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            A message from Avin Vang

          

        

      

    

    
      Do you believe in Paranormal mysteries?

      There are many unsolved paranormal mysteries and it’ll be my pleasure to explore them with you!

      Dear Reader, Thank you for reading! I hope you enjoyed every page and I would love to hear your thoughts whether it be a review online or you contact me via my website. I am eternally grateful for you and none of this would be possible without our shared love of Paranormal. As I prepare my next Paranormal mystery-romance story for you, keep believing in your dreams and know that mine would not be possible without you.
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      Ali

      Ali is a beautiful young woman, but she’s also a party girl who’s always up for a good time. Of all the witches in her coven, she is the wildest. Settling down was not on her mind when the train let her off in a small Romanian town in the foothills of the Carpathian Mountains. Ali was there to help her friends solve a 150-year-old mystery and stop an impending clash between vampires and werewolves. She was looking for a good time until she bumped into him.

      Anatolie

      He cut himself off from his human emotions, and let his heart go dark. Anatolie couldn’t imagine cursing a person to live the vampire life. He wants to help Ali and her friends stop the immortal war, but he is bound to his maker. The control of his maker has Anatolie feeling like a prisoner. He desperately wants to be set free. He is immortal, but he misses the basic freedoms and feelings that humans take for granted.

      Solomon is an ancient, immortal creature who wants to claim the mystical powers of the Carpathian Mountains for himself. He tried to accomplish this feat a hundred years ago, and he was stopped by a mysterious artefact, the covenant. Ali and her coven must try to uncover the mystery of the covenant, and they hire Anatolie to be their guide.

      When their worlds collide and they are forced to work together things do not go smoothly. Ali is unruly and willful, Anatolie is proud and stubborn. They don’t want to be bound to one another at first, and yet they can’t seem to let go. In a palace overlooking the mountains, or a cheap motel, they are drawn to each other no matter the surroundings.

      Is she the key to his happiness, is he the solution to her mystery?
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            Ali

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m fine,” Ali wasn’t slurring her words, but it was taking a lot of focus. She had been drinking for a while, trying to keep the party going and no one was helping her in the slightest. “You guys all need to relax.”

      Carrie was worried about the investigation, and Raven was fully consumed by her new boyfriend Matthias. The bloodthirsty vampire that had brought all of them to Romania. The girls were brought in to stop him; Raven had taken it a little too far. Matthias didn’t have time to slaughter millions because he never spent more than three seconds away from Raven. Unless you counted the 12 hours a day when he was literally dead. Ali’s friends were being no fun at all.

      Which is why Ali couldn’t believe the way everyone was coming down on her. They were the ones being so utterly boring that she needed to drink just to be around them. Spring break had ended but Helga wasn’t letting them come home. The 700-year-old coven leader needed the girls to stay in Romania and clean up the messes she had left for them during her long and tumultuous time in the mystically charged country.

      “See, see!” Ali yelled as she touched her nose repeatedly. “I am fine, and you guys need to relax.” Ali stormed out of the train compartment, back to the dining car. She had just left the dining car, but the five minutes she had subsequently spent in a small room with her friends was enough to keep her in the dining car all night.

      “We do close,” the bartender shouted as he tried to keep Ali out of the bar area. He really wanted to close the doors and get to bed, but Ali wasn’t just going to leave without a fight. “You have to leave!”

      “And I will,” Ali said as she spun off the bartender’s block and charged forward. She got her hands on the stool and the broad shoulders of the young Romanian sunk. “Two drinks at the most.”

      “Fine.”

      Ali took her seat and tapped her fingers on the bar. "I want a vodka cran, but I want something special for it." Ali added a touch of her baby voice, "Can you make my drink special?"

      The bartender groaned and tried to control his hatred for the situation. That's when Ali locked eyes with him. She needs our help. We gotta do this, buddy. She's had a rough day.

      "Okay, you look like you’ve had a rough day,” the bartender sighed as he turned around and started looking through his fancy drink accessories.

      Ali had been using the eye contact telepathy spell for years. It was always a last resort, but tonight she was in a hurry. They were going to reach the station soon. “Something that you don’t use often,” Ali added as she pulled out her wand. With a quick flick she shrunk three bottles of vodka from behind the bar. She walked over and grabbed them, quickly slipping the bottles into her purse.

      “What are you doing?” The bartender was stunned.

      “I just thought you needed help,” Ali shrugged as she turned around and went back to her seat.

      “The fanciest thing I have is an umbrella,” the bartender said as he turned back holding three different colors of umbrella.

      “No pink?”

      The bartender’s shoulders dropped.

      “I’m just kidding, red is great,” Ali smiled warmly. “It all worked out just perfect.”
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      “We made it,” Raven was trying to keep the peace.

      “We didn’t get arrested!” Carrie’s sarcasm wasn’t lost on Ali. She was choosing not to respond because she was feeling a bit hung over and opening her mouth wasn’t going to be a good idea. Ali closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She needed all of her composure to maintain the contents of her stomach.

      “She was a little unruly,” Raven smiled at Ali. There was a shrug though. It stuck with Ali. The shrug suggested that Raven was struggling to find the will to defend Ali. It was one incident. People trash dining cars all the time. It wasn’t like the bartender was really injured.

      “I only bit his finger,” Ali spat the words out quickly and then sealed her mouth again. She tried to look at the ground, but the paisley carpet pattern wasn’t helping the nausea. Ali looked up at the wood grains. It was no good, the motion of the train was too much.

      “Just knock it off,” Carrie waved her wand and Ali stopped immediately.

      “What did you do?”

      “I fixed your…issue,” Carrie dismissed her actions with a huff. Ali couldn’t believe what was going on inside of her. She had been fighting for an hour to control her gag reflex and everything had dissipated in seconds.

      “How long have you known how to do that?” Ali gasped. Carrie had been her friend for over a decade. They had met in grade school. How long had she known? How many times could she have fixed this problem for Ali?

      “I looked it up a while ago.” Carrie was acting incredibly smug. “I knew there would be a time that I needed you and you would be too out of it to help.”

      “Well, the joke’s on you, ‘cause I’m headed into town to get smashed,” Ali sneered at her snooty friend. “You thought I was drunk before. The next time you see me I will be smashed.”

      “You can’t,” Carrie sighed.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You can’t drink for the next 24 hours,” Carrie explained without looking Ali in the eyes. She knew that Ali was going to be pissed. Carrie didn’t need to look at her friend to know that Ali was losing her mind. “You will die.”

      “Okay,” Ali sighed.

      “What do you mean?”

      “What’s wrong, Carrie?”

      “Nothing Ali, I’m not saying anything is wrong,” Carrie tried to smile. “I just thought that there was going to be a problem. I mean when is the—“

      “We don’t need to finish that thought,” Raven knew what was coming, but she hadn’t stopped Carrie soon enough. The tension in the room was running high.

      “Finish the sentence,” Ali was staring daggers at Carrie.

      “I don’t need to,” Carrie sighed, and for a minute Ali looked away. “But I was just going to mention that you haven’t stayed sober for 6 hours in a row since we landed in Europe.”
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      Ali couldn’t even look at Carrie as they walked through the busy train station. She was just glad to be done travelling for the day. Ali needed to get to the hotel, take a shower, and get into a bed of some kind. The spell had taken the nausea away, and sobered her up, but it left her feeling a bit hollow. It was like her insides were struggling to hold her body upright.

      “You look green,” Raven said as she tried to get Ali to eat a granola bar. Ali needed something more substantial. She was holding out for a restaurant, or room service. Raven kept waving the cardboard posing as food in Ali’s face.

      “Where are we?” Ali asked, pushing past her friend to the large map on the wall of the train station. “This isn’t Sinaia.”

      “I told you that already,” Carrie didn’t even look up from her phone. She was checking the itinerary, and didn’t seem to care that Ali was on the verge of another meltdown. Carrie always looked so put together. Her white blazer transitioned her jeans and tank top travel look into upscale tourist chic. The blazer had the opposite effect on Ali’s travel sweatsuit. Somehow, Carrie looking put together made Ali seem even more broken.

      “I told you that already,” Ali mocked. She needed to find a bathroom and a mirror. She just hoped that she didn’t look as bad as she felt. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

      “Just remember—“

      “Finish that sentence and I’ll kill you!” Ali yelled over her shoulder. “Oof!”

      “Did you seriously just walk into me?” the man yelled as he shook the coffee off of his sleeves. He didn’t even offer to help Ali off the cold, cement floor.

      Ali grunted and moaned to herself as she got up off the floor. Hurt and covered in cold coffee, she was about to ask who carries around a full cup of cold coffee, when the answer hit her like a ton of bricks, just like the hit that had taken her to the ground. The vampire had barely been jostled by the blow.

      Ali felt around to make sure nothing was broken. Everything had happened so fast, she couldn’t tell how she felt. Ali and her friends were still getting over their last brutal encounter with a vampire. Ali felt in her pocket, then realized that her wand was still in her backpack which Raven was carrying.

      “Are you okay?” The vampire sounded like it hurt him to try and be considerate.

      “She’s fine,” Carrie said as she offered her hand to the vampire.

      “Where is Raven?” Ali tried to speak under her breath, but Carrie didn’t pick up on what Ali was trying to do.

      “Raven is going to get Matthias from the baggage claim.” Carrie had to know Ali’s thought as she straightened up and tried to pull herself together. “This has got to be Anatolie, he’s our contact.” The vampire rolled his eyes at Ali as she looked up.

      He was tall, and his jet-black hair stood out against his pale skin and icy blue eyes. His jaw line was firm, and he was good-looking, but he was literally looking down his nose at them. Ali could feel her blood boiling as she watched him stand there beside them without saying a word.

      “What is your problem?” Ali would’ve normally been screaming at Anatolie, but she didn’t have the energy. It wasn’t just the spell. Ali was in dumpy clothes, and there was coffee dripping from her hair and her sweatshirt. The sticky brown liquid had managed to run just about everywhere.

      As they waited for Raven and Matthias, Carrie was doing most of the talking. Anatolie was offering condescending one-word answers to all of her questions. Ali was pissed at Carrie, but that rage was slowly being overwhelmed by Ali’s hatred for the new guy.  She could already tell that they weren’t going to get along.

      “We are heading to Sinaia tonight.” It was the longest response that Anatolie had offered, and the only one that caught Ali’s attention.

      “Leaving now?” Ali snapped at Carrie. “I need a shower, food, a bed—“

      “Now,” Anatolie interrupted. “There is no way for us to get there unless we start moving now. We can get food on the way.”

      “And a shower on the way?” Ali hissed at the vampire. “I don’t know if you know this, but some jack ass threw coffee all over me.”

      “You walked into me!”

      “You added cream and sugar to a coffee that you knew you were never going to drink!” Ali whisper yelled the last part. She didn’t want to give the vampire away. There had to be a reason that Helga had sent the girls a guide. The coven elder didn’t do things without a reason behind them.

      “I didn’t intend to wear it,” Anatolie turned and walked off.

      “Where’s he going?”

      “He’s pulling the car around,” Carrie sighed as she looked over Ali’s outfit and general appearance.

      “You need to work on your poker face,” Ali snapped as she looked around for the bathrooms she had been trying to find. “I can feel the judgement in your eyes. It’s like, literally burning my skin.”

      Carrie didn’t say a word, and Ali stomped off to a door marked with a stick figure in a skirt. She was going to have to take a quick, public washroom wipe down, or suffer through the rest of the night covered in coffee. Both thoughts made her cringe, so she went for the option that made her cringe less.

      Her hair was the worst; the coffee seemed to have stained her light blonde hair. “I guess I won’t need to add low lights any time soon,” Ali moaned as she stuck her head under the sink. Trying to dry her hair with paper towels bordered on futile.

      Ali unzipped her sweatshirt and took it off. The coffee had also stained her white tank top. Ali pushed her breasts together, watching in the mirror. “Let’s see Anatolie ignore these,” she laughed to herself as she got more paper towel and dabbed at the stain.

      “Hey, I brought your clothes,” Raven said as she walked into the room. She was the dark and pale counterpart to the tanned, blonde Ali. “You aren’t getting that out.”

      “I know,” Ali almost broke down in tears.

      “I just mean…uh,” Raven wasn’t sure what to say next. She hadn’t expected this reaction.

      “Sorry, this is just the worst trip ever.”
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            Anatolie

          

        

      

    

    
      “Why me?” he asked his reflection in the rear view mirror. He looked to the coffee stain on the sleeve of his white dress shirt. It had dried, but his suit jacket that now lined his trunk was likely ruined. “Why me?”

      The vampire had been dreading this day, from the moment he was asked to take a group of witches through the Carpathian Mountains. These mountains were long known to be a source of power for the mystical realm. Bringing novice witches into this realm seemed like a terrible idea. Even worse when you considered the event that was approaching.

      “I know about the treatise,” Helga had dismissed Anatolie’s concerns. “They may be just what you need.” Helga had a bad history of stoking the flames of conflict among supernatural groups. She had changed a great deal over the last few centuries. It really didn’t matter, Anatolie didn’t have the option to refuse this job.

      “Are you the one taking us to Sinaia?” He was clearly a vampire, but Anatolie wasn’t aware that there was going to be another vampire on the trip.

      “I’m taking a group of witches through the mountains,” Anatolie got out of the car and stepped up on the new vampire. “I don’t know who you are.” Their faces were only inches apart as Anatolie let a low growl escape his throat.

      “You will,” Matthias growled in return as he threw his shoulder into Anatolie. The younger vampire could feel the power of the stranger. Anatolie wasn’t about to back away. He knew that the older vampire wouldn’t risk exposing himself.

      “Matthias is coming with us,” Carrie, the only witch he had yet to learn the name of said as she walked up and waited for one of the vampires to open the car door. They both took a step back and Matthias opened the door.

      Anatolie got into his seat and stared like he was trying to put a hole through the steering wheel. He was too upset for words at the moment. He hadn’t been warned about the vampire, and he had a feeling that his job had just become a thousand times more difficult.

      “Are we all ready to go?” Anatolie turned, recognizing the voice, but barely recognizing the woman walking up to his car. She was wearing a black cocktail dress and sandals. She couldn’t have looked more different from the girl in the coffee-stained sweatsuit than if she had come out dressed as Santa Claus.

      “We are running late,” Anatolie snapped as the girls stood around admiring the change of wardrobe. He only had the night to get them into the village and settled at their motel.

      Matthias loaded the trunk, then opened the front door for Coffee Girl. She sat down in the seat and Anatolie groaned. He knew this was going to be a long ride. This girl already hated him, and now they were going to sit beside each other for the next two hours.

      “Do you spend much time in Sinaia?” Carrie asked from the back seat.

      “Less and less,” Anatolie admitted, “but I was raised there. My sister is buried there. I guess it still feels like home.”

      “The castle looks like something from a little girl’s dream,” Carrie gushed as she went on to describe the turrets and walls of the great stone structure. Anatolie hadn’t thought about the castle in a long time. It had been an amazing sight to him, at first.

      “Do you like castles too?” Anatolie asked the girl in the front seat. She had been silent so far on the trip. He was surprised to hear himself ask the question, but he was trying to be a tour guide after all.

      “Ali!” Carrie laughed from the back seat. “She’s still upset that we ruined her spring break by coming to Romania. She hates architecture and, well, anything that isn’t drinking.”

      “I like to have fun, you don’t,” Ali snapped. “Let’s move on.”

      The car fell silent for the next several miles. Anatolie decided to keep his eyes on the road and his mouth shut. He had clearly touched on a sensitive topic and he wasn’t going to get involved in this fight. Anatolie didn’t want to get too close to these girls anyway. There were reasons he was spending less time in Sinaia.

      The others started to talk in the back seat, but the front seat stayed silent. Ali looked out the window. She was barely breathing, and she only looked over once. Anatolie turned to her immediately, only to see her turn back to the window.

      The moon was high in the sky, and the mountains were rising out of the distance. In daylight they would’ve been visible throughout the trip, but on a dark, partly cloudy night they had taken longer to appear. The image of them had been looming large in Anatolie’s mind. The winding mountain road was a dangerous place for two vampires and three witches.

      Anatolie touched the hula girl on his dashboard. She was glued to the dashboard of the car because Anatolie didn’t want to make any trips without her. The way things were going, he couldn’t risk making a trip without any good luck on hand.

      “Stop the car!” Matthias yelled.

      “We can’t stop here,” Anatolie said as he looked around at the faces in the car. “Fine, but if we all die that is on you.”

      Anatolie pulled the car over, the halt in driving allowing him to subsequently smell what Matthias was smelling. “We need to keep moving.”

      “This is what we’re here for,” Carrie explained as she got the door open and started getting out of the car before Anatolie could get the car started again. “We know what’s been going on here, and we want to help.”

      “We want to” Ali mocked Carrie’s tone. “That is a very loose use of that phrase. That is something you say when all the members of the team have a say in what’s happening.”

      “Helga has given us a mission,” Carrie snapped as she stomped her feet in the gravel at the side of the road. Ali got out of the car and headed off into the thicket that lined the road. There was a very narrow path through the bramble. Gnarled branches, sticking out at odd angles, recently broken by some unknown trauma.

      Anatolie didn’t want to follow her, but he didn’t want Ali to find the creature who made that path. The vampire covered the space between them in a second. The wind created by his approach pushed Ali forward. The others were starting down the path as well.

      Anatolie could tell that the smell was getting stronger. It wasn’t a smell that a vampire wanted to run toward. It was the gases that were released when a vampire was ripped apart. The smell was so strong that it had to be a very bad injury.  Anatolie wasn’t sure there was any point to getting out and trying to save the vampire.

      “Why not destroy the body?’ Anatolie asked as he looked at the headless vampire in front of him. Ali was speechless as she stared at the finely dressed corpse. “This had to be wolves. Only they would be this sloppy.”

      “It’s hard to say,” Carrie and the others were just getting to the body now. Anatolie stepped back to let them get a closer look. “If we can find the head, we may be able to bury the pieces and restore his life.”

      Anatolie started to look around him. He didn’t move too far, but he did check the ferns in his immediate area. He knew that the head could be reattached. It was one of the best parts of being a vampire. Any injury could be fixed by a day in the dirt.

      The dirt of the Carpathian Mountains was especially powerful, and it was often said that you could become even more powerful than before if you were to sever your limbs and spend a day in this mystically charged soil. Anatolie had never tried it, but he had heard about it his entire undead life.

      “I don’t think the dirt will fix this,” Ali said as she used her phone’s flashlight to illuminate the pile of red and blue goo. “I don’t think any amount of time can fix all of that mess.”

      “Yeah, that’ll do it,” Matthias sighed as he pulled a stake out of the rotting pile. “Stake to the brain, the head is dead.”

      “Are you saying that the body is alive?” Carrie sounded more fascinated than disgusted. She was staring at the mound like she wanted to put the lumps of dead vampire brains under a microscope. “Do you think the dirt could put it all back together?”

      “It would put back together a brain-dead monster, and not a fully functioning vampire.” Matthias bent down over the body. “We have to destroy the body.”

      “We can’t even try?”

      “Why are we going to try to create a vampire Frankenstein mashup?” Raven seemed upset that Carrie would even try to stop Matthias. Anatolie wasn’t about to get in the older vampire’s way. Not just because he was holding a stake, but the thought of bringing a new type of monster into the world was horrifying.

      “I’m just curious,” Carrie moaned as she watched the stake go through the heart of the body on the ground. The splatter went everywhere. “Ewwww!”

      “That was so gross!” Raven sounded more excited than grossed out. She was playing and pulling at the long strings of sticky goo on her finger tips. “Why does it do this?”

      “This man’s insides have been decomposing for centuries,” Matthias explained.

      Anatolie had never seen a vampire explode like that. It was weird to think that he was filled with this same goo. His human organs had all but disappeared. Anatolie had only been to one other staking, and it wasn’t nearly as messy.

      “We still have to check into a motel,” Carrie shrieked as she wiped the goo out of her eye. “We can’t walk into the front office looking like this, I think they’ll have a few questions for us.”

      “I can do it,” Ali said as she stepped out from behind Carrie. She had a little bit of vampire in her hair, but that was it. Anatolie couldn’t help but be impressed. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Anatolie followed Ali, with Carrie trailing behind them. Matthias and Raven stayed to burn the goo. The stake was enough to kill the vampire, but unless you burned the body there was no guarantee that some random sorcerer couldn’t use the flesh to create an army of zombies. Anatolie had only heard stories about this, but it was said to be the reason that all dead vampires were burned.

      Back in the car the group was still processing everything that had just happened. “So, we were meant to see that, right?” Carrie asked.

      “There was a reason that the body was still alive, that’s all I can say for sure.” Matthias seemed very troubled by the discovery. Anatolie was relieved that he wasn’t the only vampire who was upset by that sight.

      Anatolie was still relatively young. He had been alive for the last 120 years. There were humans who lived that long. The young Romanian man had been working as a mercenary in the Ottoman army in 1917 when he was attacked and bitten. His vampiric attacker was older than even Matthias. He had been alive for a millennium at this point.

      “What’ve you done to me?!” Anatolie had cried at the monster. His maker only laughed and tossed a young soldier to him. Anatolie couldn’t understand the urge to bite the young man in front of him. The newly turned vampire was tasting the soldier’s blood before he even had time to question his own actions.

      Anatolie could still feel the fear coursing through that young man’s body. It made the blood taste sour, but the new vampire didn’t know the difference at the time. He had since learned the tricks of drinking a meal from a calm and relaxed human. The young soldier was the first and last kill for Anatolie. He had decided that he didn’t want to end lives just to live.

      He wanted to be different from his maker. The bloodthirsty murderer who turned him was always trying to amass treasure, power, and people. It only took a week in his service to convince Anatolie that he needed to find another way.

      “We need to be careful,” Matthias’s voice brought Anatolie back to the present, and the car he was driving through the winding Carpathian roads. “Someone knows we’re coming.”

      The words shot through Anatolie. He couldn’t say anything as they drove into the town. He had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. He knew that these people were in trouble, but there was no way to tell them. It was likely too late anyway.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Ali asked. Anatolie looked up to see that Ali was looking right at him. He could feel the panic on his face. He tried to swallow the fear and smile. “That is terrifying, never smile like that again.”

      “How should I smile?” Anatolie growled as he turned back to the road.

      “Like someone who isn’t a sociopath,” Ali smirked as she delivered the blow. Anatolie could hear some giggling from the back. He was done talking for the rest of the trip.

      He pulled the car into the motel and Ali hopped out. She was headed for the main office, and Anatolie found himself watching her. He wanted to turn away, and continue to pout, but he was transfixed. He let his head drop to the steering wheel. Why did he have to become attached?
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            Ali

          

        

      

    

    
      “You have rooms available?” Ali asked the clerk behind the cluttered desk. It wasn’t just papers. There were a lot of parts from ceiling fans, air conditioners, and mini-fridges all over the office. The heaviest concentration was right between Ali and the clerk. She was tempted to knock it all over. She just wanted to know how he would react to something happening to this very fragile ecosystem.

      Ali was expecting to see an overweight, old man in glasses, but as he turned the boy who looked over to her was nothing like what she thought. Nor was he dressed as she expected the manager of a motel to be dressed. “Is that a sumo suit?”

      “Yeah,” the young man laughed as he held up his arms and let Ali get a good look at the puffy yellow suit. “Sorry about the suit, it’s a theme night tonight at the club.”

      “Really?” Ali hadn’t expected to find any night life in the sleepy little town. “What kind of club?”
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      The room was beige, the sheets were beige, and the dresser and two end tables used to be brown, but they had been repainted, beige. The room was offensively neutral and Ali almost walked right back out, but she was tired and she needed a real shower.

      She could still feel the sticky coffee residue on her arm. The public bathroom wash-up had provided an efficient bandage, but it hadn’t remedied the problem. Ali needed to step into a real shower. A warm shower followed by a soft bed.

      “I need to get this coffee off of me,” Ali whined as Carrie got in her way.

      “Coffee?” Carrie snapped. “The rest of us have dead vampire all over us, and you think you get to complain about coffee.” Ali had gotten a little of the goo in her hair, but it had slid out fairly easily, and she couldn’t even feel the spot where it landed anymore.

      She sat down on the bed. Ali was going to have to wait for Carrie to get out of the shower. It was a disappointing prospect, but as she sat on the bed, Ali’s mind drifted back to her conversation with the motel manager.

      “Do you want to go check out this club?” Ali called through the door. The water hadn’t started yet, and she didn’t want to wait another minute to ask. She was getting excited thinking about a theme night at a small town club in Romania.

      The theme was Halloween, and Ali knew that she could throw something together. Last-minute Halloween costumes were kind of her thing. Ali was great at whipping up such costumes, and when all else failed she was great at doing zombie makeup on herself.

      “You can’t drink.” Ali turned to see Carrie standing over her. “You will die,” Carrie repeated her earlier warning. “You get that, right?”

      Ali summoned up all of her strength; she was going to need it to respond to Carrie’s condescending tone. Ali took a breath and tried to take the glare out of her eyes, and the hatred out of her voice. She tried to remember that Carrie had been a friend, a best friend, and this was her special way of caring coming out right now.

      “I can go to a party and not drink,” Ali said the words stiffly and then added a very forced smile. Carrie’s eyebrow went up on one side. “You put that down!”

      “What?”

      “I can’t take that look right now,” Ali muttered as she rolled over on the bed and covered her head.

      “Well, I’m not going to a strange club when there’s been a vampire murdered just outside of town,” Carrie said as she sat down on the edge of the bed. “Why can’t you just watch a movie with me? Or we could play card games, right? That could be cool.”

      “Yeah, cards…okay,” Ali’s voice was muffled by the pillow over her head. Carrie patted Ali’s leg and left to take her shower.

      “We’re going to have a blast!” Carrie shouted through the bathroom door.

      The water started and Ali rolled over to look at the clock. It was midnight, and she didn’t need to go out. “I will be fine, a few hands of cards and then bed,” Ali told the clock. She grabbed the large, awkward remote for the TV. She was about to turn on the older model electronic when Ali heard moaning coming through the walls.

      “Matthias!” Raven and Matthias were in the other room, but the walls were very thin. Ali turned on the TV and turned the volume to ‘max.’ There was nothing on in English. All of the stations were playing things in Romanian. It made sense, they were in Romania after all. It didn’t help Ali distract herself from the party and the fact that she wanted to go out to the club.

      Ali flipped through channel after channel, until a news item caught her attention. “That’s our fire,” Ali laughed to herself as she watched the fire burning by the side of the mountain road. They were off to a great start. She just wished Helga had been more transparent about their mission here in Sinaia. Ali truly felt lost here.

      “Your turn!” Carrie shouted as she rushed to shut off the TV. “Why was that up so loud? Oh, God,” Carrie said as the sounds from the other room started to filter through. “Okay,” Carrie grumbled as she turned the TV back on.

      Ali got into the shower. The pressure left a lot to be desired, but it felt so good to be under the hot water. She had been waiting for it all day, and there it was finally flowing down her body. She felt clean for the first time all day, and it felt good. The hot water was cooling off fast, and Ali knew that she had to be quick. “Please, let the hot water hold!” she begged the shower head.

      Ali made it out of the shower as the final traces of heat left the shower’s flow. She got dressed and headed back out into the very beige room. “Are you ready to play?” Ali said as she entered the room, but there was no response.

      Carrie was sleeping hard. Her mouth wide open, snoring loudly. It was just barely audible over the blaring TV, but Ali knew that she would hear nothing but snoring if she turned the TV down. The neighbors were still likely going at it anyway. There was no way that Ali was getting to sleep.

      Ali headed out the door, not even worrying about a costume. She was ready to have fun and needed a distraction from the trip, from the judgey friends, and from everything really. “I don’t have to drink,” Ali said to herself as she walked down the street. The motel manager had given her the directions and it was less than a ten-minute walk.

      “Where are you headed?”

      “Good fucking lord!” Ali screamed as she jumped back, and saw that it was Anatolie standing beside her. She slapped him hard on the shoulder and then punched him in the gut. It hurt, but it made her feel better for a second. “Why would you do that? You’re such a creep!”

      “Sorry, I just wanted to know what you had planned for the evening,” Anatolie seemed taken aback by the reaction from Ali, but she was not about to apologize for reacting violently to a creepy approach. There was just something about the guy that rubbed her the wrong way.

      Anatolie was tall, dark, and handsome, but he had this attitude about him that was off-putting. Ali didn’t know what it was that bothered her so much. Was it the way he casually dismissed her after tossing a coffee on her, or maybe it was the way he ignored her in the car? She just had a very strong reaction to almost everything that he did.

      “I am heading to a club—“

      “The shed?” Anatolie snapped. “You’re headed to a tin shed in the middle of a small town infested by vampires?”

      “Is that a problem?”

      “If you don’t want to be someone’s supper, it really is,” the vampire growled in frustration. “Aren’t you diurnal? Go to sleep.”

      “I don’t really sleep that much anyway, but I certainly don’t have a bed time, okay Daddy.” Ali started to walk away and then she spun around quickly. “Or is it a curfew? Do you think you’re in charge of this little mission? I can guarantee you that you’re not.”

      “I didn’t say anything like that,” Anatolie looked up to the sky as he finished his thought. He turned back to Ali, brooding over her lack of obedience. “I will take you to the…‘club,’ and I will show you how crazy it is to be out this late. Then will you come back to the motel with me?”

      “I’ll agree to anything right now, if it means that you’ll shut up.” Ali walked on, and she smiled as she heard Anatolie cursing in Romanian.

      “You realize that I have my wand on me, right?” Ali said. She was looking straight ahead. She didn’t even turn to the vampire as he came up alongside her. “No vampire is going to hurt me with this in my pocket…uh…where did it go?”

      “You mean this?” Anatolie held up the wand for Ali to see.

      Ali growled and swung her fist wildly as she went for the wand. Anatolie pulled the wand away and caught Ali in his arms. She was trying to get away, but he had her pinned. “Give it back!” Ali struggled to get free for another second, and then she let her arms and legs go limp. “I give up.”

      “I should just take you back to the motel like this,” Anatolie said as he looked back at the short distance it would take to get to the motel. “It would be a lot easier for me.”

      “And then I would get out and go later,” Ali pouted. It was hard to sound like a fully developed adult when someone was carrying you like a fussy toddler. “Just take me to the shed, and let me see it for myself.”

      “Fine, but then we head back to the room,” Anatolie used his firmest voice, and Ali agreed to the terms. She wasn’t going to do it, but she needed Anatolie to take her there, and once they were there, she would think of a reason to stay. “Good, I appreciate you seeing this my way.”

      They got to the shed, and Ali was surprised to see that it was a tin shed. The music had seemed very loud until the club came into view, and then it made perfect sense. The thin walls let all of the sound through. It was a theme that had been haunting Ali all night.

      “It seems fine,” Ali sighed as they entered the club. “There’s music playing and people are dancing. What is so wrong about this place?”

      “That.”

      Ali followed Anatolie’s finger as he pointed over to a huge group of vampires on the dance floor. They were dancing and pretending to drink, but they were definitely hunting. Ali had watched millions of nature documentaries, and she knew the behaviors they were exhibiting.

      “What are they going to do with them?” Ali asked as she watched a woman being led off the dance floor and out a back door. “She looks really drunk.”

      “She’s been hypnotized,” Anatolie explained. “She doesn’t know what’s going on, and she won’t remember a thing.”

      “That’s nice, I guess,” Ali shrugged as she watched the girl disappear behind the tin door. They were headed outside. Ali thought that was a bad plan, but then again if the girl wasn’t going to scream then the outside offered many secluded places to feed.

      “In case you need it.” Ali felt Anatolie slide her wand back into her back pocket. “Be a little quicker with it next time.”

      “Thanks,” Ali rolled her eyes as she started heading further into the club.

      “Where are you going?” Anatolie grabbed her arm and stopped Ali dead in her tracks. “We need to leave. That girl won’t feel any pain, but she may not live through the night. Controlling hunger is a dangerous game. You have to truly care about the life to stop the thirst from taking over.”

      “I want to hit the bar,” Ali said and then she heard it. It was Carrie’s voice, clear as day and twice as judgey as the real Carrie had sounded. “I can’t, can I? No I can’t,” Ali answered her own question and then, as Anatolie tried to process the statement, she moved out to the dance floor.

      “What are you doing?” Anatolie took Ali by the arms, and tried to lead her off the floor, but she screamed and everyone looked.

      “Dance with me,” Ali teased as she started to shake and move. As soon as Anatolie let her go, he moved off the dance floor. Ali was disappointed that she didn’t get to see the man dance. The other vampires all seemed to dance. There was something about the way they moved.

      Ali decided it would be for the best if she took precautions. She touched her wand, leaving it in the pocket, and put a protection spell on herself. She wanted to be ready in case the vampires got her wand. This way they wouldn’t be able to hypnotize her. She could feel the spell work right away. It was as if someone had flipped a switch and suddenly the vampires couldn’t dance.

      Their movements had looked smooth and graceful, and yet it was all magic. Their hypnotization powers were making it seem as though they were good dancers. The dancing had seemed like a siren’s call only a moment before.

      Ali started to laugh as one made his way over to her. “How are you doing tonight?” The vampire was thrusting his hips at Ali, but he was well off the beat. He didn’t seem to notice, smiling and pointing at Ali. “I want to dance with you, do you want to dance outside?”

      The vampire stared at Ali. She could feel a slight tingling in her ears, and when she turned away she could feel him invading her mind from behind. He was trying to search for information, but she wasn’t giving him anything.

      “Who…what are you?” The vampire sounded shocked and upset. He backed away, and his unrhythmic movements lost any sense of timing. It was like he was fighting to keep his balance more than dancing. “Why?” That was the last thing he said as he went back to his friends.

      Ali was feeling pretty good about herself as she watched the vampires talk about her. They all looked very upset, but she felt protected. She couldn’t be hypnotized, and therefore she couldn’t be hurt. The vampires would move on to an easier target. Ali was so sure about this that she turned her back on the vampires and just kept dancing.

      A girl from the village was dancing next to Ali. They danced and swayed to the beat of the song. Ali was impressed by the girl’s moves and they moved closer together. The girl tapped her friends on the shoulder and they all moved together around Ali.

      This was something that Ali missed about being home. Carrie was her best friend. They shared secrets, and they talked about their futures. Carrie and Ali were the only ones until very recently who knew about witchcraft. Raven had just discovered her powers when she met Matthias.

      Carrie was not one of the friends that Ali took when she went out clubbing. Carrie wasn’t a dancer, or a partier, or someone who went out at night really. Carrie was born 80 years old, and that’s where she stayed. She had hard candies in her purse. Ali missed her clubbing friends, and as the women danced around her she realized just how much she missed those friends.

      “We need to go now,” Anatolie was grabbing her arm and pulling Ali out of the circle.

      “Why are you doing this?” Ali yelled. “I’m going to scream!” Ali realized she was already screaming when the young vampire let go and disappeared. She looked around to see that there were about a thousand eyes on her. Ali waved to the crowd, and that’s when she noticed the vampires were moving on her.

      The girls dancing around her had all moved on, and the crowded dance floor was dispersing as the vampires closed in. Ali hadn’t really noticed. The music was pumping and she was feeling the groove. Ali had always danced more with her heart than any other part of her body. When she was feeling the song, the rest of the world seemed to disappear.

      “We need to go,” Anatolie’s hand clamped down on Ali’s shoulder, jolting her out of her dance trance. She opened her eyes and spun on the vampire with rage in her eyes. “There’s no time for this!” Anatolie didn’t care that she was upset. They needed to leave.

      “I’m not going anywhere with you,” Ali yelled.

      “You need to—“

      “You heard her, pal,” a stocky, bald man in a flowery, button-up shirt barked at Anatolie. The younger vampire knew that he was way outnumbered and there was nothing he could do to stop these guys.

      Ali realized too late that Anatolie was trying to help her. “Hi,” Ali waved as the man moved in closer. Ali went to grab for Anatolie’s hand, but he had walked off. Ali was a bit hurt, but really she understood why he did it. This was her fault and she deserved to be abandoned. Ali put her hand on her wand, but she didn’t have enough space to use her wand right there.

      “I want you to come with me,” the stocky man said. He was staring into Ali’s eyes, and she realized that he was trying to hypnotize her. She was supposed to be hypnotized.

      “Oh, yes, I will go with you,” Ali was doing a terrible acting job, but the man kept staring. He wasn’t giving up until Ali broke. Ali dropped her head and tried again. Instead of speaking, she just looked up with a blank expression on her face.

      “You see, I told you people cannot resist it,” the stocky man laughed as he took his prize out into the parking lot and started leading her to a woodlot at the back of the lot. The trees were short and scrubby-looking, but they provided a lot of cover.

      Ali wanted to grab her wand, but there were three vampires following behind them. They were keeping an eye on the two of them. Ali figured she could handle either the stocky man, or his three friends, but not both.
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      I warned her about this, Anatolie thought as he paced around the parking lot. He knew that something bad was going to happen. The vampire had spent the whole walk explaining the dangers. He felt like he should be able to easily absolve himself of any responsibility regarding the harm that was about to come to Ali.

      She hadn’t listened and that was on her.

      “…people can’t resist it.”

      Anatolie recognized the voice immediately. He turned to see Ali and the fat man leaving the club. They were heading to the back of the parking lot, away from Anatolie. He was sure that they hadn’t seen him. “I guess I have to go,” Anatolie cursed as he crouched low among the cars and headed off after the group.

      At the edge of the parking lot the couple’s escort stopped and waited as Ali and the round vampire headed off into the woods. Anatolie looked along the edge of the cement and found a wide stick. It had a jagged edge at the bottom. He gripped the stick tight and took a deep breath.

      “I can’t believe what I’m about to do,” Anatolie said as he looked up to the heavens and ran as fast as he could. The three vampires had just enough time to look over at Anatolie and gasp. “Hey!”

      The chunky vampire turned to see Anatolie. He didn’t have much time either as Ali blasted him with her wand. Ali sent the vampire flying into the air, but the blast also seemed to drain Ali of her energy. She collapsed onto the ground. Anatolie rushed to Ali’s side and lifted her up into his arms.

