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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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      Carrie, a young witch in Romania, is taken from her coven to the chambers of Radu, a 700-year-old vampire, to sacrifice her blood to him. He needs her blood to renew himself after a long hibernation and gain the strength needed to defeat a terrible threat. Carrie’s former mentor and a powerful witch herself, Helga, has left the coven she once ruled to join Solomon, a dangerous and evil vampire set on overpowering all and taking over the world, including humans and any other creature roaming the earth: witches, werewolves, vampires…none are safe.

      Carrie and Radu team up to keep two items from the evildoers that would assist them in their devious plans – a spell book in Carrie’s possession and a sword in Radu’s. Despite the fact that they are supposed to be on opposing sides, Radu and Carrie must do their best to save the day.

      But will the shared threat bring them closer together or will they divide because of their differing backgrounds?
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      “This is what you’ve always wanted,” Carrie reminded herself as she approached the book once again. Her breathing was labored and her hand was shaking as it got closer to the page. Carrie pulled her hand back and sat down on the loose, rotting planks that covered the cottage floor.

      The book looked innocent enough on the outside. It was loose leaf bound in brown leather. The pages were cut uneven, but other than that it appeared to be a very average book. Just like everything else in the cottage, including the kitschy, needle point sign that read, “The cottage is where the heart is.” At first glance it was all ordinary.

      The only thing that was in any way unusual was the heat. Even with all of the windows open, the cottage was always 90 degrees Fahrenheit. The outside temperature was only getting up as high as 50 at midday, and yet the cottage never cooled off. Carrie assumed it was one of Greta’s spells. “The old woman must’ve liked the heat,” Carrie moaned as she wiped more sweat off her forehead.

      Carrie looked at the book again and stretched her hand out to it. A spark shot out to her finger before she even touched the leather. “Ahhh!” Carrie yelled as she pulled her hand back. The book flipped open, and Carrie recoiled; she knew what was about to happen.

      It started with her finger. The skin became a beige smoke that slowly enveloped her body, and then the smoke flowed into the open pages of the book. The world around her disappeared and the next thing she saw was the black room, and Greta standing in the middle. “Welcome,” Greta smiled. The eyes weren’t focused on Carrie, they just looked straight ahead.

      “You will now have the power to use the book,” Greta’s words seemed to float right past Carrie. She had been waiting so long to hear them. The lessons left for her by Greta had helped the young witch a lot, but Carrie had yet to see any of the spells. Carrie smiled as she realized what the avatar meant by her words. She felt ready.

      “You are not ready, but we have run out of time.”

      “I am ready!” Carrie protested, but the image in the middle of the room was not really Greta. The powerful sorceress had died over a hundred years earlier. It had made the lessons very frustrating. “How can you say that?”

      “Solomon is approaching the cottage,” Greta’s image stated the fact bluntly. “You need to get away, and this is the spell that will take you back to your coven.”

      The words hit Carrie hard, making her feel a bit sick to her stomach. She hadn’t seen the members of her coven in weeks, months maybe. Carrie wasn’t sure how long she had been in the cottage for. Her phone had died a long time ago.

      “What language is this?” Carrie groaned as she looked at the spell that had appeared in red letters on the large black wall behind Greta. It wasn’t even a language she recognized. “Is this Greek?” Carrie pulled out her wand. She knew a translation spell, but it wasn’t always accurate.

      Carrie was nervous as she put the wand out in front of her. She preferred spells that were written out in English. Speaking a language that you didn’t understand, especially where magic is concerned, created all sorts of unnecessary problems. Carrie had turned herself into an alley cat a few years back with the help of a yeast spell that was written in Yiddish.

      “You have to leave the cottage now,” Greta’s voice delivered the message with the same cold detachment that had been haunting Carrie since the first time she touched the book. “This is not a test, or a trick. You are now charged with protecting this book, and the secrets contained within. It must never fall into the wrong hands. Thank you for taking the time to listen to my teachings, and I wish you a long and healthy life.”

      “It doesn’t feel like you mean that,” Carrie mumbled as she started the translation spell. She was surprised and pleased that the book provided a phonetic spelling of the words so she could say the spell without changing the meanings of the words she didn’t understand. The pronunciations were appearing under the words in green. It was taking almost 30 seconds per word, and there were seven words in the spell.

      “Anybody home?” It was Solomon. Carrie could see him, but he was on the other side of the back wall. It was like he was towering over the room she was in. He smiled right at Carrie and she knew he saw her. “There you are.” She saw him come closer and lean over the top of her. She watched him lift up the room she was in and remembered she was still inside the book. He’d picked it up off the floor. Now he was holding it. But did he see her? Or only the book?

      Her heart beat rapidly as she focused on the translation spell. She needed to get away as soon as possible.

      His eyes were scanning the page in front of them. I guess this is what it feels like to be a word, Carrie thought as she watched the eyes moving all around the page if a word could feel. From her vantage point, it looked like Solomon couldn’t make anything out. He seemed confused and upset. She wished he would put the book down. If he saw her, there would be a lot of trouble. She looked down again, trying to figure out the words as quickly as she could.

      “Blank pages, eh?” Solomon chuckled to himself. Carrie was somewhat relieved to hear him say that until he made his next move. “I guess this isn’t the book.”

      He closed the book. Carrie felt the floor rise up, and she ducked down and then laid flat on her back as her face planted into the ceiling.

      “Oh my God!” Carrie groaned. She maneuvered her hand so she could rub her forehead. The ceiling had a lot of give to it. It still felt like paper against her forehead, but it was the speed he used to close the book that had hurt. Carrie moved her hand down and realized that she did have a bit of room to move.

      There was no light in the room now and she was fighting to read the spell. Her eyes could make out a bit of the red, but the green was too light to see in the closed book. Carrie waved her wand with a flick at the end and the tip glowed white. “Arrttey Fuggney semper fi tiggey bel fourt!”

      The white of the wand was absorbed into the white that swallowed the darkness of the closed book. Carrie was wet before she could make out where she was. The room was gone. She was still holding the book in her left hand and her wand in the right but she appeared to be floating in water. And yet she could still breathe.

      Where am I?

      Carrie tried to swim for the surface, but her ankle felt like it was caught on something . She looked down to see a hand grasping her leg. Solomon was below her. Fear split through her for only a moment before she flicked her wand at the thousand-year-old vampire. The bolt of power sent the blood sucker back a bit, tumbling over just enough for something in the deep, something dark and rising up from the bottom to encircle him and take him away from her.

      Carrie spun in the water, struggling to swim as fast as she could to the surface. She hadn’t seen what it was, but the tentacle that touched Solomon was bigger than an anaconda, bigger than a giant squid. At least that’s what she assumed, since she’d never seen one other than in the movies. Carrie didn’t want to see the rest of the animal. She needed to get to the surface and figure out what the spell was supposed to say. That was her only priority at this point. This was not the escape that Greta had planned for her. She just knew it.

      She had more problems than figuring out the spell but didn’t want to overload her brain thinking about it. There was the vampire, the sea monster, the fact that the surface was nowhere in sight… Carrie could feel her air supply running out. She didn’t have gills. She didn’t know how she’d lasted this long. She knew it could only be about another minute or so before her lungs would fill with water and she would drown. She couldn’t even see the surface, there was no way she was going to make it.

      She could feel the book heating up in her hands. She opened the book and a spell appeared on the blank page in front of her. She tried to say the words, but she was underwater. Carrie had no idea if it would work until she could breathe once again. She was breathing in the water as if it was air. Carrie took a big breath and then exhaled.

      Carrie screamed when a tentacle rose up and grabbed her leg. She had been so focused on breathing that the sea monster had completely slipped her mind. Solomon had likely been too fast for it to catch. Vampires were capable of great speeds in the water too. Before the tentacle could take her to the murky depths below, she managed to pull air all the way into her lungs. She could hold on for almost five minutes. She’d trained herself to do that since she didn’t know the spell for underwater breathing. The tentacle was pulling her down into the cold water. She calmed her heart and opened the book.

      The spell from the wall faced her again, red and green, only now the last word was different. Carrie said the words again, and as they bubbled out of her throat the water started to get colder and colder.

      Suddenly she was trapped inside an ice swan. The body of the swan was cold against her bare arms. Carrie was in jeans and a t-shirt. It was an inappropriate outfit for deep sea diving, but the cold water was a relieving change of pace from the heat of Greta’s cottage. The cold water was fine, but the ice against her bare arms was extremely uncomfortable.

      Gone from the watery depths, the first crack broke through the silence of her surroundings and she suddenly saw the room outside the sculpture. She was finally in a place she recognized. It was the last place she had stayed before heading off to the cottage. Carrie was about to burst out into the throne room of Peles Castle, and it looked like Ali and Anatolie were having a party.

      The second crack sent the neck of the swan falling to the ground. It was amazing to see from the inside. The swan was huge, and Carrie really appreciated the craftsmanship. She couldn’t tell exactly what it looked like, but there was a lot of detail on this swan.

      Carrie could hear something else as the cracks started to come faster, and sharper. The kraken was coming through, as well. In fact the kraken was starting to push her through the ice. The swan body shattered and Carrie rolled free onto the ornate floor of the castle’s largest room. The guests were already scattering as they saw her tumble from what seemed to be a watery, icy depth.

      The members of Carrie’s coven were standing at the back of the room, and they rushed forward to help her. Together they managed to fight the kraken back long enough to close the portal, much to Carrie’s relief. The last thing Carrie wanted was for any more unexpected visitors to arrive. “That was a kraken,” Carrie muttered as she heard the others debating the details of the attack. “We must be very careful about using portals to get in here. I wouldn’t have done what I did, if I had not been in such dire straits. Solomon was after me. That beast went after him first but I guess he got away because it came after me.”

      They all needed some time to let the attack settle in, and Carrie needed to find a room to get some rest.

      “I really need to get some rest. I’m going to find a spare room.”

      She was sure that they would have a lot of questions for her but they really didn’t seem very upset. They were more waiting for the next thing to happen, it seemed.

      Ali was more worried about her ball getting ruined. “The people need to believe that they can come here and have a good time,” Ali whined. “It’ll be a generation before they trust this castle for another ball.”

      Carrie couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She told the others about what she had learned. They were less than impressed. “You have an old book, and it wants you to save it?” Raven was trying to understand why she should help.

      “It’s Greta. She is the one who wants it to be saved,” Carried explained. “That’s why she put a spell on the book. A spell that told me when Solomon was approaching and a spell that gave me what I needed to escape.”

      “A spell that tried to feed you to a kraken,” Ali sneered.

      “That is my grandmother’s spell book,” Anatolie reminded his fiancé in a deep, scolding voice. “If she wants us to protect the book then we must.” Ali rolled her eyes. She was in a foul mood and no one could escape her wrath.

      Carrie tried to keep her voice even as she spoke to Ali. “It sent me there so the kraken could scare off Solomon, and it worked.” She tried to make it as clear as she could so they could understand the severity of the situation. But they stared at her with blank, uncaring expressions. They had no interest in hearing about the ordeal that Carrie had been through over the last few months.

      “Six months,” Ali sighed as she repeated the number to a bewildered Carrie. “It’s been six months since you bothered to let us know what was going on. We’d about given up.” She reached up to violently take her hair out of the tight bun that she normally kept it in. It felt like her brain needed more space to handle all of this information. “You haven’t sent us any messages, or even let us know that you were okay…”

      “How could I?” Carrie shook her head. “I wasn’t exactly next to a post box, was I?” She looked at Anatolie for support. He shook his head in return but said nothing. To her, that meant she needn’t bother fussing with Ali. It would do her no good. When Ali was in a foul mood, she stayed that way.

      Carrie was glad that she had found the book. She had learned a lot. She could tell that her friends had felt a little abandoned. But it was necessary for her to continue her quest and learn as much as she could in order to protect the book.

      “I was alone up there. I know. I chose to do that. I had to. But I do know…” She lowered her eyes. “I realized I need you guys. I need your support, your strength and your help.”

      “You had to travel into the mountains for six months to realize that?” Raven shook her head.

      Carrie looked around the room at her friends. She really had missed them. And yes, she needed them, too. She knew they would help her. That was all that mattered. Carrie sighed to herself and tried to push her weary body up to standing. Suddenly, she could no longer keep her eyes open. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a decent sleep. Knowing she was home with her friends gave her the sleepiness she needed to be out like a rock in no time. “I need to sleep. Can we please talk about this in the morning?”

      The others continued to argue amongst themselves, especially Anatolie and Ali. He was on Carrie’s side and Ali didn’t like that he was defending her.

      Carrie left the room. She headed to a quiet space in the castle. The chamber was cold, in contrast to Greta’s warm room. She closed her eyes, holding the book to her chest. They would help her get the book safely stored away. She was sure of it.

      The castle was filled with empty rooms. The last time that Carrie was in the castle there hadn’t been much in the way of creature comforts, but with Ali and Anatolie living there now, Carrie had no trouble finding a place to lay down.

      Carrie set the book down on a table beside the single bed. There was a blanket and a pillow in the room. Neither was very comfortable, but they would do. Carrie had been sleeping on the floor of the cottage for a long time, and any bed was a welcome change.

      Carrie took one last look at the book in front of her, and then closed her eyes. Her eyes opened again quickly; she had to check to make sure that the book hadn’t moved. “How am I going to fall asleep with this thing around?” Carrie asked as her eyes shut again. She was so worried that someone would take the book, she took it from the bedside table and wrapped one arm around it. Sleep took hold of her.
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      It was a recurring dream. Radu had the dream every few months, every year for too many years. He wasn’t sure about time anymore. He spent most of what he had locked away. It was so hard to know what time it was as he lay for years in the dark. His body felt more like the rock ledge that he lay on than the body of a living being. The dream meant that the long sleep was coming to an end. He would need to feed again soon.

      She was still young and beautiful in the dream. “Radu,” Nevasta teased as she moved away from him. The moon was high in the sky, and the streets of the small village were empty. Nevasta had a sparkle in her eye, and it was guiding Radu’s way as he ran after her. She was dodging in and out of alleys, staying just ahead of him.

      Radu remembered this night well. They had been living in Jgheaburi for fifty years. The people there knew who Radu was, and they helped him to keep his secret. They were the reason that he and Nevasta could build a life together. The couple had spent their first 350 years on the run. Moving from place to place, trying to avoid other vampires, and being discovered by humans.

      Nevasta was the reason that Radu had given up the crown. He would’ve had to eventually anyway, but as soon as he met her, Radu knew that he didn’t want to waste another moment as king. Even if they had an eternity together, he knew that it wouldn’t be long enough.

      “Do you regret not being king?” Nevasta would ask sometimes. She was always worried that Radu would grow to resent her for what he’d done. She didn’t want to be the reason that he gave up the throne.

      “If I could go back, I wouldn’t change a thing,” was always his answer. That was the answer that he gave one night when she asked the question once again.

      “Are you sure?” Nevasta asked. Radu had lost sight of her, but he knew she was close. He had watched her walk down this alley.

      “You’re the only one for me,” Radu said. Nevasta launched herself at him and took him right to the ground. He smiled as he looked up at her. They kissed, but her lips pulled back suddenly, and Radu’s eyes opened to see a vampire standing over them. He was holding Nevasta’s head in his hands. Radu sprang to his feet and attacked the dark one.

      Radu’s enemy hadn’t come alone. Radu found himself drastically outnumbered. He knew that he couldn’t let himself be taken. The evil vampire wanted a very powerful weapon that he could use to wake his dark master.

      The dream ended as Radu ran away. It hurt him to leave the body of his beloved behind. He could still feel the pain now, hundreds of years later. He woke sobbing, and rolled up into a sitting position. A cloud of dust rose up as he did; Radu could still feel it settling all over his skin. He could already hear the monks shuffling through the tunnel to his cell.

      The monks pushed the heavy rock away from the door, and led the sacrifice into the room. It was a tribute for the service his master had provided them with thousands of years ago. Their brown robes were dusty from the walk through the crumbling walls of the footpath that led back to Radu’s chamber. The chamber was very deep in the mountain.

      The room was sealed from the outside. The monastery was built into the side of a cliff. Carved out of the stone, Radu knew that if he tried to get out he might cause a crack that dropped the room down on top of him. He wouldn’t die, but he would suffer for millennia waiting for something to happen to the cliff. Only the monks knew that the vampire was in there.

      “Radu the dark,” the high senior member of the monks, Brother Vladimir, said as he gave the vampire the chain. “This is Katrina, she has agreed to be your sacrifice.”

      “Right, agreed, that’s why I’m on a chain,” Katrina sneered as she shot an angry look at the monks. Radu smiled warmly to the sacrifice, and gave a tug on the chain. He patted the ledge beside him. Katrina could feel the pressure on the other end of the chain. She didn’t want to upset the powerful beast. “Okay, don’t hurt me.”

      Radu waved the monks away, and they all went and stood outside the door. The slam of the rock sealing off the room sent Katrina into a panic. “What are you going to do to me?” She thought for a second about grabbing the big wooden torch that the monks had left in a holder by the entrance.

      “What do they call you?” His voice was deep and soothing. Katrina looked from the old man to the torch, but then she turned back to Radu.

      “Me?” Katrina asked, and Radu looked on either side of her, and then scanned the room. “All right, I get it. I’m the only one in here. Ah, Trin…I guess. I like Kat, but no one calls me that.”

      “Kat,” Radu said as he stood up and shook some of the dirt off himself.

      “How long have you been in here?” Kat asked as she wiped the dusty air away from her face. She could see the specks landing on the bright white robes that the monks had dressed her in.

      “What year is it?” Radu asked. He laughed to himself when he heard the year. “1998, then I have been in this chamber for the last 215 years. I locked myself away from the world. We don’t need any more monsters running around.”

      “What are you?” Kat asked. She had been staring intently at the shaggy hair, and the flaking, stony skin of the ancient creature. Radu beckoned with two fingers for her to walk with him. She hesitated for a moment and then went to the wall he was standing in front of. He held the torch up so that Kat could see a dusty tapestry that hung on the wall.

      “Have you heard the legend of Unul Vechy?” Radu asked. Kat shook her head. It wasn’t a story that many were familiar with anymore. “Balaur the Dread had been destroying villages and castles all across Europe and the people prayed for a savior. An angel to save them. Unul Vechy was an angel of sorts, and he did slay the dragon. Balaur fell from the skies and Europe was saved.”

      “That was you?” Kat breathed the words as she looked up at the woven image of the dragon. She recognized the shape of the fallen dragon. She didn’t know where, but she had seen that shape before.

      “That was my master,” Radu shrugged as if he needed to apologize for not being the dragon slayer. “Unul was not of this world, and he needed to drink human blood to live on this plane. He couldn’t stand to continually feed off of humans.”

      “Didn’t the monks bring him sacrifices?” Kat scowled.

      “Yes, but catching people wasn’t the problem,” Radu grunted. He quickly moved from Kat’s side to the door, and he put back the torch. “My master didn’t want to hurt anyone. He was an angel after all.”

      “So, where do you come into all of this?” Kat moved over to look at the other tapestries that hung high on the walls of the chamber. Her eyesight was adjusting the longer she stayed in the dark cavern cell.

      “Balaur was not of this world either,” Radu sighed. “There needed to be a person to take on the job of ensuring that the dragon was not brought back to life.”

      “Who would want to do that?”

      “His name was Solomon,” Radu felt a pang as he said the name out loud. He hadn’t mentioned the name in hundreds of years. He burned with rage for Solomon, he had seen his face in dreams, and there was something about saying the name that stung Radu deep down in his soul. “He was the first human to become a vampire.”

      “Your master turned him,” Kat guessed. She was looking at a tapestry that she had seen in a textbook somewhere. It was about the formation of Wallachia. Kat couldn’t understand how any of these tapestries fit into the story that she was being told. The one with the dragon made sense.

      “No, he impaled himself on the fang of the dragon,” Radu said as he followed Kat around the room. She was young, and he could feel her heart beating through her skin. The smell of her blood was driving Radu wild. He could feel his fangs twitching.

      “That sounds gruesome.”

      “Every story about the dark one is gruesome,” Radu murmured. “I was created by my master to keep the secrets of reanimating Balaur safe.”

      “What’s wrong?” Kat said as she turned to see Radu’s eyes. She could see the pain behind them. She reached for his hand and he led her back to the ledge. “What happened that you sealed yourself away?”

      “My life ended suddenly one night,” Radu groaned. “I have to be here on Earth, but there is no joy left for me.”

      Kat looked up at a painting that hung over the ledge. It was a picture of a young woman with long blonde hair and piercing blue eyes. She was dressed in a deep purple gown. The crown on her head looked like something out of a Disney movie. Kat knew that she was the reason that the flaky-skinned monster was locked away. “Solomon did this?”

      “Yes,” Radu nodded as he pulled himself together.

      “Is that a map of central Europe?” Kat asked as she looked at the map. She could see the Carpathian Mountains zigzagging through all the different countries before they ended with a thin strip headed out to the Black Sea. She grabbed the torch, and went back to the tapestry with the slain dragon on it.

      “It’s him,” Radu said as he watched Kat’s mind whirring. She didn’t say anything for a long time, and then she sat back down on the ledge. “Balaur was larger than any foe man had ever faced, but killing him unleashed a plague upon this planet that has been more destructive than Balaur would’ve ever been.”

      “Do you mean Solomon?”

      “Vampires, witches, werewolves,” Radu was scanning the ancient tapestries as he spoke. It had been a while since he had looked at them. “Magic wasn’t present on this plane until Balaur landed, and the fight to stop him only invited more magic, and it was magic that ruined so many lives.”

      “Wow,” Katrina gasped as she let the story wash over her. She wasn’t sure why, but she felt so wrapped up in the mystical power of the cave and the tapestries. She could now see past the flaky crumbling skin, and see the handsome face that hid behind it.

      Radu moved closer to Kat and he put an arm around her. Kat tried to close her eyes tight, and just get it over with but she hesitated and pulled away from him. He let her move away from him, watching the nervousness in her face. “I just need to know,” Kat tried to get her breathing under control. “I just need to know if you’re going to kill me?”

      “I will not hurt you any more than is necessary to sustain my life,” Radu promised as he moved closer to Kat. He didn’t like hurting women. He always tried his best to make sure they were comfortable before drawing their blood. “You will walk out of here under your own power, and you will remember nothing of your time here.”

      “But I want to,” Kat said as she pulled away again, looking at him. “I’m glad that you’re going to let me live, but I want to remember this as well.”

      “I have already promised this to the brothers,” Radu said, shaking his head. “I have to wipe the memories of the girls they bring here. I have no choice.”

      “But what about all of the stuff that you just told me?” Kat frowned. “I want to remember this story, and these pictures. I want to remember all of this. I was kidnapped by freaky monks, and trapped in a cavern with a vampire, and it’s still the best date I’ve had in months. You can’t take this from me.”

      “Unfortunately, I can my dear. I have to.” Radu smiled as he took her hand. Kat let herself be led over to the ledge. Radu pulled her back against his body, and Kat let herself sink back into his arms. The teeth sank into her neck and Kat gasped.
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        “Was she good, my lord?” Brother Vladimir asked as the rock rolled away. Two monks always stood by the door during the last hour to wait for his knock.

      

      

      “She was excellent,” Radu said as he let the brothers into the room. He knew that they would be eager to get Kat out of the room. The monks had a great distaste for the work. Radu didn’t take offense to this, he didn’t like drinking the blood of their sacrifices either. Radu much preferred the taste of a willing donor. That is why he took his time with each girl.

      “Of course heesh shays jat, the auld c-shamer,” Kat slurred her words, delirious as the junior monks led her down the rocky corridor that led to the outer chambers.

      “She seems a little more animated than normal,” Vladimir remarked as he watched the girl amble off.

      “She took to things a little differently,” Radu admitted. “I wouldn’t think too much of it. Make sure the next time to test them for alcohol. Did you find her at a tavern?” Radu didn’t wait for an answer from the monk. “Because alcohol in the system can have this effect.”

      “We’ll check next time. Sorry about that.

      Radu nodded and moved back into his room. He laid back down on his ledge, as they slid the rock back into place with a slam. This time a bar was placed around the boulder to lodge it into the structure of the monastery. For the next few years Radu would fight the urge to leave his cell. His hunger for blood was harder to ignore when he had just been fed. He could feel the heartbeats of the monks as they left the cavern. Radu closed his eyes to the sound. He needed rest.
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      “It’s 2018 for God’s sake, why am I still struggling to find a signal?” Ali’s shrill cries were coming through the walls. Carrie tried to cover her face, shutting her eyes tight. It was over quickly, thank God. Unfortunately, though, Carrie wasn’t the kind of person who rolled over and went back to bed. As soon as her sleep was broken, it was time to get up.

      Carrie’s eyes opened again to see the sun had started to break over the mountains. She sat up and rubbed her eyes. “Where is it?” Carrie shouted as she ran out of the room. “Where is the book?”

      “I have it,” Anatolie was standing just in the hallway, running one finger over the outside of the book. He looked to be admiring it. He handed it back to Carrie.

      Carrie accepted the book with trembling hands. “Please…” her voice was shaky. “Don’t do that to me.”

      “You dropped it on the floor and I just wanted to make sure that no one took it,” Anatolie grinned at her. “You’re obsessed, Carrie. And that might be a good thing. At least you’ll watch over the book 24/7. I don’t know many humans that devoted to anything.”

      “I’m not a human,” Carrie said, recognizing his humor. “I’m a witch.”

      He nodded. “That you are, my dear. I am headed to bed now.”

      The fright of the book being gone had nearly given her a heart attack. It wasn’t until she had gotten back to the bed and sat down to take a moment to feel the leather of the cover, that Carrie started to calm down.

      Carrie got back out of bed and then headed down to the main dining room where Raven was having an early breakfast. The castle didn’t have a staff. They had the guards, a group of vampires loyal to Anatolie, but they didn’t have cooks, chefs, or butlers. Everything was still set up for the party that Carrie had ruined with her ice spell.

      She knew that it was going to be a while before Ali forgave her for that. To Carrie, it wasn’t that big of a deal. Ali was overreacting.

      “She’ll get over it,” Raven said as she watched Carrie’s eyes looking over the decorations.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Well, no,” Raven teased. “I forgave you already, but she may hate you forever.”

      The girls laughed as Carrie sat down and pulled a pear out of the fruit bowl on the large oak table. She sat in the high-backed chair and let herself melt into it. She could feel the weight of the world on her shoulders. She didn’t really have a plan, but she knew she wasn’t leaving the castle until they came up with one. “We should ask Helga for help,” Carrie sighed between bites of pear.

      Shortly afterwards Raven excused herself and went to bed. Ali was already sleeping, Carrie assumed, because the yelling had stopped coming through the walls. The others were now on vampire schedules. They had both decided to spend their lives with vampires, and so their new sleep schedules made sense. It just made for a very lonely day for Carrie. The castle was a very quiet place, and Carrie wasn’t sure if she was going to be able to go outside the castle’s walls. Solomon had found the book once. There was always a chance he would find it again.

      “So, what do I do with you?” Carrie said to the book as she flipped it open to a random page. For the first time since finding the book, she could see the words written in the pages of the book. “Oh!” She threw the book down, recoiling for a second.

      “What are you trying to do to me?” Carrie asked the book as she took a deep breath and summoned the strength to lean down and pick it up again. She pulled all her courage together and began reading through it. The power of the book pulsed through her fingers, adding to her discomfort. “The Protection Spell, the Invisible Hand, the Touch of Death?” Carrie read the names in a hushed whisper. She read through a few of the spells, and decided to try one out. She hurried back to the fruit bowl.

      “Luați acea pere!” Carrie said, holding her hand out and curling her fingers. She was staring intently at the pear left on top of the fruit bowl. She raised her hand and the pear moved up. She moved her hand all over the place and the pear followed her hand. Carrie opened her hand and let the pear go.

      She read through the book for the rest of the day. She took the time to protect the walls of the castle, even though it seemed unnecessary considering the power already contained in the castle. “Sigiliți aceste ziduri!” She shouted the words. Carrie wasn’t sure if it helped, but she did it anyway. Carrie knew that most magic was about the feeling, and the atmosphere that you created around you.

      The others eventually woke up and started moving around the castle. The sun had gone down and they were ready to help Carrie find a solution to her problem. “We need to head into the woods,” Raven said. “We can’t hide the book in here. It’s too obvious.” Ali agreed with Raven but Carrie wasn’t convinced it was the right move. The two women fought with her until she finally relented under one condition.

