed to door open and led me inside. Here we found a small room. It was too dark to see. I was about to touch my amulet to shed some light when I realized Erlik had crossed the room with purpose. I could see his silver eyes glimmering in the darkness. He could see without light. 
 
    A moment later, the soft orange glow of candlelight filled the room 
 
    I gasped. The entire space was dripping with gold. Everywhere I looked, I saw elaborate gold leaf filigree on the walls. Golden sconces held crystal lamps. The furniture within the room was hundreds of years old. The antiques, truly fit for a Sultan, were coated with the precious luster…and dust. 
 
    “How did you know about this place?” 
 
    “I knew the Sultan. By the time modern rulers came into power, this room was forgotten.” He picked up an intricately decorated egg that dripped with diamonds and sapphires, gently bobbing it around the palm of his hand, then set it back down. 
 
    Exhaling deeply, I closed my eyes and cast out my senses. I could feel the vampires hunting us. They were moving through the dark like rats. I felt their rage. And I also felt their frustration. They had been able to sense Erlik before I’d woken. Now, they were hunting their prey blindly. None of them had come near the palace so far. 
 
    “What happened?” I whispered. 
 
     Erlik shook his head. “Nadjla’s pet tore apart the dome. You repaired it, but then you collapsed. They saw your magical fire and came after us.” 
 
    “The barrier was resealed?” 
 
    Erlik nodded. “But it looked…different.” 
 
    “Different? Different how?” 
 
    “Well,” he said carefully, “for a moment, it looked opaque. It was like the sky used to be. The stars were so luminescent, like there was nothing between them and us save the storms above the barrier.” 
 
    “Emine and the others…something happened at the order. I need to go to them.” 
 
    “Yes, but first we both must rest. We will need your spell to keep hidden, and you are exhausted. And, in truth, you’ve nearly undone my energy supply, which is saying something,” he said with a soft chuckle. “And you must admit, even holding this spell is taxing you.” 
 
    He was right. My legs felt weak. 
 
    Erlik lifted a cover off a piece of furniture. Dust rose from the drape. He sat down then motioned for me to join him. Exhausted, I nestled under his arm. I set my head on his chest. 
 
    “Take from me again. You will need to keep up your strength until morning. We must both rest. We’ll make our way back immediately before dawn.” 
 
    I exhaled deeply. “No.” We were in trouble. Holding the spell throughout the night was going to be a problem. By morning, I would be too exhausted. And if I drained Erlik in the process, neither of us would survive. 
 
    Sitting back up, I cast a glance around the room. On the walls were many dusty but beautiful crystal and gold sconces. I eyed the blown-glass droplets, blue glass evil eyes, hanging from the lights. Looking around the room, I saw that all the sconces had evil eye charms intermixed in among the gold and crystal. 
 
    “I will set up a barrier to protect us for the night. It will not require my energy or yours to sustain it, but the spell is secret.” 
 
    Erlik raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Haven’t you ever wondered how we keep the protective barrier around the palace at night?” 
 
    “It is not my place to question the ways of your order. But it is curious, I confess.” 
 
    I moved to the center of the room. 
 
    “Shield yourself until I say. The light will hurt your eyes,” I told Erlik. 
 
    He leaned back, his eyes closed. 
 
    I took a deep breath and centered myself. 
 
    “Mother Umay, I call on you this night to protect your daughter. Protect her companion. Protect us from darkness. Shield us from wickedness. Open your eye so none may see,” I whispered then touched the evil eye pendant I wore. Working my fingers carefully, I pulled magic from within the pendant. The eye itself carried magic, warding the wearer from harm. The thin strands of magic, as sheer and soft as silk, unrolled from within my amulet. Taking hold of the strands, I cast them around the room like an umbrella. The other evil eye charms sparked to life. As if answering a call, they began to glow. The eyes hanging on the crystal wall sconces, the chandelier, and in all the other décor in the room came alive. With a bright flash, the magic within my amulet awoke the magic within the other evil eyes. Blue and silver light filled the room, settling over us in a protective dome. The enchantment sparkled brightly then dimmed to a shimmering glow that was refracted by the crystals hanging on the candelabras and chandelier. Hundreds of rainbows of prismatic light shimmered all around the room. 
 
    I gasped at the beautiful sight. “It’s safe now. You can open your eyes,” I said. I let go of the masking spell I had woven. Hidden by the magic of the evil eye amulets, no one would be able to find us here. 
 
    Erlik opened his eyes and gazed about the room. He stood slowly, staring at the beautiful wonder. He held out his hand, catching the prisms of light that shone everywhere in colorful blobs. He turned and smiled at me, his fanged teeth looking out of place in the expression. “Such magic,” he said then shook his head. “In all my years, I’ve never met anyone like you.” 
 
    “You’re spending too much time with vampiresses,” I said, reaching out to touch the rainbow hues that shimmered everywhere. 
 
    “Indeed,” he said darkly. 
 
    “Have you ever seen anything like what we witnessed tonight?” 
 
    “Yes and no. Blood rites, to be certain, are common. But that girl…” 
 
    “She was a witch. And a vampiress.” 
 
    “A blood witch. Rare and dangerous.” 
 
    “Mehmet the Wise told me that the humans being taken were all gifted with magic. Some in the human safe zone did not reveal their magic to the order. They are the ones being abducted, and they died on the pyres tonight. That blood witch drank their magical blood.” 
 
    “But the humans know the law. Those born with magical gifts are ordained to be sent for training, to maintain the barrier. It’s necessary.” 
 
    “Mehmet admitted to breaking the law. His people did not want to leave their families, their lives, to join us.” 
 
    Erlik considered my words. “Something still does not make sense. Why were the magical humans out after curfew?” 
 
    “Someone must have sent them.” 
 
    “Then Mehmet is either a liar or a fool.” 
 
    “Or someone else is involved. Baran and the Order of Tengri…their order is growing increasingly secretive. Emine suspects them of foul deeds. They could be part of all of this.” 
 
    Erlik frowned then sat back down. “I failed to see this coming. I did not suspect Nadjla was capable of such madness. My oversight has endangered all of Nazar.” 
 
    “You can’t blame yourself. None of us saw, not even Emine.” 
 
    “The blood witch…she was able to drink the blood of other witches. It didn’t poison her.” 
 
    “Because she is a witch. There is terrible danger here.” 
 
    Erlik sighed heavily and leaned back. 
 
    Feeling exhausted, I joined him once more. I thought about the scene we had witnessed. There was no sign of the Order of Tengi present. Only vampires, their sacrifices, and the blood witch had been there. 
 
    Erlik reached out, letting one of the rainbows cast by the crystals reflect in the palm of his hand. “Beautiful. I have not seen a rainbow, an actual rainbow, since I last saw the sun.” 
 
    “When was that? How long ago?” 
 
    “The late 1300s.” 
 
    Was it possible? “So long.” 
 
    “Yes. Too long. I’ve grown weary of my immortal life. Time passed, but in some ways, nothing ever changed. Until the Rift.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “And then we came out of hiding. And then we had choices to make. I was the oldest among those in Istanbul, so I sought accord with the order. It was a decision that ended my connection to Nadjla.” 
 
    “Were you with her long?” 
 
    “Long enough. I’m not sure when we met. It was around the time the Rus converted to Christianity—that I remember because the day Nadjla was reborn, her village elders had burned their shrine to the lightning god Perun and threw his effigy into the river,” he said then laughed lightly. “Ah, Pelin of the Order of Umay, I have lived long enough to see gods die. Yet I remain. It was on that day when I found Nadjla hiding inside her cold fireplace, covered in ash. She didn’t know what she was. I helped her. But I should have left her to the sun.” 
 
    “Did you love her?’ 
 
    “Then? Yes.” 
 
    “What happened?” I asked softly. I was pushing, I knew, but I could not help but wonder. 
 
    “She became something I did not recognize. Slowly, over many long years, she started to go mad. The Rift unhinged her. After the Rift, she wanted to take control. I saw there was a better, more peaceful way. We parted, and I let her be out of the echo of love I once had for her. It was a mistake. Now I see she never abandoned her dream to crush Nazar under the heel of our kind.” Erlik touched the silver chain that held my evil eye pendant. “I can feel its magic. It’s making the shield?” 
 
    “Yes. It and the others,” I said, motioning around the room. “We are given the amulet when we join the final level of our order. This amulet is enchanted. It is not merely a piece of jewelry or a reminder of our order. It is magic. But all evil eyes carry the power to ward away harm.” 
 
    “Ward away harm. They say the evil eye wards off bad spirits, protects the wearer. Its light pains my kind. What does that say about me? Am I a bad spirit?” 
 
    I laughed. “What do you think? Look how many work to protect you,” I said, casting my hand around the room. 
 
    “You speak of the evil eye like it is alive.” 
 
    I reached for one of the shimmering blobs of prismatic light. “It is. See?” 
 
    Erlik chuckled then pushed my hair to the side and lay a gentle kiss on my neck. “I’d rather look at you.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I mused. “From that angle, I suspect you might make a meal out of me.” 
 
    He kissed me again. My body trembled from head to toe. “Nothing would please me more, but not in the way you mean.” 
 
    “Is witch blood actually poison to vampires? Have you ever tried it?” 
 
    “Everyone knows it is deadly. No one would dare,” he said then drizzled kisses down my neck once more. 
 
    “Just like everyone knows that what we are both feeling right now is forbidden? Is dangerous?” I whispered, my voice shaking. 
 
    “Yes,” Erlik replied, his hand slipping under my robes until he gently cupped my breast. 
 
    I shuddered. “If it is forbidden, then why is the desire so excruciating? In truth, we barely know each other. And I am not a believer in love at first sight.” 
 
    Erlick laughed. “Not a romantic? No, you’re far too practical for that. Your smell, your skin, the taste of your lips, the feel of your flesh, nothing has intoxicated me like this before,” Erlik whispered, nuzzling my neck while his fingers worked my nipple. 
 
    “Never?” I breathed. 
 
    “Not human, or vampire, and certainly, never a witch. Not when I was fully human. And not after I became what I am now.” 
 
    “How do I know you’re not lying?” I whispered. 
 
    “Because you feel it too.” 
 