      “This is what I should’ve done in the first place,” the vampire said as he started carrying Ali back to the motel. “I don’t know why you needed to mess with that place in the first place. What were you trying to accomplish?”

      “I was just trying to have some fun, is that a problem?”

      “When it nearly gets you eaten, yes!” Anatolie couldn’t believe that he had to answer that question. It didn’t seem to make any sense. The shed was a boring club, and even a great club wasn’t worth dying for. “You need to get your priorities in order.”

      “You must really hate me,” Ali groused. “Just let me walk. I don’t want judgemental help.” Ali tried to get down, but she didn’t have the strength to put up much of a fight.

      “I don’t mean it like that,” Anatolie sighed. “I just want you to be safe.” Anatolie wasn’t sure if he should say any more than that. After watching her nearly get eaten, Anatolie just knew he wasn’t about to put her down. Not until he knew she was safe.

      “You need to relax a bit,” Ali was almost delirious and her head was wobbling around. “You’re way too uptight.”

      “Yeah, because I want you to avoid bars filled with vampires,” Anatolie snapped as he started to pick up the pace. Ali wasn’t looking great. She was getting weak, and starting to seem a little despondent. “Are you going to be okay?”

      “It takes a lot of power to blast a guy like that,” Ali chuckled. “He was sooooo fat! Ha! I wasn’t sure if I was going to have enough power to blast him. The spell is for normal-sized people, not baby belugas. I need to lie down in a grassy field somewhere.”

      “Why is that?”

      “That’s how I recharge, is the moon still out?” Ali looked around at the sky, her head bobbing around like a bobble-head. “I like nature, and the moon.”

      “Alright, I can do that,” Anatolie said as he got off the main street and found a quiet path that was sure to be empty of actual humans at this time of night. He took a minute to prepare and then he launched himself down the path.

      “This is fast!” Ali screamed. “Whoooooo!”

      Ali squealed all the way until they got to the clearing on the outside of town. The moon was getting lower in the sky, but its light was still reaching the clearing. Anatolie laid Ali down with her back against a fallen tree. The moss provided a soft cushion.

      “What am I lying on?” Ali reached back and pulled out some of the moss. “That is so gross.”

      “I just thought it would be more comfortable,” Anatolie shrugged as he sat down beside Ali and looked up at the moon. “It is really beautiful up there.”

      “Sometimes I forget about that, but it is nice to take time like this to appreciate the moon,” Ali nodded as she took in the majesty of the night sky.

      Anatolie had always loved to come out to this clearing as a boy. The village of Sinaia gave off very little light pollution and so the sky was awash with stars. It was hard to find spaces between the stars. With the border of trees blocking the rest of the world from view it was like the world was gone, and all that remained was the heavens.

      “So, why are all of those vampires here?” Ali asked. She hadn’t taken her eyes off the stars, but as her power returned, her mind began to wander back to Earth and the realities of her situation.

      Anatolie had assumed that the young witch would put the pieces together. Ali knew that this village was far too small to support a large vampire population. Everyone in the town would already be dead. Local vampires were usually a bit more discreet than the vampires they had just seen in the club. They didn’t want to upset the people who lived in their town.

      “They are here for the end of the covenant.” Anatolie wasn’t sure how much the witches would know about the pact that had ended a war between werewolves and vampires. The pact had ended the war in exchange for a promise that no one would try to take over the Carpathian Mountains ever again. The castle was erected as part of the celebration of this milestone.

      The pact was just now reaching the expiration date. It had to be renewed or the sides would go back to war. “So these guys are in town to launch their assault on the castle. They want to take it over and take over the power that comes with controlling the mountains.”

      “So, it was wolves that killed that vampire?” Ali was still just staring right up at the stars. Anatolie could see her processing the information.

      “Well, it’s either that, or someone is trying to make people think that they did,” Anatolie shrugged. “More than likely, that was a vampire who didn’t support the cause. They really want us all on the same page. Werewolves have always had pack loyalty. Vampires are much harder to coordinate.”

      “So who is they?” Ali asked as she rolled over to look at Anatolie.

      “It’s the vampires who want to use the mountains’ power,” Anatolie wanted to tell Ali the truth, but there was something holding him back. “It was guys like that fat vampire, and the others in the club. They think that the power will make them the masters of the supernatural world.”

      “So then why would they need people to think that it was wolves who killed that vampire?”

      “They don’t want people stepping in,” Anatolie was telling the truth now. This was something that he was able to talk about. “Last time there was a witch who got herself involved. In fact she was the only reason that the pact was made in the first place. The fighting likely wouldn’t have ended without her stepping in like that.”

      “So, Helga,” Ali wasn’t asking a question, or wondering. It made sense to her now.

      Anatolie could see that she was feeling stronger, so he stood up and offered her a hand. Helping Ali up and getting her on her feet, they stood in silence and looked into each other’s eyes. “I guess we should get back,” Anatolie huffed as the words came out.

      “Yeah, okay,” Ali said as she started to walk back. It was easy to follow the vampire’s trail. They had broken branches and cleared the bramble as he ran through the forest. Ali led the way now that she was feeling better. She was having a bit of trouble seeing though. She grabbed her wand and lit their path with a magic flame on the end of her wand.

      Anatolie walked behind Ali, trying to keep her at arm’s length. She was trying to walk on ahead, but the uneven ground was lined with rocks and twigs. It wasn’t easy to navigate in the dark. When she did teeter, Anatolie was right there to grab her.

      “So, here it is,” Ali said as they reached the motel room door. “I guess I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

      Anatolie lowered himself to Ali, and kissed her on the lips. He desperately hoped that she would respond. He wasn’t sure if he was misreading things. Ali grabbed the back of his neck and ran her fingers through his hair. Anatolie’s scalp tingled, and the warm feeling went down to his toes. The vampire let his hands rest on Ali’s hips. He pulled her in closer to him.

      Anatolie could feel her warmth coming through her clothes. It was a feeling that he desperately missed. He pressed his body in tighter, their energies mixing as the vampire absorbed the heat into his long dead skin. It was delicious on his skin even through the clothes.

      “I would invite you in, but I have a roommate,” Ali sighed as she looked at the door. “Can you be super quiet?”

      “Not at all,” Anatolie shrugged as he let the middle finger of his right hand trace a line from Ali’s lip, down her neck, and then the finger came to a rest on the button at the top of her pants. He looked up into her eyes. “I would love to do this, but the sun is coming up soon.”

      “Right,” Ali nodded and then she found her keys and opened the door. “I’ll see you tomorrow?”

      “Tomorrow night,” Anatolie nodded.

      “Tomorrow night.”

      Anatolie had a storage locker on the other side of town, but he had one stop to make before he went to his coffin. There was going to be trouble and he knew it. The fat vampire was not going to be an issue, and the vampires that got scratched would eventually recover. Anatolie was sure that they had already been buried by someone.

      “Does he want to see me?” Anatolie asked as he got to the shed.

      “Not inside,” the bouncer said as he went inside the building. Anatolie couldn’t see how that answer could mean anything positive for him.

      “I can wa—“ Anatolie tried to stop the bouncer and stall his punishment. There were rules about interfering with feeding. Vampires didn’t stop others when they were going to feed. “I guess we’ll have that talk right here.”

      Anatolie looked at the grey tin that covered the shed. Originally it belonged to a farmer who used it to house tractors. The floor was now cement, except for the dance floor, and the club was filled with booze. Other than those minor adjustments, it was just a shed.

      “Hey, who’s this guy?” Solomon was laughing as he came out into the early morning air. “I love it, man. I gotta tell you that was the right move.”

      “Okay, great,” Anatolie was in shock. Congratulating anyone was very out of character for the oldest vampire in the country, if not the world.

      “I told you to get the girls here, and take care of them right,” Solomon put his arm around Anatolie. “Now of course, keep them away from this place from now on, right?”

      “Of course,” Anatolie smiled as warmly as he could muster. “I told her not to come here, but there was no reasoning with her.”

      “Then don’t do it,” Solomon shrugged. “Ha! Women, no I get it man. They can be a pain in the ass. I tell you what you need to do…you like girls, right?”

      “Yeah,” Anatolie was a little surprised by the question. Not that the words themselves were that shocking, but he was surprised any time the old vampire took an interest in his life.

      Solomon had been Anatolie’s maker. The bond should’ve been very close, but Solomon had been on Earth for so long, and he had spent so long on his own that most of his humanity had left him. He had very rarely asked Anatolie about his personal life.

      “Of course you’re straight!” Solomon laughed. “So, I think you should do her, do her good, and she will start listening. That’s the one thing that they all want, and even the ones who don’t think they do can’t control themselves when they actually get it.”

      “Okay, well, on that note,” Anatolie groaned as he turned away from his maker. “I need to get to my coffin.”

      “Think about it,” Solomon called out after the younger vampire.

      Anatolie didn’t mind the idea, but he didn’t want to take relationship advice from Solomon. The elder statesman of the vampire world was not a romantic. He had loved someone once, but that was long over. She had broken his heart when she turned against him, and stopped his plan to take over the mountains.

      “I will never allow myself to be weakened like that again,” Solomon had told Anatolie on one of their rare talks. While he had trouble talking to Anatolie about his personal life, Solomon had no trouble talking about himself. “I thought that she was going to be loyal to me, but she proved me wrong.”

      Anatolie could hear that burning in his ears as he reached the storage unit. He knew that Solomon was willing to do anything to see his plan through. He had nearly received the real death for his last attempt. This time, he wasn’t going to let anything stand in his way. Anatolie was filled with actual fear for the first time in over a hundred years. He couldn’t bear to think of what the older vampire might do.

      The orange garage door slid easily up the track to reveal the coffin in the center of the empty room. Anatolie had already moved all of his stuff out. He had a new storage locker in Tulcea. Anatolie had wanted to be long gone by the time the covenant expired.

      The rattling of the door ended in a clattering slam, and the darkness was so complete that he almost didn’t need to get in his coffin. Anatolie grabbed the lid and opened it. He ran a hand over the smooth silk fabric liner. He sighed as he thought about the warmth he felt coming through Ali’s clothes. There were so many things that Anatolie missed about life, but none more than the warmth.

      If he thought hard enough, Anatolie could feel the warmth again. He imagined being in bed with Ali right at that moment. Laying in the sheets, spread out across the bed. Her legs wrapped over his, as she laid her head on his chest. Her fingers lazily tracing circles on his chest. He could be there right now, but he had to get into a coffin.

      He laid down in the tight space, and closed the lid. Anatolie could feel the stiffening taking over his body. He was losing feeling from his toes up to his knees, and eventually it reached his brain. The world went black.
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      Ali had a smile on her face as her eyes fluttered open. She had had a weird night, but she was feeling good and very well rested.

      “You went out, didn’t you?” Carrie was sitting on her bed and watching Ali.

      “That’s really creepy,” Ali sighed as she turned away from Carrie. “Did you just sit there and wait for me to wake up?”

      “I thought I was waiting for you to die,” Carrie was almost in tears. “I can’t believe you risked it after I told you that drinking could kill you.” Ali could hear the concern in her friend’s voice. It wasn’t a judgemental tone. Carrie was worried.

      “I didn’t drink,” Ali said as she turned back to look at Carrie. “I was hanging out with Anatolie.”

      “Ooooh, really?” Carrie seemed to be over her concern for Ali’s life. Carrie crossed the small aisle between the beds to sit beside Ali. “How was that?”

      “I don’t know,” Ali said. The question threw her a bit as she realized that she wasn’t a hundred percent sure about anything that had happened between them. “We kissed, but he had to go. It was morning and he had to get to his coffin. You know how it is, right?”

      “I get it,” Raven laughed at Ali’s little joke. “An undead boyfriend is such a pain.” Raven came in and sat on the bed. Matthias was in his coffin and the girls had the day together. It was already 11, but the girls still had a lot of daylight to kill before the boys would be alive again.

      “Let’s check out the town,” Carrie said as she hopped up off the bed and moved to the dresser. She was moving too fast for Ali’s liking. “Come on, let’s go, guys.”

      Raven and Ali looked at each other and rolled their eyes. It was classic Carrie, and there was no way to stop her. Neither of the girls on the bed had the energy to stop their friend when she got an idea into her head. With a huff and a sigh, Ali and Raven got off the bed and started getting ready for a sightseeing tour of the tiny village.

      “There must be a place that serves lunch,” Ali groaned as they got out of the motel room door. Anatolie’s car was parked right in front of the room. The three girls piled into the car and headed off to find a place for lunch in the quaint, downtown area.

      “I brought a phrase book,” Carrie said. She pulled it out and started looking up phrases that were applicable to ordering breakfast. “Eggs, eggs, ah here it is,” Carrie said and then her face seemed to contort into a ridiculous mask. “Oua…ooowa! Oo-y-uaah, I don’t know how to say this word.”

      “That’s going to be a problem.” Ali knew that her comment was going to drive Carrie crazy, but it was totally worth it. She could see the frustration on Carrie’s face as she continued to try and force the strange sounds coming out of her mouth into the correct pronunciation.

      “I’m just going to use the book and point to what I want,” Carrie decided as she put the book down. It sounded like a solid plan. As they pulled up to the restaurant, Ali was sure that the people inside spoke very little English.

      Luckily the menus had pictures of the food that the restaurant served. It made everything a lot easier, and Carrie could put her book away. The owner/cook/waitress didn’t understand a word of English, but she had a warm smile and she was a great cook.

      “Maaltoomeezck,” Carrie said as her coffee was refilled. “It means thank you.” Ali had been looking at the book when Carrie had looked up the term, and Ali was sure that her friend was saying it wrong, but the old woman smiled kindly and nodded in response. “It’s important to try and speak the language.”

      “I didn’t even want to come here,” Ali laughed as she took another bite of her omelet. “And I thought we’d be leaving a lot sooner.”

      “I’m sorry my grandmother is doing this to us,” Raven said as she poked around at the food on her plate. She hadn’t eaten the food so much as rearranged it. “I just feel like all of this is my fault.” Raven had been fairly quiet all day, and now Ali knew why.

      “This isn’t your fault,” Ali said. “We’re cleaning up the messes that your grandmother made hundreds of years ago. You weren’t even alive when all of these problems started.”

      “Ali is right,” Carrie said as she poured another helping of syrup onto her pancakes. They didn’t taste like the pancakes the girls were used to, but they were really good. “We are all in this together, and we’re not blaming anyone.”

      “Except Helga,” Ali said. She watched as Raven dropped her head. “But this time it sounds like Helga was actually just trying to stop a massacre, and it had nothing to do with revenge or selfishness of any kind.” The others both looked at Ali, so she decided to tell them everything that she had learned the night before. Of course, after the whole explanation Carrie had only picked up on one thing.

      “You nearly got yourself killed,” Carrie was shaking her head as she tried to process the risky decision to go dancing at a vampire bar. “Why wouldn’t you just avoid that whole situation?”

      “I don’t know,” Ali complained. “I was all set to play cards with you, but you fell asleep, right? So, maybe we all share a bit of the blame in this?”

      “No, not at all,” Carrie stated, as she got up to pay the bill.
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      “This castle isn’t even really that old,” Carrie explained. They had finished the tour of the village and decided to drive out to the castle. No one felt like getting out and walking around, but they drove past the huge stone edifice. “They started building it in the 1880s.”

      “And that’s when Helga was here breaking up the battle,” Ali said as she looked at the tall spires on top of the castle. “It’s a lot nicer than the last castle.”

      “It’s a lot newer,” Raven defended her boyfriend’s ancestral home. “This is a storybook castle though.” They all agreed on that point. The beauty of Peles Castle was undeniable, but they all knew that things weren’t going to stay beautiful for long.

      “We have to find the werewolves,” Carrie said. “The vampires are here, and I know that the werewolves will be here as well.”

      The girls knew that the battle was coming. They had to gather all the info that they could, and find a way to stop the impending carnage. They headed back to the motel. It was getting later and Ali was eager to see Anatolie. She needed to know where they stood.
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      Ali had paced a hole in the carpet as she waited for Anatolie to knock on their door. She was trying to decide on the correct way to answer the door. She wasn’t even sure what she was going to say when he got there.

      “I think I like you,” she said out loud to herself. “That sounds really dumb. What are you doing?”

      “I’m standing here listening to you talk to yourself.”

      “Ahhh!” Ali shouted as she turned to see Anatolie standing behind her. “How much of that did you hear?”

      “A bit, I really just got here,” Anatolie smiled. He walked in and closed the door behind himself. Carrie had gone out for dinner with Raven and Matthias. They were alone in the motel room. “So, what did I miss?”

      “Well…” Ali wasn’t sure where to start. She told him about their breakfast and then talked about the tour. It wasn’t really a very productive day as Ali looked back on it, but they had woken up late, so she had that as a defence.

      “So you went to the castle?” Anatolie said after Ali finished telling him about their day without him. “I did have an after dark tour booked for you.”

      “We only drove past,” Ali explained. “We still need to see inside. After that we decided that the next step is to find the werewolves—“

      “That’s a good idea,” Anatolie cut her off. “We need to find out what they have planned for the end of the covenant.” He seemed a little overexcited about this news. It had just seemed like common sense to Ali. No one else had been this excited. “I can take you now and show you where they are.”

      “Why are you so excited?” Ali felt sure that something was wrong.

      “I just don’t want us to just focus on vampires,” Anatolie said as he moved past Ali. He was trying to avoid looking her in the eyes. “I mean that’s too simple, you can’t walk around blaming all of your problems on vampires.”

      “I want you to know that you can tell me anything,” Ali sighed as she turned away from Anatolie.  She was telling the truth, but she was also hurt that he was keeping something from her. She could see the conflict on his face and she just wanted to understand it better.

      “I am getting worried,” Anatolie said as he turned to look Ali in the eyes. “There is only a week left before all-out war is declared. There’s no hope for diplomacy on either side. No one is trying to make peace, or even talk about peace. This is going to be a bloodbath.”

      “I get it,” Ali said as she tried to believe that this was the real explanation. It was a very stressful and tragic situation. Still, Ali couldn’t help thinking that there was more to the look on Anatolie’s face. Anatolie took a step toward Ali and then he seemed to stumble a bit. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m fine,” Anatolie lied. He sat down on the bed. “Sorry, it’s been a few days without a meal. I haven’t been thinking about blood. I need to go feed.”

      Ali knew that Raven fed Matthias from time to time, and it didn’t seem to bother her. She hadn’t admitted to it, but Ali got the impression that her friend enjoyed the act of sustaining her lover. Ali wasn’t sure it should start this early in their relationship, but he was hungry. “Do you…uh…”

      Ali was brushing her shoulder-length blonde hair away from her neck, but she couldn’t get the words out. She was getting more and more nervous about it by the second. Anatolie moved closer to her as Ali sat down on the edge of the bed. “Does it hurt?”

      Anatolie nodded as he stared into Ali’s eyes. He touched the side of her face very gently, and moved a stray hair, placing it behind her ear. His finger moved along her jawline, turning her head to the side and tilting it up.

      It was only his lips, but Ali gasped as they gently teased at the skin on her neck. Goosebumps spread from that spot out and soon the skin on her neck was alive with tingling sensation. Ali shuddered as the teeth sunk in and started to draw blood from her neck. She could feel it leaving her and flowing into the vampire’s mouth.

      The sucking stopped and Anatolie’s finger went back to Ali’s chin. Her face was guided back to his. Anatolie kissed her on the lips and Ali could taste the blood in her mouth. It was kind of hot. She grabbed the back of the vampire’s neck and pushed him down on the bed.

      On her hands and knees, Ali continued to kiss Anatolie. She could feel his hands moving all over her body. She climbed right on top. Ali started to unbutton the collared shirt the vampire was wearing. She could see her blood dripping onto the white fabric.

      Ali wiped her neck with her finger and then stuck her finger in the air above Anatolie’s mouth. He sucked the digit into his mouth hungrily. “Umm,” Ali teased. “Like that?” She gave him another taste. The blood was already starting to dry up.

      Anatolie turned the beautiful blonde over and kissed her deeply as he let his hand drift down her body. Ali was surprised by how gentle the vampire was. He had the power to crush her bones, and yet his touch was delicate, and deliberate. Anatolie knew his way around a woman’s body.

      Ali was used to drunken sex at the end of a long night of debauchery. She wasn’t used to clear-headed love-making before supper. Ali couldn’t believe how amazing it felt to be touched like this. She laid back for a moment and just let Anatolie have his way with her.

      His hand made its way below her waist band and Ali closed her eyes. She could feel his fingers working their magic. She was lost in the rhythmic gestures. Ali bit her lower lip and grunted her approval. Her hips were starting to rock in time with Anatolie’s movements.

      Suddenly the movement stopped. “What? No!” Ali shouted as his hand left her pants.

      “Your friends are back,” Anatolie explained as he got up off the bed. “I’m sorry.”

      “You are going to pay for that,” Ali smirked. “This is not over.”

      Carrie tossed Ali a takeout bag as she walked in the door. “There’s a dead werewolf, we need to go check it out,” Carrie said in a very abrupt tone that Ali wasn’t ready for. She was still trying to process everything that had just happened on the bed. “Come on, you can eat on the road.”

      “Right, okay,” Ali said as Carrie stormed around the room grabbing things. “Are you okay?”

      “I am just looking through this bag for something that could help save the world.” Carrie’s sarcasm wasn’t lost on anyone. She was about to dump the bag in question on the bed, when she froze and looked at her flustered, red-faced friend. “Do I need to worry about any fluids?”

      “No! Don’t ask me that!” The question hadn’t helped with Ali’s blushing. She looked at Anatolie who was looking at the ground. Carrie could always be counted on to make a situation even more awkward. “What are you looking for?”

      “We brought a bag full of magical charms, one has to be good for something,” Carrie said as she rummaged through the pile of potentially helpful charms. “What does the book say?” Carrie pushed the book toward Ali and kept looking through the different pieces.

      The book was older than Helga. It had been written over a thousand years ago in a language that was no longer spoken. Luckily it had been given a translation spell that changed the text to match the language of the reader.

      “What are you looking to do?”

      “Stop vampires, and werewolves,” Carrie sounded like she was spitballing ideas. “Maybe something about reinstating a covenant, I don’t know.”

      “I’ll see what I can find,” Ali skimmed through a few pages. “The holy water spritzer.”

      “Of course,” Carrie laughed as she picked up the spray bottle they bought at a dollar store. It was filled with holy water. They only had a limited supply, but it would keep the enemies away as they tried to find a more permanent solution. Carrie was already heading out to the car.

      Ali stayed behind to put the bag back together. “We will have to pick this up later,” she sighed as she looked over to Anatolie. He walked across the room and kissed Ali.

      “We will.”
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      Ali headed out the door first and the large vampire let his shoulders slump. He wasn’t great at controlling his hungry, or his lust. He tried to think about anything else, but there was nothing he could do.

      “Are you coming?”

      “Yeah,” Anatolie headed out to the car and got in the driver’s seat. Ali was already strapped into the passenger seat. Pulling out of the parking spot was the only time Anatolie could keep both hands on the wheel. Ali had sat with one leg bent up near the gear shifter. The vampire’s finger grazed the edge of her yoga pants, and then it needed more.

      In the back the others were debating the wolves and the dead body. Carrie had mentioned the address a few hundred times as they drove. She was sure that everyone was going to forget. Anatolie had noticed that Carrie was the mom of the group. She was even acting that way with Matthias who was hundreds of years older than her. The backseat passengers were distracted.

      Anatolie let his hand rest just above Ali’s knee. He took a quick look over and she smiled. The vampire let his hand slowly slip along the inner thigh. He could feel the excitement in Ali’s movements. She started pushing her hips forward in the chair.

      Over the pants, Anatolie let his hand rub along the seam of the thin material. Ali was fighting the urge to moan. The Romanian looked over to see Ali biting her lip. Her eyes looked as hungry as he felt. Anatolie looked back to the road, but he continued to make circles with his hand. Ali grabbed the hand in both of hers, and started grinding against his fingers.

      Anatolie could still hear the others talking in the back. He could feel Ali shaking and he had to see her face. Anatolie looked over at Ali and she was staring right at him. They maintained eye contact as Ali fought to keep the sounds inside.

      “Look out!” Carrie screamed from the backseat and Anatolie swerved the car to avoid the semi-truck. “What was that guy doing?”

      Anatolie was fighting the gravel to get the car back onto the road. The truck had crossed into his lane, and he had swerved hard assuming that it was his fault and that he was in the wrong lane. Luckily the shoulder of the road was fairly wide. Slowing down and gaining control, Anatolie pulled the car back onto the road.

      “Was that guy trying to kill us?” Carrie was still freaking out. Everyone else was just trying to catch their breath. “What was that? And why didn’t you respond?”

      “What?” Anatolie yelled as he tried to pull his thoughts together. “I responded. You yelled as soon as he came over.”

      “I had to yell!”

      “And I had to respond, we both did our job,” Anatolie said as he shot a sly smile over at a still breathless Ali. She smiled back as she cuddled up into an adorable ball. She was cuddling herself for only a moment as they had arrived at the location.

      The road was empty in every direction. There was a lane that headed back to a campground, but that was the only reason the place had an address at all. Anatolie didn’t like the look of the place as he got out of the car. The woods came up almost to the edge of the road. If anything popped out of those jagged limbs, there was no way to get the girls back to the car in time.

      “Stay close,” he warned Ali, but she stuck her tongue out, and headed over to the body. In the dark it just looked like a rock half buried in the ground. Anatolie got between the body and the woods. He got ready to engage whatever enemy jumped out at them.

      “Are you ready for the fight?” Matthias laughed as he came up to Anatolie. It was a little comforting to have the old vampire standing there with him. Although, Anatolie was never going to admit that.

      “I’m ready for anything,” Anatolie said as he turned to look at Matthias.

      “Have you decided what side you’re on?” Matthias’s words stopped Anatolie cold in his tracks. He didn’t have an answer ready. He wasn’t expecting anything that direct. “I know who your maker is, and I know where he stands. Where do you stand?”

      “I’m here with you guys, right?”

      The girls were taking pictures and discussing magical charms, and they didn't seem to notice the staring contest behind them. Matthias and Anatolie didn't say another word. They simply glared at each other until the girls were ready to go.

      "I think this was a wolf," Carrie said as if she was disappointed that the victim was killed by his own kind.

      "Isn't that a good thing?" Anatolie asked. "That means the factions aren't at war."

      "It means tensions are rising," Carrie said as she took one last look at the body. "It means that they are silencing dissenting voices. Is there another way into this campground?"

      "No," Anatolie had been to the park many times. When the wolves weren't around it was a good feeding ground.

      "This is a warning to the wolves who are still arriving," Carrie said, pointing to the road where another car was slowing down to turn into the RV park. "They didn't even bring a camper; that car carried a wolf who was headed to war.”

      The driver glared at them as he turned and headed down the winding dirt path.

      "Should we get rid of this body too?"

      "No, the human authorities know enough to leave it alone," Matthias's voice came from over Anatolie's shoulder. The younger vampire hated to hear the advice, but it was the right call, and it meant he didn't have to deal with 200 pounds of dead werewolf.

      They all piled back into the late model sedan and headed back to the motel. Anatolie hadn’t seen this many supernatural creatures dying in his town in his entire life. The last time this happened, Anatolie hadn’t been born. His mother had told him the tales, hosts of vampires, werewolves, and the witch who put an end to it all. At the time he thought these were fairy tales. He couldn’t believe that anything so amazing would happen in his sleepy village.

      Anatolie was still having trouble believing it. He just wanted it all to go away. There had already been enough death. The first had happened several months before. Anatolie had been called back to see Solomon in his mansion. As he drove the car back into the village, Anatolie could still see Solomon’s smug face, behind his ornate oak desk.

      “You need to be on my side,” Solomon said as he stood up to let the full power of his hateful gaze hit his vampire progeny. The room was filled with his progeny. Living for 1000 years, Solomon had turned hundreds of people into vampires. There were at least 20 of them lining the back walls of the large study.

      “You can force me to do whatever you want, we both know that,” Anatolie said, “But I will not go along quietly. I will tell the others what I think of this plan and your real plan for the mountains.”

      “You will support me, and this plan,” Solomon had yelled as he moved out from behind his desk and waved Anastasia over to stand beside Anatolie.

      Anastasia had come to look for Anatolie in the first few months after he first disappeared. He couldn’t believe that his little sister got as close as she did. The end of the Great War had left many people searching for family members. Anastasia had found Anatolie, and before he could get her to leave Solomon found them.

      “The Sigmaringen twins, together again,” Solomon laughed as he moved over and gave Anastasia a kiss on the cheek. She rubbed the cheek to get the saliva off her face. Anatolie tried to control his rage. He couldn’t even look at Solomon when he touched Anatolie’s sister. It was the first argument that Anatolie had had with his maker. “You didn’t want me to turn your sister, and that was when I lost you.”

      Solomon moved over to look Anatolie in the eyes. The younger vampire turned away. He didn’t want his rage to force him to lash out at Solomon. The older vampire was so strong, and he was surrounded by supporters.

      “I want to fix this mistake, so that we can bury the hatchet,” Solomon said, with a real earnest tone. It was the kind of tone that Solomon only used when he was about to do something truly horrible. “Anastasia, you are going to support my bid for the Carpathian Mountains, right?”

      “Never, you sick old fuck,” Anastasia spit the words out, and Anatolie could tell something was wrong with her voice, but he didn’t look until he heard the sickening thuwuck of the stake passing into her heart. There was no explosion like the one Anatolie had seen by the side of the road.

      Anastasia grabbed for her brother as she collapsed onto the floor. “Get him out of here,” Solomon commanded his minions. “There, I fixed it. Your sister isn’t a vampire. You will support me!” The doors closed as Solomon continued to yell, and his followers cheered.

      The feelings of that moment came flooding back over Anatolie. He couldn’t seem to get the image of his sister’s death out of his head.

      “Are you okay?” Ali asked. She put a hand on his shoulder, and Anatolie nodded. “You’re very quiet. You were very quiet on the trip out there, but it was a lot more fun.” Anatolie let a smile sneak through his scowl.

      “I’m just a little distracted,” Anatolie said as he kept his eyes on the road. He didn’t want to get caught off guard again.

      The trip back was uneventful on many levels, and as they got back to the motel everyone started saying good night and looking awkwardly at each other. “I don’t suppose you’re coming inside to look over the pictures we took?”

      “No,” Ali sighed as she tried to absorb the tone coming from Carrie. “I am going with Anatolie and we’re going to do some recon. We still have no idea how many wolves have come to Sinaia.”

      “That’s a really good idea,” Carrie sounded really surprised. “I think you guys should do that now.”

      Ali ran into the motel to get ready and came out carrying a backpack. Anatolie wanted to ask about it, but he didn’t really care that much. He was just eager to spend some time alone with Ali, and he wanted to know how many wolves were in town.

      The car seemed like it would be too easily detected so they only drove close to the campground. They pulled off into a lot by the side of the road and Anatolie carried Ali at top speed through the forest. “Stop,” Ali said the words very softly, and Anatolie was confused, but he listened. “This is perfect.”

      They were in a small clearing. The stars overhead provided a bit of light, while the moon was in a different part of the sky. The trees surrounding them were much taller than in the last clearing. The ground was covered in a thick coating of dead leaves.

      “Why are we stopping here?” Anatolie asked as he looked at Ali who was already opening her backpack.

      Ali moved over to Anatolie and kissed him. Her lips were closed at first, but Anatolie separated them with his tongue. He started probing her mouth and sliding his tongue in and out. Ali was biting and nibbling as the tongue invaded her mouth.

      “I didn’t want to do this in the room I share with Carrie,” Ali said. “Don’t get me wrong, we can do it while she sleeps, but it can’t be the first time.”

      Anatolie smiled as he watched Ali carefully spread out the blanket. She was on her hands and knees. The vampire licked his lips as he walked to the edge of the blanket. Ali looked up with a cheeky smile on her face. She got up onto her knees. There were no words exchanged, but Anatolie’s eyes said it all.

      Anatolie let Ali undo his pants, and unzip the fly. She lowered the pants and then the underwear. Ali needed both hands as she brought the large appendage to her mouth. She gently licked at the tip before wrapping her lips around his girth and starting to slide it down her throat.

      “That’s good,” Anatolie cooed his encouragement. He used a single finger to move Ali off and turn her around. She stayed on her hands and knees as Anatolie pulled down her yoga pants and he wanted to get her ready for his manhood, but he stopped to look around.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “This is the perfect place,” Anatolie said. “It just needs something.” The vampire stood up and disappeared. He knew that he had to be quick or it would ruin everything. He brought back a bunch of wild flowers.

      “What are you doing?” Ali laughed as she saw the flowers.

      Anatolie held up his finger, and Ali laid back on the blanket. The vampire made a pillow for her out of his shirt. Ali seemed to admire his six-pack, the pale skin nearly glowing in the moonlight. Then Anatolie stood back and dropped flowers all over the blanket. Ali smiled as she watched the delicate petals of the wild flowers floating to the ground.

      “Ooo,” she moaned as a few of the petals landed on her naked thighs. “You know, I don’t need any special treatment. I’m not that kind of girl.”

      “I think you are,” Anatolie said. “I believe that you are very special, and I believe this is the treatment that you deserve.” He lowered his face to hers and they kissed under the starry night sky. Anatolie lifted Ali’s shirt up over her head, and slowly pulled it off. His movements were slow, and controlled.

      His fingers traced delicate paths around each nipple, and cupped the breasts gently. As they kissed, Ali could feel the tip of Anatolie’s cock as it pressed against her opening. Anatolie shifted his hips, and the head ran up her vulva. Ali gasped as the mushroom head pressed up against her clit. His hips making slow circles, the stimulation was almost too much to take.

      Ali couldn’t even focus on kissing, as the velvety skin rubbed across her most sensitive region. Anatolie had never done this before, but he didn’t normally like to take his time. He watched Ali’s face as the pleasure contorted it, and her breathing changed. The shuddering that went through Ali’s body made Anatolie lunge forward. He had to pull away to control the tingling sensation in his penis.

      “I have never,” Ali gasped. “I ha…mmm!“ She moaned as Anatolie moved into position and thrust his hips forward. Ali felt the stretching of her vaginal walls. She arched her back and rolled her hips forward to take more of him inside.

      Anatolie moved slowly, letting Ali feel every inch as it slid deeper and deeper. Pulling back, the vampire seemed to be taking more than just his dick away. Ali wrapped her legs around his, she wanted him inside. Anatolie continued to move gently, and slowly, but with firm, deliberate thrusts. Ali could feel the power behind the movement.

      “Faster,” she called when she could take no more. Anatolie started to go faster. He slowly built speed until he was pounding away at Ali. When Anatolie heard her screams fill the air he let go as well and they collapsed onto the blanket.

      “That was pretty loud,” Ali said as she caught her breath. She got up and started putting her clothes back on. “We need to go.”

      “We didn’t look at the werewolf camp,” Anatolie reminded his lover.

      “Oh, right,” Ali pulled out her wand and her cell phone. With a flick of the wrist she sent herself three hundred feet into the air and took a picture of the encampment with her phone. “Come on, let’s go!” she said as her feet touched down again.

      “That was actually impressive.”
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      “So, that was surprisingly useful,” Carrie said as she looked over the picture. She zoomed in on different parts of the picture to investigate the crowd. “There’s a few hundred werewolves in that campground. Just look at all the campers. How close did you get to the campsite?”

      “We didn’t want to risk getting caught,” Ali lied. She had to fight to keep the smile off her face. “After we saw the size of their forces, we realized that Anatolie was in danger if we got caught. They might believe that I was lost in the forest, but not a vampire.”

      “So how was the other part of the evening?”

      Raven’s question almost broke Ali’s neck as she snapped her head around to look at her friend. Ali tried to come up with a response, but instead she just turned red as the others laughed at her.

      “Come on,” Carrie teased. “It’s not like we haven’t seen you with millions of guys at this point.”

      “Hey!”

      “What?” Carrie laughed. “Fine, hundreds. Does that sound better?”

      “Knock it off,” Ali laughed. Her face was on fire. This wasn’t like all of those other guys. Anatolie made her feel special. There had been a lot of guys, but none of them made her feel like this. She couldn’t explain it to the others, the feelings were too new.

      “Alright, let’s talk about something else,” Carrie said as she put a hand on Ali’s shoulder. “Clearly you can’t talk about this yet.”

      “I don’t know how to explain it,” Ali admitted. “It doesn’t feel like the other times.”

      “Okay, so the ID, that was fun,” Raven said as if this was something they all knew about.

      “You grabbed his ID?” Ali asked. She felt like she was out of the loop. One night in the forest and she had missed everything.

      “Well, he didn’t need it anymore,” Carrie shrugged. “What did you find?”

      “He was a local pack leader,” Raven said. She was looking around for a reaction. “This guy is super popular with the local wolves, and according to his social media sites. He has a lot of support in the larger were community.”

      “So, why was he killed?”

      “Well, I don’t know that, Carrie, but it seems like it probably wasn’t wolves,” Raven answered as she pulled up the pages on her tablet. “See for yourself.”

      “I think you can like a guy on social media and still kill him,” Carrie sighed as she read over the page and tried to determine the murder-ability of the deceased. Ali was looking too, but she wasn’t sure how to determine from a bunch of hunting pictures, and posts about mountaineering, whether the wolves would murder this guy or not.

      “Serge Solupin,” Carrie read the name out loud, like she was testing it somehow. “I don’t get what you’re pointing at.”

      “I didn’t get it either, but Matthias said that the mountaineering posts were thinly veiled calls to action,” Raven explained. “Serge wasn’t a dissenting voice, unless the wolves don’t want to fight.” That did sort of fly in the face of everything they had heard.

      “Convincing,” Carrie sounded like a judge as she weighed the information before her. “But it doesn’t rule out the possibility of a power struggle.”

      “Then why leave his body out for all to see?” Ali asked the question out to the universe more than any one person. She looked at the others as they turned to her. “I think it has to be the vampires trying to scare off the less committed werewolves, right?”

      “Believe me,” Carrie sighed, “I don’t have any of the answers here.” Ali wanted to get a picture to commemorate the moment. “What?”