      “I’ll go if Anatolie comes with us,” she said. She was a bit disappointed that she was having to leave the walls that she had just taken the time to protect. It felt so much safer on the right side of the protection charm. “I just feel like I need someone indestructible near me.”

      Anatolie grinned at her. He had been rendered indestructible by the book, and the actions of his grandmother Greta, the creator of the book. There was no guarantee that he could protect the others, but Carrie thought it couldn’t hurt to have him along beside them.

      The witches left the castle quietly, moving down the front stairs on silent feet, moving toward the woods with stealth-like precision. Deep inside, they stumbled onto a clearing in the woods that was nearly a perfect circle. Normally they would’ve sat down right then, but Carrie decided they needed an extra layer of protection. She had brought a box of salt from the castle. “Anatolie, I need you to build a ring of logs on the outside of this ring.” Carrie started to pour a ring of salt around a stump. The circle was just wide enough for the witches to sit around the stump.

      The girls each gave thanks to the spirits of the woods as they sat down inside the circle. The circle was when the coven was at its strongest. They could feel their powers moving through the roots and the plants that surrounded them. Anatolie stood outside of the rings of salt and wood. Carrie felt better knowing that he was watching over them.

      “What are we doing?” Ali said after a moment of silence. “I thought I knew, but I need to know what to focus on.”

      “We need to ask the universe for a solution to our problem,” Carrie suggested, but her voice gave away her low level of confidence in her plan. The others looked at her, and then each other. They all shrugged and then Carrie had a thought. “What if we ask Helga?”

      Helga was the leader of their coven. She was the one who had planned their spring break trip to Romania. A trip that had turned into months of vampire and werewolf laden mysteries. A trip that had nearly ended all three of their lives at one point or another. Helga had pulled back from the coven and been less than helpful since the girls left home.

      “She hasn’t been very forthcoming with information,” Raven said as she looked at the stump. Helga was Raven’s grandmother, and though the others didn’t blame their friend for her grandmother’s actions, she was having trouble processing the betrayal.

      “We can ask her,” Ali said. “We don’t have to take her advice and she can always say no, but if she is willing to help, we’ve won that battle.” Carrie and Raven nodded and they all closed their eyes and called out to Helga. They could feel her presence, but she wasn’t answering their question. They could tell that she heard them, but she wasn’t saying anything.

      “I can feel her using the energy,” Carrie said as she tried to break the hold Helga was using to suck in the power. “I can’t stop her.” The others weren’t responding and Carrie opened her eyes to see that the others seemed to be screaming at her as well. They were all moving their mouths, but there was no sound. Their hair was moving around, and blowing in a breeze that Carrie couldn’t feel. Her hair seemed to be moving as well.

      Carrie turned to see Anatolie fighting to get through the protective barriers, but he was stuck on the other side of the logs and unable to help the witches as they seemed to be locked in a spell. Carrie could see the protective walls of the ring as Anatolie struck at the air. Out of the corner of her eye, Carrie saw a blast of pink and orange rise out of the stump.

      “My girls,” Helga said as she broke the spell’s hold on her students. The energy stopped flowing, their hair stopped flapping in the unfelt breeze, and Anatolie fell over the logs he had been trying to charge past.

      “What the hell was that?” Anatolie yelled as he brushed the leaves off of himself and got back to his feet.

      “How did you do that?” Raven asked as she got up to hug her grandmother. She wasn’t sure how she would feel about seeing Helga again, but she couldn’t stop herself from loving her grandmother. The last time they had talked, Helga had been a magical projection. Seeing her in the flesh was a different feeling altogether.

      “I need you to help me,” Carrie said as she watched the heartfelt scene unfold. She had tried to wait to ask, but she just couldn’t hold off her curiosity. “What am I supposed to do with Greta’s book?” Helga’s shoulders dropped and she got down off the stump. Helga was at least a thousand years old, and yet she had the appearance of a sixty or seventy-year-old.

      “We need to get to work,” Helga said as she threw her grey hair up in a messy bun. “There is a lot to do if we’re going to get this book to the guardian and seal it away.” Helga walked out of the circle and the girls looked at each other. Helga wasn’t stopping, and they all ran to catch up with her.

      “We need to get to the Monastery of Corbii de Piatră,” Helga said, “but it’s not going to be easy. Solomon knows that we’re going to find the guardian.” Helga led them out of the woods and back inside the castle. “The monastery was cut out of the side of a cliff, and deep in the heart sleeps the weapon we need.”

      “The weapon sleeps?” Raven asked, but everyone else just kept walking. “Am I the only one who has a problem with this?” No one responded and Raven sighed heavily, trudging along behind them.

      They walked into the huge throne room, which had rows and rows of golden bleachers on either side for the lords and ladies who once sat there. “I guess that’s a yes.” Raven grumbled, eyeing the back of her grandmother’s head.

      “What are we supposed to be doing?” Ali asked as Helga pulled out several maps and held her hands over the sheets of old paper. Helga stayed silent and closed her eyes. Her hands were shaking, but the maps were also shaking, and there were marks appearing on the paper.

      “This is the path that we have to take,” Helga said as she traced a line with her finger across the map. The path was the lone blue line in a sea of red marks leading through the mountains to a small village. It was the only mark from the original map that had survived Helga’s spell.

      “Tell us why,” Ali snarled the words. Carrie knew that Ali was still upset about the misinformation she had received when they first came to Peles Castle, and the village of Sinaia. She and her beloved Anatolie had nearly died, and Anatolie had been cut into little pieces at one point. Everything had worked out in the end, but everyone had agreed that Helga had known more than she was sharing.

      “We need to get the book into Poenari Fortress,” Helga sighed as she looked around the room at all of the angry faces. The old witch had been around long enough to know when she had lost the favor of the room. “It was built by Radu Negru, when he created the independent principality of Wallachia. It was the first step to Romanian independence.”

      “Thanks for the history lesson, but what does that have to do with this book?” Carrie knew that she had to be missing something. “I get that Romanian independence was important from a historical perspective, but how does it apply to our current situation?”

      “It is also where he locked away the most powerful weapon the world has ever seen,” Helga said. A smile slipped slowly onto her face as she watched the younger witches lean in closer. “The sword that knocked Balaur from the skies and the sword that is said to still hold his soul.”

      “I’m lost, to be honest,” Raven said.”But it sounds like the place we probably should hide the book. When do we leave?”

      “Tonight,” Helga said as she looked at her watch. “There isn’t much time. This path is one of the few places not being monitored by Solomon. As soon as he has all of his people in place, we won’t have a chance to get through to Radu.”

      “We have to wait for Matthias,” Raven said, glancing through the window to the night sky beyond. There were so many stars. It amazed her. She was hoping to see Matthias coming in through the large windows at the south end of the throne room.

      “I have told him to stay in Corvinus Castle,” Helga said as she put her arm around her granddaughter. “Vampires cannot be trusted around this book, at least not the vampires turned by Solomon.”

      “Anatolie has broken Solomon’s hold,” Ali reminded her.

      “But he is still susceptible to the lure of the book,” Helga said as she pointed at the throne. “This is his seat of power, and it needs to be filled while we are on this mission. We will be facing Solomon alone this time.”

      Helga looked back at her maps. With a somber face, Ali rushed into Anatolie’s arms and he wrapped them around her, lowering his head to rest it against hers. Carrie looked away. She didn’t want to see Ali cry. She berated herself. This was all her fault. She should have been more careful. She was the one who had gone after the book. She was the one who wanted to learn more, and now her friends were suffering.

      Carrie’s heart softened for Raven. She walked over and pulled her into a warm hug.

      “I’m sorry he can’t come with us,” Carrie said, but her friend only nodded and stood rigid as a stone.
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      Radu’s eyes shot open. The last thing he remembered was looking into Nevasta’s eyes as they rolled back in her head.

      He didn’t even see Solomon’s face in the dream. He turned his head from side to side and tried to sit up on the ledge. His legs and arms were stone dead at his side. Radu was trapped, motionless, frozen. Nothing was moving, his body not responding at all.

      The room was completely dark, and though his eyes were made for seeing through darkness, Radu still saw only blackness all around. He could barely make out the edges of the painting of Nevasta that hung above him.

      Radu tried to remember the last time he had eaten. He remembered the girl, Kat, the curious girl who didn’t want her memory wiped. How long had it been? Radu could hear the monks moving around the main chamber in the monastery. Today was the only day that the monastery was open to the public. The monks were performing a service, and there was applause from tourists and villagers who had come to see the ceremony.

      Radu could smell the blood as the pheromones moved through the tunnels. The scent of human was filling the air. The small spaces left by the boulder that blocked his exit from the cell allowed the air to travel freely into the room. Radu tried to fight his hunger, but he knew eventually his resolve would give out. He had gone too long without food.

      “I must hold off,” Radu mumbled out loud. “I will feed on one of the monks. This is their fault anyway.” Radu couldn’t understand what had happened. The monks had taken care of him for the last 200 years, why would they suddenly fall down on the job? The feeling of anxiety that filled him unnerved him further. Something must be wrong.

      Radu could feel his hunger pulling him toward the boulder. He tried to hold himself down, pressing his arms around him tightly but there was nothing he could do. He relented and allowed his hunger to take over. His arms and legs started to quiver and shake, but nothing happened. Finally, his body stopped twitching and he lay helplessly on the ledge.

      “I guess this is it for me,” Radu looked up at the dark ceiling above the ledge, speaking softly to his wife of 400 years. He could see her image above him. She was looking down on him with a warm smile. He sighed. It gave him comfort to see her there, apparition or not. “Soon we will be together.” Radu said the words, but he wasn’t sure of their truth. He wanted to die. He wanted it to finally be over. He was done with this eternity of hell. But if he “died”, there was a good chance he would just reach the next level of his hibernation. He didn’t know what would happen to his soul then.

      “Why are you fretting?” He could hear her sweet voice in his mind. “You aren’t in charge of the country any more, you’re allowed to smile now.” Radu could remember the day quite well. They had just left Wallachia, and headed further into the mountains. They were leaving the problems of the world behind.

      Radu knew when they left the castle that they would have to keep running. They were no longer under the protection of his seat of power. He could’ve been selfish and stayed in power, but he needed his people to have a ruler of their own, and one who wasn’t constantly dealing with the threats of the mystical world.

      “Solomon will want the sword,” Radu reminded his bride, but she didn’t let this news take the smile from her face. That smile… so perfect, so beautiful stretching her full lips, looking so kissable. He loved the little pout she added to it when Radu wasn’t smiling with her. Her physical features were stunning, but it was the resilience of the smile that Radu loved. Nevasta could smile through anything.

      “We will hide the sword,” Nevasta teased as she poked at her grumpy husband. “We have a plan, and it is working so far. So, now it is time to relax and enjoy our time together. Please can you do that? For me?”

      These were the words that repeated over and over in his head. Nevasta was right, and Radu was glad that he had made the most of the time they had together. Even though he had tried hard to stay positive, it was the time that he wasted on sulking and worrying about the future that he regretted the most. It was time that could’ve been used better on appreciating his wife.

      A voice broke through the wall of memory and delirium. “We need to pass around the collection plate, and then everyone is free to explore the cathedral for the next half hour.” It was one of the monks, but Radu didn’t recognize the voice. “Remember that there are passages that are not accessible by patrons, and you are forbidden from touching any of the paintings that line these walls.”

      Radu thought about the paintings. Early paintings from the first Orthodox monks to live in the monastery. They had worked tirelessly to carve the monastery out of the stone. Masons had helped to give the church its shape and make the interior appear like that of a real church, but the monks had carried the stone out, and brought in the materials. Only the monks knew the extent of the tunnel system that ran under the monastery.

      Radu could feel the motion as the footsteps and talking echoed through his cell. His hunger tried again to pull him off of the ledge. Radu could feel his skin flaking off and falling all over the floor. He could barely move, but he managed to get his arm off the ledge, and his body was now right against the edge of the rock shelf.

      “Here,” the voice was female, and Radu was sure that he recognized it. He could smell blood. It was in the room with him. Radu launched himself onto the floor. There was a vial of blood that someone had slipped under the boulder. Radu reached for it, but his motion was too erratic and he couldn’t control his arm. He smashed the vial and the blood leaked out onto the earthen floor.

      Radu wiggled along the ground and stuck his face on the puddle that he had made on the floor. There was little in the way of blood left. The small taste of blood helped him to sit up. He licked a bit more blood off of the broken bits of glass on the floor.

      “Dear Radu,” an attached note read. “I haven’t seen the monks head back here in years. Brother Vladimir is missing, and the others don’t seem to know about you. I didn’t know how much blood you needed. I just wanted to make sure you were okay.” It was a note from Kat. She had signed her name to the bottom, but Radu didn’t need to read it to know that it was her. He could taste her in the blood. Radu picked up some of the blood-soaked dirt and tried to suck some of the blood out. His mouth was dry after, but he was feeling a bit stronger.

      His hunger once again tried to pull him out of the room. Radu was strong enough now to resist. He threw himself back on the ledge and tried to close his eyes. He was going to need to figure out what had happened to Brother Vladimir, Radu already knew that. However, he wasn’t leaving his cell until the people were out of the monastery.

      His eyes wouldn’t stay closed; he was afraid of slipping back into hibernation. Radu stared up into his wife’s eyes. He could feel the hand of Solomon at work. It was as if he was once again waving Nevasta’s head over the former Prince of Wallachia. “I promise you, I will destroy him this time,” he vowed to his love.

      Radu lay back on the ledge and focused only on the sounds of life flowing through the veins of the monastery. He needed to bide his time. There was no reason to send the village into a panic. Hundreds of years ago they celebrated their connection to the vampire, but Radu knew his reception would no longer be warm.
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      “There’s a cave-in!” Radu could hear monks screaming as he broke through the boulder. There hadn’t been a cave-in at all. Radu was surprised that he was able to break through the barrier and leave the building intact. He had spent so long telling himself that the cave would collapse on him, Radu was a little disappointed to see how easy it was to get free.

      He went through the dark cave toward light and the sense of the monks in the rest of the monastery. He stopped just outside a door, listening to a voice on the other side say, “Ma’am, you have to leave. You aren’t safe here anymore.” Radu grabbed the doorknob and shoved it open. The monastery was empty except for Kat and a very young-looking monk, whose face drained of all its color the moment he set eyes on the vampire bursting through the door.

      “Who are you?” Radu asked the junior monk whose jaw hung slack. He appeared frozen and unable to speak.

      “It’s okay, Sasha,” Kat told the boy, comfortingly patting his arm. “He’s my friend, Radu.”

      “Your friend just ran out of the forbidden wing of the cathedral,” Sasha said as he tried to process what he had just seen. “No one is allowed back there…and what’s up with the face?”

      “Hey!” Kat yelled. “He’s like 800 years old.”

      “What year is it?” Radu asked, approaching Kat, reaching out for the vial she was holding out to him.

      “2018,” Kat said as she handed Radu the vial. “I didn’t know how much to bring.” The young Sasha nearly passed out as he watched Radu drink the blood and lick the excess off his lips. He’d never seen anything like this in his life.

      “Then I am only 749,” Radu stated as he watched the other monks gathering. “Where is Brother Vladimir?” The monks were approaching with holy water and crosses. They knew of vampires, but they didn’t know about Radu. He watched them with amusement, which left them bewildered and hanging back in fear. “I have lived in this monastery for the last 235 years, Do you think I fear your religious objects?”

      Radu reached out and grabbed a cross out of a monk’s hand. He tossed it back to the monk, and then took a drink of holy water. The monks turned tail and ran out the monastery.

      Radu watched them run with a mix of confusion and regret. What had happened during the last twenty years? He turned to see Kat and the junior monk still standing in amongst the stone pews.

      “What are you?” Sasha’s voice was mystified. He tilted his head to the side, daring to take a step toward the vampire.

      “What am I? Surely you can’t be serious,” Radu laughed. “My name is Radu Negru and I am a person, though no longer living. It is not what I am but who I am that matters.”

      “Oh how I’ve missed you, my friend.” Kat laughed as she walked over and hugged Radu. “I’m sorry it took me so long to come check on you. We need to get you out of here. There is something weird going on in town. Strangers are coming in from all over the place, and I overheard some of them talking about you. And a woman named Helga. I think she is some kind of important witch or something. She knows you.”

      “Helga,” Radu chuckled to himself, nodding. “What’s the old witch up to these days?”

      “Apparently she’s looking for you.”

      Radu sank down into the stone pew. He was feeling weak and old, the tiny bit of blood sustenance he’d received was just not enough. He needed so much more to replenish the youth he needed to survive painlessly. The long hibernation had taken a toll on his body, and he was going to need to go to ground, and rest for a while before he would be able to fight off an enemy like Helga.

      “What could she want?” Kat asked as she helped Radu back to his cell. Radu assumed he knew exactly what Helga was after. Kat helped him up onto the bench.

      Sasha was walking behind them fiddling with the ropes that held his junior monk’s robes in place. He was wearing a white robe with a brown stripe down the middle. He was a step away from getting his full brown robe. Radu could feel the nervous energy coming off the boy. “It’s okay,” Radu said over his shoulder. “Your order has cared for me for hundreds of years. You will not lose your place for helping me.”

      “I have never been allowed back here,” Sasha said as he looked around at the tapestries and paintings around the room. “What is this place?”

      “This is my cell,” Radu smiled as he took another look at his chamber. “It used to be a revered place among those of your order. So sad to see that they are letting the old ways die.” Radu lay back on the ledge and closed his eyes. “And me along with them.”

      “I won’t let anyone back here,” Kat promised as she stood over the vampire. “Do you need to feed again?”

      “My body needs to heal,” Radu admitted as he put a hand over her hand. “I knew there was a reason that I let you keep your memory.”

      “I just hope that wasn’t the reason that they stopped feeding you,” Kat groaned. “Either way, I promise that I will take care of you. I won’t let these men hurt you.”

      “If Helga is coming for me,” Radu grunted, pulling his hand back and looking up at the picture of Nevasta, “I’m afraid I don’t have the time I would need to recover. She will defeat me, and I will die. I will join my beloved in heaven.”

      “Who is that? I didn’t know you had a beloved.” Kat gazed up at the image of Nevasta. “I thought you were the only vampire created by Unul Vechy? You are very powerful.”

      “And Helga entered the world at the same time,” Radu explained. “Her mother was giving birth at the time that Unul touched down on Earth. Her body absorbed some of the magic that he let out as he landed five feet from where her mother was giving birth.”

      “Oh wow. So, she’s part angel?” Kat asked.

      “She’s somewhat human,” Radu sneered. “And that’s the nicest thing I can say about her.”

      “Would the relics work on her?” Sasha was still looking all around the room. Radu shook his head.

      “No but they might stop the others, though, if they are vampires,” Radu answered in a low voice.

      “I think they are,” Kat said as she thought about the ones she had seen, and their strange behavior. “So, we can line the cave with holy water and crosses. We can do that before we leave.” Kat pushed Sasha out the door. “We will be back tomorrow night. Is there anything we can get you to help the healing go faster?”

      “If I could drink a witch’s blood,” Radu shrugged.

      “No problem,” Sasha sounded frustrated and concerned. “I’ll see if I can find that for you.”

      “We’ll do what we can do,” Kat said as she led the young monk to the entrance of the tunnel. They started to set up the blockade of crosses doused with holy water.

      “Thank you,” Radu mumbled as he closed his eyes and let the healing process begin. He could feel the blood moving through him. The damage was too extensive for the blood to be enough. It had gotten him moving again, but that was all. It was trying to heal his body, but it was going to take more blood than Kat and Sasha had between them to heal all of the damage.

      “This is the moment I was created for, and I am too weak to do anything about it.” Radu knew that he was letting the entire world down. Helga was going to use the sword to raise Balaur and the world would be swallowed in a conflagration of fury and fire. The dragon would take to the skies again and destroy the Earth.
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      “So how does this Radu feel about you?” Raven asked her grandmother as they drove the old Toyota Corolla through the mountains. Helga was driving and she stared straight ahead. If she heard the question she wasn’t letting on. This road was the only one that Solomon wasn’t watching, but it seemed just as dangerous as the patrolled roads with all of the potholes, and the half-finished construction.

      “Are we even on a road right now?” Ali asked as the car was tossed from side to side. According to the signs, Jgheaburi was still miles away, and no one thought their spine could last through another mile. “This car wasn’t made for off-roading.”

      “We need to fly,” Raven said the words through the strain of holding her body up off the seats. She was saving her butt, but her arms were killing her.

      “Yeah, ‘cause nothing says common, ordinary tourists like flying into town on broomsticks,” Carrie quipped as she held tight to the handle over the door. She wasn’t happy about the trip, but she knew it was necessary.

      “You didn’t answer Raven’s question,” Carrie said when the car had returned to normal. It was a smooth patch of road, and Helga had no excuse for not answering this time. “How does Radu feel about you?”

      “Did you turn him into a vampire?” Raven asked. Her grandmother was the one who turned Matthias into a vampire. “I’m just saying you have done it before. I didn’t know if creating vampires was a habit of yours.”

      “I don’t know about a habit,” Helga sighed. “I did create Matthias, but Radu was not one of mine. He was created by Unul Vechy.”

      Helga told her coven about the story of Unul, and Balaur, and the creation of Radu. She talked about the fortress, and the sword that Solomon needed to wake the dragon. “The man who holds the sword, ‘Nefericită’, carries all the destructive force of Balaur the Dread.”

      “How would he wake the dragon?” Carrie asked. She was looking out the window at the gigantic full moon. She could feel her skin crawling, it felt like she had heard this story before. Not directly, but like the clues had been left all over Greta’s cottage, and the story had seeped into her subconscious.

      “He would need to take Nefericită and plunge it into the heart of the Carpathians, the heart of Balaur,” Helga shrugged. “But no one knows where that is.”

      “I do,” Carrie mumbled as she saw the sign from the cottage appear in her mind. It had seemed so odd, and out of place at the time. She remembered it because it seemed strange.

      “What are you talking about?” Helga asked as she turned her eyes away from the road.

      “Look at the road!” Carrie screamed. Raven reached in from the back seat and grabbed the wheel. The car slid a bit in the gravel, but they managed to get all four tires back on the road.

      “Hit the brakes, I’m driving,” Raven shouted as she got back into her seat. She was still shaking her head. Helga rolled her eyes as if the whole thing was an overreaction, but she stopped the car anyway and they all got out for a second. “Get in the back.”

      Ali and Carrie traded too. Carrie needed to talk more to Helga.

      She’d seen something strange in the old woman’s eyes when she mentioned she knew where the heart was. Carrie wanted to be looking the old witch in the face as they continued to talk about the dragon.

      “So, you found the heart?” Helga asked as they sat down in the back seat. Carrie studied the profile of her mentor for a moment. The old witch was hiding something and it was beginning to make Carrie distrust her. Carrie wanted to believe that Helga was there to help them. It was just something about the way she was talking that made Carrie doubt Helga’s desire to assist the coven on this mission.

      “I found a sign for sure, but I couldn’t understand why it was in the room it was in.” Carrie watched Helga like a hawk, but Helga didn’t notice because she didn’t seem capable of looking Carrie in the eye. Helga’s eyes were moving from one place to another. “It was in the castle,” Carrie lied. “I’ll show it to you when we’re all done securing the book.”

      “Solomon would do anything to get his hands on that location,” Helga said quietly. “It’s a good thing he doesn’t have it.”

      “He was in the cott…castle for a while by himself,” Carrie reminded Helga. “There’s a chance that he has already seen the sign.” Carrie was worried about this fact. Solomon had been in the room where the sign hung on the wall. He was powerful. It was highly likely he had seen the sign as well.

      “Are you still in love with him?” Carrie asked, and Helga’s head whipped around fast. “We know about your relationship with Solomon. We saw you and him together. We saw him murder your double.”

      “He knew it wasn’t me,” Helga sounded very sure of herself. “He knew that I was testing him. I shouldn’t have cast that spell. I knew that he was willing to do anything to stake his claim to the power of the mountains.”

      “So, it sounds like the answer is yes.” Carrie was fighting to keep the judgement out of her voice. She knew that love was a powerful force. Love was like a drug, especially for a witch who was in tune with the world’s energy. “I get it, but it does make me a little worried.”

      “I have fought for years to stop him from gaining the power he wants,” Helga’s voice seemed strained. Carrie could hear the pain that the topic of the conversation was causing her mentor. “If you three looked into the past, as I knew you would, you saw that I was the one who gave Greta the tools she needed to create the covenant.”

      Carrie and her friends had seen all of this unfold on their trip through time. They had watched Solomon murder Helga’s doppelganger, and then they watched Ali’s boyfriend Anatolie become the covenant, the embodiment of a powerful spell. The girls had made sure that Anatolie became the indestructible ruler of the castle that controlled the power of the Carpathian Mountains.

      “We saw that,” Carrie said, “but I know that it’s hard for you to stay away from Solomon. I heard you tell Greta that you can’t be trusted with the secret to her spell, because you might reveal its true nature to Solomon.”

      “I did say that,” Helga nodded as she looked out the window at the full moon. “I don’t know what to say. I want to help you protect Greta’s book, and I wish you could trust me.”

      “I want to trust you,” Carrie assured her mentor. “I owe you so much and I hate that I have to ask you this, but it is hard to put my faith in you right now.” Carrie could see that she was hurting Helga’s feelings. She took a moment to breathe, and then she decided to change tactics. She used a gentle tone when she asked the question. “What is your plan for meeting with Radu?”

      “Radu needs sacrifices to help us,” Helga said as she continued to look away from Carrie. “So, I am going to give him something he needs.”

      “Does he consider himself a god?” Carrie was concerned about that.  She had to stop and wonder what they were getting themselves into. She could easily imagine a vampire letting their powers go to their head, especially one who seemed as powerful as Radu. “What kind of vampire are we going to be working with? Is he evil? A monster? Egotistical? Tell me about him.”

      “One who sees himself as a saint,” Helga stated the words coldly. “Well, he sees himself as the heir to a saint anyway. He is the only vampire created by an angel, so, yes, his ego is astounding.” Carrie could tell Helga didn’t care for Radu in the least. She paused a moment before continuing, wondering if she might need to trust her own judgment after meeting him, instead of taking Helga’s word for it. The old witch was in love with Solomon. That meant any enemy of Solomon’s would not be on Helga’s list of friends.

      “So, you’ve dealt with him before?” she asked.

      “I’ve dealt with him in a manner of speaking,” Helga nodded, a look of distaste covering her face. “He knows who I am. We haven’t always been on the same side of conflicts, but however he feels about me, he hates Solomon even more than he hates me.”

      Carrie absorbed those words. To her, it meant that Helga’s feelings for Radu most likely matched Solomon’s own feelings towards him. She was right to preserve her own judgment for when the time came.

      “Tell me what you meant by the giving of sacrifices,” she said bluntly. Helga hesitated only a moment, even taking the chance to glance up at Carrie, if only briefly.

      “When Unul Vechy came to Earth there was a group of monks assigned to his care,” Helga explained. “These monks still look after the vampire, and that kind of care has a way of changing the way you see the world. I haven’t dealt with Radu in hundreds of years. In his human life he was a prince and he was beloved by his people.”

      “So he had little hope of being a real human anyway,” Carrie grunted. She was reminded of the rich snobs she had met at college. They were entitled and lazy, and they didn’t seem to realize that the rest of the world had feelings and could easily go on without them. Carrie was already forming opinions about Radu. She knew that was dangerous and what Helga was telling her was something to be seen for herself. She wasn’t going to trust the word of a woman who loved the enemy.

      “He ruled over Wallachia twice before he finally found a woman and started to travel throughout central Europe. They were trying to stay ahead of Solomon.” Helga was fidgeting with her hands. Carrie had never seen her this nervous before. “Nevasta was a great beauty, and he turned her so that they could spend their immortal lives together. They managed to evade Solomon for almost 400 years, and then he caught up with them in Jgheaburi…”

      “What did he do?” Carrie couldn’t hold back the outburst. She had been dealing with Solomon for long enough to know that there wasn’t a happy ending to this story.

      “Solomon murdered Nevasta.” The crushed look on Helga’s face told Carrie all she needed to know.

      “You helped him track them down,” Carrie whispered. She didn’t want the others to hear them talking. She knew that they would make things worse. Right now they needed to find unity as a coven. Carrie hated keeping the others in the dark, but they were already so mad at Helga. “He won’t forget that.”