    I pressed my lips against his. Moving carefully, I crawled onto his lap. I could feel his want, and I so desperately wanted to shed my clothes and under the glow of hundreds of tiny rainbows make love to him. 
 
    But I could not. 
 
    I should not. 
 
    “It’s not permitted,” I whispered. 
 
    “Pelin,” he groaned between kisses. 
 
    “This can’t be against the will of the gods. I…I feel deeply for you. The old tales can’t be right,” I whispered. 
 
    “The witch and vampire who caused the Rift tried to end vampirism. Why? Because they wanted to stop bloodshed or because they fell in love and wanted to be together?” 
 
    Tossing my head back, I closed my eyes. “Or both. If we are wrong, everyone dies. Including us.” 
 
    He set his face on my chest, his ear to my heart. Sighing in defeat, he lay back once more, pulling me with him. “You’re right,” he whispered. 
 
    We lay still, both of us feeling terrible frustration. 
 
    Erlik ran a finger up and down the back of my arm as he set soft kisses on the top of my head. “Sleep, Pelin. I’ll wake you if I sense anything wrong.” 
 
    I closed my eyes. “Don’t leave the room.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of it,” he said with a soft laugh as he pulled me closer. 
 
    Against all the odds, I was falling in love with a vampire. And, of course, the world I knew was dying at the same moment. All my life I had been confined to the walls of the palace, bored, stuck. I worried I would never really live. And now, my life was spiraling out of control. My mind tossed and turned with the chaos, but tiredness won out over of my anxieties, and I fell asleep in the arms of a man I was growing to love.
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    It was nearly dawn when I woke. Erlik was pacing the room, his hands behind his back, fingers locked together. From the expression on his face, I could tell he was lost in thought. 
 
    I cast out my senses. There were no vampires nearby. Then, I cast again, feeling for a different kind of magic. There were neither humans nor witches either. 
 
    “Pelin,” Erlik said with a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Is the sun up yet?” I asked. 
 
    Erlik shook his head. “No, but we need to move as soon as you are ready. They searched the palace last night.” 
 
    I gasped. “Why didn’t you wake me?” 
 
    “Because you were sleeping too soundly and looked too beautiful.” 
 
    I smiled at the compliment. “There is no one nearby now.” 
 
    “No, but they will be watching the bridge. I must get back to the bazaar before the sun rises.” 
 
    I nodded. “I will leave this shield in place in case we need an escape again,” I said, motioning to the enchantment in the room.  
 
    “Very good. Let’s go.” 
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    Moving quietly, we crept out of the hidden room and back into the ruins of the palace. At once, I pulled the masking spell around us. The sky was still dark, but there was gray on the horizon. Moving around the rubble, glass crunching under our feet, we made our way. In the dim light, even with the floors cracked, walls collapsed, and the place looted, the palace was still stunningly beautiful. We quickly exited onto the decapitated courtyard. 
 
    “We must be fast. We’re racing the sun,” Erlik said, motioning for me to hold on to him. 
 
    Holding tight, I held my breath when Erlik jumped from the ground to a nearby rooftop and up until we were above the city once more. He began on the path back to Galata Bridge. As we moved deeper into the city, I felt the other vampires again. They were vampires everywhere. A virtual army of vampires stood sentinel watching the passages across the Golden Horn. When we reached the roof of Galata Tower, we stopped. The bridge was milling with vampires. Galata Bridge, the gateway into the old city of Constantinople, consisted of two levels. On top was the bridge for vehicle traffic, including rails for an old trolley system. Underneath the bridge, however, were shops, restaurants, and a walkway that had once been a popular place for fisherman. The middle of the bridge had collapsed. 
 
    “Is there another way back?” 
 
    “Yes, but we don’t have enough time.” 
 
    “We’ll evade them. I have us shielded.” 
 
    “Nadjla is there. I can feel her.” 
 
    “She will not be able to see us. Still, we must go quietly.” 
 
    “Then let’s go quietly,” Erlik said with a light chuckle then moved deftly forward. He jumped from the roof of the Medieval Tower which overlooked the city toward Galata Bridge. 
 
    Though it was dim, I could see the shadowy shapes on the rooftops nearby. More so, I could feel the vampires everywhere. I could feel their rage, their anger.  
 
    “Umay protect us,” I whispered. 
 
    I inhaled and worked my hands again, expanding the dome around us to form a complete sphere. It would hide the sound of our movements, mask our scent, and keep us hidden. It would work. It had too. 
 
    We moved quickly across the city to the bridge. We were not far away when we reached the end of our path. There were vampires perched on the roofs all around us. 
 
    “Ready?” Erlik whispered. 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    Erlik leaped to the street. Moving with great speed, he rushed across the bridge. 
 
    My heart thundered in my chest. There were at least two dozen vampires on the bridge, all of them watching, waiting, but none of them saw us. We moved so close to one that his jacket fluttered due to the speed of our passing. He turned, snarling at the darkness, but saw nothing. 
 
    We were about to jump across the gap in the bridge when something shimmering and silver caught my eye. It took me a moment to realize what it was. By then, it was too late. Even though Erlik had jumped the distance, and we were securely on the other side of the bridge, the magical enchantment someone had set up as an alarm sounded, and a flash of bright light erupted like a magical bomb, sending shock waves in a vast ring past us. The moment it did, my spell failed. 
 
    I gasped. 
 
    “What was that?” Erlik whispered. 
 
    “A spell. We’re revealed.” 
 
    Turning, Erlik and I looked back at the vampires on the other side of the bridge. From the expressions on their startled faces, whoever they thought had been rushing around Taksim that night, it was not Erlik.  
 
    “Pain,” I yelled, casting a crutch. Magic snapped from my fingers like I had lashed them all with a whip. The vampires screamed and fell to their knees in agony. 
 
    Then, I felt her. The blood witch and Nadjla appeared on the bridge. They must have been hiding on the passageway below. 
 
    The girl held a ball of fire in her hands. She lobbed it toward Erlik with so much strength it shocked me. 
 
    “Shield,” I called, sending a massive blue and silver bolt of light that expanded to protect him. 
 
    Nadjla, who had been cackling loudly, snarled at me. 
 
    I looked back at the blood witch. Her hands hung limply at her side, and she stared vacantly forward. She was a puppet. She was not in control of her magic. Something was very wrong here. 
 
    Turning back, I looked at Erlik. With a nod, we turned and ran toward the city. Our flight was short-lived, however, when Nadjla landed on the bridge in front of me. I slid to a stop. It was bold of her to cross the bridge. And careless. 
 
    “Erlik…what a surprise to find you here. And with a Priestess?” She wagged a finger at him. “Naughty boy.” 
 
    “Move,” I told her. 
 
    I could feel the other vampires gathering behind us. They had not crossed the gap in bridge, but they were watching. Looking back, I eyed the blood witch. She stood swaying. I squinted when I looked at her once more. She seemed so familiar. As if she could sense me looking at her, she looked up at me. Her dark eyes, glinting with vampire silver, shimmered with unspoken terror. I cast a glance back at the other vampires. They paced, and I felt their anger, but I also felt apprehension. Seeing their king before them, their purpose faltered. 
 
    “So, you are Pelin, aren’t you? We’ve been looking for you,” Nadjla crooned at me. 
 
    I turned back to her. She was both beautiful and terrible to behold. All ivory white skin, red lips, raven-black tresses, and stunning beauty, it was no wonder Erlik had saved her. But there was a madness about her smile and the gleam in her eyes. Beyond being a vampire, she was not mentally stable. 
 
    “Kneel before your queen, girl,” she spat at me. 
 
    The ridiculousness of her demand caught me off guard. I laughed. “Before you? I kneel to none but the gods. You’re nothing.” 
 
    “And where were your gods last night? I am your god now.” 
 
    Her words made my blood run cold. What, exactly, had happened at the order last night? Suddenly I was filled with a terrible rage. I set my fingers on my amulet. The evil eye sprung to life, a flash of blinding silver and blue light emanating from the amulet. 
 
    Erlik closed his eyes. 
 
    Nadjla winced. 
 
    Gathering my strength, I advanced on her. I walked slowly toward the vampiress who’d turned and looked defiantly at me, her silver eyes blinking in the bright glow of the magical light. 
 
    “Why don’t you kneel instead?” I twisted my hands and sent bolts of searing pain toward her knees. 
 
    A look of surprise then great pain flashed across her face. She fell to the ground. 
 
    “You forget the order of things in Nazar, vampiress. Your blood witch can only do parlor tricks. You, and she, are nothing compared to the witches of my order.” 
 
    Nadjla laughed, her voice strangled with pain. “Your order is done,” she said through gritted teeth. “Go and see, you smug bitch.” 
 
    “You’d best hope you are wrong, because your blood witch doesn’t have the strength to protect your sorry life. Withdraw your minions. Keep a rein on your abomination. And if I find you have done harm to mine, I’ll be back to finish you.” 
 
    She was about to retort smartly when I send another wave of pain through her whole body, this time rendering her flat on the ground. 
 
    “That’s better. Stay there,” I told her. 
 
    “You bitch,” she seethed. 
 
    I motioned to Erlik. 
 
    He looked down at Nadjla. “What have you done?” 
 
    Nadjla laughed but said nothing. 
 
    Frowning, I turned and left, Erlik following alongside me. 
 
     The spell I had cast on Nadjla would keep her pinned to the ground in terrible pain long enough for us to get back into the city. I sneered. Evil vampiress. Who did she think she was? Her rebellion was about to be short-lived. First, I would check on my order and on the humans. And then, together, Mehmet, Erlik, and the order would decide what to do. First, however, I needed to get to Emine. 
 
    When we reached the end of the bridge, we moved quickly and unimpeded back into the city. 
 
    Erlik looked up at the sky. “I must retreat from the sun and meet with my people. I’ll find you as soon as the sun sets. I’ll ready my people. We must end this quickly. You should go to your order. Nadjla…I fear what she has done.” 
 
    I nodded. “I will. And I will go to the human zone and warn them. We must work together with Mehmet to quickly restore power and peace.” 
 
    “Be wary. It is not certain he can be trusted.” 
 
    I nodded but said nothing. I did trust the human leader, but something was clearly wrong in the human zone. 
 