      “You never admit to stuff like that,” Ali laughed. “Carrie doesn’t have all the answers? That doesn’t sound right. What do you think, Raven? Have you ever heard that?”

      “No comment,” Raven said, raising both hands in the air. She was trying to hold back her laughter and she couldn’t look Carrie in the eyes.

      “Oh knock it off you two,” Carrie laughed. They all broke into a fit of laughter. “You guys are the worst.”

      The laughter died, leaving the underlying anxiety to hang heavy over the room. Their eyes, which had been connecting in a moment of pure joy only seconds before, dropped to the old, grey carpet. There was nothing distinctive about the carpet other than the fact that it used to be a much lighter grey. Years of dirt and abuse had turned the color, and Ali realized that she hadn’t thought about the carpet before this moment. It was the first part of the motel room that she touched and yet she hadn’t really thought to look at it before.

      “The beginning,” Ali said as if the others were sharing in her epiphany. She looked up to see that they definitely weren’t sharing this thought. “We need to start at the beginning. We need to see how this works and then we can understand how we…I don’t know…how we make it work again?”

      Despite the weak finish to her little speech, Ali could see that the others were coming around to it. They had simply been staring at her. She was used to Carrie pitching the ideas. This was not Ali’s forte. She was normally laughing at others for having ideas, or pointing out the holes in a plan. Pitching her own idea was nerve-racking.

      “So, how do we do it?” Raven asked.

      “I saw it in the book,” Ali explained. “There has to be a reason that Helga sent all that stuff.” The others nodded along, as Ali went to get the backpack. She had loved this bag when it was filled with booze, but it seemed a lot more useful now.

      “I will find the page,” Ali said as the others threw a blanket on the floor and started to prepare the circle. The magic of the circle was undeniable. A coven was at its most powerful when they formed the circle and drew on each other’s strengths to perform a spell. It would’ve worked even better in the woods, but there was no time for that, and it was going to be much safer indoors.

      It wasn’t only the werewolves and vampires, Romanian mortals were well-versed in the mystical arts. They had been chasing supernatural beings out of their villages and towns for centuries, and they were always on the lookout for strange behavior.

      “We need something that was at the event,” Ali groaned as she read a line from the book, assuming their plan was ruined.

      “All of this stuff looks old,” Carrie said as she dumped out the backpack in the middle of their circle. “One of these things was there. Let’s just try it.”

      Ali looked over the tarnished and dusty relics. They definitely looked old, and they all belonged to Helga. It was worth a shot. “All right, then I guess all we do is think about the castle, and say the magic words. Tell me when you guys are focused.” Ali took one last look at the magic words. She took a deep breath, “Ready?”

      “Ready.”

      “Ready.”

      “Du-mă înapoi la început, târfă!”

      They were falling into the woods. It was the dead of night., As Ali fought fruitlessly to stop her fall, she saw the full moon high overhead. The trees didn’t seem to touch them as they moved past. They landed in a clearing. “Well, this is great,” Ali grumbled as she looked around at the woods, and the meadow just to the north of them. The moonlight made it easy to see through the darkness. They were in the Carpathian Mountains, and the castle wasn’t where it should be. Ali had no idea why they were here.

      “This is the beginning,” Carrie sounded excited. “Before they even built the castle. This is where we need to be. I mean there is a reason we were sent here, right?”

      “Or, here’s a theory,” Ali said. She could hear the old cynical Ali taking the lead on this one. “We grabbed a bunch of crap that we hoped would take us to the right spot, but surprise, surprise, it took us to the wrong spot.”

      “Then why is Helga here?” Raven asked as she turned the others around.

      “You need to help me win this war, for all of us,” the words were spoken by a vampire. No one had seen him standing there until he started to speak. Helga had been looking away, but she turned to him. Tears were filling her eyes.

      “I love you, Solomon,” Helga sobbed. “But I can’t help you take this power.”

      “How can you say that?”

      “You can’t…” Helga stopped herself and turned away. “No single being should have that much power. You know this, and I know this. That is why I can’t help you.”

      “You’re going to sacrifice all of these werewolves, and vampires,” Solomon’s voice was dark and full of anger. “This is going to happen. It’s going to happen whether I go after it or not. Do you really want to see a wolf try to handle this much power?”

      “I don’t want anyone to have this much power!” Helga’s agonized scream filled the night air. It was hard for the girls to see their mentor this upset. She was trying to stand up to the man that she loved, and she was clearly conflicted. “I need to know that you are going to protect the power, and not take it for yourself, and then I can help you.”

      “You know I don’t want to lie to you,” Solomon murmured as he walked over and wiped a tear out of Helga’s eye. “I want this power, but not just for me, I want this power for us.”

      “What a load of shit!” Raven screamed. “Grandma, don’t believe him.”

      “They can’t hear you,” Carrie reminded Raven. Ali and Carrie both wrapped their arms around their friend. It was hard for all of them to watch.

      Helga had found Ali as a young girl. She had been bouncing through the foster care system for a couple of years. She was just starting school, but she had already learned a lot about the world. Ali’s powers were already starting to reveal themselves, and her foster parents didn’t know how to handle it. So she was bounced to the next house, and the next set of parents.

      Helga took her in and found her a home with people who understood what was going on. A witch mother, who could help her learn to control her powers. Ali was so grateful, and she really wanted to punch this Solomon in the face. How dare he hurt Helga?

      It was a funny moment for Ali. She had forgotten how much she owed to Helga. She had even started to resent her mentor. One trip doesn’t go as planned and she had forgotten all about the things that Helga had done for her. Ali started to feel bad, but in a different way. How had she become this person?

      “You won’t share this power,” Helga chuckled through the tears. She looked Solomon in the eyes. “I know that I have to stop you. It’s just so hard to bring myself to do it. You can’t handle this kind of power.”

      “I need you on my side,” Solomon growled.

      “I wish you could see it, but I truly am,” Helga laid her head on Solomon’s shoulder.

      “I’m sorry my dear, but I can’t let you do this,” Solomon snarled. The motion was almost imperceptible, but Helga’s reaction was unmistakable. She held her guts and wrenched away from Solomon so violently that she sent herself tumbling to the ground. She got back to her feet, clutching at the dagger in her stomach.

      “What’s going on?” Raven was freaking out. Ali had once seen Raven cry at a long-distance phone commercial. It was about a group of friends in high school, and their jobs sent them all over the world. They stayed in touch with the phone service. It was a great commercial, but not cry-worthy.

      “She doesn’t die, we know that,” Ali reminded her friend. It was still hard to watch.

      “I loved you!” Solomon was shouting as the tears flowed down his face. “Why couldn’t you just help me?! Why would you do this? Why would you do this to us?”  Solomon took Helga in his arms and laid her out gently on the ground. “I’m so sorry, this isn’t how I wanted this to go. I don’t know why you made me do this, but it hurts me beyond words.”

      Solomon looked like he was about to walk away and then he turned back and pulled out a ring. “I was going to give this to you!” Solomon was wrecked inside, his heart ripped out. “Here’s the ring!”

      The ring landed right on her chest and disappeared into a small fold in the dress. Ali watched it happen, but it wasn’t the only thing going on. Solomon had essentially let Helga know that he loved her, and that she didn’t support his plans so he would have to kill her. It seemed like they had just witnessed the murder, but there was no way that could happen.

      Solomon laid with Helga until she had died. The smell of the blood was clearly getting to be too much for him. “I can’t stay, my dear,” Solomon whispered. “I don’t deserve any of your precious blood, not after this night. I only wish you had lived to see the man I will become.”

      Solomon disappeared into the woods, and the girls all walked over to their mentor’s body. They were waiting for her to pop back up. They assumed she had to be faking him out, but she just looked so dead. They knew that she had to live. They had all met her.

      “Get up!” Ali yelled.

      “She has to, right?” Raven was looking to the others for answers, but no one knew what to say. “She has to.”

      The night air seemed to be breaking through into this altered reality. Ali knew she couldn’t feel the temperature, but she was shaking and starting to feel weak. She shuddered as she saw the blood start to flood across the grass. Ali started to retch and Raven ran and threw herself through her grandmother. She sobbed wildly as her body shared the same space as her grandmother’s.

      “I knew he would try to pin his betrayal on me,” Helga said, but she was now standing at the edge of the clearing. She was unhurt. She walked over to her double. “I had to see this for myself.” Helga touched an amulet on her neck and absorbed her murdered double.

      Raven stood up and walked over to her grandmother. It was like she was looking for something to verify that this was her real grandmother. Helga was several hundred years younger in this vision, and she didn’t have any of the distinctive marks that they were used to. She looked like she was their age, with tight skin and curves. Helga was a gorgeous, older woman, but in her day she had been an absolute knockout.

      “It’s really her,” Raven said as she stepped away.

      “You’ll pay for this, my love,” Helga said as she disappeared into the forest.

      Ali waved for them to follow her, but the scene was already melting away. The trees were shrivelling up and disappearing, and the motel was dripping into their space from overhead. The transition felt very liquid and made Ali feel a bit queasy.

      “It didn’t work,” Carrie sighed as they returned fully to the room. Ali stood up, just to make sure her legs were still working. “I mean, that was intense, but it doesn’t really help us.”

      “It shows us who is after the power,” Raven defended the vision. She was still crying, and no matter how many times she wiped the tears away, they came pouring back. “That has to mean something, right?”

      “It means we need a better charm,” Ali said as she reached into the pile of trinkets. “This is the amulet, right?” They all nodded. It looked like a small, golden cauldron on the end of a golden chain. “That’s why we went there. We need something that will show us how the covenant was formed.”
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      “Meet me in the clearing outside of town,” Anatolie read the text message from Ali aloud. He had just woken up, and he was a little groggy, but he didn’t want to keep her waiting. Anatolie got out of his storage unit and blasted around the outskirts of town to meet the witch.

      “Why didn’t you text me back?” Ali said as the vampire came to a stop in front of her. “That is really rude.”

      “I don’t text,” Anatolie laughed. “In fact you’re the first person to ever text this phone.” He held up his prehistoric flip phone and Ali started to laugh. “What, I only use it to call people. I don’t need to text, or play dumb games.”

      “I guess,” Ali held up her hands conceding the point. “Whatever, I will call from now on.”

      “And I will continue to only call, and really, I won’t even do that,” Anatolie said as he tried to remember the last time he had actually placed a phone call. He wasn’t a very social person. That’s why he lived in storage lockers. He really only went out to get blood.

      “Nice,” Ali laughed.

      Anatolie moved in closer and kissed Ali. Their lips moved together, and she parted them, but then she pulled her head back. Anatolie continued to kiss his way down her neck. She was moaning and sighing, but she had a question. Anatolie could feel her trying to ask it.

      “I…I mean, do…do you know of a vampire named Solomon?”

      Anatolie pulled back far too quickly. He had given himself away for sure. He knew that anything he said at this point was going to be heavily scrutinized. The truth was that he wanted to tell Ali the truth. He wanted to help her. There was no way that he could help her, Solomon had made sure of that.

      “He’s my master,” Anatolie said the words, but he could hear that they weren’t coming out right. “He is a very powerful vampire.” Ali was definitely hearing these words. Anatolie laughed to himself, of course those words aren’t blocked.

      “I know that,” Ali said, but she seemed very disappointed. “I was hoping that you could give us a little more info, you know, like where is he?”

      “He’s in Romania,” Anatolie heard the words come out, but it wasn’t what he was trying to say. The maker/progeny relationship was a very powerful thing.

      Solomon’s power over Anatolie had been limited over the years, but that was because there was a younger progeny taking up some of that power. When he killed Anastasia, Solomon had re-established his full power over Anatolie. This was a feeling that Anatolie was very unfamiliar with. His sister had been turned only months after he was.

      Anatolie wanted to be mad, and grieve for his sister, but Solomon’s power wouldn’t let him. At least not entirely; the pain was weighing heavily on the vampire. Only Ali had been able to break through the pain and fog of the last few months. The grief and the added control had been tearing him apart, and now for the first time in a long time he was happy. That only made this hurt more.

      “I can’t help,” Anatolie wanted to cry, but he couldn’t do it. He could feel the hand of Solomon tugging at the strings.

      “Well, actually you can,” Ali smiled as if she had some very good news to share. Anatolie braced himself for what was going to come next. “We’re going to the club tonight and you and Matthias are going to keep the vampires at bay. Doesn’t that sound like fun?”

      Ali didn’t wait for an answer, she just started kissing Anatolie again. He was a little shocked at first, but he gave in to her passion and kissed her back. He let his hands roam freely over her body. He grabbed her breasts, and Ali pulled back.

      “Sorry, we can’t get too caught up,” she said as she started to walk away. “Man, you are so good at that though. Seriously!” Anatolie was desperately hoping that she would stop walking, but she just kept going. “Come on!”

      The others were waiting for them when they got back. Everyone seemed ready to go. Anatolie was hoping that someone would raise an objection, but he couldn’t even do it himself. He could feel it, Solomon wanted the witches to head to his club, to look for him.

      Anatolie walked over to Matthias and looked him right in the eyes. The two alpha males stared at each other. “You think this is a good idea?” It was all that Anatolie could say to him. He was hoping it was enough to help Matthias understand what was going on.

      “Are you a chicken?” Matthias got right in Anatolie’s face. “I know what they’re going to learn about you, so yeah, I really do think this is a good idea. I don’t have a maker, so I don’t understand what it’s like, but I know that you are going to be revealed as a fraud tonight.”

      “What do you…” Anatolie couldn’t understand what Matthias was saying about not having a maker. All vampires had a maker. All that Anatolie knew for sure was that Matthias was not going to help them. He decided it was best to just walk away. Matthias was only getting louder, and thanks to Solomon, Anatolie was actually afraid of being discovered.

      It wasn’t just about undermining the mission that the witches were on. Anatolie was afraid that Ali would never understand what he had done. She had no way to know what it was like to be controlled by a maker. Like having an evil puppet master standing over you at all times. Anatolie didn’t know if there was anything comparable in the world.

      “Ready?” Ali said as she jumped on Anatolie’s back. He carried her as they all started walking down the street. “I just can’t believe that you’re mine.” Ali had no idea how hard those words hit her man’s ears. Anatolie felt them shake him to his very core.

      They made it to the club, and the crowd was looking thinner than the last time Ali and Anatolie had been to the ugly tin shed. It was still very early, but the vampire couldn’t help but wonder if the smaller crowds were due to the sheer number of people who were being murdered. The town wasn’t big enough to support the influx of vampires.

      The worst part was that there weren’t enough villagers to drive off the vampires. They knew that a mob, even a proper one with pitchforks and torches wasn’t going to work at this point. It was depressing to know that the vampires, and especially Solomon, were winning.

      “This place looks dead,” Ali sighed as they walked up to the front door. The bouncer waved them in. “I think we should wait and come back when it gets busy.”

      “That is the worst idea,” Carrie chided. Anatolie didn’t know which idea he liked less.

      “Let’s just get this over with,” Anatolie heard himself say the words. He knew that it meant that Solomon wanted them in the tin building. Anatolie wanted to be anywhere else, but that was completely impossible. “Promise me that you’ll be careful.”

      “Of course,” Ali laughed as Anatolie had spun and grabbed her arms. She seemed to be genuinely impressed by his caring. She kissed him and then broke free. “But right now, I’m going to dance. You go feel out the vampires around here.”

      Ali grabbed her friends and got them out on the dance floor. They all seemed to be having such a good time cutting loose, and Anatolie thought he could actually see the stress melting off of them. They moved their bodies with pure joy and abandon. Ali looked so gorgeous, her shirt rising to show off her flat, tanned stomach. Her breasts looked round and firm as they bounced, and Anatolie couldn’t help himself.

      He didn’t turn away until Matthias actually bumped into him. “So are you going to tell them?” Matthias was smiling ear to ear when Anatolie looked over at him. The smile would’ve been enough for Anatolie to kill a man on a normal night, but he had other things to worry about. “Maybe I should tell them?”

      “Knock it off,” Anatolie snarled. “Can’t you see there are more important things going on here?”

      “You’re right, I should’ve told them already,” Matthias said as he started walking toward the girls. Anatolie was about to follow when he was struck by a realization. He stood his ground and watched Matthias start to walk away, and then turn around.

      “You’re lucky, I don’t feel like ruining your life tonight,” Matthias patted his shoulder. “I’m going to cover the rear.” Matthias walked to the back of the club.

      Anatolie walked over to Ali and pulled her away from her friends. “Sorry, I just have one question, and then you can go back to dancing.” Ali looked a little annoyed, but she smiled and waited for Anatolie to ask his question. “How did Matthias get turned?”

      “Helga, she gave him a serum,” Ali said. “It was some sort of vampire serum.”

      “There is no vampire serum, we have venom. Where did Helga get it?” Anatolie had a sneaking suspicion that he knew the source.

      “I have no idea,” Ali shrugged. “Is there a service? I don’t know, a friend likely, right?”

      “Yeah, a friend,” Anatolie sighed as he walked with Ali back over to where the girls were dancing.

      The vampires were staying to the outside of the crowd and Anatolie could see Matthias. He wanted to go and yell at the older vampire, but he knew what was going on. This wasn’t Matthias’s fault. He was a vampire that had been created not knowing his master. He likely wasn’t aware of Solomon’s power over him.

      Anatolie turned back to the girls and then he realized why he couldn’t go and confront Matthias. The only reason he had been able to talk to Ali about it was that Solomon had let him. The ancient vampire had to be in the club. Anatolie took a look around the room and tried to spot him.

      There was a group of vampires in the corner of the room. Anatolie walked over to them and looked through the group. Solomon wasn’t there. “I’m looking for Solomon.” Anatolie recognized the men in the circle. They were all Solomon’s progeny. Most of the vampires in Sinaia were related to Solomon in some way.

      “You’re getting brave, aren’t you?” The burly vampire was laughing in Anatolie’s face. His mustache was grey and bushy, but the man had the bright eyes of a hungry vampire. “Bringing three beautiful and delicious-looking ladies into this club. I feel like I need a taste test. Who’s the girl you’re biting?”

      “You need to back off!” Anatolie yelled. The music had died down for a second and everyone started to stare. “Ha!” Anatolie tried to cover things up. He patted the large shoulder of the animal confronting him. “What a kidder this guy is!” The music went back up as the vampires all started to laugh.

      “Solomon wants you to live,” the big man sneered. “And I hate it when Solomon is upset, but you need to watch yourself, and get your hand off me.”

      “You aren’t going to take another step towards those girls,” Anatolie growled. “I will kill you.”

      “How are you going to do that?” The fat vampire laughed.

      “He’s going to call me over and I’m going to kill you,” Anatolie didn’t have to turn around to know that it was Matthias standing behind him. The pill was hard to swallow, but Matthias’s advanced age would help get these others to back off. Anatolie would never admit it, but he was glad the older vampire was there.

      “What’s this?” The fat vampire was whining to his friends. “This pretty-boy can’t stand up for himself.” Anatolie knew that the fat vampire was just saving face. He glared at the coward, but he didn’t say anything.

      “Good thing I was here to save you,” Matthias said as he turned to see that the girls were gone.

      “Where’d they go?” Anatolie asked as he followed Matthias’s eyes to see the empty spot at the dance floor. “They’re at the bar.” The vampires headed across the dance floor to meet the girls. Anatolie felt guilty for taking his eyes off them. It didn’t matter that he was trying to defend them.

      “I thought you were going to be a lookout?” Carrie said as Anatolie walked up. “We wanted the vampires to come talk to us. Remember?”

      “I was just trying to protect you,” Anatolie replied as he tried to explain his actions. He hadn’t been thinking about anything else. He had just wanted the girls to be safe. “You don’t know those guys.”

      “They’re vampires,” Ali sighed as she turned away from Anatolie. “They’re dangerous, we knew that going into this.” She was clearly upset. Anatolie wanted to explain everything, but he couldn’t. Solomon wouldn’t let him reveal most of it.

      “You are acting shady,” Ali spoke tersely as she pushed past Anatolie and headed for the exit. Anatolie followed along, but Ali wouldn’t look at him. “I just need you to leave me alone.”

      “That’s one thing I will not do.” Anatolie tried to get in front of Ali but the crowds moving into the small club were blocking him. “You need to stop walking.”

      “Something is going on and you need to figure out what side you’re on,” Ali retorted as she pushed Anatolie. She looked frustrated that he didn’t move at all. He considered moving backwards out of pity, but she was already growling and heading out the door.

      “Your bullshit story is falling apart,” Matthias laughed as he walked past. The others were all following Ali out the door. Anatolie wasn’t sure what he was supposed to do. He hadn’t had a relationship as a vampire. Not one that was about feelings.

      Lust was something that Anatolie was more familiar with. As soon as feelings got involved, he felt like a fish out of water. Anatolie took a minute to look over the crowd at the club. Women in mini-skirts, and halter tops, or in cocktail dresses. They were half-drunk and looking to bang. This was where Anatolie’s powers shone.

      A woman in a pair of gold, six-inch heels and a shimmering dress was making eyes at Anatolie. It would be so easy, he thought to himself.  He watched her dance for a minute. She moved gracefully, and raising her hand, she used one finger to beckon Anatolie to the floor.

      It would be so easy.
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      “Was I being too hard on him?” Ali asked as they walked back to the motel. They were halfway through the five-minute walk, and Ali could tell that her friends weren’t comfortable with the question. They were looking in any direction but hers.

      “There’s lights up ahead!” Carrie sounded relieved as she pointed out the lights near the motel. They were the lights of three police cars and an ambulance. They were approximately twenty feet from the motel where they were going to sleep that night. The only reason Carrie could possibly be excited was that she was getting out of an awkward conversation.

      “There’s a body,” Matthias said. They couldn’t see anything yet, but his hearing was far more refined than any human ear. He was concentrating hard to try and get as much information as he could. It would be harder to talk about these things in earshot of the police.

      “What are they saying?” Carrie was tired of waiting for more news.

      “This sort of thing doesn’t happen here,” Matthias was paraphrasing. “The bites, the bites…um…okay, one guy is complaining about having to come out here on his day off. I think this is the entire police force in this town.”

      It did look like a lot of cops, given the size of the town. Ali wondered if they knew what had caused the bites. She knew that the Romanians were all aware of the existence of paranormal creatures, or at least that’s what vampires and werewolves seemed to believe. Although, it didn’t explain why so many of them showed up to a vampire bar in a shed.

      “We need to stay clear of this,” Matthias said as he turned to the girls and his expression of concentration melted away. “They are going to question anyone from out of town. They are looking for people, well, people that bite.”

      “Are you afraid to say vampire?” Ali laughed at a suddenly nervous-looking Matthias.

      “Yeah, I don’t want to say it right now, in case someone hears me,” Matthias murmured, his head swiveling. “I am heading this way.” He pointed up an alley.

      “We’ll catch up with you guys later,” Raven said, offering Ali an eyeful of daggers.

      Ali held her hands up and let the couple pass. “Heading up an alley seems so non-suspicious,” Ali mocked quietly, but she knew that Matthias heard it. It was oddly satisfying to turn and see his face. Her jab had landed, and it felt good.

      “Stay calm,” Carrie said as they walked up to the anxious-looking police officers.

      “I am calm,” Ali laughed.

      “I’m talking to myself,” Carrie sighed as they got up to the yellow tape. The bites were hard to miss. There were huge streams of blood leaking down the neck. “That is so gross, look at all the blood.”

      “That is a lot of blood,” Ali said the words very carefully, hoping that Carrie would pick up on what she was trying to say. Carrie seemed to pick up on Ali’s hint, though the hidden message was still unclear. “Well, if you killed something to eat it, wouldn’t you…eat it?”

      “Oh, not for food,” Carrie nodded along as the wheels in her head started to turn.

      “It’s a message from the vampires.”

      “Or,” Ali huffed as she realized that her friend still wasn’t getting it. “It’s not a vampire, but someone wants us to think it is.

      “But who…” Carrie said the words and then she put her hand over Ali’s mouth. “I know, I realized as soon as I said it.”

      “Werewolves –“

      “I said I know,” Carrie groaned. “You say stupid things all the time.”

      Ali was laughing until she happened to glance behind her. “What are you doing here?”

      “I just needed to talk to you,” Anatolie said as he looked over the scene.

      “We’re going to want to talk to you.” It was a police officer. He walked over to the tape and lifted it for Anatolie.

      Carrie and Ali looked at each other, then shrugged and walked onwards. There was a lot going on, and the officers were a little too worried about the body to notice the two girls running through their crime scene. The girls stayed close to Anatolie, just in case someone did have questions.

      “What is going on in town right now?” the officer asked, but without specifying which odd thing he was referring to. Clearly there were just too many things to name. Anatolie took a breath and looked around at the scene before being interrupted by the officer’s suspicious demand. “Who are they?”

      “They’re with me,” Anatolie replied, frowning at Ali and Carrie. He couldn’t believe they had crossed the line with him. “Chief Hratz, I don’t know what weird thing you’re referring to—“

      “You haven’t noticed the huge influx of vampires?” Hratz was whisper yelling, and fighting to keep his volume and temper under control. “I have a town full of vampires, do you think I haven’t noticed all of the bite marks around town right now?”

      “I’ve been out of town for a while,” Anatolie wasn’t lying when he said that. Ali was hoping that he would reveal a bit more, and maybe that could help her understand why he was being so weird about things lately.

      It had been so clear to her that Anatolie was nervous at the club. There had to be a reason he had interfered in the plan the way he did. He wasn’t telling her anything, but maybe he would trip up talking to the police chief and reveal something. All Ali could do was hope.

      “And you don’t talk to any of these underworld types, right?” Hratz was choking on his anger. “I am going to let the villagers have their way with you, unless you can come up with some believable answers pretty quick.”

      “I’ve noticed the bite marks too, Chief,” Anatolie’s tone had changed as he delivered these words. “I would image that it’s a fairly large number of vampires in town. A mob is a great defense against one vampire. Especially in the day time, but it isn’t day time, and it isn’t the time to go around making threats.”

      “I don’t know what game you’re playing,” Hratz smiled angrily. “I need you guys to take it out of my town. This is not the last you’ll hear from me. I am holding you personally responsible for whatever mess is coming next.”

      The police chief lifted the tape for the trio and then walked back to his cruiser. They were now right in front of the motel. Ali looked at Carrie who was already walking away. Carrie gave her a little wave and then turned to head down the cross street. Ali knew that her friend was going to meet up with Raven and Matthias, but Ali hated that Carrie was abandoning her.

      “So, why are you pissing off the cops?” Ali sneered. “That seems like a terrible idea, like one of the worst ideas I’ve ever heard.”

      “Yeah, I’m an idiot,” Anatolie shrugged. “I can’t tell you, or him why I did it. There’s literally no way to explain it. Not to him, or you, or anyone really, and that’s the worst part. Unless you count the part where the police are going to blame me for whatever happens. That really sucks.”

      “I don’t know how to respond to that,” Ali had never seen Anatolie this upset. She could hear the pain in his voice. It felt like whatever he was doing, whatever was keeping him from telling the truth was beyond his control. “Are you okay?”

      “I am fine,” Anatolie said. “If you’re okay. I just need to hear that you don’t hate me, and then I can be okay.”

      “Why should that matter?” Ali started to head to the room. She was sure that she didn’t want the crowd gathering around the crime scene to hear what was going to be said next. “You are hiding something.”

      “And if I could tell you what I would,” Anatolie followed Ali toward the motel room. He was staying behind her, and Ali wasn’t sure why, but it felt already like she was going to forgive him. There was an energy that he gave off, an energy that she craved.

      “Why should I believe you?”

      “Because I care about you, and I know you feel the same way about me,” Anatolie’s voice was firm and steady, and the low growl in his throat was calling to her. He held out his hand, and she took it.

      “This doesn’t mean—“

      Anatolie’s lips covered Ali’s as she tried to lay down her terms. She held her lips together firmly at first, but then she gave in, and let his tongue explore her mouth. She let him pull her in closely and their bodies intertwined, Ali’s leg wrapping around the vampire’s legs as they kissed.

      “We should get off the street, this is weird,” Ali said as she tried to pull Anatolie along, but he wouldn’t move. “What’s going on?”

      “What’s weird?”

      “You want all these people watching us?” Ali asked as she pointed to the crowd.

      “These people all have their backs to us,” Anatolie pointed out as he pulled Ali back in and started to kiss her again. She resisted this time and Anatolie was forced to stop. “Fine, but seriously, no one is looking.”

      Ali led them to the room. Carrie and the others were gone and Ali wasn’t going to squander this opportunity. She started taking her clothes off as soon as they got in the door. Anatolie didn’t need any more encouragement. He saw what was going on and he started to take his clothes off as well.

      “Wait, what are we doing?” Anatolie asked. “I don’t want to just fuck you.”

      “Sometimes that’s fun,” Ali said as she crossed the room, and started helping Anatolie out of his clothes. “Romance is amazing, but we don’t always need it. Right now I just want to feel you inside of me, is that all right?”

      “Yeah,” Anatolie seemed confused, but he was going along with it, and that was the important part. Ali laughed to herself, she didn’t normally have to talk guys into sleeping with her, and it was kind of refreshing. It wasn’t like he wasn’t into her, he didn’t want to ‘just’ fuck her, and that was what made her want to fuck him.

      Anatolie was already hard as they got under the covers and Ali slid his penis right inside of her. She was on top, and it felt amazing as she started to rock her hips and ride Anatolie hard. It was a quickie, and speed was the name of the game. Ali was losing herself in the rhythm.

      “Oh God!” Carrie screamed as she opened the door. “Are you for real?!”

      “Yeah, sorry,” Ali exhaled. “I…sorry.”

      “You have three minutes to get ready and let me back in this room,” Carrie said as she closed the door. “I am waiting!” Her voice was muffled by the door.

      Ali and Anatolie started to laugh. “I guess we need to get dressed.” Anatolie was going to get up, but Ali pushed him back on the bed.

      “We could do that,” Ali said as she walked over to the door. “Or we could do the thing we should’ve done in the first place.” Ali locked the door.

      “Oh come on!” Carrie yelled. Ali had done this to Carrie before. It was after a football game and Ali had brought the quarterback back to her dorm room. Carrie had knocked on the door for ten minutes that time, but this time she gave up relatively easily.

      “We have to be quick!” Ali said as she jumped back into the bed. “She will be back.”

      “But I like to enjoy our union,” Anatolie’s tone, and the tender look in his eyes just melted Ali. “I don’t want you to let her in here, but I don’t want to rush through anything either.”

      “She’s a big girl,” Ali said as she kissed Anatolie on the lips. He held her close as he rolled her over and laid her down on the bed.

      Ali laid back as Anatolie kissed down her neck, his lips kissing a trail down to her breasts. Anatolie growled hungrily as he licked and nibbled at her nipples. Ali closed her eyes and just let the vampire have his way with her. He had tossed her panties aside and his fingers were working their way inside of her. She was already so wet.
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      It was nearly impossible to leave Ali’s warm bed. Feeling her body next to his was the closest he had felt to human in a long time. He had touched many humans, and he had felt their body temperature, but it was different with Ali. The warmth was infiltrating his stone-cold exterior.

      “I will see you as soon as the darkness returns,” Anatolie felt poetic, but he could tell this was too weird for Ali. “Sorry, I just feel different when I’m around you.”

      “Absolutely, but that was corny AF,” Ali laughed. “I am crazy about you two.”

      Anatolie kissed Ali’s hand and then her forehead. He tried one more time to walk away, but he turned back after half a step. It was like his foot waved at the air, but putting it down on ground that was too far away from Ali would hurt him. “I can’t.”

      “You’ll die,” Ali reminded him.

      “In your arms, that sounds all right,” Anatolie sighed as he took a look at the early morning sky. He was cutting it close. “I need to go.”

      “You’ve said that,” Ali teased. “And I love that you can’t, but I want you to live.”

      “Fine, I will live,” Anatolie pretended to grumble, and then he turned. “One more kiss.”
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      He ran at top speed through the middle of town. It was a risk, and there was no way to hide the fact that he was a vampire at this speed. Anatolie was hoping that no one would be out on the streets that early. He was not ready to deal with a mob, and he didn’t have time for anything to get in his way.

      He made it to the storage locker and stopped just short of the door; it was time to get inside. Anatolie had only cut it this close one other time. The sun’s rays were already breaking through the surface of the horizon. If he wasn’t already behind the row of storage units, the vampire would be in trouble.

      “I thought they meant you.” It was the fat vampire. “I did some asking around and I thought the storage unit guy would be you. You seem like the kind of freak that would keep their coffin in storage. You still want to be human. You can’t accept that you’re a vampire.”

      This was a problem that Anatolie came up against a lot. Other vampires all assumed that he also had a house. They thought that he was keeping his coffin in a storage unit to keep his home vampire-free, or something.

      “This is my home,” Anatolie wasn’t sure why he was explaining it to the fat vampire. He didn’t owe him anything. “I’m going in there now. You should get to your home as well.”

      “Oh, I will,” the rotund leech laughed. “I have a blacked-out limo waiting for me.” The car was parked behind him, but Anatolie hadn’t noticed it. It was a lot more noticeable now that the other vampires were getting out of it. “We’ll spend the day in it today.”

      “Well, we all seem to have a game plan, so I’ll be seeing you,” Anatolie unlocked his door and slid it up out of the way. “Have a good rest.”

      “No, not yet,” the adversarial vampire snarled as he moved up on Anatolie. He wasn’t running, or jogging really, but he was walking deliberately, and with a bouncing sort of step. “I’m going to teach you a lesson.”

      The punch was telegraphed, Anatolie saw it coming from a long way off. It was easy enough to duck it, and drive a right hook into the vampire’s face. “Get him, Vinnie!” one of the others yelled. Vinnie got up and tried again, and the others all groaned as Anatolie put him onto his back again. This time it was a knee to the jaw.

      Anatolie had learned many different styles of fighting over the years, and this time he relied on kickboxing to keep the rhino at bay. This used both his speed and skill to their maximum ability. Anatolie knew so many fighting styles that he always had to choose one to lead with, or his reaction time slowed. Vampires, even the fat ones, were so fast that there was no time to decide between hundreds of possible responses.

      “If I get a hold of you, you’re dead!” This wasn’t a threat. It was a fact. Vinnie was older, and that meant less of him was human. Their bodies became more solid with each passing year.

      “That’s a big if!” Anatolie shouted back as he moved around the big man. He wasn’t going to let him get close. He stayed well out of the vampire’s reach and landed punches and kicks, but the older vampire kept coming. It wasn’t until he lost track of the other vampires that the fight started to turn.

      “Gotcha!” It was a rat-faced, grey vampire who grabbed Anatolie’s arm. Anatolie sent the man tumbling to the ground, but it took a second too long and Vinnie was on top of him.

      “What did you think was going to happen?” Vinnie laughed. “Even the dumbest vampires know that older means stronger. You were going to lose, and yet you risked pissing me off to do what? Did you make your point yet?”

      “Go to hell,” Anatolie snarled, but he could feel his insides crackling under the pressure.

      “I’m just going to hold you long enough that you burn up, and then we’re going to go.” Vinnie carried Anatolie to the end of the row. The sun was already stretching out onto the pavement past the corner. “Your head is going to explode, but I wouldn’t worry, you’ll be too dead to notice.”

      Vinnie stuck Anatolie’s head out into the sunlight. It would only take a minute or two for his head to burst into flames. “What insult did you suffer, that you need to do this?” Anatolie was yelling, but all he could think about was Ali. He couldn’t die like this.

      The sound of a garage door rolling up got everyone’s attention. It was Hratz the chief of police. Vinnie looked at him for a second and Anatolie threw his knee up, winding Vinnie. Now free, Anatolie bit the older vampire’s neck. It was the opening he had been looking for, and Vinnie’s head came loose.

      Vinnie crumpled and as his friends ran to him, Anatolie ran to see the open door that Hratz was holding halfway up. Anatolie noticed as he ran under the door that the chief of police was also holding a pickaxe.

      It was too late, Anatolie’s body was already getting harder. His resting phase was taking over, and the chief could do anything he wanted. The pickaxe started to poke holes through the door of the locker. “What are you doing?” It was hard to get the words out as his lips froze into place.

      “I’m not going to kill you, but I need your help,” the chief called through the door. “This is a south-facing door, and that means you’ll have sunlight for most of the day. You’ll come out tonight, and be a mess, but maybe you’ll be more willing to help me.”

      Anatolie couldn’t believe what he was hearing. It was too late for him to say anything in response, but he could watch helplessly as the chief popped three more holes through the door. They were in a very wide pattern, and they wouldn’t all have light hit Anatolie at the same time, but it was going to make this rest very painful.

      “I hate this, but much less than you do, I’m sure,” Hratz yelled. “I get that you have to protect your own, but I thought we had a good relationship. I don’t know why you’d let this happen to your own people. I know you were one of us.”

      The chief dropped the pickaxe. Anatolie could hear the metal and the wooden handle as it crashed to the ground. The footsteps were not those of a victor. The chief had the weary shuffle of a broken man. Anatolie felt somewhat responsible for that, for all of it. He certainly hadn’t done anything to warn the townsfolk of the impending danger.

      This seemed like a fitting punishment. He wouldn’t be able to shut down his mind like normal. Part of that disconnect was the sensory deprivation of being in the coffin. Today Anatolie would experience all of the skin-searing pain of being burned alive. He wouldn’t be able to scream, or move, but he would be aware of everything.

      The light was already starting to filter in. The first beams of light touched his flesh. The clothes were helping a bit, but the UV rays went through almost any fabric. It felt like a tickle at first, but with each passing second it got worse. Soon it was an itch, and then a burning itch, and then the pain increased beyond the extent of human explanation. Humans in this much pain usually died, or lost consciousness. There was no way for a human to ever experience pain of this magnitude.

      Anatolie experienced this pain in silence. On the outside he wore the serene face of sleep. It was inside that the screaming was taking over every part of his being. The sun’s rays moved slowly. The next beam hit his wrist before the first beam had even finished its course.

      Ali! His mind was screaming. Anatolie couldn’t articulate a thought. There was no way to think through all of this. His only thought was of her. It was the only good feeling that he had experienced in a long time.