      “He went into hiding after that,” Helga said, softly. “Radu knew that someone had to guard the sword, and as a punishment to himself for failing to protect Nevasta, he stayed alive. He wanted to take his revenge, but Solomon had surrounded himself with a pack of vampires.”

      “And a powerful sorceress,” Carrie added. “Couldn’t he have just used the sword to take his vengeance?”

      “It likely took amazing restraint,” Helga admitted. “He could’ve easily gotten to the sword, but when you use power of that magnitude it becomes hard to control the results. He knew that the sword had the power to destroy all life on Earth if it was not kept under control.”

      Carrie had her doubts that Radu was the spoiled monster of Helga’s portrayal. It seemed to her the spoiled prince would definitely have killed Solomon and Helga, and then destroyed the world to get over his broken heart. It was hard to imagine a person like Radu would put the world ahead of his own desires and needs if he was the evil monster Helga was making him out to be.

      “Now he lives in hibernation,” Helga explained. “He has been kept alive by the monks who cared for his master. He will be weak and he will have aged a great deal. He will not be ready to fight Solomon right away. We will need to build his strength.”

      “Are you sure he’s the one who can help us? Time is of the essence, you know. We don’t really have time to nurse some vampire back to health, especially if we don’t have a guarantee of success. We must hurry. We are being hunted as we speak.”

      “He is the only one who can help us.” Helga was completely confident in her words. Carrie could tell and was satisfied. Helga turned to the window, the moonlight bringing out the wrinkles in her worn, tired face.

      “Well, I guess it’s a good thing there is at least one person on Earth that he hates more than he hates you,” Carrie said the words and then immediately regretted them. She knew that it was hurtful and unnecessarily brutal. She was just getting worried and they were all getting tired of cleaning up Helga’s messes.

      Carrie decided that she had gotten enough information out of Helga for one night. She tried to remember all of the good times they’d had in the past but it was getting tiresome trying to look back on them. There weren’t any new ones. Helga had helped Carrie get her powers under control and taken her out of a bad situation. But one good deed didn’t mean a person would stay good forever. Many good people turned evil. Especially when tragedy or love was concerned.

      Carrie’s parents had been devout Catholics, and when their daughter showed signs of mystical powers, their first thought was to call an exorcist. The thirteen-year-old Carrie was strapped down, bound up, splashed with holy water, with concerned priests all around her, trying to convince her to let the demon out. But there was no demon. She just knew things and couldn’t help that. Her brain functioned at a much higher spiritual level than any of theirs. She couldn’t make them understand. They refused to accept reality.

      Helga had put an end to it. She posed as a nun and told Carrie’s parents that their little girl needed to be taken to a convent to have the demon removed. The distraught couple believed Helga and they turned their little girl over to the care of the church. Helga had been raising Carrie ever since.

      “I owe you a lot,” Carrie said to Helga. She looked at the others. “We all do.”

      “I don’t want you to feel that way,” Helga murmured sadly as she wrapped her arms around Carrie. “I know what you’ve all been through. I know what I have put you through. I wish that I could’ve told you more, but Solomon and I still have a strong connection, and I wasn’t sure how involved I could be without tipping him off to my plans.”

      “What happened with you two?” Carrie pulled back and looked at the old woman, holding her thin elbows in each hand. Helga shook her head.

      “I was just never able to deal with losing him completely.” She lowered her head. “I needed to be stronger, and that’s what I’m trying to do now. I’m trying to be stronger.”

      Carrie pulled her into a hug again and let her head rest against Helga’s chest. She needed to feel the comfort at that moment, as she tried to regain the feelings she had once had for the leader of the coven. She could hear the girls in the front seat. Raven and Ali were also very jaded when it came to Helga, and Carrie knew that these feelings weren’t going to help the coven take on Solomon.
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      The tunnel was filled with life and energy, and it was making sleep impossible. He was no longer fighting the impulse to kill, but the fragrance coming into the cell was too charged to allow for relaxation. Radu stayed absolutely still. He knew that if he moved or stood up, he would be heading down to deal with the monks.

      “He isn’t a monster,” Sasha tried to explain to the brothers who were gathered outside of the cell. Radu could hear them yelling all night long. The monks had returned in bigger numbers and with the intent to remove Radu from the monastery.

      “I am a monster,” Radu said to himself as he listened to the monks fighting in the tunnel. “I’m just not the monster that they think I am.”

      “He lives in the monastery,” Sasha said, “I’ve seen his room now. It was made just for him, and he claims that our whole order was designed to care for him, and his master. I believe that he is telling the truth. I know that sounds weird, but I think we have to help him.”

      “My grandmother told me how to deal with vampires,” Radu didn’t recognize the voice, but he liked the spirit of the monk. Sasha was managing to keep them all at bay. It was amazing to see the loyalty that Radu had managed to build in the young man in only a few moments of interaction. It took Radu back to his days as a prince of Wallachia.

      He was always able to inspire the men, and get them to rally around a cause. There wasn’t even a Wallachia before Radu Negru united the peoples of the area under one banner. It was nice to know that he still had this power. He had lost his dark, flowing mane of hair, and his good looks, but Radu Negru was still able to sway people.

      “You are a natural leader,” Nevasta had always said. “You were meant to be in charge of people. You care, and you inspire people. I feel horrible that I pulled you away from all of that. I am forcing you to hide yourself away, and it isn’t right.”

      “I couldn’t stay there forever,” he mumbled forlornly. At the time, Radu was amused by his wife’s worries.. He loved that she was so concerned for him but he had to leave and they both knew it. “I didn’t look like a fifty-year-old, and I was never going to look like a sixty or seventy-year-old. I had to disappear.”

      “It’s just a shame is all,” Nevasta said as she folded herself into Radu’s arms. He kissed the back of her neck and they took a moment to enjoy the closeness. Radu could still feel her in his arms as he lay there on the ledge. He could still see her face whenever he closed his eyes.

      Nevasta turned to him and it was no longer her face. It was the girl from a recurring dream earlier in the week. She had many of the same features, but she was a bit younger, and she had a modern haircut, more like the one that Kat wore. She looked so much like Nevasta, but he could tell that it wasn’t her. Who was this woman, and why did he keep seeing her face?

      “We have to protect the creature,” Sasha’s words cut through the dream that had taken over Radu’s mind.

      “There are vampires flowing into town from all over Romania,” an older monk growled. “We have to stop them before it’s too late. They will start to wreak havoc all over the town. You are very young, and you have never seen a town laid to waste by vampires.”

      “The creature talked of a Brother Vladimir,” Sasha said when the old man had finished his rant. “Do you remember him? Do you know what he did for the creature?” Radu could smell the confusion and the fear that set in when the name was mentioned. It was like the words had unlocked some place in the monks’ brains.

      “I don’t know it, but I know it is one of the most sacred duties of our order,” the old man said. “Follow me.” Radu listened as the monks walked on through the halls of the monastery. He knew where they were going. Radu had taken the monks to the tomb of Unul Vechy when he first returned to the monastery.

      The tomb not only contained an empty stone box that represented the last resting place of the angel who slayed the dragon. It also contained the rules for caring for the guardian of the sword. The monks would come out of that room and know that they had a sacred duty to protect Radu.

      The only problem that still vexed Radu was that they had stopped for some reason. If the old man knew about the tomb, how did he not know about Radu, and the cell hidden deep in the tunnels below the monastery? Why had the monks forgotten about him?

      Sasha came back through the tunnels and stopped at the stone door of the cell. “I just wanted you to know that we are going to be looking for a sacrifice,” he said behind the boulder. Radu heard Sasha turn quickly and head out of the tunnel. Radu could hear the excitement in the young man’s voice. It had to be the most exciting thing that had happened in the young monk’s life so far. He sounded positively giddy about the idea of kidnapping a young girl.

      “Try your best to find a magical girl,” Radu called out. He knew that the sound carried well through the tunnels. He could feel the monastery empty out. There were no more living beings within the stone walls. It was a nice feeling to no longer have to struggle against the urge to kill. However, the empty walls allowed his sensory powers to extend.

      Radu could feel the influx of mystical power in the area. The vampires were coming for him. Radu didn’t yet know why Solomon had chosen this moment to attack. Radu assumed that his enemy had something to do with the order forgetting to feed the guardian of the sword. Now Solomon knew Radu would be too weak to fight him off.

      Radu tried to let rest take hold of his body. The healing power of rigor mortis was the only thing that could help him until the monks found a sacrifice. He closed his eyes and tried to relax his body. His body just wouldn’t return to the stone-cold state it had been in for the last 20 years. Radu got off the ledge; he would need to try again later.

      Radu walked through the tunnel and up into the cathedral. He shuffled more than walked. It was a very sad thing to experience. When he made the trip down into the cell for the first time, Radu was walking like a young man. His strong confident stride forced the monks to mix their walking and running just to keep up.

      In the tomb of his master, Radu looked around at the markings and the symbols that filled the room. Everything was how it had been 200 years ago. There was more dust, and there was a crack running through the picture of Balaur, but other than that it was still the same place.

      Radu took a deep breath and let the air fill his lungs. He didn’t breathe air anymore, but he had to take in air to smell it. Radu could smell a familiar fragrance in the air. He knew that the two went hand in hand. Helga had used a spell to block the knowledge of Radu from the minds of the monks. They had no doubt tortured and killed Vladimir to find the tomb.

      The three of them had been in the tomb together 18 years ago, and then the room had been shut until the monks had gone in there that night. Sasha and the old monk were the first ones to go back into the tomb. That’s why the scent of Solomon and Helga was so fresh. It had been almost completely undisturbed.

      “I was in hibernation and I didn’t even wake to save you, my old friend,” Radu made his apologies to his fallen comrade. He knew that Brother Vladimir had taken his duty very seriously. Solomon and Helga had likely tortured the poor monk. “You lived a good, honest life, and your reward was a horrible death at their hands.”

      The sadness was taking its hold, and Radu shuffled back to the monastery and sat in the front pew. He couldn’t make it any further at the moment. His old body was struggling under its own weight. Radu hadn’t been there for the order. They had fulfilled their duty and he had let them down.

      “Here’s the old man.” The voice wasn’t familiar, but Radu knew that it also wasn’t human. He had been taken by surprise, so the person on the end of that voice didn’t have a heartbeat. “Our boss needs a word with you.”

      “Is that so.” Radu prepared himself as the vampires moved in closer. “Do you really know why your boss sent you in here?” The vampires froze in their tracks. They didn’t like the tone, and they definitely didn’t like the question. Radu stood up and turned to face his attackers, his eyes narrowed and his hands clenched into fists.

      “He wants us to bring you in,” the man didn’t sound as cocky as he had when he first made his presence known. “You need to come quietly so no one gets hurt.”

      “He knows that you can’t bring me in.” Radu chuckled deeply as he glared menacingly at the two vampires coming toward him. He could sense they were very young. They didn’t possess any of the strengths that came with age and duration on this mortal plane. But that was not his fault. That was a mistake on Solomon’s part. “Solomon is trying to use you to tire me out. He knows that you will die here.”

      “That’s enough out of you,” the vampire snarled. “Solomon has starved you out, and now it is time for you to come with us.”

      “You leave and I will let you,” Radu snapped. “You stay and I will kill you. The choice is yours, but I need you to make your decision right now. Your presence is offending me. This is a holy place.”

      “How do you lie here with all this junk around you all the time?” the young vampire scoffed, sneering at the wall hangings and other artifacts. “These places give me the creeps. I’ve never liked churches.”

      “This isn’t a church,” Radu said as he looked around at the beautiful sculptures and the handcrafted ornamentation that decorated every pillar and doorway. “It’s a small distinction, but this is a monastery. I feel sorry for you that you never developed an appreciation of art and beauty. It makes what I’m about to do to you even more sad. I wish that I had time to open your eyes and let you see the glory of the world around you.”

      “Listen,” the vampire snarled as he got to the front of the cathedral. They had come up on either side of the long stone pew. “You need to just stop this nonsense. You’re run down, and we aren’t allowed to kill you, but we don’t need to take all of you to Solomon.”

      “I am sorry,” Radu shook his head as he spread his arms out wide and slapped them together loudly. The vampires were lifted off their feet and smacked together right in front of Radu. They couldn’t separate themselves as Radu held his hands together. “You had your chance, and I feel like your ignorance absolves me of any wrongdoing.”

      Radu let the men down. They fell to the ground and then looked at each other. They both got up and charged for the pew, but Radu was gone. They turned to see him holding a wooden pole. It was a large candle snuffer used to reach the candles that were kept high above the altar.

      The pole slid easily through both vampires and they sunk to the ground. The vampire who did all the talking wasn’t dead. The pole had missed his heart. He was in a ridiculous amount of pain, and he snapped his arm and half of his chest off as he got free of the pole. Radu walked slowly up to the panicking vampire.

      “What are you going to do to me?”

      “I thought that much was clear,” Radu said in a kind, gentle voice. “I have rules about dealing with Solomon and his goons. I gave you the opportunity to leave and you chose not to. I would say this is a good lesson, but like so many great lessons, by the time you learned it, it was too late. I wish that there was a way that I could’ve shown you the results of your actions without having to kill you.”

      “You don’t have to kill me,” the vampire begged in a desperate voice. “I will leave right now. I can do it, watch.” The one-armed goon started to run out of the monastery. Radu watched him for a while. He felt good allowing the young vampire to feel like he was doing well. As he approached the door, Radu could feel the vampire’s joy. He thought he was going to make it.

      The young vampire didn’t even realize that the wooden doors were closing until they decapitated him and crushed his heart in between the oak planks. The doors had moved so quickly that death had taken him completely off guard.

      Radu felt tired, he had used too much energy fighting the goons. He knew that it was all a part of Solomon’s plan, but there was no way Radu was letting himself be taken in. His powers were not what they used to be, but they were coming back. Radu knew that he could make a full recovery. He just didn’t know if he would have time to do it.

      In his cell, Radu lay on the shelf and hoped once again that sleep would take over his body. He needed to heal and recharge. He hoped that the walk and the fight would make it easier to get back into hibernation for a bit.

      He was worried about missing another attack, but he knew the monks would be there soon with a sacrifice. They would wake him. He would feed, and he would be one step closer to fighting Solomon and getting his revenge.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter 7

          

          

      

    

    







            Carrie

          

        

      

    

    
      “We need a room,” Carrie said to the woman behind the front desk. Helga and the others were looking around the lobby at the few people scattered about. The motel manager seemed to have a lot of pictures up around the room. “You really like the monastery, huh?”

      “I do,” the girl said as she took down Carrie’s information. “I had a life-changing experience there.”

      “Really…uh, Katrina is it?” Helga asked. Carrie hadn’t even noticed that Helga had sidled over to her. She was leaning on Carrie’s shoulder. “What happened to you there?”

      “I was, uh…I saw a few paintings,” Katrina said. Carrie could tell that the girl was lying, but there was no way to call her out on it, or any real reason to at that point. It was the girl’s story to tell and if she ever wanted to, Carrie would be interested in hearing it. That was the biggest problem in dealing with the mystical world. Everything was a secret, and even if you said you knew about it, people were so used to being secretive about their lives that they always lied anyway.

      “We’re looking for an old man, he actually lives in the monastery,” Helga said, watching Katrina intently to see the reaction. “Most people don’t get to see him. He is a bit of a hermit.” Carrie could see that Helga was toying with the girl, but Kat definitely knew more than what she was telling them. She had met Radu. Carrie could almost feel it.

      “Can we just get a room already?” Raven snapped.

      “Yes,” Helga said. Her frustration was hiding just beneath the surface of that comment. Raven and Ali were not trying to be helpful at all. They both seemed annoyed that Helga had come on this trip. Helga could feel their anger coming through. “You guys take the key and go unpack the car. Carrie and I are heading over to the diner to have a little snack before bed.”

      “You want us to unpack the car?” Ali shot Carrie a look.

      “Yes, and don’t forget the spel…I mean the special books,” Helga said without turning around to look at Ali and Raven. Carrie could see that Katrina was trying to hide her reaction to that statement. It was clear to Carrie that Helga had dropped that bomb on purpose. It was the type of glaring error that Helga didn’t make. She had been hiding her identity from mortals for hundreds of years.

      “You don’t make mistakes like that,” Carrie said, looking at Helga as they all left the office. “I know what you’re up to, Helga.”

      Raven and Ali were grumbling as they headed off to the car, giving Helga resentful looks. Carrie and Helga stopped to make sure that the girl, Kat, was making a phone call. “Why do we need her to make a phone call?” Carrie said quietly.

      “She is setting up our meeting with Radu right now,” Helga replied in an equally low voice as she led Carrie by the arm to the diner across the road. “I knew that girl was going to make that call as soon as we left the office. She has met Radu.”

      Carrie nodded. “That’s what I suspect, too,”  Carrie said as she held the door of the diner open for Helga to enter. They took a seat in the first open booth. “What do we do now?”

      “We wait,” Helga tried to smile, but she could see that Carrie wasn’t happy with that answer. “I don’t know what to tell you. The people we’re waiting for are not…ah, they’re not people persons.”

      “I’m not even sure what you’re trying to tell me,” Carrie sighed as she took another look around the restaurant. “Do you mean they are even less civilized than most of the other supernatural creatures we encounter? Why can’t we ever meet normal approachable people?”

      “I really couldn’t tell you,” Helga shrugged. “We just don’t fit in. Witches, vampires, and werewolves, we’re a breed of our own, but these guys are even weirder than all that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They’re humans, in a manner of speaking.” Helga started looking around for the waitress. “Did she just disappear? This will be reflected in her tip.”

      “That’s where you want to leave me?” Carrie couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “I have a very active imagination. When people say crap like that to me, I lose it. How could you even say a thing like that and not expect that the person you said it to would stress out? What is the manner of speaking that turns them human? What do you expect me to do?!”

      “Wait.” She reached over and patted Carrie’s hand. “Relax. They will approach us,” Helga waved a waitress over to the table. “Could we get a few coffees, and a menu?” The waitress nodded and walked off. Carrie was staring a hole through Helga’s forehead, but the older witch just sat and smiled.

      Carrie didn’t like the feel of the place. She took a quick glance around the room. There were a few other patrons in the diner, and they were all staring at Helga. The cook and waitress both seemed to look very worried about Helga and Carrie being in the restaurant.

      “Do you know these people?” Carrie asked, but Helga was already standing up.

      “I’m heading to the bathroom, if our waitress comes back, I need a western omelette.” Helga was off before Carrie could respond.

      Carrie had been distracted for a second because she had heard the door open. Two monks in white and brown robes had walked into the restaurant. Carrie was trying not to stare, but the monks seemed to be looking at her. They sat down at the bar and talked to the waitress.

      “You’re being paranoid,” Carrie thought to herself. She let herself glance over her shoulder at the brown-robed men who had come in. One of the monks was staring at her. He had dark, floppy hair and a bit of a mustache under his nose, the light kind that every boy has in high school. He looked harmless, and yet his gaze was making Carrie uncomfortable.

      “What are you looking at?” Helga asked as she got back to the table.

      “The monks,” Carrie said as Helga sat down. “Are they who you meant?”

      “They seem nice,” Helga said as she looked over at the monks ordering their food. “They are very young. That is a very big commitment to make at such a young age. Can you imagine doing something like that? It seems like a lot to give up.”

      “I don’t know what you’re trying to pull,” Carrie shook her head as she tried to process everything she was hearing. “Thanks,” she mumbled as the waitress dropped the coffees off at the table. Carrie needed the coffee. She didn’t want to fall asleep until she knew that the book was safe.

      “Are you okay?” Helga asked. “You look awfully tired.”

      “I feel tired.”

      “You should drink the coffee quicker,” Helga suggested. “That will help get the caffeine to your brain faster.” Carrie wasn’t sure that it was true, but she thought it sounded like a fact, or one of those life hacks. She drank the coffee as fast as she could. “That’s it.”

      “I’m actually feeling much worse,” Carrie said as she fought to keep her eyes open. “What’s happening?”

      “We’re being contacted,” Helga smiled at Carrie. “Don’t worry, this is just how they find sacrifices.”

      “I’m a sack-er-fice?” Carrie marvelled as she tried to get up out of her seat and collapsed to the ground. “I can’t be a sac—“

      “Help! Help!” Helga yelled. “This woman is passing out.”

      “Is she with you?” the waitress asked. Carrie could see the waitress and the monks moving over to their table. The monks looked concerned, but not about Carrie’s well-being. The waitress was worried about the other customers.

      “We’re staying at the same hotel, but I have never met her before tonight.” Carrie couldn’t figure out why Helga was lying. She was starting to back away. “I…I don’t know her, I can’t help.” Helga was faking a panic attack.

      “We can help her,” the monks offered. Carrie tried to fight them off of her, but her arms and legs weren’t cooperating at all. She was paralyzed and the monks were able to lift her off the ground effortlessly. “We have a medical facility at the monastery. She will be up and walking in no time.”

      If she wasn’t paralyzed by drugs Carrie would already have her wand out. She was imagining the evil things that she was going to do to these young monks as soon as she got control of her arms and legs back. Carrie’s body was stiff as a board as they carried her out of the restaurant.

      Carrie could hear herself screaming and her eyes scanned the room frantically. No one was going to help her. They were all staying in their seats letting her get kidnapped. No one was even going to ask the monks about their qualifications as doctors, or at least paramedics. Carrie was incredulous.

      The monks were walking her over to a big white van. It had no windows. She started to wonder how many red flags were going to have to start waving before someone would help her. Two religious men were loading her into a windowless, molester van. Her eyes were the only parts that she could move. She looked over at the front window of the diner where Helga was giving her the thumbs-up.

      Carrie lay on the bare metal floor as the van bumped along down the street. The monks were in the front seats. They were talking about magical blood, and how it was better for the creature than regular blood. Carrie’s heart was racing as they continued to twist and turn through the town. Eventually the van lurched to a stop and was slammed into park.

      “It’s time to get you out of here,” the younger-looking monk with the duster mustache said to Carrie. “I just have to say that I am so sorry for what is about to happen, but I promise you will be fine in the end. Radu is a very nice guy.”

      “Are you allowed to say his name?” the chubbier monk asked. He seemed to be very afraid.

      “You’re ruining this for her,” Mr. Mustache said. “The more worried you look, the more worried she’ll be. We need to stay calm, because everything is going to be fine. We already know that, and she needs our smiling faces to help her.”

      Carrie wanted to tell them to just ignore her feelings, they had already kidnapped her. It just seemed a little late to start worrying about her feelings at this point. She just wanted to get off of this bare metal floor. Her head had been smashed around hard, giving her a terrible headache.

      “Do we carry her all the way down to the cell?” The fat one was worried about the walking. Carrie was a little annoyed that he was bringing up the inconvenience that her being kidnapped was causing him. Carrie glared at the chubby monk.

      “Is she mad?” the monk asked his friend. “I didn’t think she could hear this.”

      “You don’t need muscles to hear,” Mr. Mustache laughed as he got ready to carry her legs. “You can’t worry about this. We just need to get the girl inside. That is our job.”

      Carrie was screaming inside of her head, but there was no way to get anything other than gurgles to come out of her mouth. “What is she trying to do?” The fat one was staring right into her eyes. He got really close as he tried to listen to the muted sounds coming out of Carrie’s mouth. She just wished that she had the power to bite, because she would’ve bitten his nose right off.

      “She is probably telling you that she wants to kill you,” Mustache said as he lifted the legs and nodded to the other monk. “Get the feet, let’s go.” Carrie was staring a hole through Mustache’s eyes. “I’m sorry, this is necessary, and I wish it didn’t have to be you.” Carrie rolled her eyes.

      She actually did feel like the boy’s words were heartfelt. She didn’t care at all, and she was still very mad, but at least he was being earnest. Carrie tried to wiggle her fingers. It felt like there was a bit of feeling returning to the extremities. Carrie started to wiggle her fingers and toes, hoping that it would help her get control of her body once again.

      The monastery was beautiful; Carrie was blown away by the architecture that she could see. It was very dark and the place was lit by torches, so what she could see was limited. She hadn’t expected to see something so breathtakingly beautiful. The altar was glowing with candle light, and each of the pews seemed to have its own candles as well.

      They led her through all of this beauty, and into a tunnel. The light from the torches jumped and danced all over the walls as they walked deeper and deeper into the mountain. Carrie just needed this trip to be over. She needed to know what was about to happen, she needed to see the ‘creature’ they had been talking about in the car.

      “This is it,” Mustache said as they walked through a doorway. Carrie didn’t like the size of the boulder that was being used as a door. It seemed like whatever was being kept in that chamber was too wild to be contained by a simple door.

      “This is her?” the old man said as Carrie was laid gently on a rock ledge that had been chiselled out of the wall. He seemed to be shocked when he looked into her face.

      “Is there something wrong with her?” Mustache asked, and Carrie wanted to know the answer as well. She didn’t want to be eaten, but she didn’t like being rejected by anyone. Why was she not good enough to eat? “We could go find another, I guess.”

      “She’s perfect,” the ancient man said. His skin looked more like scales than skin. He was molting all over the place. Carrie couldn’t feel the skin, but she could see the flakes landing all over her. “I need you to leave, and I will call you when she is ready to be taken back to town.”

      The monks bowed as they left the room. Carrie used her eyes to follow the monks out of the room. They left and pushed the boulder back into place. Carrie could hear herself making noise again, as a whimper escaped her lips. She looked from the door to a pair of very apologetic eyes.
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      “This is not the nicest way to meet, and I promise that you will understand my actions soon,” Radu said as he rolled the girl onto her side and bit down on her. Radu could feel the rage passing through the girl’s body. She was really mad that he was sucking her blood.

      “I am so sorry,” Radu said as he licked the blood off of his lips. “That is all I will take for now. I promise that I will ask nicely before the next time I feed from you.”  Radu looked deep into the eyes in front of him. He knew these eyes. These were the eyes from his dream. This was the face from his dream.

      “That is my wife,” Radu said as he pointed up to the portrait over his bed. “She passed on many years ago. I hope you don’t think I’m being too forward, but you remind me of her.”

      “Too forward?” the girl snarled. She was so angry that she almost didn’t notice that her voice had returned. Then it hit her before she could continue to yell at Radu. “I can talk!” she exclaimed as she tried to move her arms.

      “It will come back very slowly,” Radu promised as he continued to stare into the pools of blue in her eyes. “You must take it easy. I will not kick you out onto the streets, or hurt you any further. You just need to stay still and relax. I have seen many people hurt themselves trying to stand up too quickly.”

      “You drug lots of girls?”

      “I don’t drug anyone,” Radu chuckled and added a smile. “Do you have a name?”

      “Carrie.” Carrie was a little distracted as she spoke. She was watching the scales on Radu’s face disappear. He now seemed to look about fifty years old. His skin was one solid piece now, and the flakes had all fallen off, or been absorbed into the skin. “What just happened?”

      He could see her noticing the changes to his face. It made him happy.“I have been hibernating for the last twenty years, and it has turned me into an old man,” Radu explained. “Human blood will help me heal over a long period of time, but given my current situation, I can’t wait for that to work. I need magical blood, blood like yours.”

      “Well, glad I could help,” Carrie huffed as she glared up at the portrait on the wall. Radu was too busy looking over Carrie’s face to notice what she was staring at. When his eyes finally made it to hers, Radu followed her gaze up to his beloved wife.

      “She was an amazing woman,” Radu sighed. He knew that he had been a lucky man just to know Nevasta. “I gave up the throne for her.” Radu looked back to Carrie who was now looking at him.

      “Are you going to call the freaks in the robes back in here to carry me back to my friends?” Radu was disappointed to hear Carrie speak like this. He knew that he needed her blood, but he also knew that she was going to be an important part of his next journey. Radu had dreamed enough dreams to know which ones were the important ones.

      “Friends like you?” Radu asked as if he had missed the second part of the question.

      “Yes, and some more powerful than me,” Carrie said it as if she was hoping to tempt the vampire. “Helga has been on this planet forever. In fact, I don’t even know how many hundreds of years she’s been here.”

      “Thousands actually,” Radu smiled as he tried to control his feeling towards Helga. He could already feel his anger rising. “Just like a woman to not talk about her age. She came to the earth at the same time as my master.”

      “Unul Vechy,” Carrie nodded. “Well, I’m glad I can at least move my head.” She was starting to move her arms and legs. It was more flailing than moving, but it meant the drugs were wearing off. “You better grab my wand before I get control of my arms back. I have a feeling I’m going to use it to hurt you and your friends.”