    Stopping, Erlik looked down at me. “Stay safe, Pelin.” 
 
    “And you.” 
 
    He smirked. “You have a wicked side, Priestess.” 
 
    Indeed, Emine would have been vexed with me for letting my anger get the better of me, but Nadjla had deserved it. “And?” 
 
    “And I liked it. She’s had that coming.” 
 
    Leaning in, he kissed me quickly. “I’ll see you soon.” He turned and rushed back in the direction of the Dark Bazaar. I headed in the direction of the order. Not long thereafter, the first rays of sunlight broke over the horizon. I cast out my senses feeling for Erlik. I could sense him far away in a dark place. He had made it back in time. But when I turned my magic toward the order, I was met with a different wave of emotion. From the direction of my home, I felt pain and fear. 
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    As I neared the order, the sun glimmered on the horizon. Soft hues of pink and orange lit the skyline. I felt for any vampires nearby. I had not been followed from the bridge. Perhaps my little show of power had been excessive, but it was apparent that Nadjla’s vampires were out of line and the order would need to take the situation in hand. I tried to calm myself, attempting to see a diplomatic and less carnage-ready approach to the problem. But all that faded when I arrived at Topkapi Palace, my home. The shield protecting the order was down. Massive scorch marks scarred the walls, and a thin trail of smoke rose up from the tower. 
 
    “Emine,” I whispered then rushed to the palace walls. I was about to climb over the wall when I felt…something. Things inside were not right, and not only because of the damage of the blood witch and the magical storms. 
 
    Once more, I pulled an enchantment around myself, cloaking myself from view, then I entered the compound. Everything was eerily silent. 
 
    Since I was closest to the third courtyard where my order lived, I stopped there first. The chambers were we stayed were empty, and even more alarming, there were signs of trouble. Tables and lamps had been overturned, and there were burn marks on the walls from magical blasts. 
 
    My heart in my throat, I raced down the mosaicked-lined hallways to the other end of the palace. The room where Mira and the other young acolytes stayed was empty as well. But here, thankfully, everything appeared untouched. 
 
    Moving quickly and quietly, my eyes alert for magical traps such as that the blood witch had created, I headed back across the courtyard toward the tower. The roof had taken damage and smoke trailed from above. The guards were gone. 
 
    I raced up the steps and pushed open the door. 
 
    Broken glass was everywhere. Furniture was turned over. One wall was charred black and still smoked. The supporting roof timbers had collapsed in one section. 
 
    Then, I felt her. 
 
    “Emine,” I said with a gasp. 
 
    Looking around, I searched for her. I could feel her but not see her. 
 
    I dropped the enchantment that hid me. “Emine, where are you?” 
 
    A moment later, I heard a soft cough. “Here. I’m here,” she said from the back of the room. 
 
    Pushing chairs aside and skirting around the large wooden meeting table that had been turned over, I found Emine sitting in the corner, her back against the wall. Blood leaked from a wound on her forehead. 
 
    “Thank Umay you escaped unharmed,” she whispered, reaching out to touch my face. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. 
 
    “There was a strike. Powerful dark magic. It knocked me unconscious. I don’t know what happened. When I woke, I heard screaming. Baran and his acolytes came here searching for me, but my spell hid me. Where were you?” 
 
    “In Taksim.” 
 
    “Taksim?” she asked then coughed heavily. 
 
    “I’ll bring you some water,” I said then moved to rise. 
 
    “No. No. Stay. What did you see in Taksim?” 
 
    “Nadjla turned a witch into one of them.” 
 
    “A blood witch,” Emine said, her voice sounding gravely concerned. 
 
    “What happened to the others? Where is Zeynep? Meryem?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she whispered then coughed again. “Baran took them.” 
 
    “Took them? Took them where?” 
 
    Emine shook her head. “You must stop him. You must protect them, protect all of them.” 
 
    “Emine, there is no one reinforcing the dome right now. What should I do? I must find my sisters, but the barrier—” 
 
    “Looks stronger than I have ever seen it before,” Emine finished for me. “How, Pelin? It was your magic that healed the dome? I could feel you but not see. What did you do?” 
 
    “I…” I began then paused. I looked up at the dome. Emine was right. It did seem strong. It was then that I realized the truth, realized how I had repaired it differently than before. “The vampire, Erlik…I know you said not to trust him, but I do. I borrowed his magic, took energy from him, and used it to reseal the dome.” 
 
    “This is…unforeseen. A new day is coming for Nazar. Lead our people well, Pelin.” 
 
    “Don’t talk like that,” I whispered, gently squeezing her hand. “I’ll find the others. I’ll bring a healer.” 
 
    “No, it is too late. The dark magic has infected me. I was only holding on in the hope you would come. Pelin, my granddaughter, I love you. I am so proud of you. Be brave, my girl. Hard times are coming. Be brave and trust in your heart.” 
 
    “I love you too,” I whispered gently. 
 
    “Now go and find the others. You must stop them, and you will need your sisters. Go, my dear.” 
 
    “I can’t just leave you here.” 
 
    “You must.” 
 
    I exhaled deeply then closed my eyes. Tears trailed down my cheeks. 
 
    “Be brave and trust your heart,” Emine said once more, her voice sounding so soft and far away. 
 
    Taking a deep, shaky breath, I opened my eyes. 
 
    Emine was gone. She stared glassy-eyed at the dome above us. Her life’s work protecting Nazar was falling apart. Moving gently, I closed her eyes. 
 
    I would protect the others, but first I needed to find the warlock, Baran, and choke the life from him. 
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    I raced back down the tower steps. There was evidence of a massive struggle and not a physical one. From the scorch marks on the sides of the buildings to patches of ice on the grass to odd vines with thorns twisting from the ground, I could see that there had been a battle between my kind. As I went, I saw that the magical families were missing. 
 
    Sneering, I twisted shadow around myself and headed into the section of the palace reserved for the Order of Tengi. The hallways were eerily silent. The reading rooms, bed chambers, and areas of worship were all empty. There was no one there. I padded down the marble halls looking and listening. When I finally did hear a sound, I winced. It was coming from the direction of the old prison. 
 
    Picking up my step, I raced for that section of the palace, my eyes watching for magical traps. I pushed open the doors to the prison then balked. The young witches of the first order where trapped inside the cells and Ender, the eldest leader in of the Order of Tengri, lay bleeding on the floor. Nearby, Meryem lay either dead or unconscious. 
 
    Seeing the terrified faces of the girls as they gazed out of the cells, I dropped my mask. 
 
    “Pelin!” Mira exclaimed, gripping the bars her cell. 
 
    Rushing to them, I pulled down the lever that opened the doors. 
 
    Mira rushed to me, wrapping her arms around my waist. “Thank Umay, we thought they took you too.” 
 
    I kissed her on the top of the head. “I’m all right. Are any of you hurt?” I asked, looking them over as I counted. All nine of them were there. 
 
    “We’re all right…just…scared,” Mira said. 
 
    The others nodded. 
 
    “Please check on Endur,” I told her then rushed to Meryem. 
 
    Kneeling beside Meryem, I felt for a pulse. She was alive but unconscious. 
 
    “Bring some water,” I told one of the acolytes, pointing to a fountain at the other end of the hall. 
 
    The girl nodded then sprinted off. 
 
    Mira and two of her sisters knelt to tend to Endur. 
 
    “Is he alive?” I called. 
 
    “Yes, but…barely,” she said. “He—he and Meryem—saved us.” 
 
    “From whom?” 
 
    “Baran,” Mira said in a disbelieving whisper, “and the acolytes of their order.” 
 
    I set a loving hand on Meryem then went to the elder.  
 
    The girls had set Endur up, leaning him against the wall. I knelt in front of the old man. “Endur?” I said softly. “Can you hear me?” His eyes were closed. Blood leaked from a contusion on his head. 
 
    “Pelin?” he whispered. 
 
    “Yes, I’m here.” 
 
    “Emine. How is Emine?” he whispered. 
 
    I cast a look back at the girls who all stared at me. 
 
    Turning back, I took a deep breath then said, “She’s dead.” 
 
    Some of the girls gasped. 
 
    Endur opened his eyes and reached out for my hand. “Baran has betrayed our people. He has aligned himself with the vampiress Nadjla. You must warn Mehmet the Wise. Quickly. Before night comes again.” 
 
    “Where are the others, Zeynep, Isla, Suzan, all the others of my order?” 
 
    Ender shook his head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “And Taavi and Cain?” I asked, referring to the other two elders in the Order of Tengri. 
 
    Endur shook his head. “I don’t know. We were separated in the fighting.” 
 
    “Are they aligned with Baran?” 
 
    The old man winced. “I don’t know.” 
 
    A sick feeling wracked my stomach. “How were Baran and the others able to overcome my sisters? Zeynep’s power alone…” 
 
    “They were attacked unexpectedly then bound in enchanted silver,” Mira answered. “I saw it. The same would have been our fate if Endur and Meryem had not fought them off. Once they had your sisters, they withdrew from the fight.” 
 
    “Who put you in the cells?” 
 
    “I did,” Meryem said as she rose slowly. “The cells are charmed. Only a witch can open and close the doors.” 
 
    “Meryem,” I whispered, my eyes meeting hers.  
 
    She nodded to me as she held her head. There was a large bruise above her eye. She squinted in pain. 
 
    “The first courtyard families are gone,” I said. 
 
    “They tried to escape when the fighting began. They fled into the city. Pelin, I’m sorry. I knew Baran craved power, but I never thought…” Endur began but started coughing. 
 
    One of the girls brought him a cup of water, but he waved it away. 
 
    “No one could have prepared us for this. Nadjla created a blood witch. It was she who has been attacking the dome…and us. I don’t know what part Baran has to play, but I have seen the product of his deception with my own eyes.” 
 
    “A blood witch,” Meryem repeated, her voice full of awe and fear. 
 
    “Baran has always been jealous of Emine, jealous of the Order of Umay. He seeks to end you,” Endur said. 
 
    “Let us move you,” I said. “You must take rest.” 
 
    “No, leave me here.” 
 
    “We can’t simply let you lie here.” 
 
    Endur laughed. “I am old, and I have had enough. I’ll wait for you here, die, or get up when I can. I have no more fight in me.” He coughed again then said, “Hurry, Pelin. You must hurry before it all falls apart.” 
 