      The sun moved through the sky, and the screams filled Anatolie’s mind until the last of the rays had trailed back out of the holes. Anatolie’s body returned to life, and once again started to move freely. He was crying before he could even find a way to get up off the cement floor. The pain was incredible. The burns went down inches into his body. Long trenches of searing pain that the sun had cut through his body.

      “I know,” Hratz said as he opened the door. “I’m probably the last person you want to see.”

      “Ahhhhh!” Anatolie screamed as he tried to get to his feet. The pain of the trenches of flesh moving together was almost unbearable.
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      Anatolie had returned to his storage unit hours ago and Ali finally lay down in her bed, noting it was 6am. There was no chance Carrie would have gone to bed early. She had stayed up most of the night to lecture Ali about the rules of etiquette surrounding having a roommate as soon as Anatolie left.

      When the lecture finished, Ali closed her eyes. She tried to let sleep take over, but it wasn’t working. She was just staring at the ceiling thinking about Anatolie and how strongly she felt about him this early in the relationship. Ali had never felt anything like it. She wasn’t sure it was love, but it was the closest thing she had ever experienced to it.

      “I don’t know how to explain it,” she told Raven over breakfast.

      They had gone back to the diner, and the food was still great, but their reception was a little different. Word had gotten around about the murder. Everyone was a little on edge, and the girls were feeling a very different vibe all around the town.

      Everywhere they went there were whispers and stares. People were looking out for things that were different, and these girls were different. They didn’t look like the other villagers, and that drew a lot of attention. It was attention that they didn’t need.

      “We need to get into that castle and find something that was there that night,” Carrie wasn’t listening to Ali or Raven that morning at all. She was ready to see Helga create the covenant and she didn’t have time for talk of love. Ali thought that maybe she was being insensitive; she shouldn’t have been talking about love around a single girl.

      “I’m sorry,” Ali said to Carrie without prompting.

      “You guys have someone, whatever, that’s terrific,” Carrie was fighting a losing battle to keep the contempt out of her voice. “I just want us all to focus on stopping the bloodshed and death, you know, focusing on the mission.”

      “Right, let’s get focused,” Ali said with a dash of mock enthusiasm. She was trying to keep her voice low because she wasn’t sure who was listening in on their conversation. It seemed like everyone in the place was taking turns staring them down.

      “We only have a few days before this whole thing blows up in our faces,” Carrie reminded everyone.

      “It feels like it already has,” Raven said as she looked around at the room. The girls finished their food and got out the door.

      They knew that they needed to move fast, but they didn’t want to draw added attention to themselves. The castle only gave guided tours, and they had to be booked a week in advance. It seemed like it was going to be impossible.

      “But can we walk the grounds?” All asked as a last-ditch effort before giving up completely. The others were looking at her like she had five heads as she hung up the phone. “The ground, right? I mean the ground was there when all of this happened.”

      “Maybe,” Carrie admitted, “but it’s not going to work. We might find something in the ground around the castle.”

      “You want to do a dig?” Raven scoffed.

      “I want to poke around in the dirt a bit,” Carrie was trying to put a better spin on her plan, but it definitely didn’t sound like something that the castle/museum staff was going to allow. “Museums love archeological digs.” Carrie was grasping at straws. They were running out of time.

      They headed to the castle because a half-baked plan was better than nothing. Ali was hoping that they would stumble onto something. They needed a break. As the girls headed out of town, they admired the wildness of the mountains and the beauty of the woods.

      But even the natural beauty of their surroundings couldn’t hold the sour mood back. “How are we going to find anything in all this shit,” Carrie whined as the car whirred its way through the mountains. Ali wanted to say something about Raven’s driving, but she wasn’t sure why the car sounded like that. She did know why Carrie sounded like that.

      “Nobody knows yet,” Ali snapped. “That’s the whole thing with a half-baked plan, we don’t know if it’ll work.”

      “I think we can be sure it won’t work,” Carrie had gone over the edge into pure negativity. There was no way to get her back, except with a major find.

      Getting out of the car, they all headed over to the castle. It was definitely a fairy tale castle, and with the sun shining brightly out of the clear blue sky, it just seemed to be perfect. Ali sighed to herself as she thought about how Anatolie couldn’t enjoy today’s beautiful sunshine.

      “I know,” Raven picked up on Ali’s thoughts. “I love Matthias, but it does seem like a shame that we can’t have a picnic or get out and enjoy a sunny day.”

      “It is nice to know that he is getting a relaxing day’s sleep after keeping me up all night,” Ali and Raven shared a laugh as they continued to scan the ground for…whatever they could find.

      On the car ride they had vetoed the idea of trying to use the ground, or even grass. That seemed like pulling at straws, and it would be hard to explain them forming a circle and performing spells on the lawn in broad daylight. It would draw the wrong kind of attention, especially considering the police force’s heightened level of suspicion.

      “The ring,” Carrie said as she spun around on the other two and nearly hit them with her finger, which was pointing to the sky. “The ring from the vision. He threw a ring at her double, and Helga absorbed her double, but did she absorb the ring?”

      “I don’t know?” Raven said as she tried to remember the ring, and what happened to it. “I didn’t see it.”

      “No kidding,” Carrie teased. “You jumped right through her body, and sobbed. I mean, you knew she lived. She had to live.”

      “You were crying too,” Ali couldn’t believe that Carrie was being so insensitive. She was getting bitter, and that wasn’t like Carrie. She was one of the most caring and sensible people that Ali had ever met. Ali was going to take some time for Carrie, but after they found…whatever…whatever they could find.

      “I’m sorry,” Carrie mumbled as she headed off in the direction of the vision.

      The woods didn’t look exactly the same, and last time they had started in the woods, but the girls felt confident they could find the spot. The clearing would look familiar in some way, at least that’s what they were hoping.

      “It’s not like woods change much in a hundred and fifty years, right?” Raven asked as they pushed through the brush.

      The castle hadn’t been built at the time, but they tried to use the other landmarks to identify the area they were looking at when they were in the vision. “We should’ve taken pictures,” Raven joked as they looked through the trees again to see if things looked familiar.

      “We didn’t have a camera,” Carrie snarled as she stomped off into the forest.

      “That’s my fault,” Ali said as she moved over to Raven’s side. “She isn’t mad at you or anything. I just—“

      “Yeah, she came to tell me last night and she walked in on Matthias and I…well, you know,” Raven shrugged, “and then she stormed off, and well, you know the rest.”

      “I have an idea.” Ali couldn’t believe what had happened the night before. When she tried to think about the events it seemed like she had lived a week in the space of one night. “So, maybe her mood is both our faults.”

      “Maybe her mood is about trying to solve the covenant issue, and prevent the deaths of hundreds of supernatural creatures?” Raven said as she moved a branch out of their way.

      “Do you remember all of these vines?” Ali asked as she got caught up in a tangle of vines hanging about a foot off the forest floor. The vines were wider around than most extension cords, but they weren’t much bigger. It looked like the vines were trying to strangle the trees. Ali followed one strand as it wound its way up the tree, and then dipped down off a branch towards the forest floor.

      “There were no vines,” Raven seemed very sure as she spoke. She was also inspecting the vines. “I feel like I would remember this.” Ali wondered if that was true. Raven was watching her grandmother be murdered, even though it wasn’t real, and that would be enough to throw anyone off their game.

      The girls spent a few hours wandering through the woods before they decided to call it a day. It was nearly dark, and by the time they got back the guys would be awake. Carrie was of course thrilled to hear that that was the reason the others wanted to head back.

      “Great, I guess it’s time for me to be a third wheel again,” Carrie was almost in tears. “I mean, there’s four of you, so I’m a fifth wheel, that’s gotta be worse.” Carrie headed off toward the car. Raven and Ali decided that the night had to be about cheering Carrie up.

      “I mean stopping the war first, but Carrie is a strong number two,” Raven declared. Ali agreed, and they piled in the car to head back to the motel. The darkness was approaching, and Ali couldn’t wait to see Anatolie.
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      “Ahhhhhh!” Anatolie screamed as he took another step, and the long deep cuts that ran across his body moved. He could actually feel the cuts ripping deeper and deeper into his body with every step. A particularly deep cut, which ran diagonally from the top of his ribs on the left to the top of his hip on the right, made the vampire feel as if his body was going to fall apart.

      Anatolie hadn’t even made it out of the storage locker yet. The Chief had asked him a few questions. Anatolie couldn’t answer any of them. It was impossible, and so Hratz left the vampire on his own. The human didn’t seem to care that he had tortured a citizen of Sinaia.

      His body lurched forward, and Anatolie tried to correct the fall, and as his foot landed he watched the ground rise up to meet his face. He couldn’t feel his legs until they fell on top of him. Anatolie had just split in two. He couldn’t believe it until he reached behind him and touched his legs.

      Anatolie rolled himself over and held his legs up over the top of him. The diagonal cut meant that most of his abdomen was gone as well. “That was unexpected,” Anatolie was in a bit of shock. He laid on the stony asphalt and tried to decide on a plan. Then he remembered his phone.

      “What do you mean?” Ali asked as she cried into the phone.

      “I’m a vampire,” Anatolie reminded her. “I will be fine, but I’ve been cut in half. I mean, I was cut very deeply, and then I split in half.” The pain was holding at a very stable level since he had fallen apart. It was the tearing that really hurt. There was a dull ache that remained, but anything would feel better than the agony he had been enduring for the last 13 hours.

      Ali said that she was coming to him immediately and Anatolie laid back and tried to just relax. There was no reason to try and get any further. He probably should’ve called for help in the first place. The asphalt was starting to feel cold. The warmth of the sun was finally leaving it completely. Anatolie tried to think about anything other than the fact he was in two pieces.

      The stones popping under vulcanized rubber made Anatolie get up on his elbows. He wanted to see his beat-up old sedan heading toward him. He was worried that he was about to get run over by a driver who wasn’t ready to see a body cut in two laying on the asphalt.

      The sight that greeted him was the last thing that he wanted to see. The black limo was unmistakable, there was no car like it in town. The car stopped and the unwelcome sight was compounded by the addition of an even more unlikely sight.

      “How you doing?” Vinnie laughed so hard it sounded like he might split in two. “The boss wants to see you.” Vinnie got all the way out of the car and let two of his goons climb out to grab Anatolie.

      “Do we need to grab both parts?” The older-looking man seemed genuinely confused about the situation. Anatolie wasn’t sure if it was just that he was cut in two, or if this guy was just sort of stunned normally.

      “Yeah, of cour..se.” Vinnie let an evil smile crawl across his face. “I mean the boss wants to have a word, so I guess the legs are really sort of unnecessary.”

      “You better be joking,” Anatolie growled as he watched the henchmen pick him up, and leave his legs laying on the ground. “I need those legs, my legs!”

      “Yeah, maybe, but I don’t,” Vinnie laughed as he watched the torso getting loaded into the car. “I hope they don’t get taken during the night.” Vinnie chuckled as he took one last look at the legs and then crawled into the limo.

      The ride to see Solomon was short as far as time went, but it was hard on many levels. Being cut on an angle, Anatolie couldn’t sit in any of the seats. He had to lay across the seats, and one of the henchmen had chosen to sit on the seat, so Anatolie’s head was resting on the man’s leg. Anatolie asked him repeatedly to move, but the man would only laugh and pretend to hump the back of his head.

      This was not the older-looking henchman. He was a young-looking vampire, who was likely around two hundred years old. Many younger vampires took jobs in Solomon’s service. They didn’t want to try to make it on their own. They were happy to be lackies to a stronger vampire.

      “Hey, that’s enough,” the henchman flashed his gun. “Silver bullets, they’ll put a damper on your evening in a hurry.”

      “You need a gun to fight me?” Anatolie scoffed. “I’m a torso. What kind of weakling is threatened by a torso?”

      “Nobody said I was threatened,” the embarrassed vampire backpedalled. “I’m just saying you could be in trouble if you try to give me any trouble.”

      “I don’t have any legs.”

      “Don’t confuse him,” Vinnie snapped. Anatolie could see the wheels turning in the henchman’s head. IT was clear that thinking was a hardship for the hired gun. “Focus, and don’t mess up.” Vinnie was speaking slowly and clearly so as not to confuse the henchman.

      Anatolie wanted to tell this vampire exactly what he thought of him, but he didn’t think it was the right time to pick a fight. Anatolie was sort of upset about the jerk of a henchman, but the only thing that was really bothering him was that Ali was not going to find him when she got to the storage lot. He could only imagine what she was going to think when she found his lower half on the ground by itself.

      Of course, that was assuming that his legs were still there. There wouldn’t have been much time for someone to come by and grab his legs, but there was a chance that someone had, and that was a scary thought. There was a bleep in his pocket.

      “What was that?”

      “I think he has a phone,” the young henchman said as if he really wasn’t sure about the sound. Everyone else seemed to be looking at him as if he should already be grabbing the phone.

      “So get it, James!” Vinnie snapped. His patience had run out with the brainless goon. Anatolie logged the name and face in his memory bank. He was going to kill this vampire one day. He would want his legs back, but either way it was happening.

      Vinnie grabbed the phone and looked at the message. He smiled at Anatolie and then put the phone in his pocket. He gave Anatolie a little smirk and then said nothing. Anatolie wanted to crawl over and strangle the fat bastard, but he had a feeling it wasn’t going to work. Instead, Anatolie decided to believe that the message was about Ali finding his legs and seeing the limo. In his head Ali was already on her way to find him.

      “You need to stop looking so hopeful,” Vinnie laughed. “I think that is the best part of this whole venture.” Vinnie patted his top pocket where he had just placed the phone. “She is worried, just so you know.”

      Vinnie was trying to taunt Anatolie, but he had almost confirmed the theory that Anatolie had been working on. Anatolie tried not to smile. He knew that would only upset Solomon’s delivery boys. Instead he just kept glaring at them. It was easy, Anatolie was ready to kill them all.

      The car came to a stop and they all got out. It was frustrating to not know where they were. Anatolie had no idea how long he had been in the car for. He felt like it was a short trip, but he was in so much pain he wasn’t sure he had even been conscious the whole time.

      There was a short moment between the time when the goons left and the big boss entered the car. Anatolie could hear them talking outside. He knew what was going to happen next, but it hadn’t happened yet. The car felt like an insulated space, the muffled voices outside were ominous, but in the stillness of the car, Anatolie felt almost safe for a moment.

      Solomon’s weight shook the car as he climbed into the first seat of the back bench and closed the door. He sat for a moment, not saying anything. He just looked at Anatolie and then he left the limo. The muffled voices sounded very angry, and sharp. Anatolie had to fight to keep the smile off his face.

      Solomon returned to the limo and took a moment to prepare himself. It was hard for Anatolie to look at him, forcing his neck onto a brutal angle. Solomon looked like he might leave the car again, and then he sat back. “I think it goes without saying that I’m sorry about your legs.”

      “No, no it doesn’t,” Anatolie stated, point blank. “But I do appreciate the sentiment.”

      “Fine, good,” Solomon sighed as he looked over at the half vampire on the bench across from him. “So, you are getting too close to these women…well, to one of them, and I need to know that you’re on my side.”

      “I haven’t been on your side since March of 1856,” Anatolie spat. He had decided that he couldn’t strain his neck muscles anymore, and he turned over and looked up at the ceiling. It was easier that way, and he was disgusted by Solomon.

      “I know, your sister,” Solomon sighed, but it was very dramatic. The kind of thing that Solomon did before he revealed something crazy. Solomon had been alive for a thousand years, but Anatolie couldn’t imagine that this was a recent development. Solomon was a showman by nature. Anatolie believed that he was beyond surprises at this point.

      He of course had thought that before the end of the pickaxe came piercing through the tin of the storage locker door. He thought that before the pain of the sunlight burned his skin, and he thought that before he became a talking torso. As he reflected on his day, Anatolie wondered why he would ever think that he couldn’t be surprised.

      “Let her in,” Solomon said as he shuffled over on the bench seat.

      “What? No!” Anatolie expected to see Ali, and he tossed himself onto the floor of the limo trying to beg for her release, but when he saw who was sitting in the limo he didn’t even know what to do with himself. “I saw you die!”

      “You saw what I wanted you to see,” Solomon was laughing as he watched Anatolie struggle to get himself up on the seat.

      The talking torso used his only other feature, his arms, to pull himself up onto the bench seat that ran along the passenger side of the limo. This way he was angled properly to be flat along the floor. Anatolie tried to get more words out. There were questions, many of them, but trying to give voice to them was impossible. He just leant back and stuttered.

      “I’m sorry, brother,” Anastasia was in tears. “I wasn’t trying to hurt you. I was trying to inspire you. I knew that you could be a big part of the new world order. Solomon has a place for both of us. There’s a reason that he hasn’t turned any new vampires since he turned us.”

      “That may feel like a compliment to you,” Anatolie grumbled. “I on the other hand feel betrayed—“

      “You would rather that I died?” Anastasia yelled. “I don’t know how to convince you that I wanted this. I chose this life, and I chose to help Solomon. I want you to make this choice too.”

      Solomon smiled and looked at Anatolie. He thought that he was winning, but it was only making Anatolie madder. Solomon’s smile faded in the face of the scowl coming back at it. “I don’t think I can put you back in the field, my boy.” Solomon did genuinely seem upset. “I wish that things were different, but I can’t let you go back. After everything is over, I will let you go and turn your girl, and I gotta tell ya…that sounds fair.”

      “I think it sounds fair,” Anastasia’s words cut deeper than Solomon’s. She had never been a robot like this, and now she was his parrot.

      “I wanted to talk to you in a civilized manner before things got weird,” Solomon said as he started getting ready to get out of the limo. Anastasia was opening the door. “I’m going to have them go get your legs, and then you will go into storage for a while. I just hope you understand.”

      Anastasia gave Anatolie a look. It was hard to classify the look, but it seemed to be concern. There was no reason to over-analyze this look, Anatolie was sure of this fact. He would be upset if he saw his sister looking like this, but he started to wonder as the goons piled into the car, what was she trying to tell me?

      “What are you doing on the ground?” James was already putting Anatolie onto his lap as he said this. This time he was sitting on the other side of the car and he put Anatolie’s head on his lap, facing his crotch. Anatolie thought about how easy it would be to bite his enemy right now. It would likely be the end of his life, but it would be so rewarding.

      The young vampire could feel his thoughts being read, and he knew that the ancient leader was reading his thoughts. Solomon was trying to learn everything he could about the witches and what they knew about him. Anatolie tried to think about anything else.

      James flipped him around eventually, but the offense had already been committed. Anatolie knew that Solomon was reading him, and he saw an opportunity. It was going to take all of his strength to stay alive at this point. He got his free arm ready for the moment. He had to wait for an opportunity that would allow him an extra second.

      The limo hit a bump and Anatolie knew this was the best time he would ever have. He threw an elbow into James’s face. Anatolie spun around and sunk his teeth into James’s neck, pushing up on his chin at the same time. It didn’t take much time at all.

      “He killed James!” the old-looking henchman shouted.

      “It’s fine,” Vinnie said. “The boss man says he lives.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter 13

          

          

      

    

    







            Ali

          

        

      

    

    
      “I don’t see him!” Ali was freaking out.

      Matthias stopped the car and got out. No one was sure what the vampire was doing. They couldn’t see anything in the lot. At least nothing that looked like a vampire, or a body. Matthias opened the trunk and everyone jumped as he tossed something into the back with a thud.

      “His legs?” Ali cried as she looked into the trunk. The armrest in the middle of the back seat opened up into the trunk. Seeing the legs and part of the stomach wasn’t enough. Ali wanted to see her whole boyfriend. “We need to find him.”

      “I thought tonight was going to be about me,” Carrie mocked her friends, but Ali wasn’t ready for jokes at that moment. “I’m sorry, I just wish you guys hadn’t said that.” Carrie put her hands up and then crossed her arms and sat back in her seat. She didn’t even seem to realize how rude she was being.

      Ali texted Anatolie. She didn’t know how to phrase it, but she needed to let him know that she was looking for him. She assumed that he was alive. There were no blood spurt marks. She remembered the vampire body they had staked, the blood went everywhere.

      “I think he’s alive,” Ali threw the comment out there hoping for positive feedback.

      “I think he’s alive right now,” Matthias said without thinking about what he was really saying. He tried to back-pedal, but there was no coming back from that.

      They drove around the town for about twenty minutes. They were about to pass the motel, and Ali considered going home. She didn’t even know where to start. She thought about the club, and she thought about calling the phone, but none of it came together. She was just sitting in the back seat, worrying, but not acting.

      “I need out,” Carrie said as they got close to the motel. “Stop and let me out,” she demanded more insistently. No one wanted to keep her against her will, and they all knew that something was eating at her. Matthias pulled the car over and let Carrie get out.

      “What is she trying to do?” Raven asked as they watched Carrie head into the motel room. “Why is she being such a problem?”

      “She has a lot going on?” Ali was fighting to keep a straight face. Carrie was her friend, but she was getting to the end of her rope with that girl. Carrie was causing problems everywhere they went and it was getting harder to keep saying it was just being single that bothered Carrie.

      They started driving again and spitballing ideas. Matthias thought that they just needed to keep driving around town. He assumed that they would see something eventually. Raven thought they should head to the club, and see if anyone knew anything. Ali made the decision; she wanted to do both, but she added a time frame.

      “We can drive around for thirty minutes and then we head to the club,” Ali announced as she stared out the window looking for anything unusual.

      “I’m so proud of you,” Raven said as she turned around from the front seat. “I was so surprised that you’ve been sober this whole time.” It really caught Ali by surprise. She hadn’t really thought about it. “You were drinking so much, do you get any cravings?”

      “No,” Ali was flabbergasted. Why would Raven bring this up right now? She was doing so well, and she hadn’t even really had to think about it. Was she going to be able to keep it up? “I’m trying not to think about it, I just keep moving forward and not looking back.”

      “Oh, hey, that’s a great idea,” Raven said as she turned back around and tried to disappear. Ali knew that Raven didn’t mean to set her off, but that was kind of what she had just done. Ali knew that all the stress of everything going on was enough to push her over the edge. If she had decided to stop drinking on her own this would be different.

      The driving around ended very abruptly. The thirty-minute mark just happened to coincide with driving right past the club. They were already there and they headed inside to find answers. Raven asked if they should dance and Ali wasn’t sure what to say.

      “Do I feel like dancing?” Ali groaned. “I mean, no, I don’t feel like dancing. I guess if I had to.”

      “You go to the bar, and see what you can find out,” Raven said as she took Matthias out on the dance floor. “I promise we will keep an eye on you.”

      Ali headed to the bar. She was shaking as she sat down on the stool. It was like all the power had left her body. Her eyes dropped to the ground. It was covered in straw and wood chips. The peanut shells were starting to take over as the most prevalent part of the floor covering. She tried to focus and lift her head. She could hear the noise of people talking close to her.

      “Are you okay?” It was a young-looking vampire. He looked like he was also around 200 years old, and he had the sweetest face. It looked like he couldn’t hurt anyone. That definitely wasn’t true, but Ali wondered if he knew anything about Anatolie.

      He was well-dressed and slick-looking. Ali wondered about the opening line for a moment. “James,” the vampire extended his hand. “I saw that you wanted to talk to me. I thought I’d give you a hand.”

      “That was so nice of you,” Ali laid it on thick. She was sure that this guy was expecting applause for his generous action. He had talked to her, and he needed her to pay him the proper respect. “I think that was the nicest thing that anyone has ever done for me.”

      “Yeah, I’m kinda like that,” James laughed to himself. “I just help make everything better. I can help you improve your pictures, all you have to do is add me.” James went into a weird double-armed curl pose. It looked incredibly silly to do a pose unprompted like that, but James was very sure of himself.

      “We need to go.” It was the chunky vampire from the night before. James protested, but they ended up leaving the club together anyway. James looked so grumpy, and Ali could tell that the petulant child was about to go and try to molest the next thing that he saw.

      He reminded her of the boys at her college. The slicked-back hair, and the trendy clothes with no sense of personal style. Mainly it was the attitude that they were doing her a favor by talking to her. He truly believed that he was helping her out by talking to her.

      Raven and Matthias weren’t long behind James’s departure. They had been dancing, but Ali had stopped paying attention to them, and they switched things up. They danced back into view of the bar and then waved to Ali, who walked over slowly. It felt weird to leave a bar without a drink.

      “They got into a black limo,” Matthias said as he looked around to make sure that no one was paying attention to them. “There were vampires getting in and out of the car, and I’m pretty sure they were important.”

      “James?”

      “No, the others,” Matthias explained. “If he is anywhere, Anatolie is in that car, and we need to get there to find out how to fix this.”

      The car started to pull away and they all ran to get to their car. “Go stop them,” Ali yelled at the vampire who could easily catch the car and stop these guys from hurting Anatolie.”

      “If I stop them, they will shoot Anatolie, and then you explain to me how that is a win for us,” Matthias said. His eyes were fixed on the road the whole time. He was tracking the car as it headed through the streets. “I can follow them, but what else do you want to do?”

      They made it to their car and headed off in pursuit. Matthias drove. He was the only one who still knew where the car was. His vampire eyes allowed him to track the car well beyond the range of human eyes.

      “Did you see anybody else around him?” Raven asked. “Like a king, or a ring leader sort of thing.” Ali just shook her head.

      “They’re heading out of town,” Matthias chimed in as he watched the limo. Raven looked at Ali.

      “They’re heading to the castle,” the girls declared at the same time. They wondered how it could be possible. There was no way that the vampires could’ve set up shop inside the castle. They couldn’t enter until the treaty ended.

      “I’m going to try to get closer,” Matthias sped up.

      “Oh my God!” Ali screamed as two flashes lit the windows in the limo. The stretched out sedan was still driving along fairly smoothly, and it seemed to be slowing down. It was hard to tell at first if it was just Matthias speeding up, but then the brake lights came on. “What’s going on?”

      The limo came to a stop and the driver ran out. He seemed to be running to the back of the limo, until he saw Matthias and the girls approaching. “Where is he going?” Matthias wondered as the driver ran into the bushes. Matthias pulled up behind the limo and followed the driver into the woods.

      “Anatolie!” Ali screamed as she ran for the big car. Raven was right by her side. They could hear something coming from inside. “Are you in there?” An answer was very important to Ali. She couldn’t open that door unless she heard his voice.

      “Get me out of here!” Anatolie’s voice went right to her heart. She felt relief wash over her as she pulled the door open.

      “Ahhh!” Raven yelled as Ali tossed the fat vampire’s body out of the car. “What is going on in here?”

      “I just need you to answer one question,” Anatolie said as Ali made her way forward, crouching low under the limo’s plush ceiling. Ali nodded; she was willing to answer any question, but she couldn’t speak, and her eyes were filling with tears. “Did you bring my legs?” Ali nodded again as she wept all over her vampire lover.

      “What’s wrong?” Anatolie joked. They started to laugh and for the first time Ali noticed the other vampires laying all over the benches of the limo. She had tossed a body out of the way to get into the car, but she had barely noticed it. She was too worried about getting to Anatolie to notice the goo and lifeless bodies.

      “What happened in here?” Ali asked as she started to look for a way to pull Anatolie out of the limo without getting covered in vampire gore.

      “These guys thought they could pick on me,” Anatolie chuckled, “just because I was missing the lower half of my body. Vinnie got a little cocky, and forgot that his henchmen were carrying guns with silver bullets.”

      Raven helped Ali pull the torso out of the gooey limo, but then they just stood there looking at Anatolie. “Maybe there is a spell that can help?” Raven asked as she tried unsuccessfully to hide her dismay. Anatolie just laughed and the witches wondered if he had lost his mind. “This is serious, right?”

      “Do you have my legs?” Anatolie asked again. Raven ran to get them out of the car. “You have to take my clothes off, and bury me in the ground, right here. The sooner I get into the ground, the better.”

      “What do we do?” Ali asked, fighting back tears, but it was helping that Anatolie seemed so relaxed. His smile told her that everything was going to be okay. She was trying so hard to believe it. She needed it to be true.

      “Just bury me with my lower half, and everything will be fine,” Anatolie sighed as his laughter finally subsided. He took a moment to absorb everything, and the deep thoughtfulness in his eyes drew Ali in. She kissed him on the cheek. “What was that about?”

      “I’m just so glad that you’re okay,” Ali cried. She was starting to feel silly. She was never emotional normally. She sometimes cried at commercials, but only the really good ones with kids who needed food, or puppies that needed homes.

      Raven brought the legs, and Matthias returned after an unsuccessful hunt for the limo driver. They got to work immediately. Ali wanted to help, but she couldn’t let go of Anatolie. She had thought he was dead, or at least going to die. She was so glad to have him back.

      “Do we just throw the dirt on you?” Ali asked when Matthias had finished digging the hole. Anatolie shrugged. “No, I can’t do it, I can’t watch you get buried.” Ali leaned over and kissed Anatolie. “I will be here tomorrow night, I will help you out, but I can’t see it.”

      “I understand,” Anatolie smiled and closed his eyes as Matthias started dumping dirt onto the badly injured vampire. Ali knew it was for the best, but it was a painful image. She headed to the car and sat down in the back seat, still clutching Anatolie’s clothes.

      Raven jumped in beside Ali and threw an arm around her. “It’s going to be okay,” Raven said, but her following sigh gave away her real feelings about the situation. Ali looked at her friend with concern in her eyes.

      “It will work,” Matthias called back from the front seat. “It would work in normal dirt, and he would be okay, but this dirt, the soil from this area, Anatolie is going to be fixed up better than before.” Ali smiled into the rear view mirror, and Matthias winked at her. “Everything will be fine.”

      They got back to the motel and Ali went straight to bed. She didn’t even check to see if Carrie had come back. She just needed to get some rest. She tossed the bundle of goo-soaked clothes onto the motel room’s only chair. Ali could only make it the three steps to the bed, and then she collapsed onto the hard, lumpy mattress. It wasn’t too late, but there had been too much excitement for one day.
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      The dirt felt warm, and safe. Anatolie had been claustrophobic in his past life. As a human he wasn’t afraid of many things. He was afraid of small enclosed spaces though. He didn’t have a lot of space growing up. Sharing a small cottage with three other people, it had been hard to find the room to stretch out. Anatolie had come to take finding that space very seriously. He slept outside whenever the weather permitted it.

      Now as a vampire, there was a weird comfort that he found in being completely surrounded. Anatolie could hear the footsteps all around him as Matthias came back to destroy the evidence. The police had to be in hiding. They definitely weren’t aggressively monitoring the town. A shot-up limo had been sitting on the road leading out of town for over an hour and they had done nothing.

      Under the ground Anatolie could feel a power running through the loosely packed soil. Much of the surrounding area was rock, but even this small stretch of dirt was surging with mystical energy. Anatolie had lived in the mountains his whole life, and he had heard the stories about their power, but he had never experienced it firsthand like he was in this moment.

      “The mountains give life, and take it away,” Anatolie’s grandmother always said. She was the village healer. Her house was filled with hanging herbs, and wildflowers picked from the woodlands that surrounded her house. She had a tea for every situation.

      “I can see it in you,” Greta had said to Anatolie. He had started to cry as she took him into her arms. “There is no cure,” she lamented, “but I ask that you remember your humanity. You were good as a man, and you can continue to be even in this life.”

      Anatolie could feel her arms around him once again. She had been so important to him during his human life, and the early part of his life as a vampire. She was always the one who had been there for him with advice. After he was turned, she was the only one who would talk to him. She understood that there was still a human side to her grandson.

      “The power of death is strong,” Greta used to say, “but the power of love is stronger.” Anatolie knew that his grandmother was an old romantic. Anatolie had never really thought about that statement before. Greta had been a fan of love, always going on about it, so why was Anatolie thinking about that now?

      Simple, really. Daylight was still hours away. He was conscious and buried underground. He no longer suffered from claustrophobia, but he needed to think about anything to keep him from thinking about the tentacle-like strings that were shooting out of his torso and grabbing onto his legs. It was like he was being knitted.

      “You can break the hold of Solomon,” Greta’s voice echoed in his ears. Anatolie couldn’t remember his grandmother saying that. She had told him many things about Solomon, but she had never said anything like that. It was her voice.

      Anatolie started going through his mental rolodex. He tried to remember everything that his grandmother had ever said. It was hard to recall all of the little conversations. She had lived a very long life, outliving many of Anatolie’s other relatives. After she died, he lost touch with his family altogether.

      Aaahhhhh!

      Anatolie screamed in his mind. A very large thread had reattached itself. Anatolie wasn’t sure if he had a spine anymore. Most of his insides had turned to jelly. This thread, however, had felt close to the skin on his back. It was the size, and the way it adjusted his position that made Anatolie think of a spine. It felt like his back had cracked. His chest was thrusting up toward the surface. He was only under a foot or so of soil.

      “You can break free of his power,” Greta’s voice was in his ears again. Anatolie could see his grandmother, her hair in a grey bun. Her dress was a hand-sewn, blue, linen dress. Greta was standing over him. Anatolie could see all of the curtains drawn in her living room.

      This was where he had stayed when he first returned to Sinaia. He hadn’t gotten a coffin yet. Normally he had slept in the root cellar under the house. He didn’t remember ever spending the day in his grandmother’s living room.

      Anatolie stood up and turned to look at his grandmother, but she didn’t see him. Not the Anatolie that was standing in the middle of the room. The old mystic was focused on the Anatolie that lay in the middle of the floor. The vampire was surrounded by herbs, and dried plants. Anatolie had witnessed ceremonies like this before.

      There was a cauldron that had been carried in from the kitchen. He walked over and looked down at the green liquid inside. There were lumps and stalks floating in the gooey broth, but nothing that Anatolie recognized. He leaned in to smell the odd soup, but he could only smell the soil that filled his nostrils in the real world.

      “You will break the vampire’s hold, you will set yourself free,” Greta’s voice was full of gravity and import. “All of my herbs, and all of my magic, it can’t set you free, but I can do this for you. I will leave it deep inside, a gift, a lockbox in your mind. When you find true love, the magic will release and Solomon’s hold will be broken.”

      “Why didn’t she tell me about this?” Anatolie wondered. He had doubted this vision at first, he couldn’t remember this day at all. But as it went on, the vampire could feel the truth of the vision coming through. He could feel the lockbox being released. And then suddenly it became very clear; Greta had never said a word because anything Anatolie knew, Solomon would know as well.

      “You will never know how much I love you, my dear,” Greta whispered to her vampire grandson.

      “I do know,” Anatolie said, but his grandmother couldn’t hear the words.

      Greta grabbed a ladle and scooped a mouthful from the cauldron. She poured a bit down Anatolie’s throat, and then a bit down her own throat. Laying two hands onto the sleeping vampire’s chest, Greta started to chant. Anatolie could feel a heat that was festering inside his chest. He didn’t know if it was sympathy pains, or if the spot was reacting to his grandmother’s actions in the vision.

      He could feel Solomon being pushed out of his mind. The ancient vampire had a seat of power inside of Anatolie’s mind. It was like a lump on the brain, a pressure pushing against the skull, and causing the brain to swell. The lump felt like it was shrinking.

      “What are you doing?” Solomon shouted as he charged into the room. Anatolie wasn’t sure if he could be seen, until Solomon looked right at him. “You don’t think I’m going to give up that easy, do you?” The vampire stalked toward Anatolie. He walked right through Greta and the horizontal Anatolie.

      Anatolie braced himself as Solomon pulled back his hand. He was going to strike. Anatolie had only tried to fight Solomon one time. It was very early in his life as a vampire. The ancient leech moved faster than lightening, and he hit like a Mack truck. Anatolie knew that this was going to hurt.

      The hit came down and Anatolie was thrown up against the wall. The force hadn’t been what Anatolie was expecting. Solomon wasn’t as strong as he had been in the past. Anatolie pushed off the wall and punched his maker in the gut. Solomon didn’t move. They both looked at each other for a second.

      “You can’t…” Solomon was trying to intimidate Anatolie, but the younger vampire punched his maker again, and didn’t stop until the older vampire started backing up. Anatolie was moving too fast for Solomon to keep up. “I am your maker!”

      “You cannot win!” The scream came from Greta. The old woman was now looking at the two fighting vampires, and she was holding a ball of white light in her hands. She tossed the ball and sent Solomon tumbling to the ground.

      Solomon looked weak and startled as he lay on the ground. The door to the old cottage swung open and the ancient vampire’s image was pulled out of the door by a gust of wind that appeared out of nowhere. The door slammed closed, and Anatolie turned to his grandmother.

      “You are free,” Greta’s smile took over her face. “I have been waiting for a hundred years for this, I am so proud of you.” There was no life behind his grandmother’s eyes. It was a pre-recorded message that had been stored inside of his chest.

      “I love you,” Anatolie sighed as he reached out for his grandmother’s hand.

      The whole vision had been an illustration of the process, a dramatization that allowed his mind to process the transformation from slave into free man. Anatolie hadn’t punched the real Solomon, but it had felt cathartic to strike his former master.

      “It feels so good to be rid of him,” Anatolie laughed, but the vision was frozen and Greta was fading away. The living room was vanishing, and the darkness of the ground was taking over his field of vision. Anatolie had his eyes closed tight. Even healing soil felt awful in your eyes. He could feel the soil starting to change as the sun rose above the horizon.

      The light crept across the ground and found its way to the shallow grave where Anatolie’s body was slowly stitching itself back together. The process would continue through the day, but Anatolie could no longer think or feel. His consciousness shut off and his body went stiff. He was dead, but it was a healing death, and not the true death that he had been expecting on the night before.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter 15

          

          

      

    

    







            Ali

          

        

      

    

    
      “Carrie isn’t back?” Raven repeated in a way that made Ali want to punch her in the face. “I can’t deal with this, I just need to sleep.”

      “What do you mean?” Ali was surprised to hear Raven whining like this.

      “I’m tired, and I don’t know what to do,” Raven was almost in tears as she said this last part and it led Ali to think that there was something other than vampire sex making her friend tired. Ali looked deep into her friend’s tired eyes, and Raven let her head fall back against the door.

      “I want you to tell me what’s bothering you, but we have to find Carrie,” Ali explained. “We are in a town filled with vampires and werewolves and she has been missing for hours. Why did we ever let her leave?” Ali lamented the decision as she helped Raven get her stuff together and get out the door.