      “I have a feeling it will be extremely ineffectual.” Radu had faced many witches over the years. He knew that even in this weakened state he could take on witches under a hundred years old. Mystical power just took time to build up. He could feel that Carrie was going to be incredibly powerful one day. But today was not that day. “You are very brave. And you are powerful. But you have much to learn.”

      “I have taken on old vampires before.” Carrie believed she was telling the truth, Radu could see that. “My friends and I stood up to Solomon. You’ve heard of him, I’m sure.” Radu only nodded, he was not about to talk about Solomon that night. Just hearing Carrie say the name was enough to boil his blood.

      “What brings you to my humble village?” Radu tried to change the subject.

      “I need your help actually,” Carrie sighed. “I was going to ask for your help, but that was before you drained my blood without my permission. I have never been kidnapped before, so that was a new experience.”

      “Before the next time I feed from you,” Radu looked Carrie right in the eyes, “I promise you will ask me to feed from you.”

      Carrie looked back up at the portrait and Radu could tell that the young woman felt a connection to the painting. “That was painted just before I headed off to fight Charles I of Hungary in the Battle of Posada. He was trying to stop me from setting up Wallachia.”

      “I was doing some reading about that,” Carrie said without taking her eyes off of the painting. “There is a Radu Negru, and a Radu I, which one are you?”

      “I am both of them,” Radu chuckled to himself. “I was Radu Negru, and when I came back a hundred years later to check in on my new principality, I took the name Radu I. I thought it was kind of funny.”

      “If you mean crazy when you say funny,” Carrie sneered at her host. “You were already Radu I and you needed to come back as Radu II. It’s the only way things would make sense. Didn’t anyone try to stop you?”

      “A lot of people did, but I was the king.”

      “A king does what he wants.” Carrie wasn’t talking about the name anymore. Radu could see that she wasn’t ready to move on past the fact that she had been drugged and kidnapped. She didn’t want to let go of what had been done to her. Radu had done this with so many other girls. Taken them from hostage to friend in a matter of minutes or hours.

      It didn’t help that she was a witch, and a little more familiar with the mystical world than the average villager in Jgheaburi. Carrie needed Radu’s help. He had a feeling this was going to be his ace in the hole, but somehow it just didn’t feel genuine. The blood was always better when the victim was willing, but Radu didn’t know if that applied to blackmail.

      “So, are you going to let me go?”

      “What is it that you need me for?” Radu asked without acknowledging the question. “I might be able to help you, but you have to promise that what I help with won’t be used to help Solomon.”

      “I would never help him,” Carrie spat the words out and Radu was convinced that she meant what she was saying. She had no love for Solomon. Radu was relieved to see the actual emotion behind the words. He knew that Solomon had many enemies, and he loved that Carrie was one of them.

      “I don’t understand,” Radu sighed. “This may seem like a silly question to you, but I have been hibernating for a while. How are you fighting against Solomon, but helping Helga? Those two…well, they used to be inseparable.”

      “Well, I don’t know the whole story…” Carrie said as she started into the story of Helga and Solomon breaking up. Radu was fascinated, but more by Carrie’s telling of the story than by the details themselves. There was something about the lilt of her voice, and the twinkle in her eyes. She was waking things in Radu that had died a long time ago.

      “So, he killed her double, and then she stopped him from taking control of the mountains?”

      “That’s essentially it,” Carrie admitted, “But they are still in love. I can tell just by the way she talks about him. She struggles when it comes to letting go of Solomon.”

      “Well, she must feel responsible,” Radu said. He watched as Carrie’s eyes got bigger. She was trying to control her reactions, but she had to know what that meant. Radu could see the question all over Carrie’s face. “I can’t tell you,” Radu said as Carrie started to pout.

      “What is happening?” Carrie asked as she got off of the ledge. She wobbled a bit, but she steadied herself. “Why are we…?”

      “I feel a connection to you,” Radu sighed. “I can’t explain it, but I feel like you were meant to come into my life.” Radu was trying to look deeply into Carrie’s eyes, but he was getting a lot of anger coming back through those eyes. He had hoped that they were moving past the initial anger stage. However, Carrie was clinging to her anger.

      “Yeah, but as a food source,” Carrie said as she put a hand against the wall and tried to take a few steps. Radu moved toward her and she put her hand out. “Do not, no thank you.” Radu was in a weakened state, but he still had to be careful about how he moved around Carrie. It was so easy for him to break human bones.

      “I just want to help,” Radu said as he ignored the hand and offered Carrie his shoulder. “I need you to know that I always keep my word. I am not a danger to you anymore.” Carrie’s eyes narrowed and the old vampire knew what she was trying to say. “I know that I need your blood, but you will offer it. I know that you were brought into my life for a reason.”

      “We’ll see,” Carrie groaned as she took another step. “I love the tapestries in here, what is this one about?” Carrie had been looking over the decorative wall hangings as she lay on the ledge. Most of them she understood from the stories that Helga had told her about Radu and Unul Vechy. This last tapestry was about a battle involving humans.

      “That’s the victory I spoke of,” Radu said as he pointed to a weird child, crying in the corner of the map. “This is how they depicted Charles I after the battle. He was actually a very large man with a curly, black beard, but that day they said he was a cry baby.”

      “Artistic licence I guess,” Carrie said as she looked over the bloody scene that was sewn into the backing fabric. “You used your human soldiers?”

      “I did,” Radu nodded.

      “Did you…?” Carrie waited as if Radu should already know the question. He actually did know the question. It was something that haunted him day and night. He did have the power to win the war, in more than one way. He could’ve used his vampire powers to lay waste to the enemy. However, Radu was certain that Carrie was thinking of something else.

      “I did,” Radu admitted. “They called me Radu the Dark, because I was only ever seen at night. I was the guardian of the sword of Balaur at that point. And I guess it would’ve been easier to wipe the other army out with one swing of my mighty sword, but…”

      “You could’ve saved hundreds of lives,” Carrie scoffed in disbelief. “Why would you choose to fight a war and risk the lives of your men? You didn’t even need them to go with you. You could’ve walked there by yourself, levelled your opponent and then headed home.”

      Radu could see the reasoning, and the compassion in Carrie’s argument, and he took a moment to weigh his words. He needed her to understand the weight behind the decision he was forced to make. “It wasn’t just about the lives on my side though,” Radu said. “There were many men from the other army who went on to father children, and live full productive lives.”

      “You would’ve wiped out a full generation of Hungarian men,” Carrie’s hushed tone seemed to be weighed down by the size of the revelation. It was clear to Radu that Carrie hadn’t considered the other side of the coin. “So, you had to do things the hard way.”

      “I have never shied away from work,” Radu said. “If something is worth doing, it is worth doing right. Now, tell me more about your reasons for seeking me out. I have a feeling that we are meant to help each other.” He felt like he was getting repetitive, but he couldn’t help it. Radu was really trying to play it cool, but he forgot how to every time he got lost in those eyes.

      “Fine,” Carrie muttered as Radu pushed the boulder out of the way and led her down the hall. She told him all about the book and her escape from Solomon. She told him about Helga suggesting that they hide the book with the sword.

      “She means to betray you,” Radu explained as he sat Carrie down in a pew in the main monastery room. “There are many ways to hide magical items. It could be hidden using magic for instance, and yet she is trying to get me to open the vault.”

      “So you won’t help me?” Carrie shot Radu a look that cut right through him.

      “I will help you,” Radu said as he took Carrie’s hands in his and looked her in the eyes. “We will go alone, but I will help you. I am not helping her. I need you two to get us to the motel.”

      The monks kept their distance and Radu had almost forgotten they were there. He could tell from Carrie’s reaction that she had definitely forgotten that they were there. The monks were so used to being ignored that they both missed the order at first. “Now,” Radu restated his order, and they all headed out into the cold, dark night.
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      “So, you guys are like, what? His personal monks…or something?” Carrie asked as she waited for Radu to come out to the van. The vampire had tried to walk out the doors of the monastery, but it didn’t look like an easy process. He had been grunting and choking and it had almost made Carrie feel bad for him. “Are we just going to accept that he is not strong enough for this right now and take me back to the motel?”

      “Have you seen how strong he is?” Mustache asked the question like he didn’t know full well that Carrie had been at the vampire’s mercy only an hour ago.

      “Vampires are stronger in their strongholds,” Carrie explained, feeling like a vampire expert. “They call it a seat of power. The strength that he has is not something that they can just carry with them.”

      “Oh,” Mustache sighed. “That makes sense.” He was watching Radu struggle to push open the doors of the monastery. The young monk got out of the van and went to talk to the vampire. Before the brown and white robe was even halfway across the lawn Radu waved the monk away. Carrie couldn’t tell what the vampire was saying, but she knew that she was heading to the motel.

      Carrie was excited about the opportunity to confront Helga without Radu present. There were things that he said that had been bouncing around in her brain just generating more and more questions, and Carrie knew there would only be more new questions until she found some answers.

      “You are not going to leave town,” Mustache commanded.

      “Sasha!” The woman from the front desk ran up to the side of the van. “Did you find her?”

      “Yes he did,” Carrie shouted from the back seat. She used her wand to blast the woman back about twenty feet. “You guys try to help her and I will get you next.”

      “We’ll be back to get you soon,” the prepubescent monk said as he let Carrie out and then put the van into drive. Carrie was already walking toward the motel manager as the van squealed off into the darkness.

      “I was trying to help,” Katrina said as she scrambled back up to her feet. There was a bit of a mist in the air, and Katrina was covered in black mud from the parking lot as she got back up. It wasn’t fear in her eyes. Carrie could see that the girl believed she was doing the right thing. She backed away from the angry sorceress, but she wasn’t trying to hide, or excuse her actions. Carrie respected the motel manager.

      “Do you know what they did to me?” Carrie snarled. “Would you like it if someone drugged and kidnapped you to feed you to a vampire?”

      “I didn’t like it at first, but Radu was a gentleman and I sort of felt like he was my friend,” Katrina laughed a little as she finished saying the last part. “I guess that’s sort of sad.” Carrie was frozen in her tracks. She hadn’t expected to hear that Katrina had gone through the same thing. She’d just responded differently. “I’m sorry for my part in your abduction.”

      “You get that that isn’t a normal thing to say, right?” Carrie growled. “You don’t abduct people! It isn’t right!”

      Katrina shook her head. “We must do what we have to for our master. I would do it again in a heartbeat if it meant his freedom and safety.”

      “So you met Radu?” Helga had walked up behind Carrie. The young witch spun on her mentor. She had a snarl on her face, but she was greeted with a warm smile. “How did it go?” Carrie could feel her rage bubbling, and she could hear Katrina behind her. The girl was running back to her office. “That well, huh?”

      “You let them drug me and then pretended not to know me,” Carrie growled the words. “Did you know I was going to survive? Did you even care? You sacrificed me…” Carrie knew that the only reason any of that had to happen was that Radu would’ve killed Helga if she went to him directly. Once again Helga’s past was putting Carrie’s life at risk.

      “Radu isn’t a monster,” Helga said the words and then her eyes rolled back as she realized what she had just said. The ancient being laughed hysterically. “Get it! He is a monster, but he is nicer than most humans.”

      “Then why have you been torturing him all these years?” Carrie asked as she tried to regain control of her emotions. “You and Solomon have been hunting him for hundreds of years.”

      “Yes, I suppose we have,” Helga sighed as she walked back toward the motel room. “Come sit down and we can talk about this.”

      “Hey, how did it go?” Raven asked as she rolled over on the bed on the far side of the room. Carrie went right for the hard pleather chair that had been set out by the TV. “Did you find this vampire?” Carrie was a little distracted as she came into the room. She didn’t know there were so many shades of brown. The dark brown lamp shade even made the light seem brown.

      The wood panelling that covered the walls reminded Carrie of her grandmother’s basement. It was old, even for roadside motel standards. There were holes in the panelling around the bed, and behind the TV. The odd placement of the paintings in the room suggested that there were even more holes in the room.

      “Yeah, I found him,” Carrie said as she let her head drop into her hands. Sitting down had allowed her to feel how tired her body was. She tried to lift her head back up, but it felt like all of the blood had drained out of it. She let her head drop down again.

      “Where is he?” Ali asked as she got out of bed and looked out the door. “You did bring him, right?” Raven and Ali seemed a little impatient for people who had spent the night in bed, not being kidnapped. Carrie was starting to feel a little resentful of their attitude.

      “He’s been in hibernation,” Carrie explained. “He needs more magical blood or he won’t be strong enough to travel. He couldn’t even get out the door of the monastery.” She looked to Helga with a challenging glare. Carrie had dirt to spill, and she wanted to know if Helga was going to let the young witch share what she had learned.

      “He will need a few more feedings before he is ready to travel,” Helga said with a smile plastered on her face. She knew exactly what Carrie’s look meant. Luckily for Helga the others were too tired to really pick up on subtext. They only heard the words that were being said.

      “Okay, well, let’s go give him the magical blood he needs,” Raven said as she got up and slipped her jeans back on. Ali was also trying to get ready. “Can you take us?” The sun was still down, they would have an hour or so to get the old vampire some blood and let him get to ground.

      “Is there a white van near the parking lot?” Carrie asked. The girls spotted the monks and Raven and Ali ran out to give their blood to Radu. They actually seemed excited about the prospect. It’s much easier when it’s your choice, Carrie thought to herself as she watched her friends head off with the monks.

      “You need to get some sleep,” Helga tried to smile. “I know that you have a lot of questions, but you’re tired.” Helga actually tried to walk out of the room, but there was no way Carrie was going to let that happen.

      “Not that tired,” Carrie growled as she forced herself back to her feet and used the wall to prop herself up. She reached out just in time to grab Helga’s arm. Helga looked at her in shock. “You need to tell me why Radu hates you so much, and why you would feel responsible for Solomon. I have a lot of unanswered questions and I want them answered tonight.” She had heard Radu use the word responsible, and it left a mark on her brain that wasn’t going to go away until Helga provided some answers.

      “It is a very long story—“

      “And I need to hear it,” Carrie snapped, interrupting her. “I can’t keep getting blindsided by your past. You are always putting us at risk. The people you supposedly care about more than anyone in the world. We’re your coven, Raven is your granddaughter, and you keep trying to get us killed.” Helga was looking at the floor; she didn’t respond right away. “Tell me what happened!” Carrie insisted

      “I was born a normal human,” Helga sighed as she sat down on the bed and prepared herself for the story she was about to tell. Carrie could see the pain this memory was causing. “I can still remember when he landed. Unul Vechy fell from the heavens, and he left a trail of golden, shimmering dust in his wake. He looked like a comet as he came down to Earth.

      “As the trail of dust landed, I was swallowed up in the shimmering particles. All of the magic that is alive in the world today stems from his arrival on the planet’s surface. We asked for deliverance, but we didn’t understand the cost that it came at.”

      “So you were the first witch?” Carrie asked, raising her eyebrows. That was the last thing she expected to hear.

      “I wasn’t the only one who was touched by the dust that day,” Helga said, shaking her head. Her eyes were fixed on the carpet and her voice was filled with sorrow. “Many of them died, but that day several witches and werewolves were created—“

      “Solomon was created by Unul’s landing too?” Carrie interrupted. Helga stopped speaking for the comment, but then she talked as if she hadn’t heard it.

      “I walked the earth for hundreds of years all on my own. I was isolated. I had tried to start a coven back then, but it was too new. None of the witches trusted the others, and we were all fighting for power. Greta and I worked together for a while, but she had no interest in being a part of a group. She was sort of a hermit.

      “When I met Solomon, it was all over. I saw him tending the sheep in his father’s fields and we decided to run away together. He had already been promised to another girl, and I was an outsider in his village. They wouldn’t allow me to stay. I couldn’t leave, I had to be with him.”

      “I’m getting that,” Carrie sighed, “but he was a human?”

      “He was a human and he was aging,” Helga choked on the words and tears started to roll down her cheeks.

      “You’re his maker?”

      “Balaur is his maker, but I helped. I loved him, and I didn’t want to watch him die.” Helga sighed. Carrie could see that saying the words out loud had hit Helga hard. She was shaking as the sobbing took over her body. “He was a good man once.”

      “So how did you do it?” Carrie knew that Helga had created Matthias, but that was with saliva from Solomon. “Did you get saliva from Unul Vechy?”

      “We had heard about the power of Balaur, and people told stories about the power found from the venom of the dragon. His mouth had become a cave and the fangs were still leaking venom hundreds of years later. It was all rumors and hearsay. No one knew what exactly it did. The venom made you younger, stronger, and faster, but no one talked about the consequences.

      “So we spent a few years searching, but eventually we found the cave. We weren’t sure how to use the venom. I didn’t want Solomon to die, so I conducted a séance and I asked the dragon how to use the venom to make Solomon immortal.”

      “And that sounded like a good idea?” Carrie was beside herself. “You didn’t think at all about what might happen if you got advice from a huge, destructive dragon?”

      “I was in love—“

      “And that means you get to forget about common sense, or the consequences for the rest of humanity?” Carrie tried but couldn’t keep her voice from rising with the level of her emotions. She was just too tired for it all. Carrie had never been a romantic, and she had very little patience for girls who needed that sort of stuff. Helga was on a whole different level, she had literally given the world away.

      “Balaur told me to impale Solomon’s heart on the fang. I was supposed to levitate his body and drive it as hard as I could on the fossilized fang. The dragon told me that as long as the fang hit Solomon’s heart, the shepherd would be immortal.”

      “I would never have thought that he was a shepherd,” Carrie sighed. “He just doesn’t look it.” Carrie had never really met a shepherd, but she assumed that they didn’t run around drinking blood, hell-bent on world domination.

      “You can’t tell the others what I told you here,” Helga said as she wiped her eyes and walked to the bathroom to wash her face. “They won’t understand.”

      “I don’t understand!” Carrie exclaimed following her to the bathroom to stand in the doorway. “In case you were thinking to yourself that I am taking your side in all of this, you have another think coming.” She walked across the room and flopped into the queen bed closest to the door. Carrie just couldn’t get any further than that. She was done, and she wasn’t moving until she got some sleep. “If you’re looking for someone to say that this is okay, you need to keep looking.” Carrie’s eyes closed and a moment later, she was asleep.
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      “What happened between you guys?” The question hit Carrie wrong; she was still rubbing the sleep out of her eyes, and she felt very groggy. Carrie had been asleep for twelve hours. Raven was practically sitting on top of her.

      “He fed off me, and then he said he was going to make me ask for it next time…I don’t know, what are you asking me?” Carrie spat the words out faster than normal. She was trying to understand what Raven was getting at. She felt like she was saying too much and too little at the same time.

      Carrie opened her eyes enough to see the sun setting in the west. The orange and pink streaks were filling the sky. It was gorgeous, but her heart sank. The beautiful sunset meant that the vampires were coming out again. By the sound of things, she was headed right back to the monastery. At least this time it was under her own power.
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      “I’m just trying to understand.” Sasha paced around the cell. Radu enjoyed his youthful energy. He had a lot of spunk and fire. That impressed the old vampire. He couldn’t help hoping the young monk would stay with them on their travels.“You sent the other witches away?” Sasha shook his head, looking at Radu in complete bewilderment. “Are you crazy?”

      “I guess,” Radu laughed as he thought about that question. It wasn’t too far off the mark. The other witches had offered the vampire the blood he needed. They were willing, and they came of their own free will. The situation was ideal.

      “Can you explain it? Will you explain it?” Radu noticed Sasha was completely unafraid to stand in front of him, his arms crossed over his chest, staring him in the eye. It was a vast difference from the first time they had met. Sasha had respect for him now.

      “Have you ever had a moment?” Radu said, mystically.

      “I’m not sure what you mean,” Sasha sounded suspicious and curious at the same time.

      “I remember a night, it was likely 500 years ago now,” Radu lay back on his ledge and put his hands behind his head. “The snow was falling lightly, and it twinkled as it caught the light from the castle windows. I was standing in the middle of the courtyard, and there was a banquet going on inside. I heard a door open, and I turned as the noise of the party seeped out.

      “She was standing there,” Radu looked up to the portrait of Nevasta. “She was standing there in the doorway. There was a torch on either side of her. She was wearing a black dress, and a white fur. Her eyes were catching the fire light, and her dark curls were spilling off her shoulders—“

      “Got it,” Sasha was shaking his head. “She looked good.”

      “You don’t understand, because she didn’t just look good, she looked magical. In that moment there was only the two of us, and nothing else mattered. We lived inside a snow globe, and the only thing that mattered was that moment.

      “Every now and again I can still go back and live in that moment. I can close my eyes, and there I am standing in that courtyard, and I turn, and there she is. She looks radiant and she is looking at me. It is more than beauty.”

      “I understand, Radu. You must have cared deeply for her. It is obvious.” Sasha stood, loosening his stance and listening to the old vampire.

      “I had a moment with Carrie,” Radu explained to the monk. The young man had cut himself off from this very essential part of the human experience and it pained Radu to know that Sasha would never have a moment. “When you brought her into the room, I saw her, and something just went off inside of me. I knew that she was special. You can’t expect me to accept blood from these other witches, not once I tasted hers.”

      “You do seem different tonight,” Sasha admitted. “A little more alive, I guess.”

      “Poor Sasha, that is the one thing I can never be,” Radu teased as he walked with the monk out to the monastery. He could already feel Carrie getting closer to him. She was heading back at that very moment and Radu couldn’t wait to see her again.

      “What if she doesn’t want to feed you?” Sasha asked. “You will eat from the others then, right?”

      “I have tasted her,” Radu laughed as he clapped Sasha on the back. “I will accept no substitute.”

      In the monastery the witches were all standing around the altar. They were taking in the beautiful stonework. The extraordinary beauty of it still amazed Radu after 235 years of living in the monastery. The person who carved the altar had been a true master.

      “How did they do this?” Sasha asked when he entered. Radu knew he had been in the place plenty of times. But Sasha also knew that Radu was much more knowledgeable than he was.

      “The knowledge has been lost unfortunately,” Radu said, making his presence known to the witches. He could see that Helga was in his monastery, but he was not going to engage her. Radu was focused on Carrie, and only Carrie. If that meant dealing with Helga, so be it.

      Carrie was wearing a black jacket and jeans, with a blue backpack slung over her shoulders. Her hair was resting on the top of the backpack. Radu was memorizing every detail. Her chin was tilted up as she took in the decorative flourishes surrounding a giant, wooden cross on the wall behind the altar. The monks had lit a few of the candles, and they were sparkling in her eyes.

      “What do you mean?” the blonde witch asked as she ran a finger along the stone. He had met the other two witches the night before, but they hadn’t mentioned their names.

      “The masons who cut this church out of the rock jealously guarded their craft. It had been passed from father to son for generations, but then things changed. Sons stopped following their fathers, they found their own professions. The fathers stopped passing on the skills, and the knowledge. The new stone masons know how to place a stone, but they don’t know how to bring it to life.”

      “That was beautiful,” a dark-haired witch said as she breathed in the wonder and majesty of the monastery. Radu was feeding off of their energy; he loved to see them enjoying the beautiful stonework. He looked over at Carrie, and even though she was trying to hide her amazement, he could tell that she was impressed.

      “So, you need my blood,” Carrie said when she noticed that Radu was looking at her.

      “I didn’t say anything about that,” the vampire smiled. “I thought we were enjoying the artwork. I actually had this commissioned. The original monastery burnt down and during my first reign I ordered the monks to build this wondrous church. I had three built in total, but this is the only one to be cut out of the rock.”

      “It’s been a long time, Radu,” Helga said.

      “I enjoyed the time,” Radu smirked as he let the words hang in the air for a second. “I only wish it had been longer.”

      Helga nodded, and walked about ten feet away from where she had been standing. Out of the corner of his eye, Radu could see Carrie smiling. She seemed to enjoy the insult as much as the vampire had enjoyed delivering it.

      “Can we talk?” Radu asked as he offered his arm to Carrie. He was so relieved when she took his arm, and he tried in vain to keep the smile off his face.

      “This doesn’t mean what you think it means,” Carrie said as they started to walk down the tunnel that led to his chambers. “I need to talk to you about the book, and about getting your strength back. That is it.”

      “Absolutely,” Radu smiled and patted her hand. Carrie rolled her eyes at Radu, but his smile didn’t fade. He had Carrie on his arm and that was all that mattered. “I need to talk to you about the book as well.”

      They got to the cell and Radu walked past the doorway and headed down the earthen corridor. “Where are we going?” Carrie tensed on Radu’s arm and for a moment he thought she was going to stop, but she kept walking with him.

      “I am going to show you something,” Radu said as he pushed a protruding rock on the wall. “We may need to use this, and I may be dead by that point.” The rock was a leveler that opened a doorway. “This tunnel leads to the other side of the mountain. It is the only way out if we get stuck down here.”

      “Why would we get stuck down here?”  Carrie seemed a little freaked out. Radu didn’t want to say anything to upset her, but he had a suspicion that he couldn’t not tell her about.

      “Solomon is in Jgheaburi,” Radu frowned as he let the words pass out of his mouth. He wasn’t excited to relay this news. “He sent a few people to test me, but he hasn’t attacked. He is letting you and your friends pass in and out of the monastery without trying to stop you. He knows as much about magical blood as anyone.”

      “It’s a trap,” Carrie gasped as she put the pieces together.

      “Helga may not be in on it,” Radu admitted. “There’s a slight chance that she didn’t set this up, but there’s no chance she doesn't see what’s going on. She knows that something is wrong. Your coven shouldn’t have made it into town.”

      “We found the open road,” Carrie was analyzing the words as they came out of her mouth, hearing the problems as the words flowed.

      “Who found the path?” Radu knew the answer before he asked the question. The look on Carrie’s face only further confirmed the information. “I want to help you. I want to get the book to safety, but Helga is definitely going to turn you and the book over to Solomon.”

      “Why?”

      “Solomon serves his dark master, and Helga serves him,” Radu said as he looked Carrie in the eye. “Do you have the strength to run with the book if you need to?”

      “It’s loaded in my backpack,” Carrie huffed as she tried to get as much air into her body as she could. Radu put his hands on Carrie’s shoulders. “I’ll be okay.”

      “I know you will,” Radu said as he hit the leveler again and the wall of the tunnel moved back into place. “I don’t know how much time we have, but I need you to know that I will do everything in my power to protect you and your friends.”

      “I know,” Carrie said. He could tell by the look on her face that she meant every word she said. Radu was watching her intently as they walked back into the cell. She was making up her mind. He couldn’t read it, but he could see the wheels spinning.

      Carrie walked into the room and sat down on the rock ledge. She looked Radu in the eyes. The old vampire had stopped in the doorway. He wanted to remember this moment forever. He could already see the answer to the questions she was asking herself, it was right there in her sea blue eyes.

      “I need you to feed off me,” Carrie said as she moved the hair off of her neck. Radu smiled and walked across the room to the ledge. “Do it before I change my mind.”

      Radu didn’t say a word. He walked over to Carrie and looked her in the eyes. She was filled with nervous energy. He could feel her skin starting to sprout goose bumps. The tiny white hairs on the back of her neck were standing on end. Her skin was alive with anticipation.

      Radu twisted his head to the side and let his teeth glide up her neck. Carrie shuddered, and as the tingling shake took over her body, the vampire bit down. Carrie gasped, it sounded more like a moan of pleasure than pain.

      “Oo, that surprised me,” Carrie whispered.

      Radu let a hand drop to her thigh. He was standing right in front of her, and Carrie let her thighs open. The vampire took a step closer as he continued to draw blood through her neck. Radu could feel the connection running between them, he could smell the endorphins being released as their bodies pressed together.

      Radu pulled his teeth out and his head went back as he let the blood drain off of his teeth. He didn’t want to waste a drop of the precious blood. Carrie was resting her head against his chest. Radu could feel her heart beating, and her breathing was calming him. Radu was worried about Carrie and her friends.

      He sat up on the ledge with Carrie and put his arm around her. He could feel a shift in her soul. He was winning her over. As her trust in him built, her trust in Helga faded away. It felt like a major step for them. Radu sat beside Carrie and drank in the moment, trying to enjoy it as much as he could.

      “Katrina was the one who set it up,” Carrie said, breaking the silence. The name came out as if she was expecting a reaction from Radu. Radu held in a grin. She wanted to know who he’d fed on before her. It was cute. She was jealous already.