    “Thank you, old friend,” I whispered. “May Umay and Tengri guide us all.” 
 
    I exhaled deeply then turned back and looked at the girls. “I need to get you somewhere safe,” I said then turned to Meryem. “Can you walk? Will you be all right?” 
 
    “I have to be.” 
 
    I nodded. “Girls, it’s time for us to go.” 
 
    No doubt the other magical families had gone into hiding in the city or had gone to the human zone. Many of them still had family in the human community. They would not be safe there if Nadjla and the vampires made their attack. 
 
    As we exited the corridor, I looked back at Endur. 
 
    He lifted his hand in farewell.  
 
    I hoped to see him again. 
 
    “Where can we go?” Meryem asked as we stepped back out into the courtyard. Her voice was filled with despair. “Perhaps the human zone?” 
 
    “No. It’s not safe there either, especially if Nadjla and her kind start hunting. They are abducting the magically gifted humans, fledgling witches, and then they are sacrificing them. No. Not there. The girls will not be safe.” 
 
    “Where is safe?” 
 
    “The Dark Bazaar.” 
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    I led the girls through the winding streets of Nazar to the entrance of the old bazaar. I could sense their reluctance when we neared the entrance. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Meryem whispered. “If the vampires take control…” 
 
    “Then we are all lost. Erlik’s people respect our order. We are safe here. And believe it or not, the vampires may need our help.” 
 
    “Pelin,” Mira said, her voice filled with apprehension. She slipped her hand into mine. 
 
    “Remember your power. With a word, you can cripple any vampire to the ground. But right now, Erlik’s nest is truly the safest place for you. The humans are at risk for attack, and I cannot hide you there. We have all been taught to fear the vampires, and surely some are a threat to us, but they are not all what they seem.” 
 
    Meryem raised an eyebrow at me but said nothing. She walked beside me as we headed into the Bazaar. As before, I passed the abandoned stalls lined with gold jewelry, pottery, and stunning worked glass. The morning sunlight, its rays shining faintly into the entrance, caught the colorful glass of the lanterns. An array of colorful light glimmered. 
 
    Turning from the entrance, I led the girls down the hallways into the labyrinth that was the Dark Bazaar, away from the ruins of the mortal world and into the world of the vampires. 
 
    At this time of day, in the quiet of the morning, the only sound that could be heard was the moans and whimpers of the humans chained in the exterior sections of the Bazaar. 
 
    “These are the good guys?” Meryem whispered to me as we turned down the hallway where the thieves and criminals sat shackled to the floor. 
 
    “Good is a matter of degrees,” I replied. 
 
    “Please, Priestess, please free us,” an ancient looking man who was so thin one could see every bone on their body said, reaching out for Meryem’s skirt. 
 
    Meryem stepped away. “Pelin?” 
 
    “These people are criminals,” I said firmly, looking back toward the others. The girls’ eyes were wide with terror. “The humans delivered them here to pay for their crimes. It is the way we have kept the peace in Nazar.” 
 
    I could see the fear and doubt on their faces. Maybe it had been a mistake bringing them here, but I could not leave them at the palace nor take them to the human zone. 
 
    And besides, having been sheltered under the watchful eye of Emine, unaware of the politics of Nazar, tied only to the dome, had destroyed us. We’d been betrayed from within, and now we would need to work to survive. 
 
    “Come,” I said. Leading them deeper into the bazaar, I moved toward the area of the market.  Ahead of me, I could sensed humans and some of the light-tolerant Rift-cursed vampires. 
 
    I touched my evil eye charm and sent my senses out further. Deeper, below the Bazaar, I found the rest of them. In the halls and rooms below, the vampires, including Erlik and the Berkano, had gathered. 
 
    “Pelin?” a voice whispered in my head. 
 
    “The order is destroyed. Betrayed,” I said in reply, unsure if he would be able to hear me. 
 
    There was no answer. 
 
    I cast my senses out once more. Erlik and his brothers were moving toward us. 
 
    When we walked into the hall, one of the vampires came forward, a suspicious look in his eyes. I recognized him. He was the magic-touched vampire I’d met near the palace the night I’d saved the baby. 
 
    “Baris, isn’t it?” I asked. 
 
    His dark eyes met mine. 
 
    Stunned silent, the other vampires fell in line behind him. Most certainly, the sight of the Order of Umay in force, little though the girls were, was most unexpected and felt like a threat. 
 
    “You have no business here, Priestess,” Baris replied. 
 
    “I do. Your master will be here in a moment.” 
 
    His lips twitched as he suppressed a sneer, but he looked over the girls, his eyes taking in the situation as he assessed. I felt the magic around him. It pulled at a part of himself I could see he wished to reject. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked. 
 
    “Nazar is falling,” I said simply. 
 
    Behind him, the assembled group of vampires and humans who served as blood cattle murmured to one another. 
 
    At the end of the hallway, a door opened. Erlik and the other Berkano vampires entered the hall. 
 
    He looked every bit the ruler of his people. Taller, stronger, with more power emanating from him than the others, his long black coat trailing behind him, Erlik looked feral and dangerous. Something mean in him had been awakened, and I was suddenly glad I was on his side. 
 
    Meryem shifted, pulling herself to her full height. I felt the energy around her moving, and suddenly the priestess took on an impressive, imposing posture. She loomed over us. The effect was intimidating. 
 
    I looked back at the girls. Take the cues from Meryem and myself, Mira had collected the others behind her and nodded to them, encouraging their strength. 
 
    “Pelin, what did you find?” Erlik asked. 
 
    “The palace is decimated. The Order of Tengri betrayed us. My other sisters are missing. This is Meryem, and these are the Acolytes of Umay. Baran, we are assuming, has taken my other sisters to Nadjla. I need your help. I need to keep my younger sisters safe.” 
 
    Erlik turned to two of his men. “Take the Acolytes of Umay into the gold alcove. Assign trusted guards.” 
 
    “I must go warn the humans. They have no idea what’s about to happen,” I said, looking from Meryem to Erlik. 
 
    Meryem turned to me. “Someone must watch the barrier. It is stable at the moment but could collapse quickly. We must be ready.” 
 
    “The mosque outside,” Erlik said, gesturing toward the entrance. “During the daytime, you will be relatively safe there. My kind are reluctant to go within, and we will be close by if there is trouble. 
 
    Meryem nodded then looked back at the girls. Her brow furrowed with worry. “The girls,” she said, looking back at me. 
 
    “We’ll watch over them,” Erlik told her. “Trust us, Priestess.” 
 
    “We’ll be all right,” Mira said looking from us to the Berkano. There was a confidence in her voice that had not been there before. I wondered what she had sensed or seen. 
 
    I turned to Erlik. I did what I could to hide the emotions that wanted to pour out of me. When our eyes met, we spoke volumes. “I must go,” I said. 
 
    He nodded. “We’re making ready. Return before dark. We’ll need you.” 
 
    “I’ll need you.” 
 
    I smiled at Erlik. 
 
    I turned to the girls. “I’ll be back as soon as I can, and Meryem will not be far away. Remember what I told you.” 
 
    They nodded. 
 
    Looking to Meryem, I nodded to her then we turned and headed back outside. 
 
    “Be safe, Pelin of the Order of Umay,” Erlik called. 
 
    “Be safe, Erlik of the Berkano.” 
 
    I ignored the side-long glance Meryem gave me, a knowing grin crossing her lips. 
 
    “Now that is a creature worth getting your boots muddy for,” she whispered, then we turned and exited the Dark Bazaar. 
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    Meryem and I headed to the mosque. We looked up at the barrier. Opalescent colors shimmered across the dome, a smooth cascade that seemed, for the moment, healed. 
 
    “It was you who did that?” Meryem asked, gazing upward. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I combined my energy with that of the vampire, Erlik.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen it hold this long unattended.” 
 
    “Nor have I. But, no doubt, Nadjla will do everything she can to undo it.” 
 
    Meryem looked at me, a desperate expression on her face. “I can’t hold it long alone, not like you and Zeynep.” 
 
    “I will hurry.” 
 
    “Why did Baran take them? What will he do?” 
 
    I shuddered as I remembered the screams of the magical humans Nadjla had burned alive, taking their blood first in sacrifice.  
 
    “I…I don’t know. We’ll get our sisters back.” 
 
    Meryem nodded, but her expression was anything but hopeful. She pulled up the hood on her robe then turned to go inside the mosque. 
 
    “Do you think…do you think their god will mind?” she asked as she took a tepid step inside. 
 
    I smiled. “Ask. After all, all you wish is to keep everyone alive.” 
 
    “Be safe.” 
 
    “You too.” 
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    I raced down the streets through the ruins toward the human zone. As I rushed, I played over in my mind the myriad of things that could happen. Nadjla and the others would attack the humans, in which case I should stay with them and try to shield them. I could try to put up a barrier around the human zone. But then again, no vampire could pass into the human zone without invitation. But the blood witch—and what if there were more than one of her kind—may be able to enter. Or worse, perhaps Nadjla would do nothing, simply destroy the barrier from Taksim, saving only her people, and let the Rift storms end the rest of us. The energy from a massive sacrifice—such as sacrificing my sisters—could undo everything. Yet Zeynep and the others were strong. They could fight. Yet they had still been overtaken by Baran and the others who had betrayed us. To what end? Didn’t Baran see that Nadjla would use him? What kind of deal had Baran made? 
 
    My lungs burned as I raced down the street. There was no time to waste. When I reached a fork in the road, I stopped and debated. If I passed through the gate, there would be delays and questions. 
 
    Turning, I headed to the abandoned building that sat alongside the wall of the human zone. As I stepped into the rubble, I suddenly stopped. 
 
    Someone else was in the building. 
 
    I froze. 
 
    I was about to twist off a mask to hide myself when Aydin stepped around the corner. 
 
    “Pelin,” he exclaimed, a look a relief passing over his handsome features. 
 
    My stomach turned into a hard knot. At once, terrible guilt washed up over me. But there was no time for that now. 
 
    “Aydin,” I said, trying not to stammer. “Aydin, I must get to Mehmet at once. We are all in terrible danger.” 
 