      “So, what’s keeping you up at night,” Ali asked as they started driving.

      “I can’t even tell you right now,” Raven moaned to her window. They both had their eyes peeled as they drove in the old sedan through the streets of Sinaia. “Matthias went crazy last night. He had been back for a while. Everything had been destroyed, and we were laughing and talking about what we wanted to do after this whole covenant nonsense was over.”

      Raven just stopped talking. Ali was trying to focus on driving, while also looking for Carrie, but irritation took over when Raven did not continue. “And!” Ali snapped. “Why would you stop the story there?”

      “I was…I don’t know,” Raven struggled to get words out for a moment and then she growled. “We can’t talk about this now, we have to focus.” Raven moved in her seat to turn even more of her back to Ali. Ali could feel her blood pressure rising, but she had to find Carrie. Once she knew Carrie was okay, she would grill Raven.

      The drive around town was fruitless. Carrie was not in town, or at least not walking around the town. Ali decided to head out to the castle. She was going to ask Raven what she thought, but she wasn’t ready to talk to Raven just yet. Ali wasn’t sure what her friend was hiding, and the suspense was absolutely killing her.

      “There’s nothing out here,” Raven said as they drove through the countryside. It was hard to argue with her. Other than trees and rocks, there was not a lot to see on these lonely Romanian roads. “We need to head back and find a spell. There’s no other way to know for sure where she is.”

      It felt like giving up, but Raven was right. Ali had been afraid to use a spell. She didn’t want to find out that her friend was dead. At this point it seemed like a very real possibility. Ali felt so guilty. How could she not have checked the other bed? Ali was exhausted mentally and physically when she collapsed into the bed, but that didn’t make her feel any better. Nothing was easing the pain of knowing she had just let her best friend get killed.

      “Let’s head back,” Ali said as she pulled the car over to the side of the road and started her three-point turn. As she came to the stop of her first point, Ali turned to Raven, “I have to know, what did Matthias say?”

      “Okay, fine,” Raven grumbled as she motioned for Ali to finish the turn. Ali obliged and she continued on down the road. “I had gone to sleep. He plays with my hair and watches me as I sleep. It was creepy at first, but I kinda like it now.”

      “Great, keep going,” Ali groaned as Raven got lost in her own story.

      “So, he wakes me and he tells me about the hold of the maker, and the power that Solomon has over Anatolie,” Raven’s words were cutting through Ali like knives. Each one was digging in slightly deeper than the one before. “Anatolie is under the influence of Solomon. That’s why he messed up our chances to find Solomon, he’s working for Solomon.”

      It did make sense.

      Ali took a moment to process this information. She wasn’t saying anything. It was taking all of her mental strength to keep the car on the road. The winding road required a lot of concentration under the best of conditions. She could feel the tears coming, but she had to wait for the right time.

      “Solomon could even be controlling his feelings,” Raven said the words, and then her voice died away. Ali could feel Raven’s gaze on her, and it was making her skin boil. Ali knew that Raven was watching to see if she was about to  break down into a shaking pile of sobs. “I didn’t mean to say anything like that, I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      “Just!” Ali shouted, and then she had to suck in more air to keep speaking. “Just quit talking!”

      “Right,” Raven said to her window. She had turned to look out the window, and Ali was glad to not have any eyes on her.

      There was a tear on her cheek, and she didn’t want Raven to see it. The second that Ali had to talk about it, she was going to burst into tears and have a fit. She fought to keep the other tears inside, and to keep the car on the road. Ali was so relieved to see the motel come into view.

      The grinding of plastic against cement didn’t bother Ali in the slightest. She had gotten the car home, what did it matter that she had probably ruined the bumper. The car was bouncing a bit as she threw it in park. Raven wanted to say something about the rough stop, but she held her tongue.

      “Matthias knows this…how?” Ali said. She wasn’t exactly sure what she meant. She wanted to know how she knew, but she wasn’t even sure she would believe it. Ali didn’t really want to hear anything more about the subject, but the question was already out there.

      “I don’t know how exactly,” Raven sighed as she realized how horrible her answer sounded out loud. Ali knew that Raven felt awful. Ali could hear the regret that colored Raven’s speech. “He said it was a vampire thing…I could tell that it hurt him to say it. He didn’t want to be saying it, but he knew it was true.”

      Ali got out of the car and walked into her motel room. She threw herself down on the bed. It had been a long day, all three hours that she had been awake had been excruciating. Raven was going to find a spell to help them find Carrie, but until that happened Ali was not moving.

      Whoooosh!!

      The sound of the toilet flushing made Ali sit up so fast she nearly fell off the bed. She turned to the bathroom, and tried to remember where she had stashed her wand the night before. Ali normally had the wand at the ready, but she hadn’t thought about it today. She had been preoccupied and now an intruder was getting the drop on her.

      “Where have you guys been?” Carrie asked as she came out of the bathroom. “I’ve been looking for you all morning.”

      “Ugghh!” Ali couldn’t even find the words as she ran and put her arms around her friend. “Why?” She was in tears. It was a full-on shaking ugly cry. Ali couldn’t control the emotions that were pouring out as she grabbed hold of her lost friend. Carrie went rigid, keeping her arms at her side. She had never been a physically expressive person.

      “We have work to do,” Carrie coughed the words out as she struggled to get air into her lungs against the strength of Ali’s bear hug.

      “I need this,” was Ali’s only reply.

      Carrie waited out the hug. She was clearly not happy about it, but Ali didn’t care. Her friend was alive. There was nothing else that mattered right now. Ali gave one last squeeze and then let her arms fall to the side. “Thank you, for being alive.”

      “Great, are we done now?”

      Ali started to cry. It was the tone in Carrie’s voice. It was the callous way she was reacting to the reunion. It was the stressful morning and it was definitely Matthias’s revelation. All of these things were combining to send her over the edge. Ali went right back to her bed and sat down on the edge of the mattress.

      “I’m sorry,” Carrie seemed worried. “I just have good news, and I wanted to have my hands free to show you…and there was the time running out aspect of the whole situation…and I didn’t think you were this sensitive…and…”

      “Just stop,” Ali snapped. “It isn’t you, or at the very least it isn’t just you. Tell me your news.” Carrie smiled and held up a very dirty ring, and Ali didn’t have to ask which ring that was, but she did have a question. “How did you find it?”

      “I went back to the castle and I walked through the woods,” Carrie was getting into her speech. She was not a hand talker by nature so it looked a little awkward. She was waving her arms around to try and show herself moving through the bush. “I had found a spell to help locate the ring, and I tried it out, but it led me to a tree.”

      “Was it in the tree?”

      “You ruined it!” Carrie yelled.

      “What did I do?”

      “It was in the tree, obviously it was in the tree, but I just didn’t find out right away, and I had a whole story worked out,” Carrie moaned. “I practiced telling you this part all the way back here.”

      “Okay,” Ali was excited to hear the story, but it was clear that the moment had passed. Carrie was done telling the story. She had her arms crossed, and she looked very pouty. “Sorry, isn’t it enough to know that you were right? You found a spell, and found the ring, which is awesome.”

      “Yeah, I guess,” Carrie groaned.

      “What’s going on?” Raven yelled as she came running into the room. “I heard…” Raven let her voice trail off as she ran to hug Carrie. Ali watched for a second and then decided she had to get in on the hugging again. It was so nice to have them all back together again.

      “Guys, we have to get going,” Carrie said as she broke out of the double bear hug. “We need to get back to the castle grounds, and perform the ceremony, and then we can hug like crazy people.”

      Raven explained everything Matthias had said as Carrie drove out to the castle. Ali sat in the back seat and curled herself up into a ball. It felt safer somehow. She wanted to be as small as possible to protect herself from the pain that all of this talk was inflicting. She knew that Raven and Carrie were her friends. They cared about her and they wanted the best for her. She knew that Matthias knew a lot about vampire society. He was a vampire after all. None of the things she knew were helping her deal with the conversation.

      They got to the castle and Carrie took the girls to the tree. She showed them the spot where she dug the ring out of the bark. The tree had grown around the ring until it got big enough that the ring couldn’t push back against the tree anymore. “That’s why it hadn’t been absorbed into the tree,” Carrie explained as she sat down facing the tree.

      The tree was narrow enough that the girls could sit around it and hold hands. They were in the exact spot where Solomon had killed the fake Helga. They could feel the residue of the spell on the ground as they sat down. They all started to breathe and get themselves in tune with the universe around them. It was one of the most important parts of any spell.

      Ali was trying desperately to find a calmness, and peace inside of herself, but it just wasn’t working. Her mind was buzzing, and she was having trouble finding the universe through all of the static in her mind’s eye. Normally her thoughts went blank, or to a beautiful picture that she had once seen. Her thoughts were different this time around.

      Anatolie’s face kept flashing through her mind. She was trying to push it out, but there was nothing she could do. She would just move past the face, and it would pop back. Each time he pushed his way into her thoughts, he looked more devious.

      “Ali, this isn’t working,” Carrie sighed as her eyes shot open. “We need you to get with the program.” Carrie wasn’t about to quit, but Ali had a feeling that her friend was ready to use magic to do something to her. Carrie seemed to be possessed by a desire to solve this problem. “Can you find a way to clear your mind?”

      “I can’t!” Ali screamed as she stood up and headed back to the car. She was worried that the others would be mad at her, but it was down on the bottom of her list of things to worry about. Ali hated to abandon her friends, but she wasn’t really helping them either. She couldn’t, not with a mind as cloudy as hers.

      The heartbroken witch sat down on the grass beside the car. They had parked along the side of the road. She could see the castle right beside her. It looked like the setting for a real love story. Cinderella might’ve lived there, if she was real. Ali looked up at a tower window and imagined herself looking down on the courtyard below.

      “And maybe a bird would sit on my finger, and tell me everything is fine,” Ali grumbled out loud, and then took a quick peek around to make sure that no one was around. “Now I’m talking to myself.”

      Ali was about to turn away from the window when she saw a face appear. It was the face of a little boy. There were no cars at the castle, and all the lights seemed to be off. Before that moment the building had seemed empty. Ali looked back to the window and the face was gone. “Now, I’m seeing things.” Ali’s eyes went back to the woods, but they kept returning to the tower window.

      The wait was interminable. Ali wanted to head back to the circle, but there was no way that she could help them. Carrie was so amped up about finding the ring. There was no way she was going to be able to forgive Ali if the spell didn’t work.

      Ali stood up, and took a step. She doubled back, and then turned forward again. In another circular motion Ali turned back to the woods, and then to the car. “Ahh!” Ali yelled as she sat right back down in the grass. It was pointless.

      “What did you learn?” Ali asked as her friends came back to the car. “Was it this sad?” They were all hunched over, and Ali knew it was likely her fault.

      “It didn’t work,” Carrie snapped. “We needed a third person, but she is crazy about a vampire who likely doesn’t give a crap about her.”

      “Carrie!” Raven snapped. “You need to calm down. You don’t know what Ali is going through.”

      “I can’t look at you two right now,” Carrie said as she walked over to the edge of the woods and turned her back on the others.

      “What is she doing?” Raven asked.

      “She’s…” Ali tried to answer the question, but she couldn’t explain Carrie’s behavior. Carrie got upset from time to time, but she was usually the level-headed one. Raven and Ali stared at Carrie for a moment as they tried to decide on a course of action. Ali felt awful; they were normally good friends, and she felt like all of this tension was her fault.

      “Carrie, let’s go!” Ali yelled. “We’re heading back to the motel.” Carrie didn’t move at first. Ali motioned for Raven to get in and start the car. “We’re leaving.” Ali got in the car. It was the sound of her door closing that seemed to get Carrie’s attention. She was screaming and cussing as she got into the car. “Is everything okay?”

      Carrie shut right down. The quiet was nice, but it was also a little scary. It was hard to deal with the sensible Carrie, but the irrational, angry Carrie was ten times harder to handle. Ali was hoping that a quick resolution to the crisis would return Carrie to normal.

      As they pulled away, Ali took one last look at the tower window. There was still nothing there. She had debated telling the others about the face in the window. Ali had decided that given how stressed everyone was, and how much she wanted them to continue thinking of her as sane, she was only going to talk about the face in the window if she saw it.

      The empty window let Ali off the hook, and she exhaled slowly. It felt like a confirmation that the event hadn’t really happened. There was no face in the window. It was a trick of the light. It was the way the woods reflected against the glass. It definitely wasn’t the face of a sad little boy.
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      The ground was feeling cool again. The light was trailing off, chasing the sun into the western hills. It was hard for Anatolie to believe the feeling of strength he was experiencing. He had never felt stronger in his life as a vampire. He could feel the connection to Solomon was broken.

      He thrust his hand up through the soil and grabbed for the edge of the grave where the dirt was a bit harder. Anatolie used the hard ground to pull himself free of the dirt. The loosely packed soil let him pass easily back to the surface world.

      It was still sort of light out, but the sun was safely behind the mountains. Anatolie took a moment to look out over the horizon. This was his favorite time of day. The clouds were moving past in the sky, and for a moment he thought about being outside and having a picnic. He loved the idea of doing something, anything normal.

      Anatolie couldn’t believe that he was waking up alone. Ali had been so excited to see him. He thought she would be waiting for him. He couldn’t wait to see her. Anatolie ran as fast as he could. He had to get to the motel. He needed to see Ali.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” The chief of police appeared suddenly in front of Anatolie, as if from nowhere. Anatolie swerved to go around him, but again Hratz moved quickly into his path. Too quickly. No human could move at the unnatural speed Hratz just had. Anatolie stopped running and examined Hratz.

      “So now you’re one of us?” Anatolie asked in shock, face to face with the law enforcement officer. Hratz snarled in response. He didn’t really need to say much more than that. It was clear just from looking at him.

      “I need you to come with me,” Hratz commanded as he stepped forward. He was still talking like a cop, but Anatolie had a feeling that this was not official police business. “Those men you had beef with? Well they came back looking for a little action while I was outside your storage unit. Let’s just say they didn’t agree with my particular views on having so many vampires in town. I thought I could fight them off. They thought it would be funny to make me into the very thing I despised. Actually, turns out, the joke’s on them. This new strength and speed is incredible. I kind of feel I owe them. And they wanted rid of you.”

      “This isn’t the real you, Hratz. You and I aren’t enemies. Deep down, you know that.” Anatolie knew that the young vampire didn’t understand the war that was going on inside of his skull right now. It was hard enough to understand the hunger, and the sleeping situation. At one day old, Hratz seemed to be handling himself fairly well. “I can’t stop right now.”

      Hratz made a move for Anatolie, but the older vampire threw him high in the air. Hratz was screaming something, but Anatolie was already gone. He had to get to Ali, and he wasn’t going to let anything get in his way.

      At the motel the girls were all sitting around in the one suite while Matthias was standing at the door to the room. He turned slightly as Anatolie approached, offering just enough room for Anatolie to squeeze by. Ali had tears in her eyes and she couldn’t look at Anatolie.

      “We need you to explain some things,” Carrie snarled as she stood between the couple. Anatolie tried to get by the angry friend, but it wasn’t happening at all. She just kept stepping in his way. “Why did you sabotage our undercover mission at the club?”

      “Oh, yeah, that’s what I came to tell you, the dirt—“

      “You came to tell us the dirt?” Matthias interrupted Anatolie. “Why don’t you tell us about Solomon and his power over you? He is your maker after all.”

      “That’s what I mean,” Anatolie smiled. “I came to tell you that the dirt healed me, look!” Anatolie went to lift up his shirt. “Oh, man! I’m naked. Right!”

      Ali lifted her arm and pointed to the chair in the corner of the room. There was a pile of clothes there. They looked absolutely disgusting, and putting them on was so gross that Anatolie was glad that he didn’t have a gag reflex anymore.

      “So, he has no power over me anymore,” Anatolie started again as he got the vampire goo-encrusted shirt over his head. He could feel bits of the dried goo flaking off. The pants weren’t any better. The only thing that felt worse than the clothes was the looks that he was getting from all over the room.

      “Why should we believe you now?” Ali asked through her sobs. It hurt Anatolie to see her feeling this way. Her tears were cutting deeper than the sunlight that had split the vampire in two. It was hard to know that his actions were making her feel this way. “You were working for Solomon this whole time, and you said nothing.”

      “I was working for you,” Anatolie explained. “I can’t control who my master was. Helga knew who turned me when she asked me to help you. I…I just want you to know that the hold is broken—“

      “Now that you’ve been caught,” Matthias was yelling at Anatolie again. It was hard for the younger vampire to keep his cool. He was fairly certain he knew where Matthias was getting his orders from. Seeing the reaction that he was getting, Anatolie didn’t want to out Matthias. He didn’t know if they would believe him anyway, but if they did there would be no vampires around to protect the witches.

      “It has nothing to do with that,” Anatolie cried. “The soil has magical properties, and I would love the chance to show you that I am free of his power.”

      “You’ve had enough chances,” Carrie said as she motioned for Matthias to remove Anatolie from the room. Matthias stepped up on Anatolie. With the power of the Carpathian dirt in his body, Anatolie thought he was likely strong enough to take on an older vampire like Matthias. It would be a tough contest and someone was going to get hurt.

      “I’m not going to risk you hurting the girls,” Anatolie said as he turned and walked out of the room. Matthias smirked, and it almost sent Anatolie over the edge. His fangs shot down and saliva flooded into his mouth. He was ready to fight, but out of the corner of his eye he saw Ali crying, and Anatolie just couldn’t cause her any more pain.

      Walking out into the crisp night air Anatolie could feel the pain welling up inside of him. He had never experienced anything like it before. He had done many regrettable things in his life, and this one was well out of his control, but Anatolie still felt the pain that he had caused Ali.

      Matthias was still watching him so Anatolie walked out into the street, and then he took off running. His first stop was to a house. The lights were off. He was a mile or two away from the motel. It was the house of the chief of police. Hratz lived alone, and he didn’t seem to be home. It was hard for new vampires to go back to their human dwellings during that first year, the reminders of their human life being very painful.

      Hratz was about the same size as Anatolie.

      Anatolie found a back door, and twisted the knob. As the chief of police in a small town, Hratz didn’t need to lock his doors. Everyone knew it was his house, and they knew better than to mess with the man. Anatolie took a quick tour of the small, bungalow-style house. It was a newer build, but it was filled with very interesting items. “Antiques?” Anatolie said out loud.

      He was having trouble imagining Hratz as an antique collector. “I guess I never knew you,” Anatolie said to a picture of the chief holding up a vase. It looked like it was at an auction. The other man was holding the paddle. Hratz was dealing the antiques. “Everyone has a side hustle, I guess?”

      “The master suite,” Anatolie mumbled as he looked at the gaudy furniture that filled the chief’s bedroom. It looked like the room had been designed by a three-year-old. There was no rhyme or reason to any of it. The bed frame was cheap fibre board, painted black with no design to it whatsoever. The end tables were oak, and needed a coat of varnish. There was a dresser, and it was painted to look like green marble.

      Anatolie went to the closet and found a white shirt and black pants. There were a few options for belts, but they all had weird patterns on them. Anatolie dug through the pile that were slung over the back of a wooden chair. He found the only plain black belt and put it on.

      “Tie, or no tie?” Anatolie asked the mirror on the back of the closet door. Open necked and ready to get out of the freak show of a house, Anatolie left the bedroom and wandered down the hall. He wanted to poke into the other rooms. The house was interesting, and it was taking his mind off of Ali. The second he left the house Anatolie was going to start following Ali. The vampire knew he was just slowing the inevitable.

      The bizarre items seemed to be everywhere, and they weren’t all antiques. In what looked like a guest bedroom, Hratz had a collection of weapons scattered all over a queen-sized bed. They all had tags on them. “Evidence,” Anatolie mumbled as he looked over the tags. “He was selling off the contents of the evidence room.”

      On the other side of the bed there was a painting. “Carol I,” Anatolie recognized the King. He had met the man only once, but the picture was a stunning likeness. The image seemed so jarring to Anatolie. He stared at the picture and he could feel something tugging at him. It was deep inside, somewhere at the base of his brain.

      Anatolie backed away clumsily and sent guns falling off the bed. One hand on the back of his head, Anatolie ran from the room. He couldn’t understand the feelings racing around inside of him. He ran for the door and got outside as fast as he could. Anatolie fell to the ground in the moonlight. He could feel the pain slowly subsiding.
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      “What do we know about the ring?” Carrie was doing her best Nancy Drew impersonation. Ali was having trouble following the conversation.

      “That it is a huge chunk of gold,” Raven said as she tossed the heavy ring back and forth between her hands. “I mean, why would he get this ring for my grandmother?”

      “It isn’t a woman’s ring,” Carrie agreed. “I think Helga had given it to Solomon and he was returning it.”

      “That’s sort of sweet,” Raven cooed.

      Ali sneered silently, she wasn’t ready to hear sweet things. She was in mourning for a lost relationship. They didn’t have time to be sensitive to what Ali was going through and she knew that. “I’m heading out,” Ali said as she started walking to the door. “I need to get a drink.”

      Raven protested, but Carrie didn’t give a crap. She had grown cold since the night that she went off on her own. “Leave already,” Carrie had yelled as Ali headed out the door. Ali hadn’t slowed down at all, but Carrie didn’t want to waste an opportunity to hurt her ailing friend.

      Carrie’s actions were hurting Ali’s feelings, but not nearly as much as the pain that she was going through trying to deal with the whole Anatolie situation.

      Ali walked to the club. The tin shed was already rattling under the pressure of the throbbing bass. Ali hadn’t been out drinking since she met Anatolie, and she was feeling better than she had felt in years health-wise. She had forgotten how easy it was to wake up when you were sober the night before. As she got closer to the bar her hands started to shake.

      “I’m only having one drink,” Ali tried to tell herself, but she didn’t believe it. She was going to have one drink and start drinking like she used to. She could feel the bender coming on, and she wasn’t sure she was ready for it.

      “What’ll ya have?” the bartender called out over the music. Ali tried to say, ‘Vodka cran’ but it came out as nothing. She looked at the bartender again and tried one more time, but the words were stuck in her throat. “Should you be in here? You don’t seem well.”

      Ali tried to laugh that off, but as she did she caught the bartender signalling some men at the end of the bar. They noticed right away and all three of them stood up. Ali decided it was time to get out of the bar. She started moving for the door.

      Half way to the door, Ali took a look to see where the men from the bar were. She was not surprised to see them right behind her. She took off into a run. She could feel the men moving right along beside her. They were moving too fast to be human.

      Outside Ali was thrown to the ground and surrounded by the three vampires. She felt for her wand. “Of course,” she laughed. The men looked a little confused. “I normally have something in my pocket that helps me with these situations.”

      Ali was looking around for help, but she had come out the side exit. It had been the closest door, but there was no one in sight. The front door would’ve at least given Ali the chance to call for help, but these guys were going to murder her the second she called for help. Ali would be devoured before the help that wasn’t coming didn’t arrive.

      “We hear you’re looking for Solomon,” the black vampire in the purple leather jacket sneered. His hair was stringy, and he looked more like a homeless person than a vampire. In fact all three of these guys could’ve passed for hobos. They had definitely stuck out in the club. Most of the vampires there looked like mafia types, criminals, but not hobos. The closer they got to the deadline, the weirder the growing vampire population was getting.

      “Yeah,” Ali said as she got to her feet. The vampires were just standing around her. They weren’t trying to hurt her. They were ready to take her to meet Solomon. Ali felt a little silly, and then she realized that she didn’t really want to meet Solomon without her wand. “You know what, ah…no, no I’m not looking to meet Solomon, not right now.”

      Ali was stammering out the words, and speech was getting harder the closer the vampires got. They were closing in on her as she tried to back away. “I mean to say…say, that, um…you know,” Ali took a breath to try and get her speech back on track. “I need to have my friends with me. I can’t go without them, I mean Solomon, we’ve been waiting forever, and they’d be jealous.”

      The hobos didn’t say anything. They were just staring at Ali. “Okay then,” Ali said as she started walking away. A hand clasped around her shoulder. Then a hand clasped around that hand and separated it from the arm. Ali followed the second hand up to see Anatolie standing behind her.

      “Owwwww!” The short hobo was screaming and the other hobos looked at each other. They growled, and Anatolie put his fist through the tall hobo’s face. The black hobo tried to move, but Anatolie had a grip on his stringy hair.

      “So sorry,” the hobo begged for forgiveness. “I didn’t know that she was yours.”

      “I just want you to answer one question for me,” Anatolie said as he lifted the man off the ground by his hair. “If I was under Solomon’s control, and he wanted this girl, I would have to bring her to him, correct?”

      “Yes,” the hobo tried to nod, but it didn’t look like nodding. He looked like a bass fighting to get off the line. “You can’t disobey the boss. He gave us the job, but as soon as we’re all dead, he’ll send more.”

      “Ah, so I should keep you guys alive,” Anatolie said as he put his fist through the short hobo’s face. It was only then that Ali noticed the short hobo had been sneaking up on them with a gun in his one remaining hand. “Don’t worry, you’ll likely be fine, if someone buries you tonight.”

      “He’ll be fine?” Ali asked as she watched Anatolie pull his hand out of the black hobo’s skull. “That just doesn’t seem right.”

      “I was in two pieces last night,” Anatolie reminded Ali as he took her in his arms. She wasn’t sure how she felt about him entirely, in the big picture sense, but this felt right. “I went through a big transformation last night.”

      “I want to believe you,” Ali said. “But you have lied to me in the past.”

      “I want you to know that nothing has hurt me more in my life,” Anatolie whispered as he tried to hold himself together. Ali could hear the emotion in his voice as it tried to break through the surface. She wanted nothing more than to give her heart to him once again.

      “But you could do it,” Ali sighed. “And there’s nothing to stop you from doing it again.”

      “I am not his puppet anymore,” Anatolie declared as he took Ali by the hand and led her away from the club. “He wants you here and I’m taking you away from here. There’s nothing he can do about it.”

      Ali followed along, and she laughed at herself. Was she really so taken with this guy? Was she really ready to forgive him already? “Where are we going?” Ali asked as Anatolie picked her up in his arms. “We can’t go to the motel.” Ali wasn’t ready to face her friends yet, not with Anatolie carrying her in his arms.

      “I know a place,” Anatolie said as he took off at a run.

      The wind in her hair, Ali stared into the mask of deep concentration on Anatolie’s face. She smiled, feeling the perfection in this moment. The speed made it feel like they had entered their own private dimension just for the two of them. There were people walking down the streets, and cars moving all over the place, but to them the lovers were just a blurry streak.

      They got to a dark house and Anatolie came to a stop. He let Ali down out of his arms. “I need to see something first,” the vampire said as he walked over to the door and pushed it open. He stepped inside and took a moment to adjust to the house. “Okay, we’re good.”

      “I thought vampires had to be invited in places?” Ali asked as she walked up the steps and into the house. Anatolie was going to answer, but she kissed him first. “I don’t really care.”

      The vampire closed the door and took his prize to the master bedroom. They were kissing as they walked, and Ali was undoing the buttons of the white dress shirt. Anatolie put his hand on Ali’s hands. “Are we okay? Where do we stand?”

      “I don’t know,” Ali sighed as she pulled her hands back and sat down on the edge of the bed. “It’s very complicated. I don’t know exactly how I feel about any of it, but I know that this feels good, and I want to do something that feels good, and I want to do it right now.”

      “Okay,” Anatolie nodded as he pulled the shirt off over his head.

      Ali took a minute to let her hands move all over the vampire’s chest and abs. She kissed and teased his nipples until he put his finger on her chin and moved her lips up to his. Anatolie pulled Ali’s t-shirt up over her head, and his sharp nails sent her bra flying across the room. “Hey!” Ali laughed as she looked to see where it landed.

      Anatolie turned her back to him and kissed Ali again. With their skin pressed together, Ali couldn’t believe that she was feeling this smoothly muscled body again. After the way it had been torn apart, the fact that there were no marks was kind of freaking Ali out. She pushed Anatolie down on the bed, he humored her and fell.

      “There are no marks,” Ali said as she crawled onto the bed and up to Anatolie’s face. She had crawled slowly and inspected each spot where she had seen the marks the night before. It was hard to believe what she was looking at. “The mountain soil did this for you?”

      “That’s right,” Anatolie nodded.

      “And the soil fixed your brain as well?” Ali asked as she traced the long line that split Anatolie in two. The vampire was nodding, but Ali needed more than that. “How did it do that?”

      “It was actually my grandmother,” Anatolie explained the ceremony and the dream that he had experienced before the sun came up. Ali sat and listened and at the end she wasn’t sure what to believe. She had heard of many similar ceremonies. Surrounding a body wasn’t that unusual, but there needed to be something very powerful to set off a reaction like that.

      “So, what was it?” Ali asked. “What was the key that unlocked the box?”

      “You,” Anatolie said as he stared up into her eyes. “I love you, and that love is why the box is unlocked. You set me free.”

      “Fucking hell!” Ali cursed as she grabbed Anatolie by the back of the neck and kissed him deeply. Her tongue danced across his. The vampire rolled his woman onto her back and pulled away her leggings. Ali wanted nothing more than to feel him inside of her. She pulled fruitlessly at his belt.

      Anatolie got off the bed and pulled off his belt. Ali crawled to the end of the bed, and turned around. She closed her eyes and a gasp escaped her lips as she felt a tongue caress her flower. Ali leaned into the tongue, pushing her ass back as his tongue came forward.

      The day had been a roller coaster, and she was done trying to deal with things. She just needed to feel something good, and this was good. Each flick and lick was bringing Ali one step closer to the peak; she could feel herself giving over to the pleasure. His tongue pulled away.

      Anatolie slid right in, his girth spreading Ali’s sensitive inner walls. She wasn’t exactly ready for it. She was used to guys fumbling around for a while, or missing the hole entirely on the first attempt. Anatolie never missed. It was a gift.

      Ali was enjoying another of her lover’s gifts. The hands that had just literally crushed the skulls of three vampires were as gentle as flower petals as one hand teased her nipples, and the other had found its way between her legs. The physical gifts didn’t end there, as another gift slowly stroked in and out of Ali’s aching pussy.

      Aching for release, aching from the stretching, aching for Anatolie’s seed. Ali was the key for him, but right now the vampire felt like the key. Ali rocked her hips to take as much of his shaft as she could fit inside. She just wanted to feel him erupt deep inside of her.

      Anatolie pulled out and flipped Ali around. On her back she saw his fangs; there was something about the vampire’s hunger for blood that Ali found thrilling. She turned her head to the side. His lips were so gentle, and they turned Ali’s neck into a sea of goose bumps. There was a tingle that shot out from her neck and sent a shiver down her spine.

      The fangs sunk deep inside her. Anatolie had slipped his cock inside of her as well. Ali imagined a circuit of tingles moving from the head of his penis, through her body, and up to the fangs. She closed her eyes, and tried to stop herself from pushing Anatolie away from her neck.

      She trusted that he would stop. There was something thrilling about letting him have that power over her, something about submitting to his will. Her life was in his hands. “Ahhh!” She yelled as the teeth pulled back. There was a bit of suction and a pop as the teeth came free. Ali’s neck arched and then relaxed.

      “Do you have to stop?”

      “You need your blood,” Anatolie said as he licked the remaining blood off of his teeth. A primitive lust awoke in Ali as she watched the beast move around her. He was kissing her neck and breasts as he continued to thrust.

      The rhythm was starting to take over, Ali’s hips moving purely on instinct. She was following her vampire’s lead as he thrust in long strokes, each stroke ending with a firm grinding motion. Ali grabbed Anatolie’s hand and sucked a long finger in. Anatolie kneeled over her, watching, and maintaining his rhythmic pounding.

      Ali was moaning and sucking, her eyes closed tight, but she knew that Anatolie was watching her. His eyes didn’t leave her body as he watched her give herself over to the waves of pleasure that rocked her body. As she shuddered with every inch of her body, she could feel a throbbing deep inside that didn’t come from her.

      Their eyes locked as they orgasmed together on the bed. Anatolie continued to move, but the strokes were no longer sure and confident. They were shaky and labored. His face clenched as he released his load. Anatolie got lower and lower until he was right on the bed. Entangled in each other’s arms they both absorbed the moment.

      “Did you mean that?” Ali asked as she tried to catch her breath. “I mean it was what I needed to hear, or wanted to hear…call it what you want, it was perfect.”

      “Thank you, I guess,” Anatolie chuckled.

      “This is serious,” Ali sighed. “I don’t know if I can trust you, and I need you to be honest with me right now. Were you telling the truth?”

      “I have meant everything that I have ever said to you regarding my feelings for you,” Anatolie said. The firm eye contact sold it for Ali, but she needed him to confirm one thing. She was going to ask, but her eyes gave the question away. “Yes, you are the key. You unlocked a spell that my grandmother had placed inside of me.”

      “I’m the key,” Ali said, trying hard to keep the smile off her face. She felt like such a silly little girl saying that. She felt like a woman would be doing something more mature, and grown-up. A woman would kick the liar to the curb. She’d wanted to do what she thought was the mature thing, but just looking into his eyes, Ali knew she wasn’t done with Anatolie.

      “Should I get you back to the motel?” The vampire was about to get up out of the bed.

      “Not a chance,” Ali laughed as she crawled up on top of Anatolie and kissed him. “I’m not done.”
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      Ali was fast asleep in the bed. Anatolie didn’t want her to wake up alone, but he felt he had to set a few things right. He was sure that Solomon wasn’t going to stop sending his servants after Ali and her friends. He was also sure that he needed to bury the hobos. They were his enemies, but it was the right thing to do. They were acting on orders, they didn’t have the power to say no.

      Anatolie ran across the empty streets at top speed. The club was the only sound that he could hear. His feet were almost ripping through the pavement on the residential street. Anatolie looked from side to side at the doors that lined the street. The pig’s blood was a Romanian folk cure for vampires on your porch.

      It tore at Anatolie’s heart to see the fear that was gripping his town. The villagers, the older ones, the ones who could no longer be drawn into making bad decisions by the thrill of curiosity, they had spent several weeks locked indoors, only coming out in the light. Anatolie felt responsible for the damage that his species was causing.

      The rusty shed was still thumping this late into the night. The cops were all huddled in their houses. The chief had no doubt told them not to engage. Hratz had been a smart man, in time he would make a good vampire. Anatolie felt somehow that all of this was his fault. Hratz was injured saving him.

      Three bodies lying behind the shed. Anatolie assumed that no one had come to bury them yet. These guys didn’t look like they had too many friends. Solomon didn’t usually take the time to care for his followers. Unless there was something that he was going to get out of it.

      Anatolie dragged the bodies into the woods at the back of the property. He unbuttoned the cuff of his shirt and dug into the soft ground with his hands. His arms were moving nearly as fast as his feet had on the run to the club. “Would you guys be digging me a hole?” Anatolie asked the lifeless bodies. “This stuff is supposed to fix everything, so hopefully it will fix this.” Anatolie looked at the crater his fist had made.

      “I didn’t mean to hurt anyone,” Anatolie said as he threw the dirt over the short hobo. He didn’t think he was going to convince any of these guys about his intentions. “Oh, well, I’m doing the right thing, and I want you all to remember that.” Anatolie started to work on the next hole.

      The bodies all buried, Anatolie stood over the shallow graves for a moment. “I hope that this works for you,” Anatolie wasn’t sure why he felt like he had to say something. It was just what people do at graves. “I wish you all the best, and I hope I don’t have to actually kill you one day.”

      “So, do I need to arrest you?” Hratz laughed as he looked at the mounds of dirt in front of Anatolie. The chief walked to the other side of the graves and smiled down at them. “You killed three people? Wolves?”

      “These are vampires,” Anatolie explained. “They will be good as new in the morning. They got in my way tonight, but the soil will heal them, and they’ll come out tomorrow night better than before.”

      “And so I guess that makes you a…a what? A hero?” Hratz was going to be a problem. “I don’t know what to do right now.” The chief of police began crying and Anatolie felt like this was even worse. He would rather be fighting a man than having a heart to heart. The tears made everything so uncomfortable.

      “I get that, man,” Anatolie said as he moved between the graves. When he reached Chief Hratz, Anatolie patted him on the back. “But you’re still the Chief of Police, right?” Hratz was shaking his head, but Anatolie was already moving on to the next thing. “And you have your health, I mean you can literally live forever.”

      “But I can’t be myself anymore,” Hratz sobbed. “I am the chief of police, that is who I am. I am the protector of Sinaia.”

      “And you still can be—“

      “I wasn’t even doing that, I mean look at this town, vampire gangs have taken over everything,” Hratz leaned back against a bigger tree trunk. The tree swayed a bit under his weight. He looked so defeated. “We’ve lost, the humans have lost control, and Sinaia is a fallen city.”

      “They will move on,” Anatolie promised. “They always do.”

      “You never did,” Hratz spat the words out. “I knew that you were going to be a problem one day. I defended you to people, I said to them that you were a good citizen, and that you weren’t like the others. Did you tell the others about the police being soft in Sinaia?”

      “You think I want these guys here?” Anatolie could feel the rage coming out of Hratz. The situation was escalating quickly, and he was ready for an attack. The second that Hratz moved Anatolie was going to break his skull. He had just been apologizing to the others for doing it, but Anatolie was now a powerful vampire, and he wasn’t about to waste time being nice to this vampire.

      It was getting closer to morning, which was another factor. Hratz seemed to be past reason as he kept listing off the offenses that he believed Anatolie was guilty of. It was all nonsense and Anatolie could hear the work of Solomon behind the words.

      “You wanted to start a war, a war between the humans and the mystical creatures, is that it?” The policeman’s mind was not as sharp as it had been when he wasn’t so stressed out. “You wanted to teach the town a lesson for the way they’ve treated you. They were trying to get rid of you, and that’s why you brought in all of these freaks.”

      “You know that isn’t true, right?” Anatolie scoffed. “Let’s go in there and talk to Solomon. He can tell you why all of the vampires are here.”

      “He doesn’t know,” Hratz screamed. “People keep saying that, but he doesn’t know why they all came. Solomon is on vacation.”