      “She was one of my girls,” Radu reflected fondly on their meeting. “She asked me to keep her memory intact. She knew that no one would believe the stories that I told her, but she wanted to remember our time together. She was the one who came to check on me after Brother Vladimir disappeared. I treasure her as a friend.”

      “I think I almost killed her yesterday,” Carrie admitted as she looked over at Radu. “What am I even doing right now? I’m not the girl that you want me to be. You seem to think I am. But what makes you say that? I simply can’t believe it.” She wanted to believe it. She wanted it with everything inside her. But it just seemed so… so… unfathomable.

      “I can guarantee that you are,” Radu assured the young witch. “I am not expecting you to be anything that you’re not, and I don’t want you to think that I have any great expectations.”

      “I am not a romantic,” Carrie stated emphatically. “I am just not going to be that person who endangers the world to have the man she loves.”

      “I will never ask that of you,” Radu promised, his voice dropping to a deep, sultry tone. “I just want you to be you. That is enough for me.”

      They were about to kiss. Their eyes locked. Carrie had licked her lips. Radu was moving closer, his breath coming and going quickly. Suddenly, screaming filled the halls, causing both of them to turn their heads sharply in the direction of the sound. Carrie’s eyes filled with panic, but Radu held her tight. “There’s nothing we can do for them, we need to get the book out of here.”
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      “What’s going on?” Carrie asked as she got to the monastery. The others were crouched behind the front pew. There were a few dead vampires lying on the floor between the rows of pews. Carrie crouched low as she reached her friends.

      “They have us blocked in,” Raven said as she looked over the edge of the pew and then got down again. “We don’t know where Helga went, and Solomon has at least a hundred vampires out there. We’re trapped like rats.”

      Carrie was going to tell Raven about the other door when vampires started to flood into the monastery. They were yelling and breathing harshly as they stormed into the room. Carrie was used to seeing vampires moving incredibly fast. It was like these guys were trapped in slow motion. Carrie looked over at Radu, who was focused on slowing down the attackers.

      Carrie pulled out her wand and started peppering the attackers with purple bolts of magical power. Her friends followed suit. They started to hit the vampires as they came through the church. They were running in through the main doorway and the witches were picking them off as soon as they entered the room. With three wands blasting powerful spells across the room, it was almost an unfair advantage.

      The bodies were starting to pile up as the last of the attackers turned to run. Raven sent a bolt of purple light at his butt. “Ahh!” He screamed as he leapt into the air and headed back to the line of vampires standing outside the doors.

      Radu stood up and raised his hands. He gathered all of the bodies into the air and pushed them out the monastery. With a flick of his wrists, he shut the doors and then locked them with a turn of his finger. He did it all while being fifty feet away from everything that he was moving. Carrie was impressed by the powers that the vampire had acquired over the years.

      “Well, that went well,” Raven said as the doors locked.

      “We can’t do that forever,” Carrie grumbled as she looked at her hand. The wand was already starting to heat up. The witches each only had so much power inside of them at any given time. The wand focused the power, but it didn’t add to the amount of power.

      “Solomon is just toying with us,” Ali sighed as she tried to rest her eyes. She was summoning up power. “He knows we’re almost out of magic.”

      The vampires outside the door had stopped making any noise. They had gone silent as soon as the attackers had started flying back out of the building. Then they heard his voice. It was Solomon talking to his troops. Inside the church, Carrie and her friends couldn’t understand him, but they could hear the vampires getting ready to attack.

      “There’s a way out,” Carrie said as she looked at Radu. The old vampire nodded to her. She smiled, it meant a lot that he was going to let her friends escape. She could hear the vampires getting angry outside of the monastery.

      “They sound mad,” Ali said. Carrie gave her a sarcastic look.

      “Of course they’re mad, Ali. Come on now. Focus. We are going to get out of here alive.”

      “It’s hard for vampires created by Solomon to be around religious relics,” Radu explained as he tried to watch through the frosted glass of the front windows. He could make out shapes and figures, they seemed to be in a frenzy. “They are trying to get pumped up so that they can fight through the pain of seeing a cross.”

      Carrie looked back at the large wooden cross, and then she thought about the spells that she had seen in the book. She had an idea, but she wasn’t sure if it would work. She had moved things, but she hadn’t thrown them. Carrie tried to focus on the spell.

      “Are we going to run for it?” Ali asked as she looked from Carrie to Radu, and back again.

      “I have something that I want to try first,” Carrie said as she took a deep breath and tried to focus. It was hard to know how this spell was going to work. She hadn’t had a lot of luck with the spells in the book so far.

      There was a big thud and five vampires ran in through the big oak doors at the front of the church. Carrie stood up and shouted at the top of her lungs, “Luați sabia!” Carrie grabbed the nine-foot-long wooden cross off the wall and tossed it across the room. The cross hit all five of the vampires. Cutting the first two in half, the cross knocked the others down, and it burned them.

      “That was genius!” Radu cheered.

      “We need to stay,” Raven said as the others stood up.

      “One little victory and you want to stay and fight,” Ali moaned as she tried to pull her friend up off the floor. Raven wouldn’t budge at all, she needed to stay. “What are you doing?”

      “We have to let them get away,” Raven whispered. She wasn’t sure who could be listening. “Helga won’t let them kill us, but we can keep them distracted long enough for these two to get away. We have to do it, right?”

      “Fine, this is my one good deed for the year,” Ali groaned as she blasted the vampires by the cross with a bolt from her wand. “We will head back to the castle, call if you need anything. You know, if they let us live.” Ali hugged Carrie and kissed her cheek.

      “They will. Helga will protect us, and you guys are going to take care of the book,” Raven hugged Carrie and sent a blast over toward the entrance. They all crouched again and Carrie and Radu stayed low as they headed to the tunnel. They didn’t want anything tipping off Solomon.

      “I can’t leave them,” Carrie fretted as they walked toward the exit. Her feet were starting to feel like they weighed a thousand pounds each. Raven was likely right about Helga protecting them, but if they were hurt on this mission, Carrie was going to wear those scars forever.

      “We are in just as much danger,” Radu assured Carrie. It was comforting in a strange way. She still felt bad about abandoning them in the monastery, but at least she wasn’t going to be safe. She was going to be on the run. Carrie took in a deep breath and followed Radu to the secret tunnel.

      It wasn’t until the tunnel closed up behind her that Carrie truly felt like she had abandoned her friends. She could still hear them fighting Solomon’s forces. They were alive and that was something. Carrie had to will her legs to keep moving. They had lost all of their strength when she heard the tunnel wall slam closed.

      “You are doing the right thing,” Radu assured his young companion. “That’s why it’s so hard. The easy thing is almost never right. The correct path is difficult, but the rewards are real.” Radu was sounding like a fortune cookie, but Carrie knew that he was right. She needed to hear that she was right, because everything felt so wrong.

      Radu’s hand gave a quick squeeze on Carrie’s, and they walked on. Carrie had barely noticed that they were holding hands until that moment. It was a comforting feeling. The lighting was terrible, and the cave opening was a long way off, but they had each other.

      “I can still hear them fighting,” Carrie sobbed, and then anger filled her. “Helga betrayed us again, she was the one who put us together, and she is the reason that we’re here. Why is she always creating problems?”

      “You need to stay quiet,” Radu whispered as they walked through the tunnel. “There are little gaps in the rocks and the sound can travel. As soon as the vampires know we’re heading through the tunnels they’ll be sweeping the mountain to find us.”

      Carrie tried to contain her anger, but there was no way for her to calm down. She needed to see Helga again soon, and she needed to pay her back for all of the betrayal and the lies. Helga had caused so many problems in Carrie’s life of late. Carrie was seeing her face in her mind, and the burning hatred was seething inside her.

      “She’s tracking me,” Carrie said as she realized why she was so angry. The spell had been able to creep into her mind, because being mad at Helga seemed so natural. The image of Helga was what gave it away. She looked so much younger in the image in Carrie’s mind. Carrie didn’t remember back when Helga looked that young.

      “Is there a way to stop it?” Radu asked.

      “I need the book,” Carrie said as she closed her eyes and tried to block the image from sending any information back to Helga. Radu passed Carrie the book and Carrie thought about the problem and then flipped the book open. She looked down at the page as soon as it had settled. “Cargura Notay!”

      Carrie could actually feel the hold break. The image left, she was still mad at Helga, but Carrie could run again. Radu took her hand and led her through the tunnel. The rocky floor made for slow going. The tunnel hadn’t been used since the monastery had opened. The path was not worn at all.

      “Where are we headed?” Carrie asked. Radu shrugged and kept moving. “You won’t tell me?”

      “What if someone who isn’t you is listening to this conversation?” Radu had a good point, but Carrie didn’t like going anywhere and not having a plan. She wanted to say something about Radu’s thinking, but it was a good idea. She had removed an obvious spell, but there might be other ways that Helga was using to listen to them. Carrie stayed right beside Radu as they moved over the thick, uneven rocks.

      “Are we almost out of this tunnel?” Carrie asked softly as they continued to fight their way through the boulders, rocks, and stalagmites and stalactites. Radu just shook his head. They were trying to make it to the other side of a mountain and it was going to take a long time, especially at their current pace.

      They got to the edge of the tunnel and once again Radu felt weak and dizzy. He was starting to fall when Carrie caught him and got him moving toward a pile of brush. They were deep in the forest, and there seemed to be no one around, but Carrie knew that Solomon knew they had escaped. Helga had only been in her head for a minute, but that was enough time to gather a lot of information.

      Carrie got Radu behind the pile of brush, and then she moved bigger pieces of wood closer to the pile. Carrie pulled out her wand and waved it around the area around the pile. “Sigiliți aceste ziduri!” Carrie called out as she built a wall of magical protection around Radu and herself.

      “Pretty impressive,” Radu said as he looked out at the world through the filmy-looking screen that Carrie had created. It was a little taller than a two-man tent, but the wall of protection was a handy spell that the book had taught Carrie before they left on this mission.

      “What do you think we’re looking for?” a tall, dark-haired man in glasses was saying as he scanned the mountainside. “I mean does he understand that there is an endless supply of caves and tunnels on this mountainside? They don’t lead to anything, they are just holes in the mountain.”

      “That’s it!” a second vampire shouted. The shorter vampire had no hair, and a very pointy nose. He charged toward the tunnel. “I know this is the tunnel, they are close.” The smaller man was running all over the mountainside like a dog with a scent, but he didn’t get close to the pile of brush where Carrie and Radu were hiding.

      “Do you think he knows how far off the mark he is?” Radu laughed as he watched the vampire run up and down the mountainside. The skinny vampire sniffed the opening of the cave, and then ran down the hill; he was running down the other way and then he curved back up.

      “They definitely came out of here,” he was raving at this point. The taller man was finally able to get the other man to keep walking. He was disappointed, but his friend promised that they would mention smelling the targets when they got back to the main camp.

      “We’re going to need you to find a way to get moving,” Carrie said as she looked at the weakened man. He had just been running and walking moments earlier, and now he was down. Carrie knew that there was one thing that she could do to help him. One thing that would help him get his strength back. Radu opened his mouth and Carrie thought she knew what he was going to say.

      “I need you to bury me,” Radu said.

      “You can have a drink,” Carrie said before she even really heard what Radu said. “What? I’m sorry, I thought you were going to say something else.”

      “I can’t take too much blood,” Radu explained. “I need you to be strong and fit, or else we’re never making it out of here.” Radu put his hand on Carrie’s shoulder. “I do appreciate you trying to feed me.”

      Carrie wasn’t sure what to say. She was worried about burying the vampire. It sounded like an easy way to be caught. She was going to have to sit out in the open while he healed. The vampires of Solomon’s army would be sleeping, but Helga would be wide awake, and the protection spell was useless against other witches.
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      “I don’t know if I can dig the hole,” Radu said as he tried to get his arms moving. “I just don’t have the energy. I’m going to need a little more blood.” Carrie moved over and bared her neck. She was facing away from the vampire. “I don’t want to put you through this.”

      “It’s no big deal,” Carrie said as she wiggled over on the ground, moving her neck closer.

      “Your neck looks so perfect, I don’t want to bite it.” Radu ran a finger along the edge of her neck. Tingles shot down her spine and Carrie made a little giggle that she didn’t mean to make at all. “I can’t bear to hurt you again.” Radu gave her a kiss on the back of her neck.

      Radu could feel the energy moving through Carrie. He watched as he touched her neck, and it made her whole body come to life. She was shorter than Radu by half a foot, but she had an hourglass figure, her large breasts and ass meeting at her slender tummy. Carrie dressed conservatively, but it did nothing to hide her curves.

      Radu kissed Carrie’s neck again, and she started to move closer once more. She pressed back until her pants rubbed against the front of Radu’s pants. She could feel him growing harder as she ground her ass against him. Carrie was losing herself in the feeling when a stick broke in the distance.

      “Vampires,” Radu whispered. “They will leave soon enough. There’s only an hour until sunrise. They can’t risk getting caught out in the sun.” Radu was confident that he was right. It was one of the benefits of being on earth for nearly 800 years, he could usually tell what people were going to do.

      “I don’t know if this is such a good idea,” Carrie said as she watched the vampires walk away. “Helga isn’t going to sleep, and she is going to be looking for us. I think we need to try and get further away.”

      “I think we have to find a way to make her think we’re further ahead than we are,” Radu said as he looked back at Carrie’s neck, touching it gently with his index finger. He could feel her pulse pushing back against his touch. Carrie reached behind her and let her hand run along the front of Radu’s pants. He felt his fangs pop out.

      Radu hissed as the fangs came out and Carried turned to the vampire and kissed him. They rolled around on the ground. Radu could feel his energy level rising as he became aroused. His body desperately wanted her blood, but more than that, it wanted to have her, all of her. The vampire ran his hands all along the curves of her body.

      Carrie moaned as Radu gently massaged and caressed her breasts. She was lost in the moment, and no longer worried about what was going on around them. They were in a magical cocoon, hidden away from the rest of the world. Carrie felt safe in Radu’s arms, but the protection spell helped her to forget about the outside world and the vampires hunting them.

      Radu rolled Carrie onto her back and pulled her jeans out of the way. The ground was wet and cold, but the magical barrier that kept them hidden from the outside world was providing a layer of protection from the cold.

      Carrie let her hands move over the threadbare clothes that Radu was wearing. She was worried at first that the clothes would tear apart in her hands, but the fabric was tough and durable. The clothes peeled away and dropped to the ground. Carrie took a minute to look at the vampire’s body. His chest and shoulders were broad, and they trailed down to his small stomach. Radu’s skin looked old, and worn, and it felt rough. Carrie liked the feeling of his leathery skin against her soft, delicate body. She traced a line down his chest and stomach to the top of his pants.

      Radu got onto his knees and watched as Carrie undid the string on his trousers. She pulled the pants down and let his manhood burst free. Radu gasped as she took the head into her mouth. She let her teeth gently graze the lines of his mushroom head. The tingling feeling made him quiver and he grabbed the back of her head.

      Carrie liked to be guided. She wasn’t sure of herself in the bedroom, and she enjoyed the feeling of Radu’s hand on her head. The moans and grunts were also encouraging as Carrie continued to allow the rod further and further into her throat.

      Radu lowered her head to the ground and moved down between her legs. He lowered his head to her mound and closed his eyes as he kissed her flower so gently and delicately. Carrie dug her fingers into Radu’s hair. She barely noticed that she had wrapped her legs around his neck and back. He was moving slowly, and blowing air that danced across her sensitive skin.

      “What are you doing to me?” Carrie moaned as the tongue motions got stronger, and more focused. She was trying to stop her hips, but they were bucking involuntarily, as she started to grind herself against Radu’s face. The faster he moved the more Carrie took over. She gripped his head tightly and held it in place as she rode his face hard.

      Carrie’s legs clasped down hard as she shook and convulsed. She couldn’t even catch her breath as she let her arms and legs fall to the side. Her cheeks were hot, and her face was red. Carrie tried to apologize, but Radu only smiled. “You’re supposed to enjoy yourself.”

      Carrie rolled up onto her knees and reached between her legs to guide Radu inside of her. The prince was big. Carrie had never had a penis that size inside of her. She thought that it would hurt, but the stretching felt good. From the first moment that he opened her up, she could feel the difference. Radu was gentle as he pushed himself inside and used slow back and forth thrusts to ease himself deeper.

      “You can go faster,” Carrie said as she felt the cock filling her up. She could feel the pressure building as Radu moved slowly in and out. He was taking his time, and enjoying every bit of motion as he stroked slowly from his head to the root, and back. The slow movement was giving Carrie a fluttering feeling in her stomach. It was like a roller coaster. Radu was in control, and all she could do was hold on.

      Radu stopped moving with just the tip resting at the opening to her vagina. Carrie was trying to wait for the prince to do something, but he was just staying very still. It was like being tickled, or tormented. The pleasure was so close, and yet he was stopping. Carrie started to back up, and Radu put his hands on her back and stopped her. The sensation was driving her crazy.

      “I need to feel you inside of me!” Carrie cried out, and Radu slid in a little further. “Please, please!” Carrie was going crazy, but Radu was only moving in an inch at a time. Carrie’s hips were rocking involuntarily as she tried to feel more with her love canal. She wanted to feel it all back inside of her, and knowing that he was toying with her was driving Carrie mad with desire.

      “I will let you have it all, but you have to do the work,” Radu said as he let go of her waist. Carrie started to pump her body back on the big rod. She was not used to this position. Carrie had only ever slept with one of her boyfriends and they had only tried missionary. No one had ever made her feel like this before.

      “I need you to slow down,” Radu commanded and Carrie tried to slow herself down, but it was like an itch that she needed to scratch. The stretching was making her body itch, and the only way to scratch it was for Radu to fuck her harder. “Now, or I will stop you.”

      Carrie tried to slow down for a second, but it felt too good. What guy is going to stop me? Radu could see the thought in her mind as she started to move faster. He smiled as he enjoyed the feeling of Carrie’s ass smacking against his hips for another moment.

      The sight of her body was so perfect, and Radu knew that he would remember this image for the rest of his life. The hourglass figure on full display as she rocked her hips and tried to milk his cock for all it was worth. She wasn’t thinking about how she looked in any way, and that only made her look better. Radu smiled down at her, but she wasn’t listening, and there was no way he could stand for that.

      Radu lifted her arms up off the ground and pulled her back against his chest. “This is your first warning,” Radu said as he took her scent into his nostrils. He could feel her passion, and her desire, it was all seeping out of her pores. Her blood would be teeming with it by now.

      Radu’s fangs were practically dragging him to her neck. “Do it!” Carrie begged as she felt his mouth getting closer to her neck. “Bite me!” Her body was writhing against his as she struggled to contain the passion that he had unleashed within her. “Please bite me, now.”

      The moaning was driving Radu wild, and he couldn’t hold off any longer. He let his teeth dig into her soft flesh. The blood trickled at first, but as the fangs poked all the way through it started to flood down his throat. Carrie was moaning and gasping. Her breathy voice was only making him suck harder.

      They continued to grind together as Radu drained her blood. He could feel a circuit that was being formed; as he sucked he entered her vagina, and her neck, and there was an energy passing between the portals into her body. He could feel it, and Carrie could feel it.

      Radu’s thrusts were harder, and faster, and as one of his hands moved to her breasts, the other moved between her legs. Carrie placed her hands over Radu’s and she followed his motions as he caressed and teased her body. She let her screams fill the protective bubble. Knowing that they wouldn’t escape, but not caring if they did.

      “I’m coming!” Carrie screamed as she felt Radu’s seed filling her inside. Radu’s head pulled away from Carrie’s neck and he grunted into her ear. They collapsed onto the ground wrapped in each other’s arms. Radu could feel his body, weakened by the expended energy, and yet growing stronger from the magical blood.

      He could feel an energy coming from Carrie’s body as well. She was giving him strength just by being near him. Radu licked the blood off of his teeth, and around his mouth. Carrie turned around to look at his face. She wiped the blood off of his chin and let him lick it off of her finger.

      “Was that okay?” Carrie asked. Radu smiled, and kissed her. He could see that she was really asking the question, but he didn’t understand how she didn’t know how good he felt.

      “You are giving me life,” Radu said as he rolled onto his back and pulled Carrie up onto his chest. “Just touching you, and being near you charges me with energy—“

      “Yeah, magical blood, I get it,” Carrie was choosing to be cynical about the situation. Radu could see that she was uncomfortable with being complimented. She didn’t see herself as sexy, and it broke his heart. “You could get that feeling from any witch.”

      “You have no idea how much that hurts,” Radu murmured as he looked deeply into Carrie’s eyes. “You are special. I knew it the second that I laid eyes on you. I saw those eyes in a dream and I knew that they would lead to a woman who changed my life forever.”

      Carrie smiled and buried her head on Radu’s chest. She couldn’t take too many compliments. They caused something to go off in her head, and she fell apart. Radu knew that he was going to make her feel his love if it killed him. He let it go for the moment, but he was going to compliment her again, and often.

      “I’m going to ground,” Radu said as he turned over and started digging the hole. “I will be awake in 12 hours, but I will be thinking about you the whole time.” Radu smiled as Carrie turned red and buried her head in her hands.
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      “So what do I have to do?” Carrie asked as she looked down at Radu who was laying in the shallow grave. She knew that she had to cover him with dirt, but she didn’t know how he was expecting her to lead Helga away from them. “She will be able to read my mind.”

      “You can do this.” Radu seemed to have all the faith in the world in Carrie’s ability to throw Helga off their trail. He gave Carrie one last big smile and then she started to pile dirt on top of him. He had given Carrie a list of possible sites where they might head. The places that Solomon and Helga would already be expecting.

      “I have to get the key to the fortress, and they know that it is hidden in one of my other churches or castles that I built as the prince of Wallachia.” Radu had given Carrie a list, but he wanted her to think about a wooded area somewhere in the middle of the different sites. “We wouldn’t have made it all the way there, not with the time that we had left to run.”

      With the grave filled in, Carrie started to think about a map of Romania that she had been looking at on their road trip. She remembered a lot of the details of the map. She was going to try to mislead Helga, and she was going to need to find a specific spot and focus on that.

      As she sat on the ground, focusing hard on the mental image of the map, Carrie could feel the book calling to her. It was still in the backpack, but it was like the backpack was tugging at her. Carrie opened the backpack and flipped the book open. She was hoping that the book would have a solution to her problem.

      The spell that looked back at Carrie was called a projection spell. “It allows me to walk a projection of myself out into the world so that people will chase the spell and they won’t look for where I really am.” Carrie read the spell out loud and looked down at herself. It seemed her body was rippling, pulling apart but there was no pain. Suddenly, she was looking at herself from the outside. Her double was wearing the same clothes and shoes, and seemed just as shocked as Carrie did.

      Carrie started to run on the spot. The double started to run to the other side of the monastery. As soon as the double was out of Carrie’s sight, her eyes blurred. She blinked and blinked, as a swirl of liquid colors moved in front of her eyes. Carrie blinked for a third time, and suddenly she was seeing through the eyes of her doppelganger.

      She ran to the front of the monastery and looked for clues. Where would Helga be right now? Carrie thought, as she ran over to a pile of ooze on the lawn. It was the vampires that had been killed during the attack. Classic Solomon. The powerful vampire no longer took the time to hide his actions from the world. He was too strong to worry about people or governments; in fact it seemed like Radu was the only thing that scared him anymore.

      Solomon’s uncharacteristically cautious attack on the monastery proved to Carrie that the ancient vampire wasn’t sure he could beat Radu, even in his weakened state. There had to be a reason that Solomon didn’t just walk in and take what he wanted.

      “Carrie!” Carrie didn’t have to turn to know that Helga was calling her.  “Are you okay? I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” Carrie watched as Helga walked out of the monastery. The door, the one still standing, seemed to be hanging to the stone frame by a single hinge. Helga’s face was covered by a warm smile, her arms wide open.

      “Where are the others?” Carrie asked. Helga’s smile never wavered.

      “They have headed off to bed,” she assured Carrie’s double as she reached out and put her arms around the magical creation. “Are you sure you don’t need to do the same?” Helga was nodding as if she was going to be able to influence Carrie’s decision. Carrie was getting even more upset as she realized that Helga still thought of her as a little girl that the old witch could manipulate.

      “How did they hold off the vampires?”

      “I created a protection spell and encased the church in my shield,” Helga seemed very proud of herself. “I had to be outside of the church to do it. I bet you thought I had turned tail and run. I’m sorry I didn’t have time to explain my plan better.”

      “So am I,” the double gushed. “I have something I need to show you.” Carrie took Helga’s hand and led her around the back of the monastery’s property. The woodlot started there and led off into the mountains. Carrie wasn’t sure how long she could keep Helga from discovering the ruse, but she decided that heading off in the wrong direction was a good start.

      “You guys ran out of a tunnel and headed into the woods last night,” Helga laughed. “That’s genius. Solomon must’ve been so mad. I mean he hates when a plan doesn’t turn out right.”

      “Didn’t he put together that there was a secret entrance?” Carrie mocked the evil vampire. “I mean the last time he attacked Radu was here in Jgheaburi, and Radu managed to sneak into the monastery right under his nose.”

      “Yes, I guess he should’ve put it all together,” Helga tried to keep the smile on her face. Carrie wanted to scream at Helga as she watched the witch struggle to stay calm. Carrie was having her own struggle to stay calm. “So, how far did you make it?”

      “I don’t know,” Carrie said as she looked at the trail ahead of her. “It was really dark, and I was so freaked out. I started walking back as soon as Radu went to ground. I don’t know what time that was at, but it feels like I was walking for hours.” Helga seemed a little suspicious. “I could go back to the motel and have one of the other girls come with me.”

      “Oh my, that won’t be necessary,” Helga’s words were like a punch in the gut. There was no one back in the motel. The girls had been captured and Solomon had them hidden away somewhere. Suddenly, Helga’s decision to keep Matthias and Anatolie at home made more sense. Ali and Raven were much easier to deal with without their powerful vampire lovers.

      “Where are they?”

      “What?”

      “Where are we?” Carrie laughed as she got control of herself again. She had to try and remember that her job right now was to get Helga off their trail. “Sorry, I just felt very confident earlier, and now this forest just seems like a bunch of trees, if you know what I mean.”

      Carrie stopped and bent down to feel the ground. It was something that she had seen trackers and guides do in movies. She wanted to make it look real, but mainly she just needed to kill time. When she bent down her hand touched a small, heavy rock. It fit perfectly in her hand. Carrie put the rock into her pocket.

      Carrie kept walking further and further from the church in the cliff. It was a dizzying trail that seemed to twist and turn as it moved around the mountains. Carrie was half expecting to see herself as she turned around each new corner.

      Helga was talking the whole time as they walked. It definitely felt like they had been walking for hours. Helga was pitching ideas for what the coven could do next. “Raven might want to go back and finish university, but I think that is more of a social thing. Did you guys actually learn anything there?”

      “I guess not,” Carrie shrugged. She was trying to keep her answers short, as it was easier to keep the contempt out of her voice a few words at a time.

      “We should be trying to take advantage of our strategic positioning here in Romania,” Helga said as if she was orchestrating a takeover of the country. “We already have the support of the werewolves. If we can get Solomon out of the way, we could run this country.”

      Carrie tried to pretend that she believed Helga. She wasn’t even sure why she was talking that way. The coven had always been about helping witches to control their powers, and suddenly they had shifted gears to domination of the mystical world. How did this make any sense? Carrie decided not to think about it, she was just going to walk.

      “Watch out for the roo…” Helga said and then stopped.

      “Is something wrong?” Carrie asked as she turned to see Helga staring at the ground. Carrie followed her teacher’s eyes to see that she had just stepped through a large root.

      “I didn’t even suspect it,” Helga sighed as she laughed to herself. “This is very good. You have got the double spell down pat. I will have to be on my guard in the future.”

      “Or you could just stop working with Solomon and you wouldn’t need to be,” Carrie teased as she joined in the fake laughter. “I need you to know that I really thought that you were amazing at one point in my life, and I would’ve done anything for you.”

      “Why thank you,” Helga made a fake curtsy, her plastic smile pulling her entire face tight. “I want you to know that I still love you, and no harm will come to the witches of my coven.”

      “It isn’t your coven,” Carrie snarled as she reached her hand into her pocket and wrapped it around the rock. “You didn’t even realize that those girls you took last night were doubles. Get her!” Carrie yelled as she looked past Helga. Helga turned to see nothing but trees. The thud of the rock hitting the back of her head nearly made Carrie throw up.