    “What’s happened?” 
 
    “The order…the order has been destroyed. A new league of vampires seeks to take control. I fear they will attack soon.” 
 
    Aydin inhaled deeply. “As we feared. Come. I was going to Mehmet now,” he said then turned back in the direction of the city, away from the human zone. 
 
    “Wait, he’s outside the safe zone?” 
 
    “He went to the observatory early this morning. We saw a variance in the barrier last night. In fact, I was planning to come for you. You…you did not meet me as planned, and we saw strange magical happenings.” 
 
    “It’s Nadjla. She and a group of vampires have broken off from Erlik. They’re in Taksim. They’re the ones trying to destroy the barrier.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I was there. I saw.” 
 
    “You were in Taksim last night?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, at once overcome with my memories of the hidden room in the Dolmabahçe Palace and the intense feelings that had overcome me there. I did care about Aydin. And I had nearly convinced myself I was in love with him. But I wasn’t. I’d always felt like there was some block between us, some point I could not pass. I had always assumed it was because I was a witch and he was a human. But maybe not. Perhaps I had not felt as deeply for him as I had thought. 
 
    “I don’t understand. Why did you go to Taksim in the first place?” 
 
    “I…I went with Erlik.” 
 
    Aydin stopped. “You went with Erlik?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. My hand behind my back, I quickly cast a mask over my face, pulling on the impression of calm. It was wrong to deceive him, but the guilty seed inside me didn’t want Aydin to suspect anything between Erlik and me. Already Aydin’s emotions felt wild, his face scrunched up into tense lines, a confused, or angry, or worried expression on his face. I didn’t know what he was feeling, but I knew he was upset. 
 
    We moved across the city toward the observatory. Its dome roof shone above the other buildings on the skyline. I cast a glance at the sky. The barrier was fluctuating but holding. Aydin followed my gaze. 
 
    “Is Emine holding the barrier? I don’t see the thread of magic coming from the palace.” 
 
    “Emine is dead,” I said. 
 
    Aydin stared at me, his dark eyes searching my face. His brow furrowed, and he looked away. “I…I’m sorry. Who is reinforcing the dome?” 
 
    “No one. My sisters have been abducted.” 
 
    Aydin looked at me. 
 
    “Aydin…I…” I began, but I didn’t know what to say. 
 
    Aydin gave me a half-smile and said, “I am truly sorry about Emine. We should hurry.” 
 
    I nodded, relieved that I would not have to hunt for words in my confused state. My grandmother was dead. The sisters of my order were missing. My way of life was decimated. And yet the barrier which I had infused with my growing love for a vampire was holding unlike anything we had seen since the Rift. 
 
    Hurrying our steps, we walked quickly toward the observatory. The structure sat on one of the highest hills overlooking the city. It had a good view of both the sky and the landscape of Nazar. The earthquakes right after the Rift had destabilized the hill to one side of the observatory. The parking lot on the far side of the structure had cracked and fallen, as had the buildings on that side of the hill. While a good outpost for seeing around, entering the building was not without risk. 
 
    As we crossed the street toward the building, I sent my senses outward. There were at least two people inside. I reached out with my energy, seeking the benevolent presence of the human leader, but was unclear what I had found. For some reason, the energy around the people inside felt blurry. Odd. 
 
    Aydin opened the door and motioned for me to follow him. We headed up the staircase that led to the observation platforms. From there, one could look at the heavens through a massive telescope or walk the outdoor platform and observe the city. 
 
    Painted on the floor outside the door to the observation platform was a large evil eye. As we approached the door, the eye shimmered silver and for a moment, seemed to blink. 
 
    “Did you see that?” I whispered to Aydin. I stopped and looked down at the eye. 
 
    “See what?” he asked, looking around. 
 
    I glanced up at Aydin. He had an odd expression on his face and looked terribly pale. 
 
    “The eye,” I said, motioning to the floor. 
 
    He shook his head then reached out for my hand. 
 
    I stared down at the evil eye as I passed over the painting. Taking me by the hand, Aydin led me from the foyer area into the observation room. He pushed open the door to the platform. I turned, expecting to find Mehmet there, but instead, I found something entirely different. 
 
    Baran. 
 
    I looked at Aydin. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Aydin whispered. 
 
    A moment later, someone hit me on the back of my head. 
 
    I fell forward, the taste of blood filling my mouth. 
 
    Then everything went black. 
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    I felt hands moving me from place to place. It was not until I felt a spray of water on my face that I was able to open my eyes. I was blindfolded but could see out of the very corner of the fabric. The unusual noise of an engine and the motion of the vessel told me we were on a boat. I tried to move my hands, but they were bound behind my back. I felt the cool metal of the enchanted binds on my wrists. 
 
    “She was supposed to be with you last night,” Baran said, his voice full of frustration. 
 
    “She did not meet me as she promised,” Aydin replied. 
 
    “So much for your assurances that she was in love with you. Apparently, she preferred the company of a vampire.” 
 
    “Watch your words, warlock.” 
 
    “Or what? You’ll whine to the vampire queen. Please, you are nothing more than an amusing morsel to Nadjla.” 
 
    “You don't know anything about it.” 
 
    I closed my eyes. Aydin had used me and betrayed me. Was he really in league with Nadjla? At once, I felt both hurt and furious. I had been carrying guilt for my growing affection toward Erlik, guilt over hurting a man who I thought had loved me. But he hadn’t. He’d deceived me. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and sent my energy searching. Someone had removed my evil eye charm. My hands and feet were bound. I inhaled deeply and felt the magic around me. The earth was alive with power. I did not need my hands or any other charm to cast a crutch. 
 
    “Stop,” I whispered, willing the boat engine to stall. 
 
    There was a loud clatter, and the engine went dead. The boat slowed. 
 
    Baran reached out and yanked off my blindfold. I winched in the bright sunlight then met his dark eyes. He lifted a finger and directed it at the unseen third eye in the middle of my brow. 
 
    “Sleep,” he said. 
 
    Baran and Aydin. And they told me the vampire was treacherous. 
 
    In the single moment before Baran’s spell took hold, I was able to call out. “Erlik,” I called, casting my energy out to him. “Erlik, I need you.” 
 
    “Pelin?” 
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    I’d never been under the spell of a warlock before. It was a strange feeling. I felt Baran’s will pressing itself on me, immobilizing me. Though I fought back, I felt like I was climbing out of a deep well. I could see the top, could see the way back to myself, but Baran’s enchantment pushed me down. Partially aware, I heard the boat sputter to life once more only to stop along a dock where waves splashed against the shoreline.  Someone carried me uphill. My senses were dull, but I sensed vampires all around me. There were muffled voices, and I was taken inside then downstairs. Soon, it became dark and cold. I heard water dripping and smelled the sharp scent of minerals. 
 
    Someone dropped me onto the hard floor. My knees banged against the hard stones. Pain shot down my shins. I wanted to cry out but I could not. 
 
    “Is she alive?” I heard Aydin ask, his voice sounding unsteady. 
 
    “She’s enchanted, not dead. Don’t get soft on me now, boy. The work is done.” 
 
    Aydin did not reply. 
 
    Bastard. Lying, deceiving bastard. And it was not just me he had deceived but his own people. It seemed clear now that he had been the one sending the magical humans outside the safe zone. He had betrayed his leader and his people. Why? Didn’t he know he was being played for a fool? 
 
    “Pelin?” I heard Zeynep’s unspoken call. 
 
    She was nearby. I sensed her fiery magic but couldn’t shake off Baran’s spell enough to speak to her. 
 
    At least I knew she was still alive. 
 
    Far beyond me, I felt Erlik’s rage. He was so distant away from me now, but the raw anger I felt emanating from him, his fury at the sun and at his inability to come to me. His rage filled my senses and caused a terrible pain to form in the pit of my stomach. 
 
    Baran leaned in close to me. I felt his breath on my face. 
 
    “Still awake in there, are you?” he whispered. “I’ve finished Emine, and I’ll finish you too. What did you do, Pelin, to the barrier last night? Who do you think you are? I will finish the work. I will undo what you have done, and I will reign supreme in Nazar. But you will not be alive to see it. Next time you wake up, you’ll feel your blood dripping from your body as the new world comes to life. Now, this time, sleep,” he said then pressed his fingers on my forehead forcefully, right at the heart of where my third eye resides.  
 
    My whole body stiffened then I fell into oblivion. 
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    There was a strange sound of metal scraping, but everything was dark. My senses felt muddy, and my head swam dizzily. I opened my eyes, my world coming slowly into focus. I was lying on the floor of a cell. On the other side of the door, I saw people looking down at me. Their torchlight hurt my eyes.  
 
    As my world came into view, I realized someone was kneeling down, looking closely at me. 
 
    Nadjla. 
 
    “Wake up, you smug bitch,” she whispered. 
 
    Moving carefully, I pulled myself into a sitting position. 
 
    The vampiress smirked. “She doesn’t look like much now,” she said eyeing me. “Are you sure?” she asked someone standing behind her. 
 
    “Yes,” a husky voice answered. 
 
    My senses snapped to life. Erlik. 
 
    I looked up to find Erlik standing there. He, along with two of the Berkano vampires who served him, and half a dozen more of Nadjla’s vampires, were all looking down at me. 
 
    “Erlik?” I whispered. 
 
    Nadjla laughed. “Erlik?” she mimicked in a sickly sweet mocking voice. 
 
    “That’s not necessary,” Erlik told the vampiress. 
 
    His eyes were steady on mine, but I could not read him at all. His emotions and thoughts were blocked. I searched his face, not believing what I was seeing. What was he doing here? 
 
    “She looks confused,” Nadjla said with a laugh. “Not that bright, are you? You know, Emine kept those girls so sequestered it’s no wonder. My dear, don’t you see you’ve been betrayed? You have good taste in men, I certainly agree with that. Too bad they were both loyal to me.” 
 
    I stared at Erlik. 
 
    A commotion behind him distracted me. Another group of vampires was dragging someone into the room. 
 
    “Ah, now I have the complete set,” Nadjla said. “Throw her in there.” 
 
    Three massive Berkano vampires dragged Meryem by the arms to a cell not far from mine. She kicked and fought them but to no avail. They dropped her unceremoniously onto the floor. 
 