      “He’s in your head telling you all of this,” Anatolie said as he walked past the chief. “Let’s go talk to him.” Anatolie knew that there was no way to convince the chief that Solomon was guilty of anything. If he was in control of his mental faculties, Hratz would know who had brought the vampires into Sinaia.

      Solomon had been the one who brought them in last time too. Simeon Hratz had been an alderman of the village at that time, and the great grandfather of the chief was the one who organized the mobs. He had been the first Hratz man to overlook Anatolie’s presence in the town. There was no police force in the town then, only hastily formed mobs. The mobs had been just as useless the last time Solomon tried this as the police were this time.

      Anatolie could see that Hratz wasn’t following him into the shed. “Come on,” Anatolie laughed. “Let’s ask Solomon to explain the whole thing. Or is it Solomon who won’t let you follow me?” Anatolie was teasing the chief, but he didn’t know why. Anatolie understood why Hratz was acting like this and was going to keep walking, but then he saw something in the chief’s eyes that made him stay.

      “He’s not in there,” Hratz laughed. “Solomon has figured out how to get into the castle.” Anatolie turned back to the chief, but he wasn’t sure what to say. He simply stared, trying to wrap his mind around this revelation.

      The chief looked down and then he launched himself at Anatolie. Anatolie wasn’t as ready as he thought he was. They went to the ground and rolled. Hratz had technique on his side. He had clearly been trained in hand-to-hand combat. It was hard to get the upper hand on him. He got one of Anatolie’s hands behind his back.

      Anatolie was trying not to do too much damage, but as soon as he was pinned to the ground, the vampire decided that he had let things go too far. Hratz’s leg got too close and Anatolie bit the leg. As the chief reared back Anatolie pulled his leg off with his free hand, and then he got to his feet.

      The chief was still fighting until Anatolie smashed his skull. After hastily burying the body,  Anatolie left the club in a hurry. The doors were all starting to open and everyone was heading home for the night. The sun was coming, and Anatolie still had to find a place to crash for the day.

      Back at the house Anatolie kissed Ali awake. “What are you doing?” she murmured sleepily.

      “I didn’t want you to wake up and see that I was gone,” Anatolie explained. “I need to find a place to go to ground, but I won’t be able to rest if I don’t know that you’re okay.”

      “What a load of crap!” Ali laughed. “You’ll be pretty much dead in a few minutes.”

      Anatolie looked into the caring eyes that were staring up at him. He thought about sharing the information he had learned that night, but at the same time he didn’t want to have the girls heading off to the castle. Anatolie didn’t know what Solomon had done, but he knew it had to be powerful magic.

      “What’s wrong?” Ali asked as she watched the struggle unfolding in Anatolie’s eyes.

      “You’re just too much, I don’t deserve you,” Anatolie sighed as he lifted his woman up into his arms. He hated that he had to leave her again. It was only 12 hours, but it was far longer than Anatolie wanted to be away. He wished that they could spend the day wrapped in each other’s arms, but he wouldn’t know she was there, and the rigor mortis would likely be uncomfortable for Ali.

      “You don’t deserve me,” Ali teased. “I’m glad that you know that, but keep putting in good work like that and you’ll get yourself a little closer every time. Did I fall asleep right after?”

      “You were dead asleep.”

      “New phrase please.”

      “You slept like an angel.”

      “That’s the one!”
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      She had been up for most of the night, yet Ali was feeling very relaxed. Anatolie had gone to ground in the wine cellar. It was a small room in the basement. There was nothing very fancy in it, but even the bottle of cheap wine she brought up with her was enough. Ali cracked the bottle and had a drink.

      The glass, well…the mug of wine was hard to just drink on her own. Ali really, really wanted to snoop. The house was filled with amazing things. The house of a corrupt cop, who wouldn’t snoop? She walked through all of the bedrooms.

      “Hello!” Ali shouted as she saw all the guns on the bed. “That’s what I’m talking about, I need a gun!” She had never really liked guns, but then last night when she didn’t have a wand, and there were three vampires, a gun could’ve solved the problem. “Although, same thing really, you have to remember to take it with you.”

      “Hello, who are you?” Ali said to the painting by the side of the queen-sized bed. “You look just like Anatolie, do you know that?” The wine was hitting her hard. She had been awake for most of the night, and the red wine was slamming her system. Everything considered, this guy really did look a lot like Anatolie.

      Ali was still looking at the painting as she drained the mug. She looked into the empty cup and debated for a moment, but she knew she wanted more. Ali headed to the kitchen to pour herself another mug. “It’s only alcoholic if you have more than four,” Ali said to herself. She had always come up with little rules for herself.

      “I should get back to the girls,” she murmured as she poured another glass. “In a bit.” She finished that glass, and then headed off back to the hotel. Ali was proud of herself for leaving half a bottle behind. It felt weird to be proud of yourself for only having two glasses of wine at 8:00 in the morning, but she did.
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      “You’re drunk!” Carrie yelled as Ali got back to the motel room. Carrie was in a rage. She couldn’t believe that Ali hadn’t called to explain her whereabouts.

      “You left on your own, and you didn’t call!” Ali shouted back at her judgemental friend. “Why do you feel like you get to talk to me like this?”

      “I don’t know,” Carrie sighed as she took a seat on her bed. “I guess, I’m just used to being the responsible one. And…and I found something on my disappearance.”

      “Is that relevant?”

      “I don’t know, I’m grasping at straws,” Carrie shrugged.

      “My head is clear,” Ali said as she took Carrie by the hand. “Do you have the ring?” Carrie grabbed the ring and they headed over to Raven’s room. Raven was sleeping, but they didn’t care. They knocked loud enough to wake the dead. “My head is clear.”

      “Come on in,” Raven said as she let the others into her room. “How did you get past the whole betraying us thing?”

      “What is she talking about?” Carrie asked.

      “My head is clear because I had sex with Anatolie,” Ali said as she sat down on the old grey carpet. The circle that they made at the motel had worked last time, and Ali was determined to make this one work again. She didn’t want to go anywhere near the castle unless she had to. Seeing that face in the window, or whatever it really was, had turned her off the idea of going to the castle.

      “Are we going to talk about this?” Carrie was getting that tone again, and it was messing with Ali’s calm. She tried to breathe through it, but Carrie kept talking. “This is the kind of thing that I’m always warning you about—“

      “Nope!” Ali shouted. “Nope it isn’t, and that is the last that we will speak of it. I love him, and he is no longer under Solomon’s power. He proved that to me last night. Now sit down, it’s time to make a circle before you piss me off and I can’t do it.”

      Carrie was going to say something, but Raven stopped her. They started to swat at each other, and Ali pretended not to notice. Finally, everyone was down on the disgusting old carpet. Carrie put the ring in the middle of the circle, and they all held hands. Ali looked to Carrie, and then to Raven; she smiled and embraced the bonds of sisterhood that they shared. The circle was complete.

      Ali focused on the ring and the history that it had witnessed. They saw the tree and the woods, the tree was growing smaller and the ring was returning to the ground. “What’s going on?” Carrie asked as they watched Helga’s fake body reappear under them, and then they flew back into Solomon’s pocket. Time was moving fast.

      “Oh my God,” Raven shouted as she was the first to realize what was about to happen. “They were lovers! That’s my grandma!” Raven closed her eyes tight as they watched Helga and Solomon make love from a bedside table. “I am mortified!”

      It was a horrifying experience for everyone, but it was over quickly and they got to see the moment when Helga gave the ring to Solomon. “The power of the ring will help you call the other vampires to your side,” Helga explained, and Solomon thanked her. Of course the girls heard it backwards as they reversed through time.

      “This is impossible to follow,” Carrie whined. She was the one who found the ring, and she needed this to work to justify how mean she was being to her friends of late. Ali could see the worry on Carrie’s face as they continued to travel further through time. Ali smiled at her friend; Carrie needed a friend right now.

      The time travel seemed to stop, but they had no way to know how long they had been traveling for. They had been in a pouch for a long time. That was all that they knew. Helga handed the pouch to an old woman and then time froze. The girls looked around at the room. It was an open room in a small cottage. There were two women and beside each was a small boy. The women looked different, but the boys were the same.

      “Is this it?” Helga asked as the pouch was passed back to her. Time was moving in the right direction again.

      “That’s the ring,” the old woman laughed. “It will set everything in motion. All we need to do is get him to keep it near him for a few years, and everything else will fall into place. Then when the time is right, the ring will find the person who will rule over the Carpathian Mountains. A good ruler, one that will not abuse the power.”

      “I brought your reward,” Helga said as she looked into the faces of both boys. “You say this is your grandson?”

      “I told you they’re nearly twins,” the older witch cooed. “No one will know that the son of a shepherd is ruling over Romania.”

      “The Prince will one day rule over the mountains,” Helga reminded the old woman.

      “Yes, but he will have lived a good hard life, and by the time he accepts his role he will be far from royal, and his rule will be all the better for it,” the old woman pinched the cheeks of the boys. They didn’t seem to react at all. She started leading them over to piles of herbs and dried plants that she had made on the floor.

      “You can’t start yet,” Helga said as she rearranged her riding gear. She was getting ready to head back out into the storm. “I can’t know what you’re doing. Solomon is my only weakness. If I know, he’ll know eventually.”

      “I understand, happy travels,” the old woman said as she embraced Helga.

      “I thank you for this, G,” Helga sighed. “Just promise me that you will stop the war I saw in the flames.”

      “I will stall it for a hundred years,” G answered. “Then it will be up to you to get the contract reinstated. I will leave it in the castle.”

      “A hundred years, a thousand would be better,” Helga lamented the situation. “Take care of Carol.”

      Helga left through the door but then jerked around, and the girls who were now in the pouch in her riding bag were thrown around violently as she went back inside. “What castle?”

      “I didn’t tell you?” G laughed heartily. “My grandson’s building a castle.”

      The vision was starting to fade and the girls were feeling a little confused by the whole situation. It was hard to understand anything that was going on. They had been on a very long trip. Raven was trying to get the sounds of her grandmother having sex out of her head.

      “At least it was when she was young,” Ali shrugged. She didn’t think it would help, so she wasn’t surprised when Raven didn’t look impressed. “Too soon, I get it.”

      “So, we need to debrief,” Carrie said. “There was a lot of information there. The boys, and the covenant, and the castle, and an old woman…possibly hell-bent on world domination? She seemed crazy, right? Or was that just me?”

      “She seemed to be a little eccentric, but Helga trusts her, so I think we can,” Ali said and then she thought about her words. “Not that we have to, ‘cause this has all happened already. I just mean there is a lot going on. She said Prince, and Carol.”

      “Okay, great,” Raven nodded, “and that means?”

      “I saw a picture of him and I Googled it on my phone as I walked back to you guys this morning,” Ali trailed off as she realized that she was explaining too much. “The picture was of Prince Carol, and he was the guy who built the castle, Peles Castle.”

      “Okay, so he is the guy, the one that they were talking about.” Raven stated this calmly and then turned to Ali. “But that guy is dead, right?”

      “The most important thing is that the covenant is in the castle,” Carrie said as she picked the ring up off the floor.

      Ali grabbed her friend’s hand. “We don’t need you to hold onto this thing any longer,” Ali tossed the ring in a bag and threw it in one of the drawers. “I don’t understand the power that it holds, but you’ve been acting strange, and I think it’s the ring.”

      “That makes a lot of sense,” Raven agreed.

      Carrie tried to smile and pretend that she was okay with leaving the ring, but she was hurting as she left the room. The others watched as she walked out and sat down in the car. “I guess we’re heading to the castle,” Ali said.

      “There is a public viewing schedule,” Raven said. She had something else to say, but she wasn’t spitting it out. Ali looked at her friend and waited for an explanation. “Anatolie said they needed you to make an appointment, and it was a lie, and that’s all I was thinking. I’m sorry.”

      Ali hugged her friend and let her know that everything was okay. “He already told me that he was under Solomon’s power when we first met him,” Ali explained. “And he also told me that Helga knew that Solomon was his maker.”

      “I guess there’s just too many things to consider here,” Raven said as she rubbed her scalp. It was like she was trying to massage the information into her grey matter. At a different time it might seem weird, but Ali understood completely. There were just too many pieces to connect.

      The biggest takeaway for Ali from the vision was not any of the things they had learned about the covenant. The biggest thing was learning that Helga wasn’t sending them out to solve this mystery without giving them information. Helga didn’t know how the covenant was created. Ali was still debating how she felt about that, but it seemed important.

      Driving out to the castle, Ali was worried. She was thinking about the boy in the window. She wondered if that was the boy that they had seen in the vision. Maybe one of the boys had been sacrificed and now haunted the castle. Ali was already dealing with vampires and werewolves, she didn’t want to deal with ghosts too.

      “This castle always looks closed,” Carrie said as she walked out into the parking lot. Ali didn’t know why she had parked at the back of the lot. They were the only car there, but she didn’t want to park too close. “Why didn’t you pull up?”

      “I’m sorry,” Ali said as she adjusted her sweater and made it easier to get at her wand. She felt like someone, or something, was watching her. “I don’t want people messing with the car, I guess?”

      “I think it needs to be closer,” Raven said as she took the keys from Ali and moved the car to the front of the parking lot. Ali had watched the car go past her. She didn’t know why it felt wrong. Every spot in the lot was open. She tried to tell herself that it didn’t really matter. “Are you okay?”

      Ali realized that Raven was looking at her. “Yeah, yeah, there’s…yeah,” Ali heard herself and she didn’t think that Raven was going to accept that as an answer. “I just feel weird.”

      “I get it,” Raven said as she put an arm around Ali. “Let’s get into this castle and see if we can find this…what are we looking for?”

      “A covenant is a contract,” Carrie said as she waited for the others to catch up with her. She had found the door, but the main entrance still didn’t look open or welcoming in the least. “So, I guess we’re looking for a piece of paper.”

      “Isn’t a rainbow a covenant from God?” Raven knew that her comment was going to throw Carrie off her game. Carrie hadn’t sounded all that confident to begin with. Raven smiled at Ali and they both fought to stop the giggles.

      “And isn’t a handshake the salesman’s covenant,” Ali was making things up at this point, but Raven backed her up.

      “I think I’ve heard that,” Raven made her statement seem as neutral as possible. “So, I think we’re looking for a handshaking rainbow made of paper.”

      “I need you two to shut up,” Carrie muttered as she opened the door and let the others walk in. “I just need everyone to take this seriously.”

      The castle was enough to keep them all silent for a moment. It was so ornate, and the halls were filled with mirrors and paintings. The castle wasn’t really that old by castle standards, but it was very richly decorated, and as beings in tune with the universe, the witches could feel the power moving through the building.

      “The castle could be what we’re looking for?” Carrie was wondering aloud more than she was asking a question.

      They walked further into the castle, examining all of the paintings and the stone and marble work that moved through the building. It was all perfectly put together. Ali could see the care and concern that went into each decorating decision. There was a pattern behind it all.

      “Why is that space empty?” Raven asked as she pointed at a spot on the wall that was entirely surrounded by paintings. On the wall there was shading that indicated that a painting had once rested in that spot. The girls looked around to see if maybe there were other spots missing their paintings.

      “So, we have one missing painting,” Ali said as she continued to scan the walls.

      It was out of the corner of her eye that she saw the movement. Ali turned to see if she could spot it, the thing, the ghost. She wasn’t ready to say it yet, but that’s what she thought she was nearly seeing. Ali did a full circle, before drawing the attention of her friends. “I thought I saw something, did any of you see it?”

      “See what?” Carrie asked.

      “Well, I don’t know, I only thought I saw it,” Ali was trying to defend herself, but it wasn’t coming out right. She wasn’t sure what was going on. She just thought that she saw something, and she needed a little support.

      “Well, keep your eyes peeled,” Carrie said as she continued to look around. She was so focused that she didn’t see Ali making faces behind her back.

      They moved into a large dining hall. All of the doors seemed to be open. There were plaques set up all around the castle, but the descriptions were in Romanian, and they didn’t really help the witches much. They all agreed that they probably weren’t looking for anything put into the building by the Sinaia Historical Society.

      “I think that’s blood,” Raven said as she pointed to a spot on the long oak table. The blood had dried, but not that long ago. The witches drew their wands and decided to head back to the car.

      “I just think it’s a better idea than wandering around looking for…whatever it is we’re looking for,” Carrie said. Ali agreed and added that she didn’t want to see the ghost. She just wasn’t ready to see one right now. Raven was leading the way, so she didn’t seem to need any convincing either.

      They headed out to the car, but as they came through the door, they realized that the car was gone. “I would just like to point out that having the car at the back of the parking lot wouldn’t have helped the situation,” Raven grumbled as she stared out in disbelief.

      “Yep,” Ali mumbled as she started walking back to the motel. The others followed closely behind.
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      The wine cellar was cozy, and Anatolie felt great as he emerged into the rest of the house. He washed the mug that Ali had left in the sink and then he headed out the front door. Anatolie’s first thoughts were of Ali, he wanted to see her as soon as possible. However, he needed to see the hobos and the chief of police first.

      Running down the streets, Anatolie had never openly used his powers before. It was actually a horrible thing that he could do it. He hated that he was enjoying it so much. It was just something that he had never been allowed to do. Anatolie ran at top speed, once again, through the streets of Sinaia. He didn’t slow down until he reached the edge of the woods.

      The best part of his super speed was that his legs were strong enough to stop him on a dime. That ability was what made a vampire’s speed such a deadly weapon. Anatolie looked around to make sure that no one had followed him, although vampires speeding through town wasn’t that unusual now. He entered the woods basically unseen.

      “You killed me,” Hratz was saying as he brushed the dirt off of himself. The hobos looked healthier, and they were also shaking the dirt off. It looked like a real motley crew, but they were thinking clearer. “I don’t feel him though.”

      “He’s out of your head?” Anatolie asked. “That’s good, because Solomon is the reason all of these vampires are here and he is planning to destroy this town.”

      “Really?!” Hratz was up in arms.

      “No, not exactly,” Anatolie laughed. “But hearing a lie about Solomon should’ve triggered a reaction.”

      “No reaction,” Hratz would’ve been the most susceptible to the influence, but none of them reacted at all. Anatolie was pleased to see the results, but really all this meant was he needed to crack the skulls and let the dirt reconfigure the brains of a few hundred vampires. It seemed like a daunting task to say the least. “I want to help you stop him.”

      “I want your help,” Anatolie nodded, though he was eager to leave in order to find Ali. “Meet me tomorrow night at the motel and we’ll try to make a plan.”

      “What do we do tonight?” the short hobo asked. The whole group seemed eager to help the cause. They had been freed of Solomon’s control, and they could see what was going on in the town. Anatolie could understand Hratz wanting to help, but the hobos’ attitude was a pleasant surprise. He was going to have to learn their names eventually.

      “Well, we may need more vampires on our side,” Anatolie suggested. “See who you can lure out to this spot, discreetly, and crack their skulls.” The newly converted vampires nodded; they all seemed ready to do their part and help defeat Solomon.

      Anatolie felt awful leaving them alone to do the dirty work, but he needed to see Ali. He ran at top speed to the motel. Matthias was there and he was looking for the girls as well. Both rooms were empty, and Matthias was doing his best to get in Anatolie’s way. He seemed intent on starting a fight.

      “You were told to leave,” Matthias’s greeting was less than warm, but Anatolie didn’t care about that. He knew why Matthias was less than thrilled to see him. “I need to go looking for the girls.”

      “I’m coming with you,” Anatolie said as Matthias pushed past him and started running down the road. “Great, let’s both be real mature about this so we don’t get into any dickish pissing contests!”

      Anatolie and Matthias raced down the road that led out to the castle. Anatolie just had a feeling. It was the last place that he wanted Ali to be, so obviously that’s where she was going to be. He felt bad for hiding the truth from her, but he didn’t feel like it would’ve made a difference. Ali was not going to be persuaded to abandon her own plans.

      They were running too fast to actually be tracking the girls. They were able to smell the car at first, but now they were just desperately trying to outdo each other. Anatolie ran on ahead of Mathias, but then he came screeching to a halt. Matthias was right beside him in a second.

      “Something happened here,” Anatolie could feel the magic. The girls had used their wands in this exact spot. They were in the middle of a mountain road, with nothing in any direction unless you counted trees. “Do you smell them?”

      “Of course I do,” Matthias growled as they continued running down the road. They had to get to the campground. It was on the same road, but the other side of the castle. The castle was in the middle of a battlefield already. A camp of werewolves at the RV park, and the town infested with vampires. The only question was who was going to attack first?

      “We can’t just go in there,” Anatolie said as they ran down the road. “We have to think of a way to stop them from just killing us immediately. How do we get them to listen?”

      “Threaten to kill a few of them?” Matthias joked.

      “Yeah, maybe something a little more subtle. I mean something where they don’t immediately try to kill us afterwards,” Anatolie considered for a few moments and then glanced down at his white shirt. It wasn’t the worst idea he had ever had. Anatolie took off the shirt as he was running and grabbed a stick by the side of the road.

      “This isn’t going to work,” Matthias sighed as he looked at the white flag, and the shirtless vampire running beside him. “Now if I took my shirt off.”

      They both laughed as they ran down the laneway and into wolf territory. The small dirt trail kicked up a lot of dust as the vampires ran past. There was no way that the wolves wouldn’t know they were coming. They could both smell the girls. From the fresh scents they had hope that they had made it in time.

      “Okay, stop, and let them see the flag,” Anatolie said as he stopped moving his feet and started sliding down the gravel path. He had to fight hard to keep his balance. The flag was throwing off his balance a bit, but he managed to get it up and waving. Matthias was having trouble stopping too. The gravel was very fresh, and thick, and their feet just couldn’t stop.

      The wolves were already starting to close in. They had clearly laid the gravel as a way to counteract the effects of the vampire super speed. Wolves could move very fast, but only in wolf form, and they seemed to be more surefooted at top speeds. Anatolie had always thought it was something to do with the way wolves run, or the number of legs.

      “What are you doing here?” a man barked as Anatolie came to a stop. “You shouldn’t be in this camp.”

      “We just wanted to talk, that’s why we’re under a banner of truce.” Anatolie pointed at the flag. “We’re not here about the castle, we came to talk about the girls…ah…the witches.”

      “You can have them back,” the man’s gruff voice had softened a bit, but Anatolie could tell he wasn’t letting the girls go that easily. “As soon as you give us the boy back.”

      “Right,” Anatolie nodded. “You tell me what boy, and I will get him back.”

      “He’s the leader of this pack,” the man had to stop to clear his throat, “Since his father’s murder that is, and now he is missing. We know these witches had something to do with it. We saw them at the castle.”

      I knew it! Anatolie screamed the thought inside his skull. “I know that they didn’t do it, but I will help you, and I know that they will help you too. Can I just see the girls?”

      “I should be the one to go see the girls,” Matthias mumbled.

      “We’ll both go,” Anatolie tried to keep the anger out of his voice, but he couldn’t believe what a dick Matthias was being. Actually, he could, but it was still upsetting.

      The wolf with the gruff voice walked forward. He was older and looked to be in his sixties by human standards, so he was likely 400 or 500 years old. Anatolie hadn’t spent much time around werewolves, but he had picked up a thing or two talking to older vampires over the years. The men who had followed Solomon into battle the first time were not very fond of the race.

      “This way,” the old wolf gestured with his thick, meaty hands. His gut was sticking well out past his belt, but he seemed to move with a very light step. Anatolie knew this old wolf was still capable of putting up a fight. It didn’t hurt that the camp was filled with hundreds of able-bodied wolves. The camp had definitely grown in size since the time Anatolie took Ali to see the camp.

      “Are you okay?” Anatolie asked as he raced to the side of the cage. Ali rushed to the rod iron door of the homemade cell. “Have they treated you well?”

      “Are you looking at this?” Ali snarked as she gestured to the whole cage. “It’s the fucking Ritz Carlton, but the hospitality leaves a little to be desired.”

      “I’m sorry, I’m just happy to see that you’re alive,” Anatolie looked around to see a bunch of very confused wolves. They clearly hadn’t expected the vampire to act like this. Vampires were supposed to be very reserved. Anatolie’s display of emotion was clearly a little much for them, and it was definitely out of character for him.

      “So, is this enough for you?” the gruff wolf said as he motioned for Anatolie to get back from the cage.

      “James!” A woman yelled at the gruff man. “That’s enough, don’t threaten them. They’re trying to help us.”

      “You’re too trusting, Martha!” James yelled at the woman. They seemed to have a close connection. Anatolie could tell that it pained James to yell at Martha. “I need that boy back. He is our leader, and we will be launching into full-scale war if he isn’t returned.”

      “Well, isn’t that what you’re here to do anyway?” Matthias asked as he looked at the guns, and wolves, and heavily armored vehicles all over the campground.

      “Our purpose is the same one we came here with a hundred years ago,” the wolf yelled as he stepped up on Matthias. “We’re here to stop the vamps from taking control of the mountains. These mountains belong to all of us, and so does the power that runs through them.”

      “And you want the power for yourselves,” Matthias was being very dismissive. “You’re trying to gain a seat of power, or your chief was, and you can’t even be honest about it. At least Solomon is honest about his intentions.”

      “Is that you, Solomon?” Anatolie said as he turned Matthias around to look him in the eye. “You were the vampire that gave Helga the serum, right?” Matthias was only smiling, but it was a smile that told the whole story. “You’re Matthias’s maker, and he didn’t even know it.”

      “What are you doing?” Raven was freaking out, and her eyes were quickly filling with tears ready to fall. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

      “Solomon is my master,” Matthias laughed. “And now he knows everything about this camp—“

      “And he has the boy, right?” Anatolie cut Solomon off. “He is the reason that you were able to enter the castle. That is why you killed the old pack leader. You knew that the rules of heredity would allow you to use his status as new pack leader. His consent was all you needed to enter the castle before the covenant’s power runs out.

      “Oooo,” Solomon laughed through Matthias, “you’re so smart! But you can’t get the boy back, so what good are smarts really? Not very good, are they?” He continued to mock Anatolie and the wolves very loudly.

      Anatolie turned to Raven, “Turn away, and know that I am doing this for the best.” Raven nodded her head and the others wrapped their arms around her. When all of their backs were to Matthias, Anatolie walked over to the vampire who was still making fun of the pack.

      “You guys think you have enough wolves to stop me?” Matthias was trying to look at all the wolves. “You all suck!” he yelled as he spun to look at the other side of the semi-circle that had formed around him. He didn’t notice Anatolie until he finished his spin and the fist was already in his face.

      Anatolie felt the skull collapse and he let the body drop to the floor. He could hear the pain in Raven’s voice as she dropped to the floor of the rusty cage, screaming and crying. Anatolie turned to look at Ali. She looked over at him, and she nodded. Ali seemed to understand what he was doing.

      “I need to bury this man right away,” Anatolie told James. The vampire knew that he had a lot of work to do before the sun came up, but he also knew that he had to give Matthias as much time as he could under the ground. There was also the distinct possibility that he wasn’t coming back from this trip to the castle.

      “Is he going to be okay?” James asked as they started to toss the dirt over the body.

      “He’s going to be okay, and he’s going to be on our side,” Anatolie said as he tossed the last of the dirt onto the shallow grave. They walked back to the girls, and Raven was still sobbing uncontrollably.

      “She’ll be okay,” Ali shrugged. “It was a horrible sound, but I told her that he will wake up.”

      “And he won’t have Solomon in his head anymore,” Anatolie said it loud enough that he was sure Raven could hear the words coming through. “Matthias had no idea, I want you to know that. He thought that he was a created vampire, one that didn’t have a master.”

      “She’s going to be more open to this tomorrow night when he’s back to life and feeling good,” Ali assured Anatolie. “You need to get me out of here, there’s no way you’re heading to that castle alone.”

      “I can’t let you come with me,” Anatolie’s tone was firm. “It is way too dangerous. I need you to stay here and keep an eye on these two. Raven needs you, and I’m sure Carrie does too…you’re not coming!”
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      “I don’t want you to get hurt,” Ali mocked Anatolie before he could even get the words out. She knew what he was going to say next too, but she let him say it anyway. She was going to let him have this tiny victory.

      “See, you’re not taking this seriously,” Anatolie was yelling as he ran down the road toward the castle. Ali had her wand at the ready. “How did they capture you guys in the first place? Didn’t you guys have your wands out?”

      “They stole your car and we had to walk,” Ali explained, “and then they used kids in the road to get us to set down our wands. It was very confusing, and it took us by surprise. The kids were covered in fake blood, and we were a little out of sorts when they got the drop on us.”

      “I’m just glad that they didn’t try to hurt you,” Anatolie said as he came to a stop in front of the castle. He set Ali down on the pavement. They started walking toward the only light for miles, the windows of the castle. “You could’ve been killed.”

      “I’m touched,” Ali said as she squeezed Anatolie’s hand. “I’m glad that you’re this upset. I would be upset if you were hurt too.” Ali laid her head gently against Anatolie’s arm. Then she straightened up. Ali knew that there could be vampires looking for them. Solomon definitely knew they were coming. “Are you sure it was the best idea to let Solomon know you were coming to get the boy?”

      “He already knew,” Anatolie laughed. The vampire’s laugh seemed to calm Ali’s nerves. “It’s like my grandma Greta used to say, people always assume the worst, so if you do the worst, that’s what they’re expecting anyway…or something like that. Either way Solomon knew what was going to happen.”

      “Your grandma sounds like a maniacal madman,” Ali said as she thought about that quote.

      “I was paraphrasing,” Anatolie admitted. “Her advice was about not doing what people expect, but Solomon knew I was coming after the boy as soon as he saw that you were in the wolf camp. He knew what they wanted, and he knew what I wanted.”

      “And what did you want?” Ali asked. They exchanged a smile as Anatolie held a finger to his lips. They were getting closer to the castle, and it seemed impossible that Solomon was just going to let them walk into the castle unopposed. The vampire hadn’t lived for over a millennium by making foolish decisions.

      Ali scanned the trees and the long grass in the meadows around the castle, but saw  no one. “Are you sure he knows we’re coming?” Ali asked as they reached the large wooden doors.

      “Okay, I guess we just go in,” Anatolie shrugged as he pulled the huge chunk of wood and held it open for Ali. They walked inside and pulled the door closed. The vibe was eerier than the last time  Ali had been in the room. The light from the lanterns that hung along the walls gave off a jittery, creepy light. The couple grabbed for each other’s hands as they started walking down the hall.

      “Where do we head?” Anatolie asked as they walked through the finely decorated castle. It was built long after the aristocracy in most countries had ditched castles in favor of large manor houses. The houses were much easier to heat, and they just had a more comfortable feel to them. Ali had heard that on a documentary one time, and it came back to her now as she walked through the castle halls.

      “Did anyone ever live here?” Ali asked.

      “No one officially,” Anatolie said as they approached the doors of the dining room. They could hear a bit of movement and some clattering of plates coming from the room. There was definitely someone in there. Anatolie pushed the door open.

      “There he is!” Solomon said as he stood up and walked over to shake Anatolie’s hand. “I am so impressed, I just have to. I mean, do you know how often I’m surprised? Never, it literally never happens. I’m so stoked.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure it is quite a shock,” Ali was surprised to see Anatolie shake the ancient vampire’s hand. She knew that Solomon was powerful, and she didn’t want Anatolie lured back into Solomon’s service. She wasn’t sure it could happen, but she didn’t know for sure that it couldn’t. It just seemed like Anatolie, who had been lecturing Ali about safety, was being rather unsafe.

      “What about the boy?” Solomon said as he pointed over to the boy eating a bowl of cereal at the giant, hand-carved, oak table. The table looked like it was worth millions even with the dirty orphan eating at it. His face was covered in dirt, but he was definitely the ghost in the window. “How’d you know about the boy?”

      “I saw him in the window the other day,” Ali said, and then she quickly realized that Solomon was talking to Anatolie. “Sorry, I didn’t know who you were talking to.”

      “I knew that you needed a pack leader’s consent to be in here,” Anatolie answered and then he looked confused. “I don’t know why I knew that, but I knew that was one of the conditions of the covenant.” Anatolie reached for the back of his head, like he was in pain, but it seemed to subside and he looked back at Solomon. “Give us the boy.”

      “I don’t need him to be in here,” Solomon said as walked over to where the boy was sitting calmly. “I don’t really need the company, but I do need something that will keep the wolves at bay until I have the covenant. I have been looking all over this place. It’s gotta be in here. I mean, right? It has to be!”

      “Yeah, great, keep looking,” Anatolie said as he walked over until he was across the table from Solomon and the boy. I will keep the wolves at bay. I will take the boy back, and I promise that they will stay out of your way.”

      “Oh, would you?” Solomon’s false sincerity was dripping off the words. “I would really appreciate that, especially because I know how much you want me to succeed. Don’t forget, I have been up inside of your head. I know how you feel about me.”

      “I know things are a little weird between us right now,” Anatolie sneered as he leaned on the table. “You don’t control me, and that has to be weird for you. I get that, and I will try to take it easy on you. I am trying to maintain the peace. I need to give this boy back, and then I will stop you on my own.”

      “You’re so right,” Solomon agreed, shaking his head and looking concerned. “I just don’t know how to deal with it. I control all the vampires I’ve turned, and the vampires that they have turned. Aren’t you glad that you didn’t turn this one?” Solomon pointed over at Ali.

      “Could you guys leave me out of the macho posturing? Thanks,” Ali said as she walked over to the other end of the table and grabbed a seat. She sat down with a huff. The vampires turned away and went back to glaring at each other. Ali tried to get the kid’s attention.

      “My hold on you is broken,” Solomon sighed. “A condition that is becoming all too common these days, but there is another way that I have power over you. I mean other than the power that I possess as a vampire who has lived and gained strength for a thousand years. Would you like to see my power?”

      Anatolie had a long response to the question and Ali finally had the boy’s attention. “What’s your name?” Ali was communicating telepathically through eye contact. It was one of the first spells she had ever learned, but she hadn’t used it in years. Carrie and Ali had used it several times during lectures, but that was it.

      “I’m Bobby,” the boy said the words out loud. And everyone stopped talking to look at Bobby.

      “That’s great, kid,” Solomon snapped. “Eat your cereal.”

      “Just think your answer,” Ali explained. “I’ll hear you.”

      “Can you guys get me outta here?” The boy wasn’t wasting any time. Ali smiled and nodded, trying to seem as friendly as possible. She didn’t do well with kids, and she didn’t want her bad luck with kids to ruin their mission in the castle.

      “I need you to slip out of your chair right now,” Ali told Bobby. “Move slowly and don’t let them notice you.”

      “You have no power over me, and you know it!” Anatolie yelled and Solomon’s creepy laugh filled the hall. He even threw his head back. It was the perfect moment and Bobby took it. The kid slipped under the table. Anatolie noticed, but his face gave nothing away as he stared a hole through Solomon.

      “Anastasia, come out here,” Solomon called and turned his back toward a door, and away from Ali.

      She flicked her wand and shrunk Bobby who had made it to her under the table. Ali picked the boy up and stuffed him in her purse. He could barely move, but he was going to be much easier to sneak out of the castle.

      Ali sat up and looked at Anatolie for the first time since Solomon had called out. Ali hadn’t heard of an Anastasia. Who was this woman? And why did she hold some power over Anatolie? He was clearly distraught to hear her name. Ali stood up and walked over to Anatolie.

      “What’s going on?” Ali asked. She hated that she felt so jealous, but Anatolie meant a lot to her. She hated to think that there was another woman.

      “I saw you kill her!”

      “You saw what I wanted you to see,” Solomon laughed. “You were my servant, and I wanted you to think that she was dead. Even you thinking she was dead made my hold so much more powerful.”

      “Brother,” Anastacia was in tears as she walked over to hug Anatolie. Ali took a deep breath and felt the relief wash over her. “I’m so sorry.”

      Solomon’s smile widened as Anastacia stopped walking and turned around. She walked over to Solomon and gave him a hug. He was trying to bother Anatolie, but also he wanted to keep her closer to himself. Ali saw for the first time that Solomon was a bit worried about Anatolie’s new strength.

      “I am so sorry about what happened, Anatolie,” his sister sobbed, but Anatolie was shaking he was crying so hard. He had watched the last member of his family die, and seeing her walk around was too much for him. “I didn’t want to be a part of it.”

      “We are going to leave, but we’ll be back for you,” Ali shouted at Solomon. “You can’t treat people like this, and you will learn that lesson!” Her trash talk was way off, but she was just trying to get out of the room without anyone asking about the boy. So she yelled the first things that came to mind. “I don’t appreciate what you’ve done!”

      “What are you doing?”

      “You’re emotional,” Ali said as she got Anatolie moving. “We have to leave before you go into that crazy killer mode you told me about, where the strength triples and you break the skull of every vampire you see.” Ali made sure Solomon could hear that part.

      They walked through the castle and out the front door. Solomon didn’t even try to stop them. Ali had no idea how the old vampire hadn’t noticed the boy. It was possible he was just way more afraid than he was letting on.

      Anatolie had broken his hold. This wasn’t something that happened to vampires. Solomon was reeling, and Ali knew it was the time to strike. Just as soon as she could get Anatolie to stop shaking with rage. Ali was sure that Anatolie was going to be off his game until he took a moment to process his sister being alive.

      “I need to go back,” Anatolie said as Ali tried to jump up into his arms.

      “No, you need to carry me and Bobby out of here,” Ali said as she pointed to her purse. Anatolie didn’t seem to understand.

      Inside the castle a roar ripped through the stone walls. This seemed to clue Anatolie into what was going on. He picked Ali up and they ran down the road. Ali looked back at the castle to see if Solomon was coming after them, but the old vampire seemed to just be roaring. The great Solomon had been reduced to pissing and moaning. He was afraid to test the strength of the Carpathian soil he wanted so desperately to control.

      They got back to the camp and Ali pulled Bobby out of her purse before reversing the shrinking spell. James ran and threw his arms around the boy. He was shaking and crying as he ran his fingers through the shaggy brown hair. Martha was already getting a wet wipe to clean Bobby’s face. Ali assumed they were his grandparents. She turned to Anatolie and smiled, but she could see the warm moment wasn’t helping him.