      Carrie left her doppelganger out in the forest and returned to her body. She had to find out more before they left town that night. She needed to tell Anatolie and Matthias as much as she could so that they could save the girls. Carrie made another double and sent this one into the town. She headed right for the motel.

      “What are you doing here?” The motel manager seemed a little jumpy. She clearly hadn’t gotten over being assaulted in the parking lot.

      “I’m not here,” Carrie said as she let herself pass through the desk. She came to a stop right in front of the older woman. Katrina was in her early forties, and she had a touch of grey running through her long, dark hair. It was her kind eyes that really made Carrie regret smacking the clerk around.

      “So, what can I help you with?” Katrina seemed to have a taste for the supernatural. Her eyes started to grow when she saw Carrie move through the desk.

      “My friends are in trouble, and I need to know where they were taken,” Carrie said as she watched the manager already springing into action. Katrina was cueing up the security footage as Carrie moved all the way through the desk and turned to watch the video.

      “I wasn’t sure what I should do about the incident this morning, but there was a van that pulled up here,” Katrina explained. It was the monastery’s van, but the monks were nowhere to be seen, and the people driving the van were emptying out Carrie’s room that she shared with her coven. “I couldn’t call the police, the people who took your stuff used the key, and it just seemed impossible to explain.”

      “I get it,” Carrie sighed as she watched it all unfold. “Do you know where this van went after that?” Carrie asked as she watched the van pull away on the video. The vampires were headed out of town. There was nothing for miles in any direction.

      “Someone told me they have a campsite three or four miles outside of town,” Katrina shrugged. “I haven’t been able to get out to see it. I have to watch over the motel. It just doesn’t run itself.”

      “Well, I need you to get out there and find as much information as you can,” Carrie ordered. “I am going to be sending two vampires your way, and I need you to be the lead on this mission. They are going to be trying to get my friends back.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Radu and I are going to be getting a book to safety,” Carrie explained, but she could see that Katrina wasn’t following the logic. People’s lives were at stake and Carrie was worried about a book. “My friends were willing to die to protect this book and I can’t let them down.”

      “I will do what I can,” Katrina nodded as Carrie held out her hand. They shook and then Carrie headed out of the motel. She moved through town trying to draw as much attention as she could. She was heading away from the monastery and the shallow grave where Radu was resting. Carrie didn’t know if anyone in town was helping Solomon, but if they were they were going to see the girl he was after heading in the wrong direction.

      Carrie ran down the middle of the road for a while and then she started singing as she skipped down the streets. If the vampires started questioning people, they were going to remember this girl. At the end of her little ruse, Carrie ran down the road that led out of town.

      Carrie left her double to continue the run down the road. She blinked her eyes and let go of the doppelganger. She didn’t know how long they lasted for, but Carrie was hoping that the decoys would stick around long enough to cause some confusion.

      Carrie opened her backpack and took out the book. “How do I get a message to Matthias and Anatolie?” Carrie asked the book and then let the pages fall open. The book showed her a spell. “Write them a message?” Carrie read the words out loud as if she didn’t recognize them at all. They were English for sure, but that didn’t help her understand. She stared at the page and wondered what she was supposed to do with that information.

      As she watched the page a black pen started to push through the paper. Carrie took the pen and held it in her hand. The page was now blank. Carrie wrote a note. “Ali and Raven have been taken hostage. Helga is working with Solomon. Talk to Katrina at the motel.” There was only one motel in town so that part was fine, but Carrie wondered about the rest of it. She wished she could give them more information.

      Carrie closed the book. She wasn’t sure how the message would work, but she trusted the book. It had gotten her this far. Carrie knew that the book was a powerful magical tool. It was going to be hard to part with it. She put the book back in her backpack and zipped the pocket closed.

      It was getting dark and Radu would be rising soon. She couldn’t wait to know if he was going to be ready to travel. Carrie couldn’t believe the feelings she was having. She normally wasn’t into older men. Radu was almost 800, but he only looked to be in his late forties. A very in shape late forties, Carrie reminded herself. Not that that made a difference, it was still weird for her. Carrie was always very cautious about dating, and this match made no sense to her.

      Logic had always worked for her before, but as illogical as this match seemed, Carrie couldn’t fight it. She was losing herself in these feelings and it was scary, but it was also thrilling, and amazing. “Oh no, not now,” Carrie grumbled to herself.
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      A new dream was filling Radu’s sleep. He was no longer trapped in the loop of memories and the horrors of his past. He was seeing the world in a different light as the traces of sunlight left the ground, and he felt his body return to life.

      The hardness of stone gradually softened until his limbs could once again move. Radu could see Carrie’s face before he even pushed through the surface. She was smiling down on him as he emerged from his shallow grave, but when he did open his eyes the look on Carrie’s face was one of concern, and not the joyful smile that Radu had seen in his mind’s eye.

      He took her into his arms before he even knew why she was sad. “What is going on?” He looked around them through the trees. There was no one near them, at least not that he could see. “Are you okay?”

      “I had to club Helga, and I don’t know where my friends are,” Carrie sighed the words as she let soft tears roll onto Radu’s shoulder. “I mean, I think I know, but I’m not sure. And I don’t know what happened to them. They did this for me. They let me get away and now they are suffering.”

      “You have an important job to do. It is important to remember that they aren’t suffering in vain.” The vampire was actually smiling as the shaking and crying continued to pour out of Carrie. He hadn’t had to deal with the emotions of others for so long, and he couldn’t believe how good it felt to have Carrie lean on him, and talk about her problems.

      Hibernating for so long had shut the prince off from so many parts of the human experience. People needed other people, and Radu hadn’t even noticed the extent to which he needed other people until he felt the simple pleasure of feeling needed. He needed to be needed.

      “Are you smiling?” Carrie whimpered as she backed up to look into Radu’s eyes. “This is serious!”

      “I know,” the vampire tried to wipe the smile off of his face. “I just have to tell you how amazing it feels to have you talking to me right now. I am just comforting you and I feel so alive.” Carrie rolled her eyes and frowned at the vampire, and then her gaze softened.

      “You look more alive as well,” Carrie said as she touched Radu’s face and then grabbed his hands. “You’re like ten years younger. Easily ten years younger than how you looked yesterday.”

      Radu knew that the hibernation process had been hard on his body. He only had to look at the flaking skin and grey hair to see that, but now as he looked at the backs of his hands he could see that his skin was tighter, and the color was different. He was getting younger by the day, as he got further away from his hibernating state.

      “I need to do something about my friends,” Carrie said as she got back to her feet. Radu pulled his body the rest of the way out of the grave and stood beside her. He was shaking the soil out of his pants as Carrie started to pace. “I have been creating doubles all day. I think I could send one in to flirt with the vampires in town, or maybe I could let one of them capture me—“

      “I just need to get one thing straightened out,” Radu interrupted Carrie. It upset her but she said nothing. She stopped and looked at Radu; there was something in his voice that conveyed the seriousness of his interjection. “We have made love, and I do not take that lightly.”

      “It was wonderful,” Carrie agreed.

      “I don’t share my body with people unless they mean a great deal to me.” Radu took Carrie into his arms and looked her in the eyes. “I need to know that you are committed to me, and only to me.”

      “I hadn’t thought about it,” Carrie admitted, but she didn’t say that she was opposed to it.

      “I am very old-fashioned about these things. When I sleep with a woman my body belongs to her, and her body belongs to me,” Radu stated the words with a power behind his voice, and he could feel Carrie melting into his arms. She was getting heavier as she pressed herself closer to the vampire. “I would never want to stop you from becoming the person that you want to be. I want to encourage you, and help you grow, but I need to know that you are mine.”

      “Yes,” Carrie nodded as she kissed Radu. He grabbed the back of her neck, and wrapped his other arm around her back. Radu kissed down her neck, and then he pulled back. Carrie could see that his fangs were out, straining his gums as they reached for her supple flesh.

      “And I promise to only feed from you,” Radu said as he closed his eyes and took a breath. His fangs were straining against his lips, and his cock was straining against the confinement of his pants. He craved all of her. Radu tried to think about anything else, but he was fixated on Carrie.

      “You can feed,” Carrie said as she moved her hair out of the way. Radu could smell the scent of her neck sweat. The only thing that was better than that smell was the taste. He could feel his mouth lunging forward, but he had to resist the craving.

      “I will feed later,” Radu’s voice sounded restrained and there was a shudder to the end of the sentence, as the old vampire fought back the urge. Carrie could see it was a struggle. She let go of Radu, and he recoiled a bit to pull himself together. “You need to stay strong tonight. We are going to travel a long way. I will feed in the morning.”

      “Am I really that hard to resist?” Carrie asked.

      “You are the sweetest thing I have ever tasted,” Radu whispered the words to the heavens. He couldn’t even look at Carrie as he sought to control his hunger. “You are my weakness, and my strength all at the same time.”

      Carrie was flattered, and she wanted to help Radu, but she also felt powerful, and felt the urge to tease him. She had never thought of herself as a sexual person. She knew that she had features that men found attractive, but she didn’t go out of her way to show them off. She wasn’t a flirt, and she had never allowed herself to explore this side of herself.

      Radu looked back down when he felt like he had things under control. “We have to get started, we have to make it to Curtea de Argeș by morning.” Carrie didn’t know anything about where they were going. She had been trying to avoid learning anything about their journey in case Helga was listening to her thoughts.

      “Do you think it’s smart to discuss that with me?” Carrie asked as she pointed to her head. Radu could tell that Carrie was afraid of saying anything about Helga, or the potential that the old witch was messing around in Carrie’s brain. “I thought I could close my eyes and you could carry me to wherever we are headed.”

      “I can do that,” Radu shrugged. “But I think you need to trust in your powers. How did you keep Helga away from me today?” Radu could see his words hit home with Carrie. She had after all avoided detection all day long, and so clearly she was more powerful than she was giving herself credit for. Carrie smiled at Radu, and then her smile faded.

      “You distracted me,” Carrie said as she suddenly remembered the plight of her friends. “We can’t leave town until I know they’re alright. The vampires could be feeding on them, or torturing them right now. I can’t just run away, and I have to at the very least get messages to Matthias and Anatolie.”

      Radu nodded. He was going to do anything he could to help Carrie’s friends. “Tell me more about creating doubles,” Radu said as he tried to think about the best route to take through the mountains. He was going to try to stay off the roads altogether. There were plenty of fields and valleys between Jgheaburi and Curtea de Argeș, and Radu was going to use them to the best of his ability. “Do you think you could use a double while I carried you through the mountains?”

      Carrie absorbed the energy from the protection spell back into her wand and they started walking through the forests. The journey was only about 30 kilometres, but there were no direct routes that they could take. Solomon knew that Curtea de Argeș was a potential site for the key, and he would be guarding the roads and forest trails.

      Radu was planning to run wide around, running northwest and then hooking south. It was going to add a lot of time to the trip, but he needed to make sure that Carrie was safe. He was literally going the extra mile. Radu told Carrie of his plan.

      “I’m okay with it, but I have to see if I can control a double while we walk,” Carrie said as she hopped up into Radu’s arms. She created the double, and then she looked at Radu. “Are you checking her out?”

      “She’s you,” Radu said in his own defence. He wondered for a second if she had blood that he could drink, but he knew the answer. He was still wrestling with his desire to feed from Carrie. Now that she was in his arms, and her neck was so close, her body pressed against his, Radu fought to keep his eyes pointed straight ahead.

      “Don’t get any ideas,” Carrie teased as she made the double walk off. “Okay, you start to run and I will try to guide her.” Carrie closed her eyes to try to focus her energy, and Radu started to run through the forest.

      Radu could sense the direction of the church. It was one of his churches, and he had a connection to it that way, but as the guardian, he could always feel the location of the key. No matter how far away he got, he could sense the key’s location.

      “I can do it,” Carrie called out, impressing herself with the extent of her powers. “As long as you keep me steady.” Radu watched as Carrie’s eyes rolled back in her head, and her mind was in the double’s body. She was gone, off running through the forest on her own.

      Radu was doing his best. The forest floor was uneven, and tricky to navigate at top speed, but he was going to do his best to control the run, and make Carrie’s job easy. He already knew that it was going to be hard for her. They had no idea what condition the other girls were in. Radu prepared himself for the worst when Carrie’s mind returned to her own body.

      The prince ran through the night. He had to cross the roads that cut their way through the mountains, but he did so quickly, and disappeared back into the forest as soon as he could. The cars didn’t see him as he chose his spots well, and he moved too quickly for humans to detect the movement easily.

      “Oh, urgh, gla…” Carrie gurgled as she bounced around in Radu’s arms, but she seemed calm and relaxed.

      “She would likely be screaming and crying if something was going wrong, right?” Radu asked himself as he continued to run. He didn’t really know the answer to that question, but he couldn’t really say for sure that he was wrong. All that Radu could do was keep her body safe until she returned. Throughout the vampire’s long life he had tried to focus on the things he could control. It didn’t always work, but tonight he clung to the things he could control to keep his sanity. He didn’t even want to think about Carrie walking into a camp full of vampires.

      Radu focused on his footsteps. He tried to make the trip as smooth as possible. As he watched the ground he began to feel like he had been this way before. He had led his troops through these mountains as a prince. He had led his wife through these mountains as a vampire on the run. He had been through the mountains many times.

      He tried to remember the last time he had travelled to the church at Curtea de Argeș. He had gone to the church only a handful of times. He visited the other buildings more, wanting Solomon to think that the key was in a different building.

      He had taken Nevasta there only once, to check on the key before he left Romania for the first time since becoming the Guardian of the Sword. He had moved the key from the original hiding place, and moved it deeper into the church. A room that had been constructed just for the key. Radu remembered the fear he felt as he left his homeland. He could feel it again.

      Suddenly, Carrie shrieked at the top of her lungs as her consciousness came back to her body. She kicked and clawed and he almost lost hold of her.

      “What happened?” Radu cried out as he lost his focus and tripped over a stump. He stumbled until he got his feet back under him and came to a stop under a large pine tree. “Are you okay?”

      Carrie - 15

      “I don’t even know where to start,” Carrie said as she ran her hands up and down her arms. It felt good to be back in her own body. “I’m sorry, I was being eaten when I…it was really weird. I mean it wasn’t me, but it looked and felt like me.”

      There was something about being inside a murder victim that bothered Carrie. She had always prided herself on being rational. It bothered her that although her brain knew the truth, her body reacted like it was really in danger. Each double had looked like her, but to her, they simply didn’t feel real. She was aware the whole time that she was walking around in a body that she had created. She was aware until she was attacked.

      “Did you see them?” Radu asked as he looked Carrie over to make sure she was okay. He seemed more upset about the whole situation than she was. “Are they okay?”

      “Yeah, they’re okay, I guess,” Carrie said as she started to tell Radu the story. She had been exploring the town with her doubles all day. It was starting to feel normal to leave her body, but she was still really upset about her trip to the camp.

      “I found the camp where Katrina said it would be, and I saw the white van that the monks had been using. I was able to creep along the edge of the camp and stay in the trees. I got up to the van and looked inside the windows. Ali and Raven were tied up inside the van. They were okay, but there was no way for me to get to them.”

      “So, you just left the camp and came back to me?” Radu was being sarcastic, and Carrie didn’t appreciate the tone, but she could tell that he was just concerned about her. She was touched by the sentiment, but she still glared at him for the tone.

      “I tried to open the door, and I likely would’ve been caught, but I saw that the camp was going nuts. The vampires had caught Katrina, and they were going to eat her. I was the reason she was there. I felt awful, but the vampires were distracted so I got into the van and untied Ali and Raven.” Carrie could still feel all of the emotions as she entered the van.

      “What are you doing here?” Raven whispered as Carrie crawled in through the side door. “You’re supposed to be getting the book to the fortress!” Raven hissed angrily as low as she could. Carrie could feel the anger in her words. Her friends had spent the day tied up in the back of the van for her, and she wasn’t where she was supposed to be.

      “I sent a message to the guys,” Carrie said as she started to untie Ali’s feet. “Radu and I are running to the location of the key right now.” Ali was looking at Carrie like she had five heads, but Raven just laughed.

      “Of course you are,” Raven was still whispering, but it was very loud. “You have the book, and you’re like a kid in a candy shop.” Ali seemed to get what Raven was trying to say, and it all clicked for them. Carrie was going to move onto Ali’s hands when she saw the body, and shot backwards. She hit the side of the van hard.

      “The monks are dead.” Radu took the news hard. Carrie had a feeling that Radu would feel responsible for Sasha’s death. Carrie had never bothered to learn the other monk’s name, but she felt horrible knowing that they had died trying to help her.

      “You think that’s bad,” Ali had laughed. “Try sitting next to a dead monk all day in a very hot car.”

      Carrie crept up to the window closest to the center of camp. She had hit the side of the van hard, and she was worried that she had attracted some attention. Everyone was distracted by Katrina. It looked as though Solomon was holding court and the vampires were deciding what to do with her.

      “I need to help her,” Carrie sighed, looking over her shoulder to where Ali was untying Raven. “You guys get out of here. I’ll create a distraction. As soon as I start to go, you guys are going to get Katrina, and get to safety,” Carrie said as she opened the side door of the van. “Where are the keys to the van?”

      “Sasha gave me a set,” Ali said as she pulled them out of her pocket. “Just before they took the other set, and then killed him.” Ali gave a little shrug as if she was apologizing for having to say that last part.

      “Just be ready,” Carrie replied as she nodded to her friends and started to run into the middle of camp.

      “Solomon’s a pussy!” Carrie screamed as she got into the crowd of vampires. She wanted to yell something more eloquent, but she got in the moment and her brain froze on her. Then she saw colors exploding all around her. Ali and Raven were lobbing balls of light into the crowd to cause confusion. Carrie ran right for the vampires holding Katrina.

      For her part, when she saw what was happening, Katrina began to struggle mightily in the hands of her captors. She pushed them away from her and cleared a path for Carrie.

      Carrie was still running around letting the vampires grab at her and swing after her. Her double was like a ghost, she could be as material or immaterial as she needed to be. Carrie could hear Solomon laughing as she ran through the crowd, and she wasn’t sure why he was laughing. She was just going to keep running until she saw her friends get away.

      “Stop her!” Solomon commanded, and a familiar purple blast took Carrie’s double to the ground. She tried to leave the body, but somehow she was blocked. She refused to be terrified, even though a pack of the vampires surrounded her and took her to the ground. She lay there, shrieking, kicking with her feet and slapping with her hands as they clawed and bit at her.

      Every fang piercing, and every tear from a claw-like fingernail was felt in excruciating detail. Carrie was ripped to shreds before her double died, and she managed to return to her actual body. She could still feel her blood draining out into the dirt, and her legs being ripped off her body.

      Carrie folded herself into Radu and let him hold her tight. She needed to feel his arms around her. She didn’t know how to process the feeling of being ripped to pieces. It wasn’t something that she could un-see. To her brain, it had happened to her in real life. It would take time before she would process it fully. The worst part was that Helga had been the one to lock her in that body. Carrie had just clubbed Helga earlier that day, and she felt bad about that, but Helga had betrayed her. Carrie felt entitled to a little clubbing.

      “You can’t do that anymore,” Radu warned. “Now that they know the spell, they will be looking out for it, and they will use it against you.” Carrie knew that the prince was right. He had been around the mystical world long enough to know what happened when a spell went wrong. “I need you to promise me that you will stop casting spells, at least for today.”

      “I can’t promise that,” Carrie said, shaking her head. “That’s asking me to watch you dig your own grave. I can’t do it.” She had no intention of lying. She definitely wasn’t going to avoid using magic. There was just no way. She looked at him with her eyebrows raised. “What if I look for a spell to hide our tracks?”

      Radu had spent over 700 years being listened to, and Carrie could tell he was having trouble with her refusal of his order. She could see his eyes rolling back in his head. He was trying to process this information and not overreact, but Carrie could see that it was a struggle. “I will see you in the morning, and that statement has a better chance of coming true if you follow my instructions.”

      “I am just going to see what I can do to help us,” Carrie smiled as she balled up her backpack to use as a pillow. It had been a while since she had gotten any sleep. She didn’t feel tired, she was too excited, but she was going to try and close her eyes for a few hours. “I was the one who kept Helga at bay yesterday, remember?”

      “I remember,” Radu mumbled as he started to bury himself under the soil. Carrie could see that the night of running had really taken a lot out of him. He was still recovering from the hibernation and this was the first time he had used his legs like that in over 200 years.

      Carrie helped pack the dirt around the grave and then she went back to her backpack pillow. She didn’t want to sleep for too long, and at first that felt possible. As she started to breathe steadily, she could feel her body melting into the soft dirt. Her muscles getting heavier and heavier. Her eyelids were like sealed bricks. She started to worry that a spell of fatigue had been cast on her. She had never felt so tired in her life.

      She tried to move her arms, but they were stuck to the ground. She pulled with all her might and launched herself up to her feet. She turned her head. She was looking down on herself. Her body was completely asleep, and she was no longer in Romania.

      “This is another plane,” Carrie said to herself as she looked around to see strange geometrical shapes that popped up all over this new and strange environment. She knew that there had to be a reason that she had been called here.

      “Carrie!” The voice sounded distant, but she recognized the voice as Ali’s. She lifted into the air and glided toward the voice. Carrie had only been on a different plane once, but she knew the rules for moving around. It was a lot like being trapped inside the book. Everything on this plane was as real as she imagined it to be.

      “How are you guys?” Carrie asked as she landed softly beside her friends. They looked fine, but that didn’t mean anything in a place like this. The way they looked was only how they remembered themselves, and not how they looked in real life. “Did you get to the hotel? Is everyone okay?”

      “The guys were waiting for us. That’s all because of you. Thank you, Carrie. You saved us!” Raven said as she threw her arms around Carrie. Carrie couldn’t help feeling a little surprised that she felt warmth coming from the form of Raven. “I am so sorry about all of this. I can’t believe my grandmother is working with Solomon.” Carrie wanted to tell Raven everything that she knew, but now wasn’t the time.

      “I’m just glad to know that you’re all right,” Carrie murmured. She felt a chill crawl up her spine. It was an odd feeling. It felt like wind, but that shouldn’t have been possible. This place didn’t have wind unless someone wanted it to have wind. Or should it? Carrie was finding out a lot more about this type of environment now that she was experiencing it herself at length.

      She turned and looked around for the source of the apprehension she was feeling. The sky was a clear blue but there were several light sources. Her breath caught when she spotted the image of Helga, growing menacingly above them, blocking out the light.

      “It is so good to see you girls back together,” the image said, hovering over them. Carrie’s apprehension became anger. She tried to match Helga’s size. “I missed you all, so much.”

      “Leave, Helga! Leave right now!” Carrie shouted, forcing herself to grow at a faster rate. She wanted to fight this evil and make Helga come to her senses. But as much as she grew, Helga grew bigger. Carrie sensed movement and turned to see her friends leaving.

      “Where are you going?” she shouted.

      “You need to leave, too!” Ali warned. “She’s tracking us. There’s no way we can fight her here.”

      The common sense of it all hit Carrie like a ton of bricks. Why was she letting her emotions get the best of her?

      Carrie looked back at Helga and she thought about the need to disappear. Helga was still hovering there, laughing, growing larger and larger. Carrie looked around for a means of escape. Her friends had made their disappearances already. They would find her again when they needed to.

      She spotted a rhombus-shaped rock and ran to it, throwing open the side. She climbed inside quickly, not preparing herself for the brief fall she would feel. She suppressed the urge to cry out in fear.

      She fell a short distance and landed in a patch of grass. “Ooof!”

      The new world was green, though there was no plant life to be seen. The ground, the sky, and everything in between was green. Carrie pushed herself to her feet and turned in a circle, amazed by the variety of green shades she saw all around her. There was a reason for her to be here, she knew it, but she didn’t quite understand what that reason was yet. She wished she had a manual to tell her where to go and what to do.

      “You need help?” She spun around and smiled. It was Greta. “You look a little lost.”

      Carrie shook her head. “I’m a little lost, I think. I haven’t been in a place like this before. I thought you were dead?”

      “I am,” Greta laughed, “but you’re sleeping with your head on my book. So this is what you get.” She lifted her hands and looked around her, her smile remaining. Carrie had forgotten that she was using the backpack as a pillow. “You will wake up in a while. For right now you should rest. You really need to sleep as much as you can. Your body needs nourishment. And since you are in here with me, let’s chat.”

      Suddenly, Greta was sitting on a stump, leaning over to stoke a fire that appeared there. Carrie moved to her and sat on a similar large tree stump next to her friend. She leaned forward, holding her hands out over the fire, even though she wasn’t cold.

      “Do you know why I’m here?” she asked, not looking at her friend but staring into the flickering flames in front of her.

      “I’m just keeping her away,” Greta pointed to the sky where Carrie could faintly see a frantic Helga searching for the other witches. Helga knew that Solomon was going to be mad if she didn’t know where Radu was by the time he rose that night.

      “How can you keep Helga at bay?” Carrie asked as she watched the figure of Helga moving all over the place. She was still blocking the light, but not as much as she had been on the first plane.

      “She has always given in to her emotions,” Greta said, her voice amused. “Helga is a great witch, but she always puts herself above others. Magic, because of its connection to the universe, is more powerful when there is more than one person involved. That’s why Helga formed her coven in the first place. She knew that she needed people.”

      “But because she only thinks of herself, she can’t really use the power of the coven,” Carrie said as she put it altogether, nodding in understanding. “That’s really amazing.”

      “Stay here for a while and relax,” Greta said, gesturing to the stump next to her. “You’re tired mentally, as well as physically. You will need your strength if you’re going to continue on this quest. Relax and stay quiet. I’ll watch over you.”
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      “Well, that was a good rest,” Radu was feeling better than he had in years as he pushed free of the dirt. His body was starting to feel young and strong again. He was moving without groaning, and his joints weren’t creaking with every step. “Thank you, Carrie, for watching over me…” He stopped, watching her with amusement.

      Carrie was balled up, snoring, ten feet away. She was leaning up against a pine tree, and the book was open in her lap. She was bent over at a funny angle. It looked horribly uncomfortable, but even when Radu straightened her, she didn’t wake up.

      “Oh, Carrie, your back is going to be hurting you today,” he mumbled, shaking his head. “Carrie! Carrie, wake up!”

      He could tell that this was no ordinary sleep. He knew that Carrie needed plenty of rest but this was more like a coma than just sleeping. He grabbed her by the shoulders and gently shook her. Her head rolled from one side to the other. “What did you do?” He pulled his eyebrows together, his concern written on his face.

      “She needs this.” Radu looked over his shoulder at an old woman who had appeared in the tall grass. He didn’t know her.

      “Who…”

      The woman’s eyes were focused on the book in Carrie’s hands. He looked from her to the book and back again. He didn’t know the old woman standing behind him. He assumed that she was the creator of the book. He could see that she was only an apparition. She moved over to Carrie, and without touching her directly, guided the sleeping woman to the ground.

      “She needs you to watch over her until she can move again,” Greta explained as she swiped her hand through the air. As her hand moved, a map of the area appeared in its wake. “They are closing in on the two of you. You have to stay out of sight.”

      “Is it Solomon?” Radu raged. “Is he here?” Radu felt his anger being suffocated and his chest tightening. Greta was holding her hand out and pressing her thumb against her other fingers. She opened her hand and let Radu breathe, but she warned him to be silent.

      “You cannot fight him tonight. You’re not strong enough. You must be quiet,” Greta reminded the vampire. Radu felt like the old witch could see into his soul. This was only a remnant of her soul, left to guard the book, but this small chunk of magical element knew what was in Radu’s heart. “I need you to focus on Carrie. If you try to take on Solomon tonight, she will be killed and the book will be in the hands of the second most evil creation the world has ever seen.”

      The apparition disappeared and Radu was left staring at a red, translucent map hanging in midair. It was showing red dots that were closing in on what he could only assume was his position. There was no scale on the map. He turned to his right and stared. He could hear sounds coming from that direction. Radu was going to have to move and move now. He waved his hand in the air and the map dissipated.

      “Come on now, dear,” Radu said as he scooped Carrie up into his arms. He held her as tight as he could as he moved further up into the mountains. Most of Solomon’s men were coming from the village, and the other low-lying areas that surrounded the mountains. There had been a few red dots moving down the mountain when he looked at the map but they were few and far between. “I used to know the caves around here quite well,” he mumbled. “I’m sure it will all come back to me.”