    I rose unsteadily to my feet, my hands still chained behind my back. I stepped toward the bars and met Erlik’s eyes. There was nothing there. Nothing of the tenderness he had shown me. Nothing of the affection I thought had lived there. Now all I saw was the flashing silver light of a Berkano vampire. A devil. A demon. A creature with no soul. It wasn’t possible. It wasn’t possible. As I stood there in front of him, seeing his betrayal, seeing the stony expression on his face, my heart nearly broke. 
 
    Erlik turned from my gaze to Nadjla. “Where is the blood witch?” 
 
    The vampiress pointed up. 
 
    Erlik nodded. “Very well. Let’s see if your pet is capable of pulling energy from our kind as this whore did with me.” 
 
    Nadjla clapped her hands happily, jumping like a giddy child. “Exciting times, boys,” she said to the others. “If Esmeray can use the combined energy to manage the barrier, then a new era will rise. Once more, we will own the night.” 
 
    “And the warlock and his acolytes?” Erlik asked. 
 
    Nadjla blew air through her lips. “Tools. They’ve done their part. They’ll meet their end tonight.” 
 
    “Bold but foolish. He is stronger than you think,” Erlik told her. 
 
    Nadjla glared at him. “You’re old fashioned. Use some imagination,” she hissed then turned and stormed out of the room, the other vampires following behind her. 
 
      “Erlik?” I whispered. My mind clearing, I tried to sense beyond the mask but could not pass it. 
 
    Erlik looked at me out of the corner of his eye then turned and walked away, the Berkano following behind him. 
 
    The torchlight disappeared down a long corridor then I heard the scrape of metal followed by the clatter of a door. Again, everything went dark. 
 
    I stood in the darkness staring at the hollow of Erlik’s wake. 
 
    They had all been right all along. I had been under a charm. Erlik and Aydin had both used and betrayed me. I had fallen for their false love, their lies, and now everything I held dear was being destroyed. 
 
    How could Erlik have done this to me? 
 
    “Pelin?” a voice called from the darkness nearby.  
 
    I did not want to speak. I could not. My heart was breaking into a million pieces. Aydin’s betrayal had stung. I’d lost someone I cared for. But Erlik…from the moment I’d set eyes on the vampire, I’d felt I’d met my twin soul. My love. My soulmate. How could this be happening? 
 
    “Pelin?” someone called once more. 
 
    I closed my eyes. Tears rolled down my cheeks. I set my head on the bars of my cell. How stupid of me. I didn’t even know him. Twin soul? The vampire had mesmerized me. I’d been too foolish and too desperate. I’d wanted something more out of life than only the barrier. I wanted to really live, to love. I’d been used. All this was my fault. 
 
    “Pelin?” a voice called once more. This time, I recognized Zeynep’s voice. 
 
    “I’m here,” I croaked. Inhaling deeply, I cast out my senses. Not far from me, I felt my sisters. 
 
    “Light,” someone whispered. 
 
    A glowing orb of blue light appeared before Esma. 
 
    Meryem rushed to the bars of her cell. “Pelin?” she called. 
 
    “Meryem…I…I’m so sorry. I was wrong, so wrong.” 
 
    “Pelin,” she called gently. 
 
    I closed my eyes once more. Tears streamed down my cheeks. 
 
    In the distance, I heard Meryem mutter a spell. My eyes were closed, but suddenly I sensed light all around me. Opening my eyes, I saw that Meryem had cast a star shower over me. Twinkling silver and gold light fell from the illusion of a Rift-colored sky filled with dazzling stars. 
 
    The image of it pained me. It was just like the star shower I’d created for Erlik. 
 
    Gasping, I turned to Meryem. 
 
    She smiled, closed her eyes, bowed her head slightly then whispered a spell. A moment later, I heard the clatter of her binds as they fell to the floor. 
 
    Bending down, she picked up the shackles. 
 
    “How?” Zeynep asked. 
 
    “Silver plated only. Gold underneath. A lot of gold in the bazaar, you know,” she said, swinging the chains in front of her. She worked her hands and cast a spell. I didn’t hear her words, but a moment later, a bolt of golden light shot from her hands and zipped around the room. I felt the binds on my wrists loosen. The spell had unlocked all our shackles. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Isla said as she pulled off her chains. 
 
    Meryem smiled softly at me. “He loves you. Burned himself in the sun trying to get to you.” 
 
    I swallowed hard and closed my eyes. Thank Umay. 
 
    “Pelin, do you know what happened to Emine? There was a terrible battle in the tower,” Isla said. 
 
    “Emine is dead,” I said gently. 
 
    Esma let out a soft cry of anguish. 
 
    “Endur and I fought off Baran and his followers to protect the first order acolytes, but Ender was wounded,” Meryem told the others. 
 
    “Where are the girls?” Isla asked. 
 
    “Safe,” Meryem said. 
 
    “Safe where?” Zeynep asked. 
 
    “Among friends,” Meryem said, turning to me. 
 
    Zeynep raised an eyebrow at me then nodded. 
 
    “What about Cain and Taavi?” Esma asked. 
 
    “I did not see either during the rebellion,” Zeynep said. “It was Baran and his small band of acolytes.” 
 
    “And what about the barrier? Without Emine or us watching it, it will fall,” Esma said. 
 
    “The spell Pelin cast last night shifted the energy. For now, it is holding,” Meryem said. 
 
    “We saw. Someone attacked the dome, then the dome changed,” Ayla said. 
 
    “Nadjla has a blood witch. She was the one who struck at the barrier,” I said. 
 
    “A blood witch,” Zeynep said with a gasp. 
 
    “What is a blood witch?” Isla asked. 
 
    “A human witch turned vampire.” 
 
    A look of fear crossed the others’ faces. 
 
    “The blood witch and the vampires held a ritual. Then they attacked the dome.” 
 
    “But why?” Kamile asked. “We all need the dome in place to protect Nazar.” 
 
    “It is not the dome they want to end, it’s us,” I said. “We need to get out of here. The blood witch drank the blood of magical humans. Because she is a witch, magical blood did not poison her. I suspect strongly we are part of whatever ritual they have planned next.” 
 
    “Then, by all means, let’s go,” Zeynep said as a wicked grin crossed her face while between her hands, she formed a blazing fireball. 
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    I cast a masking spell around us as we moved silently out of the cell. A pair of Rift-cursed vampires stood guard at the end of the hall. 
 
    “Sleep,” Meryem whispered, casting an enchantment on them. They both slumped to the ground. 
 
    Bending, I shackled their hands with the enchanted silver locks.  
 
    “This way,” Meryem said, leading us down a long corridor. 
 
    As we moved, I cast my senses out, feeling for Erlik. I sensed him, and the other vampires, gathered together in the distance. And among them, I also felt the blood witch. Her attention pricked as I brushed past her senses. 
 
    Rebounding my efforts, I pulled magic from the earth and draped our presence in shadow. 
 
    “The blood witch senses me probing.” 
 
    “Then stop probing,” Zeynep said with a smirk. 
 
    “Once we get out of here, then what?” Kamile asked. 
 
    “Our first priority must be to protect the dome and the humans,” Isla said. 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, but unless we end this rebellion, it will be a useless endeavor.” 
 
    “What do you suggest?” Zeynep asked. 
 
    I paused. The others looked at me, a mix of worry and anger in their eyes. “I suggest that we wipe out Nadjla, her vampires, the blood witch, and Baran and his followers. And then we repair the barrier when we’re done.” 
 
    “But Pelin…how?” Suzan asked. “Meryem is the only one who has her evil eye amulet.” 
 
    “You can’t go two feet in this city without running into a shop that sells evil eyes. We’ll get new ones,” Meryem said. 
 
    I stared at her as an idea washed over me. 
 
    I grabbed Meryem and pulled her into a hug. “You are brilliant,” I said then let her go. I turned to the others. “Come with me. I know what to do,” I said. 
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    It was already dark by the time we found our way out of the ruin in which we’d been held captive. As we emerged from the rubble, I was surprised to discover that we’d been detained in a police station. So much for justice. 
 
    This time, acting more carefully, I cast my senses out. 
 
    “They are all gathered in Taksim Square,” I whispered. “There are sentinels not far from us. There,” I said pointing to the rooftops. Closing my eyes, I felt once more. “Some of the Berkano—Nadjla’s people, I think—are coming this way,” I said. 
 
    “For us?” Kamile whispered. 
 
    I strained my senses to feel. Yes, there was malice there. But also fear. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Pelin, look,” Zeynep said, her eyes cast upward. The barrier over the district was fluctuating wildly. “They must be doing something already.” 
 
    I looked up at the sky. She was right. The barrier was beginning to buckle. The magic I had performed wasn’t enough. But still, there were opaque patches where the wounds had been sealed. The sky was both threatening and promising all at once. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said. 
 
    Letting my senses guide us, the nine of us rushed in the direction of the square. My stomach clenched hard, but I fought off the anxiety. We had a plan. It would work. It had too. If it didn’t, everything would come to an end. 
 
    When we turned a corner, we found ourselves standing at the edge of a square thronging with vampires. 
 
    “Umay protect us,” Isla whispered. 
 
    “We’ll be all right. Just follow the plan, right? What could go wrong?” Meryem said. 
 
    Anything? Everything? I smiled confidently, not letting the others see how furiously my hands worked to gather shadow around us, to blur us to the senses of the dozens of vampires gathered there—and Baran, and the blood witch, and Nadjla. Isla was right to be scared. 
 
    Near the center of the square, just as she had been the night before, Nadjla waited on the platform, the blood witch, Esmeray, at her side. I did not fear the vampires or Baran and his warlocks, but the blood witch unnerved me. She had powers I did not understand. And in that, she was dangerous. 
 
    Erlik and his small band of Berkano stood on the ground near the dais. Erlik wore a nonchalant expression, his eyes shimmering silver under the night’s sky. He looked every bit the dangerous vampire I’d been warned away from. But at this moment, he was risking himself. He was playing with Nadjla, pretending to be on her side. I was alive because of him. Now I simply had to stay that way. 
 
    My eyes slid to Aydin who was standing close to Esmeray, the blood witch. He was leaning toward her, whispering to her. The girl nodded mutely. The familiarity between them seemed odd. Why was he here? How did he know that creature? 
 