      “I need to save her,” Anatolie sighed. “I can’t let her die again.” Anatolie kissed Ali on the forehead and then walked over to where Matthias was buried. He started to dig in for the day. There was still a few hours of night left, but he was in too much pain to just be awake.

      Ali wished that she could help Anatolie, but she didn’t understand really what he was going through. He wanted his space, and that was okay tonight. Ali would talk to him the next night, and help him figure out how to save his sister.

      “So you used your bottle trick to save a werewolf,” Carrie laughed. She and Raven walked up and put their arms around Ali. They had been set free before Ali even got back. Martha had ordered James to set them free. “She looked mad, and he got a little mad back, but then she gave him the eye.”

      “She wanted to take care of me, ‘cause I looked so pathetic,” Raven sighed.

      “She didn’t say that, nobody said that,” Carrie replied as she rubbed Raven’s shoulders. Raven and Ali both gave Carrie a look. “Okay, I get how that seems. I do, but that’s not what I’m doing. I touch everybody when I talk. Right, Ali?” Carrie started to rub Ali’s shoulders.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Ali laughed and the others laughed too.

      “Come on, you ladies,” Martha said as she led the girls into her camper. “You need to eat a little, and maybe get a nap.” It sounded perfect to Ali.
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      The setting of the sun stirred Anatolie from his sleep. He uncovered himself and headed around the back of the camp. Anatolie knew that he didn’t have much time, but he had to get to his sister. It was really stupid, and it might even get him killed, but there was no way he was going to lose her again.

      He waved goodbye to Ali as he ran through the woods. It was a horrible feeling to just abandon her like that, but there was nothing that he could do about it. His anger and his sense of duty would not allow him to stand idly by and abandon his sister.

      He ran to the castle in record time, and then he stopped. What was he planning to do? The castle grounds were now crawling with vampires. Solomon had been scared by the little visit the night before and he definitely didn’t like the fact that something had been stolen from him that night. He couldn’t be too happy about that.

      There was no more being stealthy. Solomon clearly didn’t care if people knew he was trying to take over the castle. The werewolves were clearly no threat. Solomon had at least twice the number of vampires this time around. They were enough to subdue a few hundred wolves. Anatolie was the only threat he had left to face.

      Well, Anatolie, and the covenant. He needed to find the covenant and he needed to destroy it, the main problem being that no one knew what it was, or where it was. Even the witches didn’t know how it worked. Helga was the one who made it, and she seemed as lost as everyone else.

      Anatolie started looking for a way to get into the castle. He knew that there had to be an entrance that wasn’t being guarded. There had to be a way to get to his sister. He took a step closer to the castle, filled with dread.

      It was Ali’s face that he saw in his mind as he stepped forward. If they killed him tonight, he would never see her again. He couldn’t bear the pain of not seeing her again, and knowing that this was causing her pain as well was enough to push him over the edge.

      “I will be back for you,” Anatolie vowed to a lighted window in the castle’s tower. He assumed that his sister was there.

      “It seems like you’re already back for her,” it was Solomon’s voice. “Do these guys worry you? I thought you were the new tough guy on the block? I thought you were going to teach me the meaning of the word pain? Did you yell that or did I just imagine that?”

      The old vampire had a gun to Anastasia’s head. “Silver bullets, I think you know what they’ll do to her. Would you like me to describe it?” Solomon motioned for his henchmen to bind Anatolie in silver chains.

      The chains drained his power. Anatolie could feel it being leeched from his body. Silver had a bad effect on vampires. The henchmen were handling the chains with gloves, but even they looked relieved when they let go of the chains. Wrapped over his shoulders and locked onto his chest, the chains felt like they were pulling him to the ground.

      The henchmen walked around Anatolie and led him into the castle. They took him into a small cell in the dungeons. They hooked his chains up to slots in the walls and then they locked the door. “It’s a little bit of overkill, don’t you think?” Anatolie mumbled as he struggled against the chains.

      “This dungeon was never used,” Solomon said as he approached the door. “Is it an honor to be the first?” Solomon opened the cell door and walked into the room. His face lit up as he checked how tight the chains were on Anatolie. “I think this is a great look for you.”

      Solomon walked over to the bed that ran along the side wall of the cell, and he took a seat. “I just need to know what you’ve learned,” Solomon said in his most sincere voice. “I have to know what it is, I have been waiting a century to find out.”

      Solomon stood up again and started to pace in the small cell. “In a way I almost don’t want to know, you know?” Solomon started to laugh to himself. “It is so rare to have a thing happen, and I don’t really know what it is, or how to stop it. I am a thousand-year-old vampire. They call this new generation millennials, I’m a millennial for real!”

      “I’m in a lot of pain,” Anatolie coughed the words out of his throat.

      “What can I get you?” Solomon asked as he turned to Anatolie with real concern being faked by thousand-year-old eyes.

      “I just need you to shut the fuck up,” Anatolie hacked a bit at the end for good measure. “I hate your voice.”

      “Now that is rude,” Solomon mock-sobbed, “I came to you for help, and you are teasing me. I hardly think this is the way to treat a friend. I took care of you. I did everything for you.”

      “You even killed me,” Anatolie wheezed. The silver needed to come off soon.

      “I killed you so that you could live,” Solomon called out these last words strongly. “Truly live! I still can’t tell you what it is I saw in you. I just got this feeling about you. I thought, ‘This man is special.’ And look at you, over a hundred years later you’re going to give me the key to winning the greatest prize in the mystical world.”

      “Except that I’m not.” Anatolie could feel the energy draining out of his body. He was going to die in this cage. He didn’t have the answers that Solomon was looking for, but he wasn’t going to let the old vampire know that. Anatolie was going to die and he wanted to have this one last pleasure.

      “Well, you know what’ll happen if you don’t tell me,” Solomon shrugged. “You can’t spend much longer in those silver chains. You will die.”

      “I want you to know that I will enjoy every moment of knowing that I got to mess with your plans,” Anatolie laughed. “If you miss the deadline, I hope that it is because of me.”

      “You’re going to die, just to mess with me,” Solomon started to clap. “Okay, I like it. You die, but I don’t get my way. I guess I can see the appeal. I certainly do like ruining people’s days. I need you to tell me the answer though. I know that you are the key. I knew that you would lead me to the covenant.”

      Anatolie smiled as he watched the anger wash over Solomon’s face. “This is the biggest mistake you’ve ever made,” Anatolie warned his maker as Solomon leaned out the door and called in the guards. “They’re going to set me free, and I promise one day, you’ll wish you had killed me.”

      The guards took Anatolie down and threw him on the bed. There was no natural light coming into the room from anywhere, so it would be a good spot to spend the day. Solomon’s guards searched his pockets. Anatolie’s old flip phone was turned over to Solomon. Everyone looked a little confused.

      “What year is this?” Solomon laughed. “What is even going on here? A flip phone!” Solomon and his men giggled for a moment as Solomon pretended to try to text on the phone. “I am going to have so much fun with this.”

      Solomon was still laughing as he headed out into the halls. “I’m going to text your girl and ask her to come on over,” Solomon led his guards in a hearty chuckle. “How does that sound?” Anatolie didn’t answer, but he was glad to hear it.

      Anatolie was glad that he had survived. Even as he watched the guards string the silver across the only door way. He was happy when the heavy oak door and its large steel bolt lock closed. Another chance at life, another chance to save his sister, and another chance to see Ali.

      Anatolie knew that he was going to be in so much trouble. He could already hear the lecture. He was in a bunch of trouble, he knew that much, but at this point he felt sure he was going to make it. Solomon was really hesitant about killing him. It was odd, because Solomon killed all the time, but he had a weird attachment to Anatolie.

      The bed was lumpy enough that Anatolie noticed. He had spent years sleeping on the ground, and it wasn’t like the coffin he bought had a ton of padding. Anatolie was used to being a farmer, a soldier, and dead, and yet he was still uncomfortable. It seemed impossible, but he had finally found a mattress that left him begging for rigor mortis. It wouldn’t be there soon enough.

      There was still twenty minutes to sun up, but the silver chains had drained his energy, and Anatolie barely had the power to blink. Moving his whole body, or even adjusting his back was impossible. He tried to think about anything else.

      He still had no idea what the covenant was. It was the big mystery, no one knew what it could be. Anatolie was glad that he didn’t know. He felt safe knowing that no amount of torture could get the information out of him. It was a double-edged sword, as it also meant that there was no way for Anatolie to end the torture should Solomon choose to start, but it made the world safer.

      Anatolie had no idea when he had started to think about the world again. His heart had gone cold somewhere along the way. It had nearly shut down completely as far as people were concerned. Ali had brought all of these feelings back. Suddenly, Anatolie wanted to start doing the right things again. He wanted to be involved in the world. He wanted to save it.

      He could feel her touch on his body still. He could hear her voice in the wind passing along the walls of the castle. He could see her everywhere, and in everything. Their lives had been thrown together, combined by the cosmic forces that be, and now Anatolie felt complete.

      Anatolie had never been one for sentiment, but he could feel it washing over him as his body returned to the state of rigor mortis. The hardening as always started at his toes, and it worked up from there. Anatolie was glad that he wouldn’t have to feel that lump in his back. He was worried that he would never get to see Ali again. All of the worries faded as his body turned completely to stone.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter 23

          

          

      

    

    







            Ali

          

        

      

    

    
      It was noon before the girls were up. The little nap had turned into six hours of sleep. It was the most rest that any of the girls had had in a very long time. Ali felt so good she wasn’t sure what to do with herself.

      Martha and the other wolf wives had made a communal meal for the soldiers. Martha found the girls a spot at one of the many picnic tables that dotted the campground and got some plates. “Thank you so much,” Carrie said. The others echoed her sentiment, but they were a little taken aback.

      “Carrie, you’re positively glowing,” Raven teased. “What happened to the new grumpy Carrie?”

      “Yeah, I was getting worried there,” Ali laughed. “I thought I was going to lose my position in the group. I’m the one who gives the attitude, not you.”

      “I can give attitude,” Carrie said, but her color was showing. She was a bit embarrassed about how she had been acting. She looked like she wanted to tell them something, but there were too many people around. “I felt a little off.”

      “What, like sick?” Raven asked.

      “I don’t know how to explain it,” Carrie looked over her shoulder. There were only kids at the table, but there were still people up walking around. “The ring, it made me feel things, bad things.”

      “Oh, really,” Ali said with a sly tone in her voice. “That sounds like fun. Can you hand over the ring? I love bad things.”

      “You don’t need any help with these thoughts,” Carrie said, and Ali looked hurt. “No, I don’t mean anything like that. I’m not even sure what you could possibly think I mean, but the ring made me feel drawn to a certain person.”

      “Who?”

      “Anatolie, and thinking of the two of you together was driving me crazy.” Carrie was clearly troubled by these thoughts that she had been made to have. Ali could see that her friend was upset.

      “Was it hot?”

      “What?” Carrie had rage boiling in her eyes as she turned to Ali.

      “Was it hot? You know, were you thinking about the dirty stuff? How did my hair look?” Ali laughed. Carrie crossed her arms and grimaced at Ali. “I’m sorry you brought it up. I’ll drop it.” They ate in silence for a minute.

      “You weren’t there,” Carrie sneered finally and the girls erupted in laughter. They were coughing as they tried to keep their food down. Raven and Ali had trouble whenever Carrie said anything even remotely dirty. She was such a goody goody, it always caught them off guard. “You asked.”

      “That’s probably significant though, right,” Ali said as she thought about the vision. “The ring was given to Solomon to direct the course of history. If the course of history leads you to Anatolie that has to be significant, right?”

      “That’s what I thought,” Carrie sighed. “I only touched the ring a few times, and it gave me very strong feelings…” Carrie took a moment to absorb her own words, “very strong feelings.”

      “Okay, you’re making me uncomfortable,” Ali was half joking, but she was feeling a little threatened. “The feelings are gone, right?”

      “Yeah, they disappeared,” Carrie said, nodding her head very emphatically. “It was spooky. I woke up this morning and I could feel the difference, and that is from very limited contact with the ring. I don’t know what it would do if I wore it for years.”

      “Does it make all people want Anatolie?” Raven asked. Ali felt odd about letting others touch the ring. Now that she knew what the ring was doing. “Do you think the ring just seeks out the things that are important to the covenant?”

      “So you want to be the one to lead us to the covenant and get all horned up on my boyfriend?” Ali said this a little too loud, but the kids only stared at her for a second, and then their eyes went back to their food. When the kids started talking again, Ali looked apologetically at Raven.

      “I didn’t mean anything like that,” Raven laughed. “I’m just wondering what other powers the ring might have.” Raven looked back at her plate.

      She was finishing a large piece of sausage. Ali looked back at her plate. The food was so good but she had barely taken the time to enjoy it. Ali had just taken a captive from a vampire, she needed to remember to savor every moment. There was no way to tell when Solomon would try to get his revenge.

      “What are you thinking about?” Carrie asked as Ali looked back up from her plate.

      “I was just thinking that I’m glad vampires can’t come out during the day,” Ali said with a bit of relief in her voice. “I would hate for one to ruin this delightful meal.”

      “What if it was your boyfriend?” Carrie made her voice go all mushy at the end.

      “There’s good and bad with everything,” Raven agreed as she looked out at the blue sky, and the few clouds that dotted the sky. The trees were thick, and they provided good shade, but it was easy to tell that it was a beautiful sunny day outside.

      “It reminds me of the first time we were here,” Martha said as she sat down at the table. The kids all scattered, leaving their dirty dishes. Martha tossed a dish towel over her shoulder. “Were any of you around for the first round?”

      “No, only Helga, my grandmother was here,” Raven explained. “She was the witch that cast the spell.”

      “That’s just what she wants people to think,” Martha laughed. “Helga was the one out in front of everyone, but Greta was the one who designed the covenant. I could smell her all over it. Did Helga not tell you?”

      “Helga didn’t tell us much of anything,” Ali tried not to look right at Raven when she said this. Raven tended to feel defensive about her grandmother, and feel like the others blamed her for the trouble that Helga always got them into. “She doesn’t like to ruin any of the surprises.”

      “It was a wild day, I’ll tell you,” Martha chuckled as she tried to recall everything. “We were basically in the same spots we are now. The vampires were marching down the road, we were marching toward them. We were trying to save all of our energy for the fight so we stayed human for as long as possible.”

      “What happened when you saw the vampires?” Carrie looked nervous, like a little kid listening to a ghost story around a campfire.

      “She stepped between us and drove a stone into the ground. It was the first stone of the castle, the castle was built to commemorate the covenant.” Martha rolled her eyes. “We were relieved to hear that we didn’t have to fight the vampires, but then she came out with all this hundred years nonsense. I couldn’t understand why they would want to redo everything a hundred years later.”

      “It does seem weird,” Raven had to agree. She had tried on numerous occasions to explain the reason for the hundred-year hiccup.

      “Why would you leave a window of time where your work can be destroyed?” Ali would ask. Raven would try to explain the reason, the logic would fall apart and they would be left with the same question.

      “If the covenant makes it through this week everything will be fine,” Martha shrugged. “We’re here just like you, trying to protect it.”

      “So why the castle?” Ali had wondered this from the beginning too. Why was a castle built in the first place?

      “The castle is going to be the seat of power for the person who takes over,” Martha explained. “That’s all that anyone was told about the castle.”

      “But if the covenant survives, who gets the seat of power?” Ali wondered out loud. Seats of power were a vampire thing. Vampires were at their strongest when they were in control of their seat of power. A mystical spot that held significance in their lives. Ali wasn’t sure how it worked, but she had seen it work in the past.

      “So, she just walked between you and drove a rock into the ground?” Raven asked as she tried to imagine what that must’ve looked like. “Why did you stop?”

      “None of us could move forward,” Martha said as she re-enacted her battle stance, and then froze. “It was so weird. You couldn’t take a step forward in anger. We all had to go back the way we came. Like I said, I was pretty happy to know I wouldn’t be ripped apart by vampires that day.”

      “That must’ve been strange,” Ali said as she tried to imagine being frozen in midair. “What was she holding? How did she explain the covenant?” There were still so many questions, and with Solomon already in the castle, it was hard to imagine a way to find the covenant before it was too late.

      “No,” Martha seemed very confused. “I don’t remember quite honestly. We just all sort of knew about it. She drove the stone into the ground and everything about the day changed course.”

      “The stone has to be it,” Carrie said as she tried to put the pieces together. “I mean the castle is the seat of power, and the midway point between the two camps, and she stopped them, and then there’s the ring, and how it makes you like Anatolie…”

      “You just stopped talking,” Raven prompted after a moment of Carrie just tapping on the table. It looked like she was doing math in her head, but there was nothing coming out. “None of that made any sense in case that’s what you’re trying to figure out. There was zero sense in anything you said.”

      “Thank you,” Carrie said as she stood up. “We should help with the dishes.”

      “It’s our turn to do the dishes,” James said as he took Carrie’s plate and started collecting the others from the table. “You can do the supper dishes if you’re still here, but the men do their share in this camp.” Martha pinched James on the butt as he walked by. “Oh, woman!”

      “He loves it,” Martha teased as James walked off.

      Carrie didn’t look happy about having to sit back down. She clearly didn’t want to be at the table any more. Raven tapped her on the shoulder. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.” Raven took a deep breath as she searched for the words that she needed. “It’s just that you were grasping at straws, and I was frustrated. This doesn’t make sense.”

      The witches continued to talk over possible items that could be the covenant, but they were getting no closer to an answer. They agreed that Raven would wear the ring that night, even though that was going to drive Ali crazy, and Raven was sure that Matthias would hate it. That one decision was the only sure thing that came out of the discussion. The main thing they accomplished was discussing a bunch of things that couldn’t possibly be the covenant.

      “We need to get to the castle tonight and see what we can find,” Ali said. “It’ll be time for the boys to get up soon, and we’ll bring them along. Try to keep them safe.” The girls laughed, but they were all a bit nervous about the idea of going back there to confront Solomon.

      When darkness fell, the witches walked over to the two piles of dirt at the back of the camp. The shallow graves were just outside the ring of RVs. Matthias’s hand pushed through and Raven ran and put her arms around him. He looked better than ever, and maybe even a little younger. Raven rubbed her hands over the formerly crushed skull.

      “I can’t even believe this,” Raven cried. “I was so worried.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Matthias said to the others. He took Raven’s hands and looked into her eyes. “I had no idea that he was my maker. I didn’t know that he was using me to hurt you guys.” Matthias was almost in tears. Ali could tell he was sincere, but she was more worried about the fact that Anatolie was still under the ground.

      “Where is he?” Ali asked as her phone went off in her pocket.

      “What’s wrong?” Carrie asked. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      Ali was staring at the phone in disbelief as she read the message. “I was too upset to sleep, so I went and took over the castle, you and the girls need to get here…and then just a bunch of punctuation.”

      “Wow, he went and killed Solomon,” Carrie said, thrilled about the message. The others seemed excited too. They were starting to hug and celebrate, but then they stopped. Ali clearly had something else to tell them about the message. She was not one to miss out on a good celebration. “He doesn’t text.”

      Ali passed her phone over to Carrie. “It’s the first message he’s sent her,” Carrie showed the others. “He doesn’t text, how do you know, I mean you just met him, right?”

      “He told me,” Ali cried. “He told me that he doesn’t text. That’s why he has that stupid flip phone, because he only uses his phone as a phone.”

      “I saw that,” Carrie said as she remembered seeing Anatolie on the phone out front of the motel one day. She had paid a lot of attention to him at first because he was their guide, and later because of the ring. These were the sort of details that Carrie always noticed.

      “So, he’s not sending that message,” Ali cried. “He went back last night to save his sister and he was taken by Solomon. Just great, he couldn’t just wait a day.”

      “To be fair, it sounds like he was going on a noble quest,” Carrie said the words and then looked at the ground. Ali’s glare was quick as it caught Carrie before her eyes made it all the way to the ground. Carrie shuddered.

      “We have to go get him out,” Raven said.

      “We have to figure out what the covenant is, or at least stop Solomon from figuring it out,” Ali snapped. “We don’t have a mission past that.” Ali loved Anatolie so much it hurt. She was crushed to see that he had run away in the night. She understood why he couldn’t just rest, but that didn’t make things any easier.

      “He was taken,” Martha said as she tried to understand what was going on. “Why would he go after Solomon himself?”

      “He has some new powers, and Solomon was a little freaked out when we went to get Bobby back,” Ali explained. She could see a crowd forming around them.

      “That’s why he’s invited the vampires to the castle. You scared him, and now he has all of his troops at the castle,” a werewolf yelled as he walked out of the bush. “The place is swarming with the biters!”

      “Did you just come from there, David?” Martha asked and the young man nodded to her. She threw her hands up in the air. “There’s no way we can stand for this. We have to move now.”

      “I thought you enjoyed not being ripped to pieces,” Ali interjected as she tried to understand what Martha was saying. Martha seemed like a peace lover, and not a war hawk, and that was only a few hours ago. “What happened to that Martha?”

      “We’re the same woman, but my own concerns go out the window when my people are getting trampled on,” Martha said as she put a hand on Ali’s cheek. “One day you’ll understand.”

      “This is a good thing for you,” James explained. “We can help you get into the castle. Everyone will be distracted and you guys can just slip in. We’re going to get as close as we can get, and then we’ll make as much noise as we can make.”

      “Now there’s a plan, let the enemy know where we are,” Martha grumbled.

      “We need to help these girls,” James complained to his wife. “You can’t talk to me like that when you know I’m doing what’s best for us. We need their help to stop this from happening.”

      Martha conceded the point and the wolves started to prepare for the raid. They weren’t sure how things were going to work when they got to the castle, but they wanted to be ready for everything. They were loading up magazines of silver bullets.

      “The main difference from a hundred years ago is the number of semi-automatic weapons,” Martha sighed as she looked at the people loading their magazines. There were three barrels of silver bullets. The camp seemed to have an unending supply of rifles. The wolves also had swords and spears.

      “Don’t you guys just shift into wolves?” Ali asked. “Isn’t that enough?”

      “It was, but then they went and got weapons, or maybe we got them first, I don’t know?” Martha muttered. “The weapons are here now and we aren’t going back. The guns make it easier for old goats like me to stay back in the trees and still pop a few vamps!”

      Their stealthy approach confirmed that the castle was crawling with vampires. David got the girls as close as he could to the castle, and then he headed over to the line of attack. The wolves stayed at the edge of the trees. The witches waited for the signal to go off.

      The signal was the wolf attack. While they waited for the large wolf army to get organized, the girls looked over the castle. It was dark, and they were at a distance, but they found a low window that looked open.

      “That’s where we head in,” Carrie said as she looked at the grounds, and watched for vampires. “Can you see what the wolves are doing?”

      “I can see the woods, and the castle, and everything you can see, because we’re right beside each other.” Ali was taking a turn being the bitchy one. “I’m sorry, guys.” The others all said it was okay, but it felt awful, and Ali didn’t like snapping at them.

      “We all need to focus, this is extremely dangerous,” Matthias reminded everyone. “I will be there to help out, but you all need your wands at the ready, and we need to make sure that no one takes us by surprise.”

      The witches all drew their wands and crouched down low. They waited for the signal. It was hard for Ali to think about what the wolves were doing for them. Many of the wolves weren’t going to make it back. They were going to die, and they had their reasons, but they were helping Ali get what she wanted.

      Ali took a deep breath. She had to make sure that their sacrifice was not in vain.
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      The sun went down, though the only indication that Anatolie had was that he had the use of his body back again. It was still very dark in the dungeons, and with the heavy oak door closed there wasn’t even artificial light getting through. Anatolie got up off the little bed. It was just a thin mattress on a thin metal frame that was attached to the wall.

      Anatolie lifted the mattress, and looked at the piece of plywood that covered the thin wire mesh that was supposed to be holding up the mattress. Anatolie moved the plywood and put it up against the bed. He put the mattress back and then he crawled under the bed.

      The vampire was sure it was a bad plan, but he didn’t have much else to work with. In fact these were the only things that he had access to, and that he could touch. He waited patiently under the bed as he heard the guards coming in to check on him.

      “Where’d he go?” A guard had taken the bait. There were a few upset voice as they opened the door to the cell.

      Anatolie waited for the door to open and then he sprung his trap. The board hit the floor and the guards jumped, but in that moment Anatolie had slit both their throats. He stopped between the two men. One was tall and thick. He was carrying a tray with a blood bag on it. The thin, wiry, bald man was holding the silver chain. Anatolie had gotten the drop on them, and they didn’t have a chance to react to his trap.

      “I’m trying to feel bad for you, but you knew I had to be in there, right?” Anatolie teased as he tore into the one man’s neck and killed him. The other man was trying to crawl for the door. Anatolie had kicked his hip out of joint while slitting his throat.

      Anatolie broke a stool and jammed the leg through the man’s heart. He exploded, and left his guts all over Anatolie’s arm and the floor. It seemed like a waste, but Anatolie knew that he couldn’t leave anyone alive at the moment. There were too many vampires at the castle. If he didn’t kill a few, he would be swarmed.

      The young vampire ran through the halls of the castle looking for Solomon. The ancient vampire was normally very open about where he was. Anatolie was confused by his maker’s desire to hide.

      The dining room was the last place that Anatolie looked and there was nobody in the castle. He looked out the window, and there were still tons of vampires walking around outside. He even thought that he could see a few in the trees around the castle.

      That’s when Anatolie heard his phone start ringing. He looked and there it was on the table. Anatolie picked up the phone and put it to his ear. He almost forgot what to do with it. He was taken by surprise, and suddenly he couldn’t remember how to talk on the phone. “Are you there?” Solomon shouted into the phone.

      “Yes…yes, I’m here,” Anatolie said as he remembered how to answer a phone. “Where are you?”

      “I’m not there,” Solomon teased. “Is that not clear?” Solomon laughed. “I’m just kidding, I don’t mean to be rude, I just wanted to talk. Did you kill my guards?”

      “Yes,” Anatolie didn’t see a point to lying. “I killed two of them so far, but I expect to see that number climb. You could save a few of their lives if you just came to fight me. I could kill you, and then I don’t have to kill them.”

      “Now, there’s an option,” Solomon laughed. “I still don’t think I’m going to do that. I’ll head back but not without the covenant. I finally figured out what it is, do you want to hear about it?” Solomon sounded like a kid on Christmas. He had been looking for a while.

      “Yeah, what is it?” Anatolie really did want to know.

      “It’s a picture!” Solomon shouted, “It’s one that was stolen and I saw it in the house of one of my people that you turned. He’s a dirty cop, and he just keeps all of the evidence to sell on eBay. He’s the only dirty cop that leaves the drugs in the evidence room.”

      “A refreshing change of pace I guess,” Anatolie knew what Solomon was getting at. Solomon was talking about the picture at Hratz’s house. Anatolie knew that he had to get out of the castle, and get to the chief’s house first. There had to be a way for him to do it. “So, how do you know that it’s the covenant?”

      “That’s a great question,” Solomon laughed. “I know for several different reasons. I found out about the stolen picture when one of my guys bit the chief. I guess I don’t need to tell you about that nasty bit of business.”

      “I remember,” Anatolie said as he walked to the back of the castle. He was trying to find a window or door that backed right into the woods that led into town. It felt pretty safe to assume that the road wasn’t safe.

      “So, I learned about that,” Solomon continued, “but of course the chief hadn’t bothered to read up on the incident. Then today, one of my guys bit into an officer, just a low level guy. It was the guy who had filled out the paperwork on the stolen picture. The most suspicious being that someone stole it so that I wouldn’t find it. And, yes, that was in the police report. I found all that in his head, but there’s just too much to keep straight up here, ya know?”

      “It seems like you have it all figured out,” Anatolie said as he lowered himself out of a window at the back of the castle. He ran into the woods quickly. He had forgotten to close the window, but he was in a hurry.

      “Yeah, I seem to have it all together, but the thing is I have to go and get it now or I’ll forget all about it,” Solomon laughed again. “I just had to call and tell you about it. I know that you’re going to try to stop me, but I just needed to spread the joy.”

      “It’s exciting,” Anatolie yelled so that he could be heard over the cracking of branches as he tore through the woods. Solomon no doubt knew where Anatolie was and where he was headed. “I guess I’ll see you at the house.”

      “See you there,” Solomon hung up the phone. It was all over. Anatolie remembered how that painting made him feel. Even if he got there in time the picture was going to make him unable to fight. He could only hope that it had the same effect on Solomon.

      Anatolie called Hratz as he ran. “We have five new guys!” Hratz yelled into the phone. “How many more do you think we need?”

      “We can’t talk about that now,” Anatolie said as he tried to keep his feet moving. The terrain was hard enough to run through when he was just trying to run. It was difficult to try and focus on a conversation at the same time. “I need you to get everyone to your house. Solomon says he’s looking for a picture in your house. A picture from the castle.”

      “I’ll get over there now,” Hratz said as he ordered his troops to head to his house. “I’ll get them over there, and Solomon is not getting through us.” Anatolie thanked the chief for his help and then he hung up the phone. He still had a long way to run.

      “Has he been here?” Anatolie asked as he got to the house. Hratz could only nod, visibly upset.

      “I tried to get here in time, but he was already gone,” the chief cursed. “I was told to keep that painting away from him. I didn’t buy it at the time, but I was told it would lead to bad things. I’ve just let the entire planet down.”

      “You haven’t let anyone down,” Anatolie said as he patted Hratz on the back. “I am just stupid, Solomon wanted me out of his castle so he could claim his prize. I took the bait. He was likely already leaving the house when he called me. This is all my fault.”

      “Well, let’s go ruin his parade,” the tall hobo shouted. He seemed to have the support of the others. With all of them, Anatolie had nine vampires ready to fight against Solomon. They were nine vampires whose powers had been infused with strength from the mountain soil. Anatolie couldn’t say for sure, but he liked their chances. They had to try.

      This time round Anatolie took the main road. They were running fast, and looking for a way to stop Solomon. Anatolie called Ali, “What are you doing right now?”

      “Getting ready to save you,” Ali sneered into the phone. “Did you text me?”

      “No, that was Solomon, but I have my phone back,” Anatolie replied. He was having a much easier time running now that they were on the flat surface of the winding road. “I need you to stop him from getting into his castle. He’s got the covenant.”

      “What is it?!” Anatolie could hear Carrie yelling in the background. “Was it something that you helped him find?” Anatolie thought the question was odd, but he knew he didn’t have anything to do with Solomon finding the covenant.

      “It’s a painting,” Anatolie huffed, partly from running and partly from the weird question. “King Carol I, it was in a house in town, but it used to be in the castle.”

      “That painting looks a lot like you, maybe that’s the connection?” Ali said. Anatolie wasn’t sure why it had to be connected to him, but he didn’t want to waste any more time talking about it.

      “I just need you to slow him down,” Anatolie said.

      “Are you in the castle?” Ali asked.

      “No, I’m out on the road,” Anatolie admitted. “I tried to chase him down, but I was moving too slowly, and now I’m out of the castle and he can do whatever he wants. So, do not let him get inside the castle. Do you understand?”

      “I understand what you’re saying,” Ali said as she hung up the phone.
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      “We need to get in that window,” Ali whispered, beckoning the others forward as stealthily as they could manage.

      “What if someone sees us,” Carrie whined. It was making Ali want to punch her in the face. “We don’t even know where to go. I’m going to put on the ring.”

      “What?” Ali asked as she grabbed Carrie’s hand. Carrie was already digging into her purse to find the ring. “I thought you said it made you attracted to him, how is that going to help us find him?”

      “Well, I was definitely attracted to him, but I was like an Anatolie-seeking missile,” Carrie laughed a little at her own joke. She noticed after a second that no one was enjoying the moment. Everyone was staring daggers at her. “Here, put it on and see for yourself.”

      Ali shrugged and took the ring out of the purse. She put the heavy gold band onto her finger, and her heart sunk immediately. “He isn’t in the castle,” Ali sighed as she sat back into the grass. She couldn’t understand what was going on. Why did Helga need to give Solomon a ring that helped him find Anatolie?

      The phone started to ring and Ali answered the call from Anatolie who apologized for not being there. It was really sweet, but Ali was lost in thought until he hung up the phone. It was surreal to talk to him. “He took the time to think of me,” Ali cooed as she hung up the phone. “He is just so amazing.”

      “See, that is exactly how I felt,” Carrie said as she nudged Ali a few times and got her out of her Anatolie fog. “What did he say?”

      “So much,” Ali’s voice sounded far off and dreamy. She seemed to be a lost cause for a moment. The others looked at each other, and waited for a second

      “Ali, that all sounded very important,” Raven was talking very clearly and slowly. She was trying to reach her friend, who was acting like she was on a different planet. Raven and Carrie had never seen anything like this.

      “Of course it was important,” Ali laughed, “Anatolie is very important. I was the key that unleashed it, he told me that.”

      Raven nodded, waiting for Ali to get to the point, but it was clear that was never going to happen. “So, what did he say,” Raven prompted. “You guys talked for a while, and it sounded like you guys said a lot of stuff.”

      “Yeah, Solomon has the covenant,” Ali said as if it was no big deal, staring at the ring on her finger. “And I think he wants us to try and stop him from entering the castle.”

      “That’s enough of that,” Carrie said as she used her purse as a glove and reached through the fabric to pull the ring off of Ali’s finger. “Do you see what I’m talking about though?”

      Ali felt her whole world shift as the ring came free. She felt detached from Anatolie. They had been one entity, and now she was set adrift, and the loneliness was crushing and instant. “You took him away from me,” Ali cried.

      “You will get him back,” Carrie said as she closed up her purse. “I had to go through that pain and know that he was yours. I think you’ll be okay.”

      Ali stood up and started walking. The others scrambled to keep up with her. “What’s the plan?” Raven asked as they caught up with Ali. “You have a plan?”

      “I have a mission,” Ali sighed. “I was ordered to keep Solomon out of the castle, and that’s exactly what I’m going to take a shot at doing.”

      “If he has the covenant, there’s not really a point,” Carrie was bringing reality into the conversation again. “I mean I know no one can be sure what the covenant is, but Anatolie sounded very sure. What did he say it was?”

      “It was a picture, a dreamy picture that looked just like him,” Ali sighed. “But it was actually a prince, Prince Carol I.”

      “So the one that we saw brought into the witch’s house by Helga?” Raven said as she remembered the vision that the friends had witnessed. “He looks just like Anatolie.”

      “The other guy looked just like Anatolie,” Carrie said the words on an inhale. She was so shocked by the revelation that she didn’t seem to have a way to process it. Carrie’s face was frozen in a state of shock. “You know what this means, right?”

      “Not really,” Raven moaned. “I know what I think it means, but I just don’t want to be the one to say it.”

      “I have a mission,” was Ali’s only response. She moved toward the limo that had come into view and which was entering the parking lot. She knew that Solomon would be coming out of that limo, and she was going to do…something. Ali was still trying to remember a spell, or a magical curse that could help them at least slow down the vampire.

      Raven grabbed Ali’s hand and pulled her behind a bush. The gun shots had started to ring out. The werewolves were finally attacking. The vampires were all heading down to the courtyards that faced the woods. The battle was beginning, and Solomon’s car was coming to a stop.

      “We need to have a plan before we just charge at the most powerful vampire in Romania,” Carrie chided as she watched the frenzy of activity all around the castle. The doors were opening on the limo. “Let’s blast him with light,” Carrie said as she looked back to the others. “I don’t know why, but I think that’s the thing we need to do…does anyone have a better plan?”

      The girls stood up and held their wands together. They moved them in unison as they sent out the spell. “Illuminatium!” They all shouted at the same time, and the blast of light caught everyone’s attention.
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      “We have to get there fast,” Anatolie told his men.

      “I think these guys want to stop that from happening,” Hartz nodded towards a wall of men in front of them. It stretched across the road, and looked three or four vampires deep. They were looking for a fight. It was going to be impossible to get around them. Anatolie and his guys were outnumbered three to one.

      “All right, we have to go through them,” Anatolie declared as he charged at the men. He could feel the guys moving behind him. Anatolie wanted to engage the vampires one at a time, but they had formed a wall, and they were trying to stay together and bite people in formation. No one was quite sure how to attack the line of biting mouths.

      “Clear the way!” One of the hobos was yelling as he charged into the vampires in front of him. He was swallowed up by the line, but he made a dent, and he was still moving.

      “Follow him!” Hratz yelled and all nine of Anatolie’s troops ran behind the short hobo. Anatolie reminded himself he was going to have to learn their names. It just seemed too late to ask at this point. Piercing the line was sending the vampires running. As soon as the first of the men made it all the way through the line, the rest scattered.

      They were running in every direction, but Anatolie and his troops headed for the castle. The road was open again. There was nothing but darkness, and then a flash of light up ahead.

      “What was that?” Hratz asked.

      “That was my friends,” Anatolie said as he laughed to himself. “But it means that Solomon is trying to enter the castle. I think we have to get moving.”

      They ran at top speed all the way to the castle. A war had broken out. Werewolves were coming out of the trees and fighting the vampires. Anatolie felt like he could stop it somehow. “Get me out onto that field!” Anatolie yelled to his men as they started to move through the castle grounds. There were vampires in their way, but they formed a spike around Anatolie and led him out to the middle of the field.

      The battle had only been going for a few moments, but there were already bodies on the ground. Anatolie could see the silver bullets as they whooshed through the air. Anatolie was going to shout for everyone to stop when he heard it.

      “Stop this now!” Solomon yelled as he held the painting over his head. “I have it. The covenant is restored and I am the ruler of these mountains!”
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      “We need to move,” Raven said as she started running. The others followed her and Matthias stayed right on their tails, making sure that vampires weren’t going to take them by surprise.

      They ran around the back of the castle and started trying to make it to the werewolves. There was no place that guaranteed their safety, but they needed to find some friendly faces. Ali felt like she had definitely let Anatolie down. There was no way that their little light show had stopped Solomon.

      “At least we tried something,” Carrie said as she searched desperately for a win on a night that seemed like a total loss. There was nothing she could say that was going to make this night seem okay. This was the night that they were going to lose the mountains and the balance of mystical power in Romania.