      Radu headed up the mountain with Carrie cradled in his arms, her head dropping down and beating against his arm as he ran. Moving as fast as he could over the harsh terrain made him concerned for her. The way her head was bouncing around, she could easily have a neck or brain injury. He tried to be more careful.

      “If you could just hold your head up a bit,” he said in a low voice, “I would be so grateful.” Radu ducked behind some bushes to see if the coast was clear. He had to be careful about where he ran. If he drew any attention, Solomon’s goons could alert the others, and then Radu would be finished.

      “We need to find the old guy and get the heck out of here.” Radu could hear the words coming from 30 feet away, his keen sense of hearing returning. He skidded to a stop, his heart pounding. He could only hope they didn’t hear him. They were whispering to each other but that didn’t mean they didn’t hear him. Their keen vampire hearing was probably working just fine.

      Well, you aren’t going to find the old guy that way. Radu turned and ran in the opposite direction of the two mumbling vampires. He ran until he spotted two more vampires, walking together through the woods. One was holding a stick, poking the ground with it as he walked. His hair was bright red and when he looked up, Radu could see his green eyes were glowing. He leaned forward slightly, causing a stick to crack under his feet. He ducked behind a large tree, seeing the redhead’s eyes snap over in his direction. He said something to his friend, who gave him a sarcastic look. Radu couldn’t hear the snarky remark he must have made but it angered the redhead.

      “I know what I heard!” He was snarling at his impatient Tatar friend. Radu scanned both of them, his eyes narrowing when he recognized a belt that the friend wore. He was wearing modern clothes, but there was no mistaking the belt of a Cossack warrior. This vampire was older and, by the look of it, very powerful. Radu stayed still in the underbrush as the vampires looked for the source of the cracking sound.

      “You’re a fool,” the older vampire laughed. “I turn you into a powerful hunter, the most feared monster on the face of the earth and you’re still a coward.” They headed further down the mountain. Radu stayed crouched down, his head lowered. He breathed silently, waiting just a few minutes before poking his head out from behind the brush. He didn’t see anyone and slowly stood up, trying to make as little noise as possible.

      “That was a rookie mistake, old man,” the Cossack said as he kicked Radu in the back and took him to the ground. “I thought you would be a bit smarter. After spending so much time on earth, you must’ve picked up a few tricks by now.”

      “I’m a bit rusty,” Radu snarled as he pushed himself to his feet with both hands. He could see that the redhead had turned to run. Radu grabbed a stick up off the ground. As soon as his hands touched it, it smoothed and sharpened into a long spear. He shot it through the air in the young vampire’s direction. The boy cried out when the spear pierced through his heart from behind.

      “I am no coward,” Radu said with a snarl. “That is a coward.”

      The Cossack looked at the dead body of the young man with disinterest.

      “I didn’t like him,” he admitted. “But yet I am duty bound to avenge him.” The warrior drew a short, broad sword, the traditional weapon of the Cossack. Radu had faced these raiders on several occasions as a young man. It was an unfortunate reality of trying to trade with the Russians, you would eventually have to deal with Cossacks. They were the pirates of the Ukrainian Steppe.

      “You do not know who you are facing,” Radu said, crouching over Carrie’s body protectively. She was still unconscious, her steady breath the only indication that she was alive. “I have recovered from hibernation. I am ready to fight.”

      “I was there the night you went into hiding.” The man holding the sword was smirking as he moved in closer. “You let us cut that girl’s head off. Are you going to let it happen again?”

      Radu launched himself at the warrior, curling his hands around the man’s head in such a way that he could twist it quickly. In the next moment, he had ripped the vampire’s head off completely. It was faster than he had ever moved in his life. The Cossack hadn’t even reacted. His sword was still at the ready when his body hit the ground. Radu crushed the head between his hands, tossing the bloody mess to the side. He leaned down and used the lower portion of the Cossack’s tunic to clean his hands. He pulled his sword from his side and stabbed the body through the heart.

      He wasn’t taking any chances.

      “I have to find Solomon,” Radu snarled. He lifted his head and smelled the air around him. Solomon was somewhere on the mountain. Radu could see Nevasta’s face front and center in his mind. She was just a head moving through his mind, dangling by the hair in Solomon’s hand. The Cossack had taken Radu’s mind back to a very dark place.

      He had wrestled with his actions for a long time after the original attack. Nevasta was dead and there was no way to save her. Solomon had killed her. He had taken her head and stabbed her body through the heart. It was all over and could not be changed.

      Radu had a sacred duty. He had to protect the sword, and that’s just what he did. He hid the sword away and then he went into hiding himself. Radu was sure at the time that he was doing the right thing. It was hard, but knowing that he was right made it easier. Now, he didn’t feel so sure.

      Two hundred years of laying around had given Radu plenty of time to think, and to feel. He had thought and felt some very harsh things over the years, and they had called into question the decision that he had made two centuries ago. It was a mistake to leave Solomon alive. It had cost Nevasta her life, and now it put Carrie at risk.

      “You heard what the old woman said,” Radu groaned as he picked up Carrie and started heading toward an area that was more likely to have a cave somewhere in its midst. He had to find shelter and get away from the vampires patrolling the mountainside. “I just have to get out of sight.”

      “And I have to kill him,” Radu was in a full-fledged argument with himself. He could feel both sides of the argument pulling his body in different directions. He knew that he needed to protect Carrie, but there was a part of him that knew Carrie wouldn’t be safe until Helga and Solomon had been killed. “I can’t let them leave this forest.”

      Radu was losing his grip on the situation. He was walking around the mountain without a thought toward staying hidden. He carried Carrie in his arms as he walked, but he was no longer worried about getting her under cover when vampires got close. He hoped that he was being seen. He wanted to take on Solomon’s little army.

      “You need to come and find me,” Radu was talking in a frustrated, but subdued tone. He wasn’t going out of his way to gather attention, but he wasn’t trying to hide himself away either. Radu found the mouth of a cave and he ducked to go inside. Despite his anger and his need to find and kill his enemies, he was relieved to put Carrie down. He maneuvered her in his arms, carrying her at an awkward angle to get over the stalactites that guarded the cave entrance.

      “You will be fine here,” Radu said as he kissed Carrie on the head. He gazed at her for a moment, admiring her beautiful, but dirty, face. He tried to brush a bit of dirt from her forehead and ended up smearing it. He chuckled. “I’m only going to make that worse. Sorry, Carrie. I’ll be back. I promise.” He found a smooth section of ground and propped her head up on her backpack. “Sleep tight, dear. You need it.”

      Now he was set to take on Solomon.

      As he stepped out of the cave, Radu turned back to cover the entrance to the cave with fronds and branches from the ground. He was about to step even further away, but he felt a tugging at his chest. It was a pain that he couldn’t identify. His senses told him he was doing something wrong.

      Radu scaled a tree almost to the very top. He looked out as far as he could see and took in a deep breath through his nose. He could smell many different vampires, but there was one that smelled a lot like Helga. Radu had first smelled the traitorous witch on his last day in the monastery. He remembered her smell. It was strong and bitter, like the smell that might come from a backed-up sewage system. It was still fresh in his nose, one that he would likely remember forever. The scent was now mixed with the stench of Solomon, who reeked of the smell of death and destruction.

      Radu wasn’t sure if he recognized it correctly at first, but the presence of Helga just proved that he was right. Solomon was only about a mile away. Radu could run there and fight him, and then be back in no time at all. With the rage that he felt inside, and the quick defeat of the Cossack vampire still fresh in his mind, Radu was sure that it would only take a few minutes.

      It would solve everything. Radu could feel his revenge in his hands, and the saliva dropping off of his fangs. He drew in more of the air. There were a lot of vampires moving through the area, but he was moving fast, and gaining strength from the anger he felt inside. Radu was ready to head down the tree and chase after Solomon.

      He went to move, and then froze. He opened his ears and heard a slight rustling below him. With so many vampires in the area he hadn’t sensed the vampire who had found the cave. The old, fat, white-haired male vampire was pushing aside the branches Radu had used to cover up the entrance. He was sniffing heavily. Radu could tell the old man could smell Carrie in the cave. He wasn’t going to stop until he had the young woman. Radu couldn’t…wouldn’t let that happen.

      He jumped down, at the same time breaking off a long limb from the tree he had climbed. It formed into a spear, much like the one he’d used earlier. He plunged the stick down through the old vampire’s back, sure that his calculations were correct.

      The old vampire dropped like a rock.

      Radu stood over the lifeless body. He lifted his head, scanning the trees around him. He could sense the vampires moving through the woods. There were many of them, crawling around the mountainside like ants on a mission. There was no way for Radu to leave Carrie and be sure of her safety.

      “I need to have my revenge.” He fought back tears. Emotions would do him no good. He needed to be strong. But he felt like he was letting Nevasta down again. Her death, holding her in his arms, kissing her lips, those were the things he wanted to remember about her. He closed his eyes and tried to think about anything else. He didn’t want to see Helga’s face anymore. He had to stay with Carrie. “I am so sorry,” he whispered into the air. He was letting Nevasta down. And there was nothing he could do to prevent it.

      A cool breeze rifled through the trees. It shook the leaves at the tops of the trees, but on the ground there was nothing. The thick tree cover of the forest was keeping the scent of Solomon out of Radu’s nose. He was grateful that he didn’t have to smell his arch-rival at a time like this. He certainly had enough to deal with.

      Radu grunted, picking up the fat vampire’s body. He tossed it into a clearing nearby and returned to the cave. He opened the makeshift door and crawled in through the rock sentries that guarded the entrance to the cave. He sat down on the floor beside Carrie and tried to look at her face. He was trying to replace the horrible images in his mind. He wanted to see her face instead.

      Radu needed to find a place to put his rage. He wasn’t going to be able to use it tonight. He was going to spend another night in hiding stewing with his own emotions. It wasn’t a good feeling; Radu hated to think about his behavior as cowardice. It was the best thing that he could do given the circumstances. However, it still felt like cowardice as he hid in a cave from Solomon and his thugs. He had to protect Carrie, though.

      Radu closed his eyes and leaned back against the cave wall. He had to stay calm. He could feel his body vibrating with rage. He could smell his enemies running through the forest all around him. He sat, every part of his body wanting to run and kill, and yet, he sat.
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      “Whaaa…!” Carrie shouted as she came to. She struggled to sit up, looked around completely disoriented, and shrieked again as a hand came down over her mouth. Carrie threw an elbow in the direction of the hand. It contacted the body of a man who was hard as stone. She turned to see that Radu was holding her mouth.

      “Shh,” the vampire hushed the frantic young woman. “I need you to stay calm. Solomon’s men haven’t left the woods yet. They will have to find shelter in a few hours, but for now, I need silence.” He winked at the witch and then moved his hand from her mouth.

      She nodded, asking quietly, “What’s going on?” as she sat up and straightened out her clothing. Her jeans had shifted a bit and the fabric was starting to ride up. Her ribs and neck were very stiff. “What happened to me?” She tilted her head to the side, stretching her neck muscles to relieve them.

      “You needed to rest. I think the book made it happen,” Radu seemed unsure of exactly what had transpired. “Solomon and his men have been hunting us all night. I have been carrying you through the mountains like a sack of potatoes.” He grinned.

      “Thanks for that imagery,” Carrie teased as she rubbed her neck. She was having trouble holding her head up. The muscles in her neck were stretched and achy. The throbbing made it difficult for her to think straight. She shook her head to clear it.

      “I didn’t mean anything by it,” Radu said in an amused voice. He was watching her closely. She noticed that his eyes were trained on her neck as she rubbed it. His eyes lifted to hers and he sighed. “I’m hungry. I apologize.”

      “I get it,” Carrie sighed, pressing in her own empty stomach. There was a quaking in her guts. She couldn’t remember the last time she had eaten. “I have to get some food today. I can’t remember the last time I had something good to eat. Or anything to eat, for that matter.”

      He nodded, knowing the human need for food was as strong as his need to feed. “Well, head down the mountain and wait for me by the cathedral. Don’t come back here because if Helga finds you and follows you back here, I will be vulnerable to her attacks. It is not sunset yet.”

      “I don’t want to abandon you, Radu.”

      He shook his head. “I appreciate the nobility but you must go. It is necessary in this instance.”

      “I don’t like leaving anyone behind.”

      He smiled. “I know, dear. But it is safer this way, you must understand.”

      Carrie sighed. She knew he was right. Helga wasn’t going to be fooled by any trick in the book now. They would have to proceed with great caution.

      “I will head down as soon as the sun comes up,” Carrie said as she looked at the branches that covered the mouth of the cave. “Is this cave dark enough for you?”

      “I will bury myself in the dirt here.” Radu smacked at the floor of the cave. He leaned back against the cave wall and smiled. Carrie felt bad for him. The smile seemed very forced. “I did the right thing, but tonight was very tough.” Carrie wanted to ask what Radu was talking about, but she decided that she didn’t have the energy for a long, in-depth conversation.

      “Do you need to feed?” Carrie asked as she continued to roll and massage her neck. She had her head turned far to the side, but she could still see that Radu was nodding. “I can’t give a lot right now.”

      “I understand,” Radu sighed as he moved closer to where Carrie was seated. “I don’t need a lot, but I need something if we’re going to keep my body going. The hibernation process did a lot of damage. I’m still trying to get past a lot of the effects.”

      “You’re already looking better,” Carrie said as she looked at Radu’s face and skin. There was no more flakey skin, and the loose jawline had tightened up. Radu looked a million times more human than the first time the two of them had met. His skin looked like skin.

      “I promise to leave you with plenty of blood,” Radu said as he edged closer. “You will be strong enough to walk down to the village and get some food to eat. I promise.”

      Carrie sighed as she lowered her neck and let the vampire sink his teeth in. She reached behind her head and pulled the hair away from her neck.

      Radu pulled back quickly. Carrie could tell he had only taken a tiny bit of her blood. She watched as he turned away from her, licking his teeth clean. It looked like his skin was glowing. Radu’s skin was changing colors as he leaned back against the cave wall. He looked radiant and vibrant. His eyes seemed brighter.

      “You look ten years younger,” Carrie said as she reached out to touch Radu’s skin. “I can’t believe how smooth this feels.”

      “I was a young man when I was turned,” Radu said as he rubbed his hands over his face as well. There was no mirror in the cave, so he had to settle for feeling his face. “This is what I used to look like. A young man, strong, and capable.”

      “That’s what you look like,” Carrie admitted. She was still touching his cheek, and then their eyes met. Carrie smiled meekly. They held their gaze for a moment before Radu leaned up and put his lips on hers. She felt a chill of excitement run through her body. He put his hand around the back of her head and pulled her closer before rolling her down onto the floor of the cave.

      When he released her from the intense kiss, she gazed at him in wonder. “What are we doing?”

      “What do you want to do?” Radu asked, brushing the hair from her forehead, feeling the energy and urgency running through his veins. He wanted her more than he’d wanted a woman in quite some time.

      “In a cave?” Carrie asked, lifting her eyes to look around them at the damp walls.

      “Can you think of a better place?” Radu said as he reached down with his mouth and pressed his lips hard against Carrie’s waiting lips. She lifted up to meet his kiss, pushing her tongue into his mouth. A thrill ran through her when their tongues touched.

      Their hands explored each other as they kissed. Carrie couldn’t believe how nice Radu’s new skin felt. It was still firm, and hard, but it still felt smooth, and soft. He was like a rock covered in living skin. They kissed as she moved her hand under his shirt. She loved the feeling of his washboard abs, his thick chest muscles, the way his shoulders rolled as he moved his hands over her.

      Carrie pushed one hand down into the front of Radu’s pants, as their tongues continued to dance across each other. She moved her hand lower so that she could scratch her nails along Radu’s thighs, loving the feeling of his skin against her fingers.

      The skin was still soft, but she could feel bubbles popping under the surface of the skin, and she looked up to see that Radu’s eyes had gone wide. Carrie started to feel her heart race, and she looked over to see that sunlight was coming through the branches.

      “What’s happening?”

      “I lost track of time,” Radu pushed himself off her. She was disappointed that she had to pull her hand out of his pants, where his manhood was waiting for her. The moment lost, she tried to stand up as he tried to shuffle to the end of the chamber. His legs were already starting to harden. Carrie couldn’t stand all the way up in the cave, but she tried to help him move. The cave didn’t end, but the rock formations around the back of the chamber made it impossible to get any deeper into the cave.

      “I’m going to make you a coffin,” Carrie said as she pulled out her wand. Radu’s head was shaking as he tried to get the words out. “What’s wrong? It will take two seconds.”

      “Helga, she-be-here-track-magic!” Radu stuttered as he laid flat on the ground, his body no longer able to move. “Cover! Cover me!” His voice was grunting as he fought to get the words out.

      Carrie started to cover Radu with the clothes from her backpack, and then the backpack itself, but she didn’t have anything else, and there was a lot of territory to cover. Carrie took off her t-shirt and her jeans and she covered Radu’s body with them. She could still hear his groans become cries for help. Radu was being burned.

      Carrie ran to the front of the cave and grabbed the branches he’d used to cover the mouth. She ran back as fast as she could, covering him with them. She returned to the entrance for the leaves and other brush he’d used. She repeated the process until she could no longer see him and the cries for help had stopped.

      The only thing that she had brought out of the cave was her wand. Carrie didn’t have much choice about how she handled the situation, she was trying to move fast, but she wished that she had thought of the leaves before giving up her clothes.

      Carrie started to head down the hill. She wasn’t wearing any clothes, but that was a problem that she could easily solve with magic. Helga would be able to track the magic, so Carrie had to walk in her bra and underwear. When she got far enough away from the cave, she would create an outfit for herself. She already knew what she wanted to wear, a simple outfit that she could move easily in.

      As Carrie went down the hill, she hoped that the sunlight hadn’t done any damage to Radu’s skin. The healing process had already moved so far, and she didn’t want him to have to waste time healing a burn on his newly revitalized skin.

      “I think I need a dress,” Carrie said as she used magic to create a flowery sun dress. It was yellow and pink and it fit her body perfectly, accentuating the roundness of her hips and her behind. If the spell wasn’t so hard to maintain, Carrie would wear magical clothes all the time. If she got distracted, the clothes disappeared. Carrie was one to let her mind wander, but she wasn’t going to do it today. She was determined today.

      Carrie headed into the town and stopped at a nice café to eat. She had a sandwich, hoping that would be enough. She was still hungry when she finished the sandwich and walked out of the café. She didn’t want to risk staying in one place for too long. She could see vendors down the street. Carrie could smell some amazing foods at what looked like a little farmers’ market just a block or two from the café.

      “Are these freshly made?” Carrie asked as she looked over the treats on the table. The old woman pretended not to speak English, until it was time to ask for money. Carrie had used her wand to give herself a fat wad of money. The money was real, and technically it was stolen from a nearby bank, but she was hungry. All her own money was now buried in leaves.

      Carrie enjoyed herself as she walked around the small town. She had almost forgotten about the trouble that she was in, and the mission that she had been charged with. In that moment she was just a young woman taking in the scenery, enjoying the admiring looks of the young men she passed in the street.

      The cathedral was hard to miss. Carrie had noticed the majestic building as she came into town. The spiral towers and the intricate details that covered the stone revealed what an ancient building it was. The church was 500 years old, and it still stood out as a marvel of architecture. Carrie made her way through the streets to the church.

      She was moving slowly, stopping every block to take in the sights and buy more food. She couldn’t believe how hungry she was now that she was eating for two. She found herself craving things that she felt would add nutrients to her blood. She wanted to be healthy for Radu.

      Carrie was eating spinach and broccoli, lots of fruits and meat for protein. Other than the occasional baked good, and the sandwich, she was sticking to whole foods. Carrie had never worried about eating healthy. She had never had to worry about eating, she was still young, and her metabolism was winning out over her love of sugar.

      Carrie was still three or four blocks from the church when she caught a glimpse of something in a shop window. It was Helga’s image, faded but definitely there. Carrie walked quickly past the window. She kept moving and tried to keep her eyes forward. Turning her head would bring attention to herself. Her heart fluttered in her chest. “Is she tracking me?” Carrie wondered.

      There was no way to really know if she was being followed without turning around and she didn’t want to do that. “I’m using magic,” she reasoned quietly. “She should know where I am.” Carrie walked quickly down the sidewalk, heading away from the image. Maybe it was in her mind. Maybe she was so afraid Helga was tracking her, she was seeing the ghostly image where she shouldn’t. Was she losing her mind? She tried to use the shop window next to her to try and see if Helga was behind her.

      Shock nearly made her fall over when she realized she was no longer wearing her clothes. She looked around at the street. It was empty, except for a collie giving her an odd look from an apartment window on the other side of the street. “Nobody saw,” she whispered in relief, clutching her wand tightly in her hand and fixing the problem. She would need to find a clothes shop and soon. She was much too easily distracted for a spell this shaky.

      Carrie put her clothes back on and walked through the front door of the next shop she saw. It was a fabric shop with a pretty light red dress in the window. A small bell rang pleasantly when she came through. She eyed the dress for a moment, touching the fabric to see if it was soft and pliable. She didn’t want to wear anything restricting. She bought the dress and, with the shop owner’s permission, changed in the restroom before heading back down the street. She kept her eyes out for any indication Helga was around her. She didn’t sense the evil woman, nor did she see a sign of her presence.

      “I need to get to the church and keep my head down,” she murmured, looking to the left and the right as she headed for the building.

      Just as she turned onto the street that would take her to the cathedral two blocks down, she spotted the witch. She was standing in the cross section of the side street, leaning against the stop sign. She smiled at Carrie. They were too far away to speak but Carrie knew Helga would say something sarcastic as soon as they were in hearing distance of each other. She loved to use wit and sarcasm to make her victims feel worse than they already did.

      There was no mistaking this, the possessed woman was walking right at Carrie. They made eye contact. Carrie knew what Helga wanted. She wanted to take her former student to Solomon. Carrie gripped her wand at the ready, knowing there was no opportunity to run this time. She would have to stay and fight, even if she didn’t want to. As Helga got closer, her hand tightened around her wand.

      “Well, hello, Carrie. I do believe we’ve been looking for you, haven’t we?” The smile that stretched across Helga’s face could not be taken as genuine. Carrie sneered without responding. “I was just hoping I would run into you.” Helga pointed to an alley, turned her finger over and beckoned with it. Carrie’s eyes darted to the alleyway, where a large single-handled trash can lid lifted up in the air. Her first thought was that it would make a fine shield and probably had for some youngster sometime over the years.

      “Do you think you can get away now?” Helga chuckled lightly, her dark eyes flashing. “You really must relax. Do you think that I’m some sort of monster? I’m sure we can settle this like adults, my dear, can’t we?”

      “Stop!” Carrie lifted one hand, pointing her wand in the direction of the hovering trash can lid. “I only have one thing to say to you!”

      Helga lifted her eyebrows. “Oh? And what would that be? I’m sure it is nothing of relevance. I must take you to him.” She grinned, making Carrie’s skin crawl with anger. “I truly did lose my way for a while. I had stopped seeing the world for what it was. I need to be with Solomon, so say your piece, and let’s be on our way.” She snatched the lid out of the air and swung in Carrie’s direction.

      “Luați sabia!” Carrie shouted, waving her wand in Helga’s direction. A powerful bolt came out of the end of the wand, shaping into a short sword, while at the same time slamming into Helga’s chest, knocking her off her feet. Carrie snatched the sword out of the air. The older witch hit the ground seconds after the tin lid clattered down next to her, rolling like a spinning top for a few moments before settling down flat.
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      “Ahhhh!” Radu cried as he got control over his body again. His skin and bones felt stiff, and brittle. It was like he was going back into hibernation. He was playing a dangerous game, letting his heart and his emotions do his thinking for him. It had nearly ended in disaster, but after nearly eight hundred years, it had felt good to act like a young man again.

      Radu burst through the pile of sticks and dirt that Carrie had heaped in front of the door. She had been very thorough, and blocked out all the light, but they had been too late. Sunlight had touched the old vampire’s body, and his long hibernation had made his skin particularly sensitive.

      “I need to get to Carrie. I need to get to the cathedral.” Radu was trying to talk his body into moving properly, but it was a struggle. Breaking through the pile of sticks and mud felt like it had taken every bit of strength and energy he had. He just wanted to lie back down and stay there for a few weeks. “I’m getting too old for this.” Radu was feeling dismayed and disappointed, especially after regaining so much of his strength and power in the past few days.

      He started moving down the mountain, leaving the solitude and cool protection of the cave. It was hard for him to keep walking, each step feeling like he was being stabbed. He sat down on a rock to get a better look at his feet. He hadn’t worn any footwear since he moved into the monastery, and his feet had been the first place that the sunlight hit as it moved into the cave. His feet were cut, long deep tracks running from heel to toe. There was no blood of course, and he didn’t need to worry about infection, but they did make it very difficult to walk.

      He stood up again, “Ooo…ah!” Radu was putting his feet down slowly and carefully. He could feel the stems of the dead leaves and the ends of sticks poking around inside of his foot. Each step made his skin feel like it was going to rip right off. Radu took a deep breath and started moving faster, trying desperately to ignore the pain in his feet.

      Radu stood still for a moment as his foot sank into the soft soil at the bottom of a puddle. It was cooling his skin and it was the first step that hadn’t been filled with pain. The former prince looked around at the trees of the mountainside. He had been in this forest before. The landscape had changed a bit over time, but it had the same look and character.

      The battle for Wallachia had been fierce, and Radu Negru had been a young man trying to make a name for himself. A semi-royal at birth, he had noble blood, but nothing in the way of land. There was a reason that his humble beginnings were left out of the history books. He spent his formative years travelling from court to court. He was supposed to be making friends, and wooing potential allies, but Radu had never had a head for that. The army wasn’t even his army when they set out from Curtea de Argeș to fight the Hungarian King.

      It was his ability to wait and listen that had helped him rise to power. He was never one for the spotlight. Radu had hid in the shadows and listened to the stories of the kings, Voivodes, and warriors that visited the courts he frequented. They had told stories of a powerful creature that lived in the mountains and guarded a terrible secret.

      These were the mountains where Radu had met his master. Unul had been tracking the army for some time when Radu finally saw the old man. There was still a glow about him, and it was on a dark night in the middle of a clearing that Radu finally saw the mythical creature that had ended Balaur’s cruel reign of terror.

      He didn’t want to think about that now. He wanted to get to the cathedral. He needed Carrie’s help desperately. It wasn’t just that he needed her help recovering from his wounds, especially his feet. His body desired her. His very essence depended on having her. The interruption that had caused him to lose his chance with her the night before had left him aching, wanting, lusting for her.

      He would take his chance when he found her. The Curtea de Arges, where Carrie was waiting for him, was a church he had built during his first rule. He needed the sword to enter the fortress. It was the only way. He knew it.

      He was determined to get in there and get that sword. He might have to search the catacombs but he was going to find it. Getting in the fortress was the only way to destroy Solomon and Helga.

      Radu made his way down to the town below, passing through hoping that he was blending in as well as he wanted to. There weren’t many people out anyway. The street was nearly empty.

      He passed the café where Carrie had gotten her sandwich, and continued walking past the leering dog in the window across the street. He could see the steeple of the church in the distance. He was thirsty and needed sustenance. He eyed several people as he passed them on the street, his eyes concentrated on the pulsing vein in their neck. A young woman passed by, jogging, her blond pony tail swinging back and forth behind her. The vein in her neck was throbbing as she exerted effort. His breath caught in his throat and he looked away.

      Something like that would only draw the attention of every other vampire and witch in the area. The vampires after him would have open access to him and would have to fight for their turn pummeling him after the humans and the witches. He was in too much pain from this damned recovery from hibernation to worry about something like that right now. When he found Carrie, his needs would be satisfied. He would feel her from the inside and the outside. He would become one with her just like he’d done before and it would surely be just as sweet.

      He turned up an alleyway, knowing he could cross through the alley and come up behind the cathedral from a different position than usual, a different route from the one Carrie would have used. He didn’t need to check to make sure she was safe. He had a feeling she was and that satisfied him enough.

      His senses tingled and he slowed down his pace, instinctively crouching. His eyes were alert, darting from left to right as he searched for the source of the bad feeling. Helga was around here somewhere. He sensed her presence like no other. She didn’t need to be a vampire to give out an eerily sharp sensation when she was around. It was like everything good around her withered away now that she was following Solomon’s lead. It withered away like the good she’d had in her soul before Solomon got hold of her.