    Unseen, we wove our way down the wide path that led to the sacrificial dais. We moved between them like shadows, wraiths in the darkness. 
 
    On the ground not far from Nadjla stood Baran and a dozen of his acolytes. The young men all wore the same hard, angry expression Baran favored. How self-righteous he looked. Emine was dead because of him. Endur was either gravely wounded or dead. Taavi and Cain were missing. The magical families were missing. The order was destroyed because of him. I felt anger splash up inside of me, stiffening my resolve. The Order of Umay preached peace but did not shy away from a necessary means to an end.  
 
    “There is Emir,” Isla whispered. 
 
    I looked from her to the acolyte of Tengri. His brooding expression and dark brow had always seemed so fetching—particularly to Isla—before. Now, I sensed danger from him. He and the others had come to watch us be sacrificed in a blood rite. I looked back at Isla. My heart broke for her as I watched her expression change. She’d had hopes, as I’d had for Aydin, and in that single moment, everything she’d ever felt for the boy fell to pieces. A betrayal of this depth was unthinkable. Kamile took Isla’s hand, squeezing it gently. What came next would be hard but necessary. If we wanted to survive, if we wanted to save Nazar, to save the humans, to save innocent lives, we’d all need to set aside hopes we’d had. 
 
    I glanced at Aydin once more. He was looking at the blood witch, studying her face carefully. His brow crinkled in frustration and worry. 
 
    Turning away, I looked back at the others. “Be ready. When I give the signal, I will drop the mask, and we’ll do what we must. Nazar is counting on us. If we fail, all is lost.” 
 
    They nodded. 
 
    I turned then to Zeynep. Her eyes met mine. She nodded. I twisted my hand, dropping the masking illusion around Zeynep and me. 
 
    Together, we emerged from the shadows that had hidden us, appearing as if out of thin air before our assembled executioners. 
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    A terrible hush fell over the assembled mob when Zeynep and I suddenly appeared before Nadjla and the others. 
 
    The blood witch eyed me, her dark eyes like deep wells filled, not with loathsome rage, but terrible sorrow. She met my eyes then looked away. 
 
    Nadjla sneered. “What is this sorcery?” She turned to Baran. “Warlock, are you blind? Silence these two.” 
 
    Baran stepped forward and began casting a spell. 
 
    “No,” I said then turned to Zeynep. “Now.” 
 
    Fire erupted between the girl’s hands. Before Baran could even process what was happening, she lobbed a raging wall of flames toward the wizard. 
 
    Baran’s followers, including the treacherous Emir, moved to protect their leader, but none of them were prepared for Zeynep’s power.  
 
    The vampires, more ready to protect their hides from fire, moved quickly away from the scene, dodging the flames. 
 
    The spectacle was a sight to behold. Zeynep’s hair turned a fiery orange as Umay filled her with the scorching light of the sun. Her eyes too seemed to light up with flames. An inferno let loose from her hands as she channeled the fire energy. A massive hush fell over the crowd as Baran and the others screamed. Their cries, however, were short-lived. No one moved. No one dared touch us. A moment later, Zeynep let go. The ground where Baran and the others had stood was charred black. The warlock and his ilk were no more than heaps of ash on the ground. 
 
    The crowd fell into silence. 
 
    I cast a glance back at the vampires. They stood, eyes glimmering in the reflection of the flames, all fangs and twisted faces, but they did not attack. Nadjla had been filling their minds for years, telling them stories about my order. Just because the witches in old Istanbul kept their magic secret did not mean we were not powerful. If anything, the magic used by the Order of Umay had increased since the wake of the Rift. Our sheltered life had seen to that. Whatever Nadjla told them we were—weak, useless, easy targets—it was clear now that we were anything but. I sensed surprise and confusion. 
 
    “Nice trick,” Nadjla said with a sneer, stepping off the dais toward us. She moved around the lingering flames and heaps of ash nonchalantly, seemingly unfazed by the carnage. “But your magic doesn’t frighten me.” 
 
    “Then you’re more foolish than I thought,” I replied. 
 
    “Smug words, witch. But you’ve done me no harm. I was planning to kill the warlock and his followers anyway. You’ve done me a favor.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I guess no one likes liars, and they always get what’s coming to them.” My eyes went to Aydin. He’d been looking at me, but he turned away. 
 
    Nadjla laughed. “You’re haughty, aren’t you? Typical of your order. But you don’t understand what I’ve done, what I’ve created. It’s taken me years, but I’ve found a way to undo your kind,” she said then turned and stormed away from me. “Crash it all down. Now,” she told Esmeray, the blood witch. “And destroy these two.” 
 
    Moving as if against her will, Esmeray pulled away from Aydin. She lifted her hands to the sky, and with a terrible shriek, let out a bolt of dark magic that ripped across the heavens. The black energy smashed into the barrier, and a moment later, the dome began to rip. The first blasts of Rift magic crashed into Nazar. The ground shook. 
 
    I turned and looked behind me. “Now,” I screamed, then let go of the spell that masked my other sisters. 
 
    There was a gasp in the crowd when the other witches were revealed. 
 
    I rushed to Erlik and his followers. “Cover your eyes. Now! And whatever you do, don’t move.” Reaching out, I wove a barrier around them, shielding them from magic much like the barrier shielded our district.  
 
    I turned to find Erlik staring at me. 
 
    “Close your eyes, my love. This is going to hurt.” 
 
    “Pelin of the Order of Umay,” he said with a smirk, then shielded his gaze. 
 
    Nadjla laughed wildly as bolts of black light erupted from the blood witch’s fingertips, marring the barrier with dark magic. 
 
    “What can you do now, Priestess? I will destroy Nazar, reign over its carcass, and feast on its bones!” 
 
    Meryem stepped forward and touched the evil eye pendant she wore. A bright blue and silver light emanated from her in a shockwave. Rather than directing her magic up to reinforce the barrier, she sent her magic out, searching for all the other amulets, charms, jewels, ornaments, wall hangings, lanterns, paintings…all the other evil eyes that lay sleeping in the ruins of Istanbul. The evil eye charms, the Nazars, were supposed to protect people from harm, protect them against evil and darkness. Tonight, they would do just that. 
 
    Meryem woke the eyes. 
 
    All of them. 
 
    It happened quickly. Blue and white light flashes sparked to life everywhere. It was like watching thousands of lights turning back on all across the ruined city. Good magic, protective magic, sprung to life as Meryem’s spell rippled outward. 
 
    “What is this? What is this magic?” Nadjla screamed as she scanned the horizon. 
 
    I stared up at the barrier. The blood witch’s magic slashed apart the magical seal. Whatever Nadjla had planned to do, it was not working. 
 
    My other sisters joined Meryem, casting spells to wake the charms. As each evil eye sprang to life, the city grew brighter and brighter. 
 
    I stepped away from Erlik, holding the protective barrier around him and his people, then turned my gaze back toward the city. Working quickly, I cast protective shields around the Dark Bazaar, protecting the vampires within from the tremendous magical light that shimmered blindingly. Working hard, I moved beyond the bazaar with my mind’s eye, stretching my senses to the limit, as I sought out the human zone. 
 
    The third eye on the center of my forehead burned. I felt Mehmet and the humans. I felt their fear as magic crashed around them. 
 
    The barrier was falling. 
 
    Working hard, I cast a protective dome over the human zone. 
 
    The city was alive with magical light as one after the other, the magic of the evil eye charms worked. They cast a protective radiance over the human zone. As each of the eyes came to life, the sky grew brighter and brighter. Intense light began to fill the skyline. I squinted as the light became almost blindingly bright. 
 
    My magic stretched, I felt my knees weaken, and my head felt dizzy. 
 
    “Stupid witch, protect us,” Nadjla screamed, grabbing Esmeray by the arm. 
 
    The blood witch, who’d been casting her destructive spell toward the dome, stumbled backward. Her spell was broken. 
 
    Aydin stepped between Nadjla and the girl and shoved the vampiress back. Esmeray collapsed. Nadjla turned on Aydin, fangs gleaming, but stopped suddenly. 
 
    The light from Meryem’s and the others charms became too bright. All of Nazar came to life with blue and silver light. Reaching a crescendo, a massive explosion of light rocked the district. 
 
    And then I heard it. 
 
    All around me, the vampires started shrieking. 
 
    Nadjla took two steps forward then came to a halting stop. She screeched and tried to cover her eyes. The vampiress fell to her knees. Blood trickled from her eyes down her cheeks. She shrieked loudly then fell, convulsing with pain. 
 
    Aydin threw himself over Esmeray, shielding her from the light with his body. I could not see if she was alive or dead. 
 
    Nadjla’s vampires crumpled to the ground, the light burning out their eyes as it had done to Nadjla, blood staining their cheeks. They screeched then went still.  
 
    The light was too bright, but it did not hurt me. Instead, I felt its loving glow. What had caused pain to the vampires had protected me and my sisters. But the heavy magic was taxing us all. I saw Isla sway. 
 
    “Let go,” I called to them. “Meryem, it’s done. Let go!” 
 
    Moving slowly and carefully, each woman pulled her energy back. 
 
    The light from the evil eyes slowly dimmed.  
 
    The city fell into darkness again. 
 
    “Erlik,” I called, rushing to him. 
 
    The vampire turned, uncovering his face, and gathered me into his arms. 
 
    “Pelin, the barrier,” Zeynep called. 
 
    The ground under our feet shook. In the distance, I heard a boom as a building collapsed. Lightning rocked the sky. The Rift storms were inside the barrier and destroying the district. 
 
    “Are you all right?” I whispered, touching Erlik’s face. 
 
    “I’ve fine. Pelin, I’m sorry. I…” 
 
    “It’s all right. I understand.” 
 
    Erlik exhaled deeply then looked beyond me at the carnage. All around us, the vampires who’d followed Nadjla lay dead. And their so-called queen also lay still, her eyes fried pulpy red. 
 
    “My people,” Erlik said, looking back toward the Dark Bazaar. 
 
    “I cast domes of protection over the Dark Bazaar and the human zone. They should both be safe.” 
 
    “Pelin,” Zeynep called again. 
 