      “We need to help the wolves if we can,” Ali replied as she started to blast vampires with her wand. Her friends stood around her and started blasting the vampires as they tried to make it into the woods. Their position was perfect for this, but it was also the perfect spot for them to watch Solomon end the war.

      All of the fighting ceased, and there was no denying that it had stopped when Solomon had entered the battlefield and commanded everyone to stop. The werewolves, witches, and Anatolie’s crew all looked devastated, but that didn’t seem to put a dampener on Solomon’s night.

      “I really do want to see peace in our time, and a real and lasting peace,” Solomon called out to the combatants on both sides. “I want you all to come in and see my coronation. I am going to take possession of my seat, and then all who come and bow to me will be able to use the mountains.”

      Solomon led both sides of the battle off the field. Anatolie felt defeated. The painting was once again causing him pain, but that wasn’t the reason he felt so bad. He had failed, and it was killing him. Deep down inside he could feel the sting of his failure.

      The crowd was alive with murmurs as the two sides merged into one throng of witnesses. It was a historic event, and everyone seemed ready to accept this fate. That was after all the power of the covenant. It stopped the fighting.

      Now Solomon was going to take over the mountains and harness their power for his own evil purposes. Anatolie had a feeling that this wasn’t Helga’s plan. He couldn’t believe that he hadn’t figured out the painting was the covenant. The way that he reacted to it should’ve been a good enough clue. Anatolie hung his head in shame.

      “Come with me, Anatolie,” Solomon was singing the words out across the crowd. “I definitely want you to see this.”

      “Are you okay?” Ali asked as she ran up to hug Anatolie. She used a finger to lift his gaze. Their eyes met, and even with everything going wrong around them, Ali’s eyes, her hands, they seemed to make everything feel better.

      “I’m so sorry,” Anatolie hugged Ali back tightly. “I messed everything up. I should’ve waited, or moved faster, or…I don’t even know.”

      Ali kissed his cheek. “I don’t think we could’ve done things any differently.” Ali took his hand, and they all joined in the procession. Everyone was heading to the throne room. A room that had been designed a century before for this very moment.

      They walked into the castle together. Ali was trying to comfort him, but her mind was stuck back in the vision. There were two boys, and one was the prince. The other boy was going to become a ruler, but not until he was ready. G was certain that he would live a life that would prepare him to rule.

      “What was it that G said?” Ali asked as she turned to Raven. “What was the other kid going to rule over?”

      “What?”

      “The prince,” Ali whispered as they walked through the crowds that had gathered in the throne room. “What was he going to rule over?”

      “I have no idea,” Raven shrugged, “but he is going to rule over something, and he will be ready to do it.” Raven was trying to put the words together. Carrie seemed to be thinking about it as well. Anatolie was focused on the depressing scene around him. He was watching Solomon lead a chorus of laughter. The vampires were sure that they had won.

      “The ring,” Carrie whispered. “It wants Anatolie, and we have Anatolie.”

      Ali grabbed her friend’s arm and shook her a bit. It was hard to celebrate too much. They didn’t exactly have a lot of room to move. Ali didn’t realize that Carrie was already grabbing the ring, and the little arm shake was enough to send the ring bouncing to the floor.

      “What did you do?” Raven cried as they all tried to follow the ring as it got bumped and stepped on.

      “Where are you going?” Anatolie asked as Ali let go of his hand.

      “I think I have something that can fix this, but we just threw it onto the floor.” Ali shrugged and the girls all started moving through the crowd in search of the big golden ring. It was getting kicked and it seemed to have a mind of its own.

      “We need to get this thing under control,” Ali murmured, but she wasn’t sure if she was talking about the ring or the crowd. Solomon was busy calling out to the crowd. He didn’t seem to notice the witches running through the crowd after the magical ring.

      “Anatolie,” Solomon yelled. “I want you front and center.”

      Ali’s heart stopped for a minute. She didn’t like that Solomon was paying so much attention to Anatolie. How were they going to get the ring to the vampire if Anatolie was right beside Solomon? Ali had a feeling that Solomon would remember the ring. Ali had a lot of concerns, but finding the ring was her first concern. Her heart sunk as she watched Anatolie walk over to the side of the throne.

      “I can’t grab it,” Carrie said as she ran into Ali. Carrie took both girls to the ground. “Oooff!” All of the air came rushing out of their bodies. The throngs of people were not slowing down, and they didn’t have time to stay still and worry about the pain that they were both in.

      They looked at each other and then got onto their hands and knees. Raven found them and with Matthias they tried to run a little interference, and create a little space for the witches crawling to find the ring. Ali wondered if there was a magic spell that could help, but she didn’t have time, she just needed to grab the ring.

      She spotted the ring and started crawling across the floor. She was weaving and bobbing through legs. Carrie was crawling right behind her. Ali could hear people yelling at her, but she didn’t have time to care about that. She could see the ring.

      There was a foot. Ali saw the foot, and the ring. She had to hurry, the foot was about to send the ring deeper into the crowd. Ali launched herself forward, but she wasn’t quite tall enough, and the foot was still coming down. It was like she was watching it happen in slow motion, and then the foot froze.

      Ali looked back to see Carrie holding the foot in place with her wand. “Grab the ring!” Carrie urged, and Ali scrambled to her knees and got the ring. The girls stood up and hugged. Raven jumped into the middle of the hug. “We need to get this to Anatolie.”

      “I want every werewolf in here tonight to drop their weapons and come swear fealty!” Solomon was calling from the throne room. The girls were still in the outer room, trying to make it into the throne room. They didn’t like what they were hearing. They edged up to the door to try to find Anatolie.

      The center of the room was clearing out so that the wolves could come and kneel before the new king of the Carpathian Mountains. It was hard to make out anything with so many people moving. Vampires moving toward the outside, the werewolves heading inside. Ali spotted Anatolie though, he was standing on the other side of the throne.

      “We can get the ring to him, we just have to get past that old, murderous vampire,” Carrie shrugged. “I’m sure that won’t be a problem.”

      “We have to go swear fealty,” Ali started leading her friends through the crowd to the center of the throne room. Ali offered a weak smile to Martha, she was covered in blood, but it didn’t seem to be her own. James was right beside his wife holding her hand. Ali almost started to cry, seeing the couple look so defeated, and yet they still had each other.

      “I think this is a bad idea,” Carrie moaned under her breath as they got as close as they could to Anatolie.

      Ali could see the fear in his eyes as he saw the witches in the center of the room. There was an incredibly tense feeling in the air, and Solomon’s smile was driving that feeling. He didn’t look like a man who was about to allow his enemies to walk out of this room alive.
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      It was surreal for Anatolie. He was abandoned by the woman he loved. She was running all over the place. Her friends were all doing the same thing, but the vampire couldn’t make any sense of it, and then his maker called him to the front of the throne room.

      Anatolie knew from the second that Solomon called for the wolves that there was going to be a massacre. Solomon was powerful, and he didn’t need the guarantee of the covenant. He was going to destroy the covenant and kill all the wolves as soon as they put their weapons down.

      Anatolie watched on silently as the wolves came in and dropped their weapons in front of Solomon. There were so many of them, and Anatolie knew that these people also had families back at the campground. The carnage would not end here. Solomon would head from the throne room and go destroy the werewolves for good.

      Solomon hadn’t even sat in the throne yet. The seat of power was not always a literal seat, but Anatolie could feel the power surge as he walked past the throne to stand on the other side of Solomon. He wanted to stand as close as he could to Anastasia.

      She was also on hand, and just like Anatolie she seemed to know that there was something off about Solomon’s orders to the werewolves. The covenant made them swearing fealty redundant. There was no way for them to be any further bound to his will. Swearing an oath after all was just a bunch of words. Solomon had actual magic on his side.

      “Come on, get organized and then we can begin,” Solomon sounded more like a cruise director than a maniacal madman. “It doesn’t have to be long. Everyone is just going to pledge their support for me. So, drop off your weapons and then find a space on the floor.”

      “Are you okay, brother?” Anastasia asked as she walked over to Anatolie. He nodded to her. He did want to talk to her, but he knew that Solomon could be listening, and he didn’t want to give the old man the satisfaction of knowing how upset all of this was making his creation. Anatolie tried to seem as calm as he could manage.

      “What’s happening?” Anatolie couldn’t keep it together when he saw the witches move to the front of the line. They were kneeling on the floor right in front of him.

      “I don’t think he intends to hurt them,” Anastasia said as she put a hand on her brother’s shoulder. “He didn’t call them up. They came of their own free will.”

      “Are you ladies sure that you want to swear fealty?” Solomon asked. “Once you swear to serve me, you can’t take it back.” Solomon couldn’t stop the ear to ear smile that had taken over his face as he looked over at Anatolie. The old vampire threw his arms up in the air. “I didn’t ask them to do this, it isn’t my fault.”

      “I will not let any harm come to them,” Anatolie said as he stepped between Ali and Solomon. Solomon seemed a little confused. Anatolie was a bit surprised and he didn’t know what was going on, but he definitely felt Ali’s hand in his pocket.

      “What harm?” Solomon tried to keep his voice light. “Do you want to get them all knee pads? Mouth guards, so they don’t bite their tongues?” Solomon led his vampires in a hearty round of laughter. The wolves were trying hard to believe that Solomon wasn’t about to slaughter them, and some of them tried to laugh too.

      Anatolie got out of the way, and got behind Solomon. He felt in his pocket, it was a ring. He slipped the ring onto his finger. Images flashed in front of his eyes. They were fast, and not very clear, but they told a story. Flashes of mountains, wolves, vampires, and that feeling of the Carpathian dirt. Two boys on the floor of his grandmother’s cottage, they looked like twins. Suddenly a grown Anatolie was looking into a mirror and he looked just like the picture of Carol I, with the same clothes and everything.

      Anatolie knew the truth in that moment and he stood up a bit straighter. Ali was watching him from the crowd. Anatolie smiled at Ali. Solomon was yelling something about the oath that he wanted to hear. He was designing a degrading oath, and laughing at the wolves. The faces on the wolves were changing from slightly hopeful to dreading the next moment.

      “I want you to say something about how you’ll all pleasure me when I need it,” Solomon teased. “Do you guys know how long it’s been since I’ve had a harem? I mean a proper harem, they don’t allow that kind of stuff anymore. The good old days, right?”

      The wolves all looked around at each other, but they had already given up their weapons. They could still shift and fight if the covenant was broken, but most of them wouldn’t make it. Solomon let another loud laugh ring out through the throne room.

      “You guys look so sad,” Solomon sighed. “You’re right though, this isn’t fair. You’re proud creatures, I shouldn’t do this to you. I should just put you out of your misery.” With that Solomon broke the picture. The vampires tried to attack, and the wolves started to panic, but then nothing happened. “Come on, attack!”

      The wolves all huddled together, but as the moments passed they started to stand up, and look around at the confused vampires. They were trapped in midair. They had no way to attack. Solomon was so confused, and then he turned to the witches who were smiling at Anatolie. “What is going on?” Solomon looked at Anatolie.

      “I don’t think I’m going to let this happen,” Anatolie said as he adjusted his pants. The throne wasn’t as comfortable as it had looked when he walked past it. “I found the covenant.” Anatolie held up the ring.

      “That used to be my ring,” Solomon growled. “She gave me the covenant?” Solomon was beside himself with rage.

      “He’s the covenant, you idiot,” Carrie snapped. “The ring just drew you to him.”

      “But don’t worry, you finding me and turning me was all a part of the plan,” Anatolie explained. “So you were at the center of the plan to stop you. You always like to be at the center of things.”

      “I can’t kill the werewolves,” Solomon shouted. “But I can still destroy you for the next three hours.” It was almost midnight, and it was the last day that the covenant was vulnerable. Anatolie hadn’t even thought about that part when he confidently announced that he was the covenant. “You’re pretty strong now, but I have the numbers.”

      Anatolie looked around to see that his vampires were trapped on the outside of the throne room. He was all on his own with Solomon and at least a dozen vampires. If they could all move against Anatolie it was going to be tough.

      “Wolves!” Ali shouted. “Form a perimeter around the covenant!” Ali pulled Anatolie out of his seat and the wolves opened up a defensive circle. The vampires couldn’t attack the wolves, and so they couldn’t get through to hurt Anatolie.

      “That was amazing!” Anatolie cheered as he kissed Ali. “You’re a genius!” The wolves all rejoiced. It looked like everyone was safe. There was no reason to worry, all they had to do was stand in a defensive posture for the next three hours. “Why could they move forward?”

      “It wasn’t in anger, or breaking the covenant,” Ali explained. “They were moving forward to protect you, and that made it possible. The vampires were trying to attack so they’re stuck.”

      The sound of clapping broke through the silence on the other side of the wolf wall. Solomon was clapping for Ali’s solution, but everyone knew this meant something bad was about to happen. Solomon loved to drink in the moment. “This is such a great plan, and it only forgets to account for one thing.” Solomon had been on Earth for a thousand years, and every moment that a vampire is on Earth he draws strength. “I can fly.”

      Solomon rose up over the wolf wall and hovered for a moment. “I promise the wolves that I mean them no harm,” Solomon said as he started to move forward. “You will all live at least slightly longer than the man you’re trying to protect. How does that sound?”

      “You son of a bitch!” Ali had her wand out, but Anatolie knew that the power would only charge him up. Solomon had stopped being susceptible to small wand pulses years ago. Anatolie pulled her in close and kissed the top of her head. “I can’t let you face him.”

      “It’s fine,” Anatolie smiled at his witch. “I love you. Even if he kills me, I will die happy.”

      “Not an option,” an older wolf woman yelled at Anatolie. “You have to win.”

      “Martha, shhh!” Ali warned the woman. “No pressure, win or we all die.” Anatolie smiled and kissed her again.

      Solomon was having trouble getting through to Anatolie. He was moving very slowly through the air, but as soon as he got past the last of the wolves, the old vampire picked up speed. Anatolie walked forward to meet him, motioning for the witches to move out of the way. Solomon, his arms reaching for Anatolie, was building speed as he dropped towards the prince.

      Anatolie dodged at the last second and Solomon crashed to the stone floor. It was a big collision and dust rose up into the air. Solomon was on his feet in milliseconds and he knocked Anatolie to the ground with a big left foot to the chest.

      “Flexible for an old guy,” Solomon teased as he ran at Anatolie. The speed was a bit more than Anatolie was ready to handle. He blocked the first punch, but there was another, and then another. Soon one landed, and then two. Anatolie fell back, and the wolves all sagged at the same time. They were watching their fate unfold and things didn’t look good.

      Anatolie took Solomon down with a leg sweep and got on top. The wolf wall was excited again, as Anatolie drove a fist into Solomon’s face. It was the hardest skull the young vampire had ever felt. His fist just bounced off. Solomon punched Anatolie in the gut and threw him off.

      The vampires were back on their feet. “So, what’s the plan with the wolves?” Solomon asked. “Are you really going to protect them?”

      “That’s the way it looks,” Anatolie shrugged. “I haven’t thought about anything past defeating you.” They locked up again, and Anatolie could feel his bones starting to pop under the pressure from Solomon’s hands. The ancient being had a vice-like grip.

      “Stop now and I will kill you mercifully,” Solomon offered. Anatolie shook his head. He couldn’t talk because of the pain. “This can all be over, for everyone.”

      Ali had tears in her eyes, and the wolves were starting to cry as well. Anatolie was letting everyone down. He could feel it. He looked over at Ali, and he knew that he couldn’t let her watch him die. He was not going to put her through that pain.

      Anatolie planted his feet and threw a knee into Solomon’s gut. It was enough to get an arm free, and land a punch that forced Solomon to let go. Anatolie was free, and he started to move around a bit as he circled with Solomon. There was no reason to try to lock up with the vampire. He was too strong.

      “What are you going to do?” Solomon said as he chased Anatolie around the ring of wolves. “You have no moves, I am older, and stronger. Do you think you can last three hours in here with me?”

      “Clearly you think so,” Anatolie laughed “Or you wouldn’t be trying to get into my head, right? I mean you would just kill me if you could. I’m not even sure you can. I mean you could’ve ended this last night and you didn’t. You had me in silver, and you let me out.”

      “A mistake I won’t make again,” Solomon bowed his apology, and then he turned. Anatolie hadn’t been paying attention to where everyone was around them as he tried to stay out of Solomon’s arms. Solomon was turning to grab Ali. He was much closer to her than Anatolie, but he had to turn his back to Anatolie to grab her.

      Solomon turned, and Anatolie launched himself at his adversary. Ali dropped to the ground and got her wand up in front of her, but she couldn’t think of a spell; her mind was frozen. Anatolie knew he couldn’t let Solomon get to Ali.

      Solomon was bending down when Anatolie grabbed his head and swung with his entire body weight on the head. The young vampire had two hands on the head as he swung down, just missing Ali as he used his momentum to kick his feet up, and swing up over Solomon’s other shoulder. Anatolie rolled off of Solomon’s back, still looking into the vampire’s eyes. “You’re dead!” Anatolie spiked the head to the floor.

      “That was amazing!” Ali cried as she ran and grabbed Anatolie. Everyone was caught up in the hysteria. They had just won. Anatolie kissed Ali, and the wolves were all coming up to shake his hand. “How did you do that?”

      “I don’t know, I just did it,” Anatolie shrugged. It made him so happy to see everyone celebrating his victory over Solomon and the forces of war. “Where is my sister?” Anatolie asked as he looked around the room. “What are you doing?”

      “He’s my master,” Anastasia cried. “I have to save him.”

      “He is pure evil, he ruined our lives!” Anatolie yelled as he tried to get to his sister. He wasn’t safe and she had gotten Solomon’s head and body onto the other side of the line. “How did you even get him?”

      “I wasn’t attacking,” Anastasia nodded her head to Ali. There was no way to get to Anastasia. The wolves didn’t have their weapons, and they couldn’t attack the vampires anyway. Anatolie was the only one vulnerable to attack.

      “You have to let her go,” Martha said, putting her hand on the vampire’s shoulder. “I wish we could help you, but there’s nothing we can do.” The vampires all started to head for the exits, careful to avoid the wolves in the middle of the throne room.

      “I can’t let you destroy him,” Anastasia sobbed as she followed the others out.

      “I know this isn’t you,” Anatolie called out. “I understand what he is doing to you.” He felt so powerless as he watched Solomon’s lifeless body leave the castle. Anatolie knew that he would have to deal with Solomon again someday.

      “I forgot to kill him completely,” Anatolie said to Ali as he hugged her again.

      “This is still a win,” Ali kissed the covenant’s cheek. “You have like two and a half hours before you are invincible, that’s cool, and look at all the people you saved.” It was true, but the loss of Solomon’s body was killing Anatolie.

      The wolves waited in the throne room, and Hratz led his team through the castle to make sure that all of the vampires had really left. Anatolie would be invincible, but Ali was still mortal and that was a risk that he wasn’t willing to accept.

      “I have my wand,” Ali said as she did her best swashbuckler impression with her wand in hand. “There’s no way anyone is getting the drop on me.”

      “Until you fall asleep, because you still need sleep, right?”

      Anatolie put his arms around Ali, and they didn’t let go of each other until the clock struck midnight. The wolves all looked around, everyone wondering if there would be something to signal the change, but nothing happened.

      “Did it work?” Ali asked.

      “Yeah?”
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      “I need to know,” Ali was really excited about this. She had been trying to play it cool from the second she realized that Anatolie was the covenant. She had been sitting there and playing nice, but it was time to test this out. “Somebody try to kill him.”

      “We can’t attack a vampire,” Martha reminded Ali as their eyes met. Ali was disappointed to see that there weren’t many people left in the room who could attack Anatolie at all. This might’ve been enough for most people, but Ali needed to see the magic work.

      “I could stab him,” Matthias said as he started looking around for a chunk of wood.

      “No,” Raven stepped in. “You guys aren’t really good with each other anyway. I don’t want to make things really awkward.”

      “Please, Raven,” Ali begged, but Raven just shook her head.

      “It’s working, just relax,” Raven chuckled as she watched the suffering on Ali’s face. “Your boyfriend is invincible. You should be happy.”

      Carrie snickered, and Ali whipped around on her. “Don’t ask, I shouldn’t have to tell you why I’m laughing,” Carrie said as she continued to snicker. “Nothing is good enough for Ali,” Carrie teased, and Ali smacked her friend on the shoulder.

      They all started to laugh. They had made it through an ordeal and they were still friends. It was really remarkable, and there were several moments when it seemed it wasn’t going to work out that way. Ali held out her arms for the other members of her coven, and they all embraced each other. They took a deep breath, absorbing a bit of the peace and strength that came from their bond.

      “Thank you,” Ali said to the others as she continued to hold onto them. “I guess I don’t need to find out if he is invincible. I should just accept it. Right, magic requires a bit of faith.” Ali looked at her friends, but they were looking past her. “What?”

      “You don’t need to wait,” Carrie pointed over to Anatolie and Matthias.

      “That’s so awesome,” Matthias held up the splintered stake. “I’m going to find a bigger stake!” Matthias ran off out of the room. His broken stake hadn’t even hit the ground when he disappeared from view.

      “It didn’t even touch me!” Anatolie looked so excited, and Ali wanted to roll her eyes with the girls and say something about what goof balls guys are…so she did, but then she ran to find a stake.

      “I need to try!” Ali said as she headed off to find a piece of wood. She really wanted to have him live obviously, but there was something exciting about stabbing a person who couldn’t be hurt. Mainly it was just awesome, and she wanted to play around with it.

      “It doesn’t hurt,” Anatolie told Ali as she lined up her shot. “Just swing really hard and aim for my heart.”

      “I can do that!” Ali lined up her stake, pulled back and swung her arm as hard and fast as she could.

      “Ahhh!” Anatolie shrieked as he collapsed to the ground.

      “Oh my God!” Ali cried as she dropped to the ground to see if she could save Anatolie.

      “You aren’t a vampire,” Carrie said. “That must be it. The enchantment doesn’t protect him from witches. Ali you’ve ruined everything.”

      Ali got to the ground and rolled him over, ready to try anything to save him. “I think you have to swing harder if you want to shatter it.” Anatolie was smiling right in her face and Ali was ready to kill him.

      “I’m going to kill you, you invincible bastard!” Ali screamed as she beat Anatolie with her fists. “Does this even hurt?”

      “Not at all,” Anatolie teased. “You can stop any time.” Ali kept going for a while though, because it felt therapeutic after that cruel prank.

      “The castle is clean, Sir!” Hratz said as he walked back into the throne room. He kept his head up, and refused to acknowledge that Anatolie was on the ground rolling around with Ali. “I will take the men back to the town and we will make sure that the vampires are leaving the area.”

      “And then you can all come back here,” Anatolie said as he got back to his feet. “I am going to need a castle guard here, and I can’t think of a better group. Chief, are you up to the task?”

      Ali was so impressed to see Anatolie embracing this new role. It was like he was born to lead, but also infused with the knowledge of being a human as well. It took her back to the cottage, and G, the witch that had designed the covenant. G knew that the prince would only become a better leader from the experience. Anatolie was living G’s prophecy out right in front of Ali.

      “I will do it,” the chief agreed and the others all seemed to be onboard. Anatolie led them out of the room to talk and Ali turned to her friends.

      “Can you believe that?” Ali asked as they watched Anatolie walk and talk with his new castle guard.

      “Yeah, we don’t have any staff,” Raven said to Matthias who shrugged. “We need to work on that. You have a castle, you probably need to hire some staff,” Raven teased, but Ali could tell she was really thinking about what to do with their castle. “It’s not fair that your castle is so nice and new.”

      “I like my castle just fine,” Matthias added in before Ali could answer. They all laughed as Anatolie came back to ask what they were laughing about. “Not castles.”

      “He has castle envy,” Carrie teased. They were all just so happy. It was the best ending that any of them could’ve hoped for.

      “Thank you for all of your help,” James said the words in his most formal tone. Ali could tell that James was uncomfortable in the surroundings. “I don’t know what we would’ve done without you. We really appreciate this.” James held out his hand.

      “I will always be here for you,” Anatolie said as he took the outstretched hand in his own and clasped it tight. “I promise that this was the last night of war in this region.”

      The wolves all started to file out of the throne room. They too were excited by the prospect of peace and the victory that had been won. Many of them shook Anatolie’s hand, and many also thanked the witches for their help.

      “I think you two make a cute couple,” Martha said as she hugged Ali. “You really helped him to find out who he is.”

      “You could say that I am the key to his success,” Ali laughed at the joke that was only funny to her. “I’m just happy that he was able to realize it in time.”

      “You helped him uncover his path,” Martha said, “and I think he is doing the same for you. Remember that, this is your story too.”

      “I will,” Ali smiled as she hugged Martha again. “Don’t be a stranger, you’re welcome here any time.”

      The others all filtered out and the throne room suddenly seemed much larger. “Hello!” Carrie called out and listened for the echoes. “This is incredible, but I need to get to bed.”

      “Right,” Anatolie said. “I guess we need to get out into the rest of the castle and find the rooms. There has to be a lot of rooms, right? It’s a castle.”

      They left the throne room and went off to explore the castle. Ali was already starting to plan out how she was going to decorate everything. She wanted to leave most of the house open as a museum obviously, but there needed to be a private area that was just for the two of them.

      “No one’s ever lived here before,” Anatolie reminded everyone as they tried to find pillows, sheets and mattresses.

      Ali knew the place was going to need a lot of work, but she was ready to take it on. They came to a fake bedroom that had been made up for the tourists to see. “You guys take it,” Ali said to Raven and Matthias.

      “These are the only pillows and blankets in the house,” Raven sighed. “Are you sure?” Ali nodded, but Carrie grabbed a pillow and a blanket from the bed.

      “I am not going without,” Carrie shook her head violently. “And Matthias doesn’t need a pillow. He doesn’t sleep that way.” Carrie ran out of the room before anyone could argue.

      “Thank you for everything,” Ali said as she hugged Raven. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “And we’ll go shopping for bedding, and house…er…castle stuff,” Raven said as they looked around at the room for a second. Matthias and Anatolie shook hands, no longer enemies. “At least they’re done stabbing each other.”

      “The stabbing was at the height of their friendship,” Ali joked. Ali and Anatolie went off to find Carrie and wished the others a good night.

      Down the hall was a room with a couch, and Carrie was laying on the couch trying to relax. The adrenaline of the night was still slowly dying away. Carrie could feel a tired ache in her muscles, but her mind was wide awake.

      “Thank you,” Ali said as she hugged her friend good night. “I’m sorry for everything that I put you through on this trip, and on the other trips too.” They laughed together as they thought about the arguments and the trouble.

      “We’ve had a lot of good times too,” Carrie said as she laid back down. “I think I’m going to head to G’s cottage, I don’t know if I can find it, but I think that’s where the universe is taking me.”

      “Who is G?” Anatolie asked.

      “G is the woman who made you the covenant,” Ali explained.

      “Greta, my grandmother?” Anatolie realized out loud. “I can tell you how to get there. The house was swallowed by the bush, but there could be some secrets still hidden there.”

      “Maybe a way to get rid of Solomon,” Carrie shrugged. “At least, that’s what I’m hoping.”

      Ali wished her friend a good night, and then Anatolie took her hand and led her through to a different wing of the castle. “I don’t know what’s up here,” Anatolie reminded Ali, “but this is the tower where we saw the lights on at night.”

      They opened a door and found a bed that had been made up for someone to use. Vampires didn’t use beds so it had to be Bobby’s bed, but he wasn’t there long. It was a queen-sized bed, with pillows and covers. Ali sat down on the edge and bounced on it for a minute. “It feels okay,” she said as she worked the springs under her for a minute. “I think I can sleep here.”

      “Well, we can test it out tonight,” Anatolie said as he started to take his clothes off. “I just need a place to be alone with you. I have wanted to be alone with you since before the night even started.”

      “This was the most momentous night of your life—“

      “And all I could think about was being with you,” Anatolie said as he took her head in his hands and kissed her on the lips. He let his hands move through Ali’s long hair. Ali arched her back and gave herself over to the kiss. She could feel the passion coming through his lips. “I need you right now.”

      Anatolie moved across the floor and closed the door. He ran back to the bed and wrapped Ali in his arms once again. They moved onto the bed, kissing and peeling their clothes off. Ali ran her hands along his pale, muscled chest, and down his six-pack abs. She loved the feeling of his cold skin and perfect male form.

      Ali’s fingers trailed their way down to his shaft. She held it firmly as the blood flooded into it and his cock started to throb. Ali wrapped her legs around the vampire’s waist and took him inside of her. She was already so wet. Ali couldn’t believe that she had been searching for Anatolie this whole time. She wasn’t sure why, but his part in the prophecy made everything a bit harder.

      “Can I try to stab your cock?” Ali asked. “Sorry, weird question. Don’t let it ruin everything, it’s just that you’re invincible, and I thought about it. Wipe that from your memory.”

      “It’s wiped,” Anatolie laughed and kissed Ali as he continued to writhe around on the bed with her.

      They made love into the early hours of the morning, and then when the sun was about to break through onto the horizon Anatolie went to leave the room. “Are you curious?” Ali asked. “What if you don’t need to avoid the sun anymore?”

      “I am,” Anatolie sighed, “But I am worn out, and my body is calling for the dark of the dungeons. We will try, I promise.” Anatolie kissed Ali, and then left her on the bed.

      Ali rolled over and looked up at the ceiling. She was thrilled, and exhausted, and feeling way too many things for one person to feel at once. She closed her eyes and hoped that sleep would eventually come. Ali tried to relax her face, but the smile just wouldn’t go away. She lay in bed, eyes closed, laughing at the ceiling, and smiling with every part of her body.

      Epilogue #1

      “How did you know?” Anatolie asked as Ali walked into the dungeons. Matthias was laying one cell over.

      “I assumed that you’d be in the darkest room in the castle.” Ali, Raven, and Carrie were ready to have supper and head back to the motel. They had been wandering around the castle all day. It was amazing to see all of the furniture and ornamentation, but it was hard to just walk around without a mission.

      “We’ve just been living on the edge for so long,” Carrie had said as they walked through the great hall. It was a room filled with priceless paintings. They were by the great artists of Romania’s golden age of painting. The brush strokes were a thing of beauty. “I am fighting to stay interested, but I need to go somewhere, and do something.”

      They had spent the rest of the day puttering around, and as the vampires groggily started to rise, the witches were chomping at the bit. Anatolie could tell that he needed to get moving, or he was going to be in trouble. He pulled himself up to his feet and trudged out of the cell. The first few steps were always the hardest.

      “We need to go get our stuff, and I want to do some shopping,” Ali said as she looked around at the castle. “If we’re going to stay here, we need at least one room to be something we can call our own. And better pillows.”

      The werewolves had returned the car at some point during the day. Ali opened the trunk to see what kind of space she was working with, as she had to plan out her shopping, and there was a curious present inside. Ali pulled the basket out of the back, and showed Anatolie the bags of blood inside.

      “It’s like a fruit basket for vampires,” Ali cooed. “That is so sweet.”

      They put the blood in the cellar and headed back to Sinaia. It was a long drive back to town. The distance was the same, but no one was sure what to expect. The last time anyone saw the town it was surrounded by vampires, and all of the doors were covered in pig blood. The villagers, the smart ones, were locking themselves in at night.

      They got to the motel, and the difference was clear. Sinaia was a ghost town. The vampires were gone, but the villagers had yet to open their doors. They were too scared to come out and see that the threat had passed. It pained Anatolie to see his town this way. This was his home too after all.

      They got out of the car and headed into the motel. “What’s that?” Matthias asked as they were about to open the door. Everyone stopped to listen. It sounded like a crowd of people.

      “There’s a mob,” Anatolie cried as he raced past the car. He needed to figure out what was going on. He hadn’t seen Hratz, or any of his crew at the castle. Anatolie didn’t want anyone else to suffer from Solomon’s greed.

      Anatolie found the mob at the shed. There was no music booming out of the tin. There were a few vampires pinned up against the rusty walls of the vampire night club. Anatolie needed to intervene before there was any bloodshed.

      “You all know me,” Hratz was calling out to the crowd. “I’m not going to hurt anyone. We were trying to make sure that all of the other vampires left.”

      “Get out of here, demon!” People were shouting as Anatolie got between the vampires and the villagers. The villagers jumped back as Anatolie flashed to a stop in front of them. “Ahhh! Get him!” They were all screaming.

      A stake was coming right for Anatolie’s heart, and he let the chunk of wood come through. Everyone stopped as the stake splintered and broke, and Anatolie yawned. They all started to run. Anatolie started to run in a circle and the other vampires joined him. They all pinned the humans in.

      “They’re going to eat us,” a man yelled.

      “No, we’re not,” Anatolie said the words calmly. He tried to remember to smile. “I just want you all to know that the vampire who brought all of this trouble to our town is gone. I have lived in Sinaia for the last two hundred years, and I want this village to return to the life that it had before Solomon and his lot destroyed our serenity.”

      There was silence for a moment, and Anatolie wondered if he had gotten a little too intense. The village was nice and all, but it was far from idyllic. He loved it, but who didn’t love their home town. The seconds passed like hours as they waited for the people to respond.

      Anatolie realized that people were always going to be afraid of vampires. They eat people, and that right there is enough of a reason to hate them. “I’m sorry that this has happened to you,” Anatolie sighed. “I hope one day we can work together to make Sinaia a better place for all creatures.”

      Anatolie signalled for the vampires to walk away, and they all followed him as he headed back to the motel at a walking pace. Anatolie could tell that the villagers were a bit confused. They were expecting to die after all, and now the vampires were walking away.

      “We will head back to the castle,” Hratz fought with the words. He had been the chief of police, and then he had nearly been killed by an angry mob. He needed some time to process what had just happened. The pitchforks and the torches were one thing, but to see the anger in the villagers’ eyes had shaken the former law man.

      “I’ll see you back there,” Anatolie said with a pat on the back.

      Ali and the others had taken the car and they were just getting to the shed now. Anatolie hopped into the back seat and they drove back to the motel. “Are you okay?” Ali asked as she took Anatolie’s hand in her own.

      “I don’t know,” Anatolie smiled. He was trying to stay positive, but Solomon had done a lot of damage. Anatolie had been around for a long time, and he knew it could take generations for the villagers to warm up to him again. He had spent a lot of time building those relationships and getting people to trust that he wasn’t a bloodthirsty monster.

      “They don’t hate you,” Ali sighed.

      “They did try to stab me,” Anatolie replied as he looked out the window of the sedan. It was hard to believe that he was starting over again with the town.

      “We will get everything straightened out,” Ali promised. She knew that she didn’t understand what Anatolie was going through, but she knew that they were both willing to put in the time and effort to change the villagers’ hearts and minds.

      At the motel the girls grabbed everything they had brought with them. Carrie took the backpack from Helga. She was heading off on a magical excursion, and it just made sense for her to have the magical objects with her.

      “So, she lived close, right?” Carrie asked as she adjusted the backpack on her back. It was one of two backpacks she was wearing. Ali had offered to hold onto her things, but Carrie wanted to have everything with her. Anatolie seemed to have the same look on his face every time he talked about the trip, and it made Carrie think the traveling would be tough.

      “I’ll mark off your map,” Anatolie said as he took the paper map that Carrie had just for the trip. “The hardest thing is the mountains, and the fact that the forest doesn’t want you to find the cottage.” Carrie didn’t like the sound of that, but nothing was going to deter her.

      Carrie hugged her coven sisters and they all sat on the ground outside the motel. They were in a small patch of grass that separated the main office building from the row of motel rooms. The witches bowed their heads and took in a breath. They shared this moment with each other and the universe. When they stood up again it was time for Carrie to head off.

      “I will see you soon,” Carrie almost cried the words, and then she wandered off, following the map.

      “Where are you guys heading to?” Ali asked Raven as she grabbed her bag and put it in the car. Raven had called for a taxi as soon as they got to the motel. There weren’t many in the area, and the driver had only just arrived.

      “We need to get back to Matthias’s castle,” Raven said as she looked over at Matthias. He was talking with the driver who only seemed to speak Romanian. “Corvinus Castle is his home, and he needs to be there. This was a rough experience for him.”

      “He didn’t know he had a maker?” Ali was sort of asking a question, and sort of processing the weird truth that she knew, but didn’t understand. She knew that Matthias was not a normal vampire, but none of them had considered how he had become one, or what it would mean to their mission. “Is he going to be okay?”

      “He needs to be back in his castle, and everything will be okay,” Raven sighed. “I’m going to take really good care of him, and you take really good care of yourself.”

      They hugged and said their goodbyes. It was hard to be without her coven, but Ali was glad that she didn’t have to be alone. Anatolie put his arm around Ali and they waved to the others as the taxi pulled off into the distance.

      “Should we head back to the castle?” Anatolie asked as the taxi’s taillights disappeared around a corner.

      “Shopping,” Ali teased. “You can’t get out of it.” She laughed as Anatolie started to groan.

      Anatolie hid in the car as Ali went in to buy the pillows. He wasn’t sure how the people would react to seeing him again. He wasn’t afraid, they couldn’t hurt him, but he didn’t want to upset anyone. The people of Sinaia deserved a break from vampires. It was hard to do but Anatolie knew he had to try.

      He wondered as he sat in the car if he and Ali would ever get the chance to be a normal couple. He wondered if they would ever get to go on dates and hold hands. After the first half hour, he wondered if Ali was ever coming out of the store. She just went in there for pillows, and Anatolie couldn’t understand what was taking so long.

      Back at the castle, Ali and Anatolie threw the new pillows onto the bed. “What do you think?” Ali asked.

      “It needs something,” Anatolie said as he pretended to think about what would make the bed look better. “Oh yeah!” Anatolie shouted as he tossed Ali onto the bed. “There we go, it looks perfect now!”

      Ali crawled to the edge of the bed. She looked Anatolie in the eyes as she kneeled on the bed. She grabbed the back of his neck and pulled him in for a kiss. Anatolie wrapped his arms around Ali and laid her back on the bed, undoing the buttons on her blouse as he crawled onto the bed after her. It was the first night of the rest of their lives, the danger had passed, and they could just be free.

      Ali rolled Anatolie over onto his back and climbed on top of him, determined to show him just how free they could be.
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