    I looked up. A massive tear was ripping open. I turned and looked back at Esmeray. Whatever she was, she was no threat to me. She sat on the dais, her head against Aydin’s chest as she wept tears of blood. The sight both horrified and moved me. 
 
    “Pelin!” 
 
    Magical light cracked as the storms began striking inside the barrier in earnest. 
 
    I gazed up at Erlik. “Now you must protect me.” 
 
    “How?” he whispered, brushing a stray hair away from my face. 
 
    “Love me,” I replied. 
 
    “I already do. Rules and Rift be damned, I do,” he said. 
 
    “Then we will protect Nazar together.” 
 
    I placed my hand over his heart, feeling the magic of love swell up inside me. I let it emanate from me, a massive ball of healing light. “I love you,” I whispered. 
 
    Mimicking my movement, he set his hand on my heart. “I love you too.” 
 
    A blast of energy swept up from around us, whipping like a torrent of wind, and light, and magic. Its magical force was unlike anything I’d ever felt before. It nearly lifted me off my feet. Pink, gold, and silver light swirled around us then erupted toward the broken barrier. 
 
    Touching my chin, Erlik leaned in and set a soft kiss on my lips. It was warm, and sweet, and filled with love. 
 
    Healing magic filled the air, washing over us all. 
 
    “Mother Umay, look at that,” Zeynep said behind me. 
 
    “The stars,” Meryem said wistfully. 
 
    I fell into my lover’s kiss, knowing what any wise person already knew. Love heals.
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    When I finally let go of Erlik, I turned and looked at both the devastation and healing that had come in my wake. 
 
    Above me, the barrier was strong. It didn’t move or buckle. It did not swirl with magic or pucker. It was so clear that upon first glance, you couldn’t even tell it was there. Overhead, I saw the stars and the moon. The Rift storms still raged, locking us inside our district, but for now, we were safe. We were secure. 
 
    I looked at my sisters who smiled happily upward. I knew what was in their hearts. They were free. They would not have to be servants of the dome anymore. They could truly live their lives. Love had freed them. 
 
    Smiling up at Erlik, I touched his cheek. He leaned down and kissed me on the forehead. 
 
    The sound of weeping took my attention away. 
 
    I looked back to see Aydin still sitting on the dais, the blood witch in his arms. I couldn’t tell if she was alive or dead. 
 
    I passed Erlik a knowing look. He nodded to me then let me go. 
 
    Climbing the steps, I moved past Nadjla’s broken body to Aydin. When I drew close, he looked up at me, tears staining his cheeks. 
 
    “Pelin,” he whispered miserably then shook his head. He wiped a bloody tear off Esmeray’s cheek. 
 
    “Aydin, what happened to you? Why are you here?” 
 
    He choked on a sob then said, “She is my sister. Nadjla kidnapped her, turned her into this creature. She was going to kill her unless I did what I was told. I…I did everything I could to save my sister, but she turned her into this. Nadjla mesmerized her, twisted her magic. She used to grow flowers, the roses outside my flat, she was such a gentle thing. Now…” 
 
    “Is she breathing?” I whispered, my heart breaking at the realization of what had transpired. Aydin had been the one sending the magical humans outside the zone at night. The abductions were his fault. But he had done it to save his sister. My stomach wrenched in pain for him. He had betrayed his people, and me, but he’d been motivated by love.  
 
    “I…I’m not sure. She’s one of them now,” he said, flashing a look toward Erlik. 
 
    I turned to Merel, who was gifted in the healing arts, and waved for her to join us. 
 
    She climbed the dais stairs. “Pelin?” 
 
    “We need your help. Is she still…here?” I asked Merel, looking back toward the blood witch. 
 
    Merel knelt down beside us. 
 
    Erlik joined us as well. 
 
    Merel set her hand over Esmeray’s head and closed her eyes. After a moment, she withdrew her hand and looked from Aydin to me. 
 
    “She’s there, but she still carries the vampiric seed. I can do nothing about that. Her spirit is in the borderlands. I think I can help repair her mind, bring her back, but she will never be human again.” 
 
    Aydin wept. 
 
    I looked up at Erlik. “How will it be for her if she lives?” 
 
    “Out of Nadjla’s control, her mind will be her own, but she will have both of our gifts. Her true nature will determine how she uses them. But she must be trained, taught to protect herself so her magic cannot be used against us again. She has great destructive power within her. If she chooses, she could rein chaos on us all.” 
 
    I looked at Aydin. He had lied to me, betrayed me. Now I had to rely on his word or make a terrible choice. 
 
    “Pelin,” Aydin whispered. “She is good. I am the one who made bad choices, did bad things…I did them because I love her. She is my baby sister, the only family I have left. I…” he began then paused, his eyes glancing suspiciously toward Erlik. “I didn’t use you before. I didn’t lie. I did—do—care for you. But I know I betrayed you. I am sorry for it. They used our friendship against me. I didn’t have a choice.” 
 
    “There is always a choice, but I understand,” I said, reading between his words. He had cared for me, but he’d chosen to betray me to try to save his sister. 
 
    “My sister is a sweet, caring girl. She has a gentle soul and nature. She would never harm anyone on purpose.” 
 
    “It is hard for sweet souls to live as we do. Many go mad,” Erlik warned. 
 
    “She is Rift-cursed and a witch. Could she be taught how to survive without taking life?” Merel asked. 
 
    Erlik nodded. “Yes, but it will not be easy, especially not at first.” 
 
    I turned to Aydin. 
 
    “Please heal her,” he whispered looking from me to Merel. 
 
    “Aydin, she cannot live among your people for some time. She’ll have to return with us to the order. I promise you, I will look after her.” 
 
    “She will hardly know what had happened to her, and will likely remember almost nothing,” Erlik said then turned to me. “I can help her learn to adjust to the vampiric spirit within her. She can learn to control her ways.” 
 
    I smiled up at Erlik. It spoke volumes to his character that he had not called for her execution as others may have done. 
 
    “Do you understand?” I asked Aydin. 
 
    He nodded sadly. 
 
    Merel leaned over the girl and began working to revive her. 
 
    I rose and stood with Erlik. 
 
    He entwined his fingers with mine. “You made stars for me once more, Priestess,” he said, looking up at the night’s sky. 
 
    “We made them together,” I whispered, leaning into him. 
 
    He kissed the top of my head, and we stood there staring at the twinkling stars overhead. A crescent moon hung in the sky, a single bright star hanging not far from her top horn. I closed my eyes and sent a silent prayer of thanks to Umay. 
 
    Nazar would survive. 
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    The torches flickered as Erlik and I walked with Mehmet down the rampart of the Yedikule Fortress. The elder stopped to look out over the dark waters of the Bosphorus. The wave caps were illuminated by the silver light of the moon. 
 
    “It has been many years since all three of our factions have met together like this,” Mehmet said. “A new day has come for Nazar. And with it, the peace we all seek. How is Esmeray recovering?” 
 
    “It has taken some time for her to regain herself. The gentle girl Aydin described has returned, but she struggles with the vampiric gift. In that, the Berkano have helped to ease her transition.” 
 
    Mehmet nodded his head in appreciation to Erlik. “Ah, that reminds me,” Mehmet said then pulled a small parcel from his pocket and handed it to the vampire. “The walnut trees your people brought in from the outer rim produced a fine crop. A favorite of yours, if I remember correctly.” 
 
    Erlik unwrapped the package. Inside was a small box of baklava. The sweet smell of the pastry with its flaky golden pastry layers, delicious syrup, and walnuts filled the air. 
 
    Erlik chuckled. “My thanks. Despite my nature, I never lost my taste for anything sweet,” he said then smirked at me. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at Erlik. “So some of the food in the Dark Bazaar was made here in the human zone?” 
 
    Erlik nodded. “Yes, an old arrangement between Mehmet and myself. Vampires are poor farmers but good scavengers. The darkest places and furthest reaches of Nazar are not off limits to us. We’ve supplied the humans with seedlings and seeds over the years.” 
 
    “And we have always shared a portion of the bounty in exchange,” Mehmet said. “And once we learned to apply divine light, as we call it, to our crops, they have been plentiful.” 
 
    “The order did not know what it was missing in its seclusion. I’m sure if we’d known you had good coffee, baklava, and lokum, we would have opened our doors much earlier,” I said. 
 
    At that, Mehmet smiled. “But what is important is that you have opened them now. It was a mistake for my people, those with the magical gift, to avoid learning how to control their magic. It is a mistake we paid dearly for.” 
 
    “Meryem tells me the lessons she has been giving here at Yedikule are coming along well.” 
 
    Mehmet nodded. “We are grateful to your sisters.” 
 
    “Peace between us is something we can all be grateful for,” I said. 
 
    “And to think, the answer was before us all along,” Mehmet said then looked from Erlik to me. “You followed your hearts. Very good. ‘Be silently drawn by the strange pull of what you really love. It will not lead you astray.’” 
 
    Erlik smiled. “The poet, Rumi.” 
 
    Mehmet nodded then looked out across Yedikule. The human inhabitants moved quickly to and fro. Among them, I saw some of the magical families who had disappeared the night of Baran’s rebellion. Taavi and Cain had led them here, and they had sheltered under Mehmet’s watchful care. Now that order was restored, some had chosen to stay, reuniting with their families. 
 
    My eyes drifted to the two Berkano vampires who had accompanied Erlik and me. They stood at the entrance to the fortress waiting for us. I watched as a young human woman approached them, a tray in her hands. The two brooding figures looked at one another, bemused and unsure, when she offered them steaming cups of tea. In the end, they both assented. The girl scampered quickly away, a relieved but victorious expression on her face. 
 
    Be silently drawn. 
 
    What a perfect way to describe coming to love. 
 
    I looked up at Erlik who was staring down at me. 
 
    It was true. Real love can never lead you astray. 
 
    I reached up and touched Erlik’s cheek. 
 
    The vampire took my hand and did what so many had thought dangerous and impossible. He leaned forward and kissed the witch he loved. 
 
    And Nazar’s heart skipped a beat…in joy. 
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    Thank you for reading The Dark Bazaar. Before you go, would you mind leaving me a review? You would be amazed to learn how much a review helps bring visibility to a book, and other readers want to know what you think! Thank you so much! 
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