      He didn’t want to wait any longer. He wanted to get to the cathedral immediately. Everything he needed was waiting there for him.

      He moved around a corner, turning into an alleyway. It was shaded and darker than the street outside. He could easily maneuver his way past the trash cans and other debris along his path. His eyes were sharp as if it was daylight. He almost felt invisible, but some witches could see in the dark if they knew the right spell and Helga most definitely would know that spell. The other vampires hunting him would also be able to see as well as him. Remembering those facts dampened his confidence.

      He hurried his pace and turned once more down a long alley that would lead him directly to the back of the cathedral. He passed the houses, glancing from side to side, hoping no one was looking out a window or taking out the trash or walking their dog. The way he felt, he wasn’t sure he could guarantee their safety.

      His feet were still burning but he’d become used to it. He distracted himself by thinking about what he was going to do to Carrie once he got his hands on her. And his lips. He didn’t know why she was so attracted to him, especially in the condition he was in. She was seeing him at his absolute worst but was still willing to give herself to him. It made no sense to him. He was glad. He was grateful. But he was confused by it.

      He snuck along, noticing a family at a dinner table. He stopped for a moment and watched them. There was some kind of board game spread out on the table and the family of five was playing it joyously. He hadn’t seen a board game or anyone playing a board game in a very long time. But this family seemed to be having the time of their lives. The mother and father were smiling, the two young boys were looking at each other with sneaky eyes while their little sister took her turn. Radu could tell they were planning an attack on the girl, but not a malicious attack. Their smiles gave away their love for the girl and when she landed on a certain spot, both boys lifted their hands and cheered. The little girl laughed and clapped her hands. The parents joined in the laughter.

      How he wished he could have had a family like that. It may have been boring compared to the life he led but he would have enjoyed it. He would have lived with a woman he loved, had children, grown old and died a happy man.

      He turned his head to see into another house; this time it was a back room, what looked like a den. A young man and woman were sitting together on a couch, watching television. They weren’t speaking to each other. After a moment, the girl leaned her head over and rested it on the man’s shoulder. Without taking his eyes off the screen, the man kissed her forehead. She smiled and wrapped one arm over his chest.

      Their love was obvious to Radu. Human love…something he missed tremendously.

      Time meant nothing now. There had been too much of it and his memory span was so long, it pained him to think about it. No human could ever understand the incredible changes mankind had gone through in the centuries he’d been around to observe. So much tragedy. So much hatred. And yet the world and the people still believed that love conquers all. Even in 2018, people still searched for love.

      He couldn’t blame them. He didn’t have to be human to desire someone’s love and affection. The physical part was healing but the emotional part was nurturing. After living as long as he had, he needed both to survive.

      The cathedral drew closer and closer. He was nervous for some reason, a feeling he wasn’t used to. He was a confident man. He was a powerful man. When he wasn’t healing from a long hibernation.

      He could smell Carrie’s scent as he got close to the cathedral. It comforted him because that meant she was there, waiting for him. He slid along the side of the fence surrounding the last house before the street let out into the cathedral parking lot. He looked up at the massive building, impressed with the work he’d done creating it. It went deep into the ground and jutted high up into the sky. It was a masterpiece, a work of pure art. He was proud of it, more than anything else he’d built over the years.

      The sword was hidden in the catacombs below. He and Carrie would retrieve the sword. Then they would be armed and ready to fight Solomon and Helga and keep the book safe from evil hands.
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      Carrie was doing everything she could to block Helga’s connection to her mind. She didn’t want the old woman to know she was meeting Radu at the cathedral. It was bad enough she was in the same city. She didn’t need Helga knowing every detail.

      She didn’t have an easy time going through the darkness without being seen, especially after defending herself against the old witch. She was shocked it hadn’t drawn the attention of every human, vampire, and witch in the city. Once Helga was down, she’d taken off, running in the opposite direction of the cathedral just in case Helga sensed which way she went. She backtracked a different way and came up behind the cathedral in the same place Radu would be coming a bit behind her.

      She crouched down near some tall bushes and scanned the area around her. Behind the cathedral, a cemetery stretched on for miles. Tombstones and buildings with urns in them dotted the land. It didn’t look like there was really any more room to bury the dead in that cemetery. It was full. She was curious to know which grave had been placed first.

      Turning her eyes away from the cemetery, she noticed a flashlight moving about on the other side of the building. At first she only saw the light moving on the ground. Eventually, the person holding the flashlight came around the corner and walked in her direction. She ducked quickly behind the bushes, her heart slamming against her chest. She might have been seen. She hoped she wasn’t.

      The security guard continued walking in her direction but gave no indication he’d seen anything strange. Before he reached the bushes where she was hiding, he made another turn and went up the steps to the deck that surrounded the front and sides of the building. There were tables and chairs scattered everywhere from the recent gatherings the church held for its parishioners.

      He turned to walk away from her, running his light over the furnishings. She peeked through the bushes to watch him, hoping he wasn’t taking a break. He didn’t sit down, though. He just continued walking. She could hear him humming but didn’t recognize the tune.

      She slipped away from the bushes on silent feet, moving quickly to the side of the cathedral and crouching down to walk along the side of it. She ran her hand over the side of the building until she found the crack that would let her get inside. She pushed her small fingers into the crack and pulled but it was stuck. She looked around for something to use as a lever. There was nothing on the ground but a nearby tree had low-hanging limbs. She looked around for the security guard or anyone else who might be watching. Seeing no one, she went to the tree and quickly snapped off a limb she thought would be small enough to get in the crack but strong enough to nudge it open.

      Back at the hidden entrance, Carrie pushed the branch into the crack. It fit but she wasn’t sure it wouldn’t break if she used it as a lever. Instead, she began to dig away the built-up mud and earth around the small door. Once she reached the bottom, she dropped the branch and pushed her fingers under it, pulling with all her might.

      The small door gave way enough for her to put her hands all the way in and jerk it open. It made hardly any sound but she looked around anyway, just in case. Her eyes fell on the flashlight of the security guard. He was making his way around to where she was. Quickly, she moved through the doorway into the darkness inside, turned around immediately and felt for the rope that would allow her to close the door.

      She found it and jerked the door closed just as the light turned toward it. She stood for a moment, her heart thumping inside her chest, waiting to see if the guard came to the area and tried to get in. She regretted leaving the branch sitting there. She’d probably left tracks, too, from her feet, or from opening the door.

      She waited for what felt like an eternity before letting go of her grip on the rope handle. She turned and looked behind her. The room was completely dark. Her eyes had no light to adjust to, so she felt the wall for a light switch.

      When she flipped it up, light flooded the room, making her squint and block her eyes for a moment. Then she took in where she was. She was impressed with Radu’s taste. He’d built this cathedral long ago, he’d said, but this room was updated with modern luxuries. She was relieved to see a small bar. She went to it and poured herself a drink. Then she sat on a long black leather couch to wait for him.

      She was anxious for him to get there. She knew he needed replenishment and she was determined to give it to him. She’d give him anything he wanted. She couldn’t help hoping he wanted more than just her blood. She wanted to feel his body against hers again. She wanted to watch him grow ten years younger each time he fed.

      While she waited, she held the book in her lap, looking down at it as if it might disappear if she let it go. It felt like she should open it. It seemed to be calling to her to open it. But she wanted to wait for Radu. They had to make plans. Now was not the time to be learning new spells.

      When the secret door finally opened and Radu came in, Carrie was flooded with a tremendous sense of relief. She set the book to the side and went to him, her arms held out. She could see he was in pain.

      “We didn’t get you in the ground fast enough, did we?” she asked with a mournful tone.

      He shook his head but took her in his arms anyway, holding her to his burning skin.

      “You need to feed. You need to right now.”

      Radu nodded and watched as she tilted her head to the side, moving her hair out of the way. “Do it, Radu. Before you are too weak to move.”

      Radu was overwhelmed with emotion when he looked down at the pulsing vein in her neck. He was already stiff, desiring her body almost more than the blood she was offering him. He bent down and sunk his teeth into her neck, sucking in the nourishment he needed. He felt the warmth and energy flow through him.

      He didn’t take more than he needed. He couldn’t do that to her. But instead of letting her go, he began to kiss her neck, making a circle around her collarbone to the other side. He looked into her eyes and she gazed back, her breath shallow.

      Carrie was surprised by the excitement running through her. He wanted her as much as she wanted him. She pushed her hand into his shirt and felt his muscles under the roughened skin. She began unbuttoning his shirt while he pushed the straps of her dress down over her shoulders.

      As they removed their clothing, they met in a deep kiss, a kiss that sent chills down Carrie’s body from her shoulders to her toes. His tongue flicked over hers, making her moan with pleasure.

      His hands moved all over her body, sending her into an eruption of chills every few seconds. She reached for his erect manhood and gripped the shaft in her hands, stroking up and down a few times. He moaned, reaching down between her legs and cupping her mound. Gently, he slid first one finger inside her, then another, delighting in her wetness.

      “You feel so good,” she moaned, pulling on his penis, longing to have it inside her. They moved together to the couch and he lowered her down onto it, spreading her legs and gazing down at her sweet, wet vagina. He couldn’t resist it. He got down on his knees and pressed his mouth against it, swirling his tongue around her clit as she cried out with pleasure. Her hips moved as the sensations swept through her. She gripped the top of his head and pushed herself against him. “Oh yes, oh yes,” she cried out, trying to keep herself from shaking and convulsing as he focused his tongue movements. When she thought about how huge his penis was and that it was soon to be inside her, she climaxed, rocking back and forth, gripping her breasts with both hands. “Oh, oh, oh…” She turned her head to the side, every muscle in her body tense.

      Before she could say anything, he was on top of her, pushing into her, moaning at the tightness that surrounded him as he entered. She lifted her hips, pumping herself on his dick as hard as she could. They were completely in sync as they rocked together and she reached up to cup her hand around his neck. He leaned down and took one of her nipples in his mouth, sucking gently on it, nibbling and biting. She writhed underneath him, pleasure shooting through her body with every stroke of his cock.

      She could feel it when he grew even larger and knew he was about to climax. His breath became rough and he slowed down. She remembered the last time when he’d told her to slow down. Again, she didn’t want him to. She wanted him to keep fucking her harder and harder. She could come multiple times with a man this good.

      He cried out, lifting his head and pushing as far into her as he could. She felt him buried deep inside and felt the warm seed flow through her. Sweat from his chest dripped onto her breasts and she used two fingers to spread it over her nipple. He lowered himself so that he was covering her but didn’t put all his weight on her.

      “Are you satisfied?” When he spoke against her neck, she closed her eyes, relishing the feel of his warm breath on her skin. She wanted him again. She wanted him to sink his fangs into her neck and his manhood deep inside her. At the same time. There was nothing more pleasurable than that.

      “That’s a silly question to ask, Radu,” Carrie said, barely able to breathe as pleasant sensations continued to flow through her. He had pulled out and his throbbing penis was resting against her trimmed bush, still pumping out small amounts of semen. She wrapped her legs around him, holding him in place. He chuckled, snuggling into her neck. She was just what he’d needed.

      He’d forgotten about his feet, which were already healing from the blood he’d taken from her. He wanted to feed again but he was going to give her time to rest. And the next time he fed from her, he would enter her again and show her the ultimate pleasure.

      “When are we going to get the sword, Radu?”

      He looked at her strangely. “I’ve just made love to you and you’re wondering when we’re getting the sword?”

      She grinned. “I was hoping there was enough time for another round before we go searching. We do have a lot of fighting to do and I… I want you… again. Before we have to do all that stuff that might get me killed.”

      Radu chuckled, pushing himself up from her. He gazed down at her naked body. She enjoyed the hungry look on his face when he looked at her. She felt exposed, her breasts firm and round, her stomach flat, her hips round and curved. She could tell he liked what he saw. A lot.

      She was impressed by the quick return of his strength and virility when he had a chance to feed. If it meant draining all her blood, she would make sure he was sustained, full, happy, and young. The hibernation had taken such a big toll on his body. He was still in recovery and his rough skin had been further damaged when the sun hit him that morning. He was safe now. He would have time to recover before going in for the fight against Solomon and Helga.

      “We have time, Carrie,” he said, moving so that his naked body was behind her on the couch. He wrapped his arms around her, cupping one breast with his hand. She could tell by his steady breathing that he was napping. She lay awake for a moment, overwhelmed by the feeling of his body against hers. Her blood pulsed warm through her as she felt herself falling deeper and deeper for the centuries-old vampire.
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      Radu didn’t want to wake up from his dream. He was warm, comfortable, happy. He was walking through a field of green grass, looking out over rolling hills, no worries to be had. Carrie was by his side, holding his hand, smiling her beautiful smile.

      But as luck would have it, he had to wake up. In the space between asleep and awake, he struggled to stay where he was, on the hillside, enjoying the sunlight on his human skin.

      It was a memory but in his dream he’d added Carrie to it. His ultimate happiness.

      He rolled over on the couch, still naked, and sat up. The first thing he noticed was that Carrie was not on the couch with him anymore. It alerted him to his surroundings, waking him up completely. Carrie was sitting on a high-backed cushioned chair near him, the book open in her lap, her eyes blank. She was staring out into space, seemingly in a trance. He grabbed his trousers and pulled them on as he went to her. He crouched beside the chair and looked up at her.

      “Carrie. Carrie, come back to me.”

      He waited a few seconds before snapping his fingers in front of her eyes. “Carrie. Carrie, come back.”

      Her eyes slowly focused and rolled down to look at him. “Radu.” Her voice sounded like it was coming from far away. “Radu.” She repeated his name as she came back to reality, looking into his eyes. “I have something to tell you.”

      “I am listening,” the vampire said, still crouching beside her chair. He put one hand on her knee and squeezed reassuringly. “Tell me what you know.”

      “I have seen Helga. I used the book and opened my mind to see where she is and what she’s doing.”

      “She did not know you were there?”

      Carrie shook her head. “She didn’t see me. I used a spell that cloaked my mind from her.”

      Radu reached up and rubbed one hand over his mouth and chin. He worried about Carrie. He was going to protect her no matter what it took. But he couldn’t control her completely. Sometimes she would put herself in danger and he would have to accept that. When she did, though, he was going to rescue her, even if she put herself in danger to begin with. She was a witch, she could handle herself.

      At least, that’s what he wanted to believe.

      “What does she know?”

      “She knows that we can’t get into the fortress without the sword. She knows we are looking for the sword. She has people watching the churches in Romania where the sword is possibly hidden. They are waiting for you…for us…to come and fetch the sword. I don’t know how we can get it without being caught or at least having to fight for it.”

      “That was a given to begin with, Carrie, you know that.” Radu stood up and went back to the couch. She watched as he slipped his shirt back on, regretting that he was covering up. Her desire for him knew no bounds. She would have preferred him naked every minute if it was possible.

      But then they would never get anything done.

      She grinned.

      He looked at her. “What do you find funny now?”

      She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. Just a funny thought that crossed my mind. Tell me, Radu, what are we going to do? You know where the sword is, don’t you?”

      He nodded.

      “I thought it was in this cathedral, in the catacombs.”

      He shook his head. “Not this one. It isn’t here. It’s underground, yes, and I will have to search for it. But it isn’t here. And that’s a good thing because we are surrounded by enemies.”

      Carrie looked at him, confused. “We are always surrounded by enemies, Radu. How can it be any different here?”

      “This cathedral is not as well guarded. It has many entrances that anyone with a special power would find.”

      “I put a deflection spell on that door when I came in,” Carrie mentioned. “I knew you would know where it was but anyone who doesn’t shouldn’t be able to find it.”

      “That’s good thinking, Carrie. I’m impressed.”

      His approval made Carrie smile.

      “There must be more in the book to help us,” Radu said. “We are being hunted. We need to get to the sword, get in the fortress and destroy Solomon’s power. If we aren’t able to do that, we’ll have to take the book and sword and hide them again, somewhere that no one will find them, no matter how powerful they are. Those two are a bad match. We’re going to have to take care of them.”

      Carrie nodded, closing the book and setting it aside. She stood up and moved to sit next to Radu on the couch. “What’s our next move then?”

      “They are guarding all of the churches, I’m sure. We need to get the sword first. I’ll take you to the church. I’ll have to stay there during the day while you take care of business. Then, at night, we will meet back up and go to the fortress. Is Helga there with him?”

      Carrie nodded, a sad look on her face. “She is so taken with him, Radu. It’s disappointing. It’s a shame. She was my mentor. She taught me so much. How can she be so wrapped up in someone who is so very evil? I remember her telling me that my powers should only be used when necessary. That spells should be learned for self-defence or to make things easier.” She lifted two fingers, mumbled a few words and they watched as the chair she’d been sitting in moved closer to the couch. “I don’t understand why she would turn to someone so evil. She was such a good witch.”

      “Now she is a powerful witch. She knows too much and has gone too far. She must be stopped.”

      Carrie felt a deep sadness overcome her. Her memories of the good Helga had done for her and for the other witches in the coven were strong and persistent. She didn’t want to believe the woman she had looked up to for so many years was capable of doing what she was doing.

      “I wish I could talk to her. I wish I could make things change.”

      Radu shook his head. “I’m afraid that’s a dream that will not come true.”

      “But how do you know?” Carrie exclaimed. “How do you know she can’t be brought back to the good side? She could help us defeat Solomon! Imagine if she was on our side and fought with us against him? He wouldn’t survive the battle.”

      “No, he wouldn’t,” Radu agreed. “But we must accept the fact that she is not on our side. She is against us. She will fight us. She could possibly kill us. You must accept that, Carrie. If you don’t and we are in the middle of a battle against her, your feelings for her will hold you back. You must be ready and willing to take her out. Both of them. You must learn as much as you can from the book. She is more powerful than you. You must rectify that.”

      Carrie felt indignant, even though he was right. She didn’t like having it pointed out that Helga was more powerful. Of course she was. She had been a witch much longer than Carrie. Radu noticed the look on her face and grinned.

      “Don’t be upset, Carrie. You are a strong, powerful woman and you will become a better witch than her in time. The student will surpass the master. But for now, you will need to continue learning, teaching yourself all you can and practicing often. We don’t have a lot of time.”

      Carrie nodded. “I’ve been working on it, Radu. I’ve been studying the book as much as I can, memorizing spells. My wand is going to be overused.” She chuckled at her last statement. He grinned at her.

      “What do you want to do right now?” Carrie asked, leaning over the back of the couch to set the book on the table behind them. She saw the look in his eyes and pursed her lips. “We don’t have time for more of that, Radu. We must go. Unless you need to feed. I’m right here if that’s what you want to do. But we will run out of darkness if we don’t go very soon.”

      He nodded. “Yes, you are right. We do need to leave. I would like to feed a little more. Not much. I do not want to deplete you of your energy.”

      She nodded. “I appreciate that. I’m going to need that energy when I go up against Helga. You realize it will be just me. You can’t do anything during the daylight.”

      “This is not news to me.” Radu laughed. He stood up and finished getting dressed, pulling on a pair of black boots and tying them up tightly. She did the same, putting her small feet into sturdy ankle boots with flat, tough heels. It would be easier to run and maneuver without slipping with those particular boots on. They were her favorite pair.

      Once they were out in the darkness, Radu had to lead her by the hand down the dark alleys. There were lights all around them but most of the route they took was in near complete darkness. They moved quickly but didn’t run. Radu didn’t want her to be out of breath or weary. She had too much to do. He would need to get to ground before long but he had to make sure she was in the right place.

      “Do you think you will be able to disguise yourself to get in the church and get to the sword?”

      “Yes, I found a spell that will keep me from being seen.”

      “Even by the witches in your coven? Won’t they sense your presence? Helga surely will. She’s…”

      Carrie shook her head. “You will have to trust me, Radu. I know what I’m doing. She may be more powerful than me in some ways but I have my ways, too. I have spells I can cast that she does not do as well as I do nor can she hold them for as long as me. I have my ways, Radu. Trust me.”

      It was strange but Radu did trust Carrie. She was one of the women he’d been brought to feed from but she had become much, much more than that to him. She was battling her own mentor, the woman who had made her the witch she was today. And that had to be one of the most difficult things for a young witch to do.

      “There is a cemetery near the church where you will find the sword,” Radu said as they skirted the streets toward the outskirts of town. “That’s where I will go to ground. I will need the rest and I must be sure to get in there as soon as possible. I can’t let what happened before happen again. I need to recover from that hibernation.”

      “You will be strong again, Radu,” Carrie said. “I know you will. I’ll help you however I can.”

      He nodded at her. “I know you are always there for me, Carrie. I appreciate you more than you know.”

      They reached the cemetery well before the sun rose over the mountains. Carrie looked up at the church nearby. It was an old one, for sure. But she doubted it could have been more than a hundred years old. “This is one of your recent churches,” she murmured, glancing at him. He reached back and took her hand, pulling her toward the cemetery.

      “There is a special place for me here,” he said. “But I need you to help me cover up. Can you do that for me?”

      “Of course, Radu, whatever you need.”

      Before she knew it, Carrie was hurrying toward the church, doing her best to get there before sunrise. She’d be able to get in and underground before anyone could see her. She gripped the map Radu had drawn for her in one hand, afraid that if she put it in her pack, she would somehow lose it. All those spells she’d memorized and he’d insisted she bring a hand-drawn map with her. It made her nervous that she would somehow forget the directions and get lost in the catacombs.

      That was the last thing she needed.
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      Carrie flicked on the flashlight as soon as she slipped through the open window to the basement of the church. The window wasn’t open originally but she made sure it was once she got there. It was the only one big enough for her to fit through and just happened to have several tall boxes stacked in front of it, sturdy enough to support her weight.

      She went through the window silently and moved down to the floor, dropping down without making a sound. She waved the flashlight slowly around the room to get her bearings. Radu had told her where she was going, what the room she was going in would look like and where she should go from there. She was to leave the room she was in and take a right down a long hallway. Eventually, she would come up on a door that would take her down into the basement. From the basement, she would find another hallway that resembled a sewer system to any human exploring the area.

      Carrie was only halfway down the hallway when the flashlight she was using began to flicker, as if the batteries were going dead. She smacked it a few times, frustrated. When it finally went out completely, she tossed it to the side in anger. She was in complete darkness. She stood for a moment in the dark and tried to think of the most logical solution to the problem.

      When the thought came to her mind, she smiled and shook her head. Why hadn’t she thought of her wand to begin with? She reached in her pack and pulled it out.

      “Et lux in tenebris lucet,” she murmured, waving the wand in the air. The tip let out a bright beam of light that lit ten feet in front of her. She moved forward quickly, hoping to get to the lower part of the church before she was detected by anyone. She was using her spell to ward off detection but there was always a chance, just like Radu said, that Helga would see through it.

      She had to take that chance. Getting the sword was the only way they could get into the fortress. They couldn’t defeat Solomon without it.

      She couldn’t help thinking back to her time with Radu in the cathedral. She worried about him, even though he was safe for the moment. He was healing.

      Carrie pointed her wand at the walls as she passed them. They were a speckled grey. When she found the door, the only one that could lead her down to the deepest parts of the church, she stopped. Her heart was pounding hard, slamming against the inside of her chest. She tried to breathe slowly, taking in a deep breath and holding it for a moment. When she felt brave enough, she grabbed the handle and turned it. It opened to the inside. She pushed it and pointed her wand down the staircase. It looked deep. She couldn’t see the bottom with the light she had. Only stairs.

      She moved down the stairs, taking them carefully one at a time. If she slipped, she would be in big trouble.

      The stairway continued down for more time than Carrie wanted to walk. Her heart raced faster with every step. Even with her spell of protection, she could feel Helga’s presence near. It figured that the one church the sword was kept at would be the one Helga would be at.

      She was nervous as she rounded another corner. The sense of danger around her was growing so strong she could feel the pressure against the outside of her body, as if she was being squeezed in a vice. She was finding it hard to breathe.

      Finally, she saw the ground floor. She saw the hallway that would take her down through the catacombs. The walls were different in the deep part of the church. They were lined with bones, human skulls and large rocks held together with some kind of mortar. It was a creepy feeling but she kept moving, determined to find the sword. She looked down at the map in her hand, directing her wand toward it so she could see clearly. If Radu hadn’t given her good directions, there was no way she would have found the hiding spot.

      A sense of immense danger swept over her and she felt her spell of protection dissipating. Fear sliced through her for only a moment. She held her wand out, moving it around in front of her. There was nothing but darkness beyond the light. She saw no movement. No sound met her ears. But the sense of danger remained.

      She stopped where she was and waited, listening closely. She wanted to call out to Helga. She could feel her presence. She knew she was there. But she couldn’t see her.

      Carrie stayed silent, frozen in place. If she tried to find the sword and Helga caught her, the old witch would have it in her possession. Unless Carrie could somehow keep it from her. That meant she would have to fight her.

      Radu came into her mind, like a phantom whispering in her ear. His encouraging words released her from her frozen fear. She ran forward, knowing exactly where she needed to go. She wasn’t going to let this opportunity pass her by. She would get the sword and get back to Radu by nightfall. She would hide in the church walls if she had to.

      The hidden spot was behind two identical skulls placed next to each other, their jaws hanging open as if they were scared to death. Without hesitation, Carrie jammed the tip of her wand in between them and broke them apart. The hole that opened was much wider than it should have been. She reached in and felt around in the darkness until she felt the handle of the sword on her fingertips.

      She grabbed the handle and yanked the sword from its hiding place. With a flick of her wand, she closed the two skulls back together and the hole disappeared as if it had never been there.

      Carrie slid the sword into her belt and bolted back down the way she had come, running as fast as she could. If Helga was there, she wouldn’t catch her in the catacombs. She would reach the surface and get out into the sunlight, where she could see to fight if she needed to.

      The steps going up to the surface seemed longer than when she’d come down. It might have been her fear. She suspected it could also have been a result of a spell Helga put on her to make it seem like she would never reach the top.

      But she did. And as soon as she opened the door to the hallway of the church, she was lifted off the ground and brought down on the other side of the hall, slamming against the wall, knocking all the breath out of her lungs.

      She gasped and put one hand to her chest, trying to pull her breath in. She gripped her pack to her side. There was no way she was letting go of the book or the sword. No matter what Helga had in store for her. She would die before she would give up the book and the sword.

      Helga didn’t need the book anyway. She knew all of it, didn’t she? Anger split through Carrie and she pushed herself to her feet, taking in gulps of breath as she did so. As soon as she was on her feet, she saw Helga, a smug look on her face, walking toward her.

      “Helga,” she gasped. “Please, stop. You know Solomon is making you do this. Why are you letting him…”

      “I don’t want to hear it!” Helga lifted her hand in Carrie’s direction. Carrie’s mouth closed. She was unable to open it. She felt a binding sensation around her body. Her arms pressed against her sides, her legs were frozen. Her head lifted and she grunted in pain. Her mind screamed for Radu, but hopelessness was creeping up on her. She was unable to get to her wand. The book and the sword were there for Helga’s taking. She felt helpless and bitterly angry. Without her words, she couldn’t cast spells. Without movement, she couldn’t use her wand or fight with her hands. She was completely under Helga’s control and the old witch knew it.

      Carrie was sad to see the look on her mentor’s face. She looked so satisfied, so pleased with herself. It was heartbreaking.

      Deep in the darkness, Radu stirred. His body began to boil with frustration. He woke from his slumber, feeling a searing pain of anger slice through him. He pushed up one hand and threw the dirt from his body.

      Carrie was in danger. Helga had her trapped. The sword… the book… Carrie…

      He leapt out of the dirt, throwing it in all directions around him. The sun was beginning to rise but he still had enough time to get to the church, he was sure of it. He would find a way to stay covered. He would find a monk’s robe, tear down a curtain, whatever he had to do. His number one priority was getting Carrie away from Helga.

      He could feel the heat of the sun as it came up burning his skin. He made it to the church before it poked its bright head over the mountains in the distance, slipping into the shade of the building just in time.

      He ran down the hallway in the direction he knew the witches would be, sliding around the corner to see Helga approaching Carrie, her arms reaching out to take his lover’s possessions from her. Helga caught sight of him and bared her teeth in anger, shrieking like a banshee. She backed away from Carrie, focusing her attention on the vampire.

      “You are no match for me, monster!” Helga cried out, lifting her hands to send a spell in his direction.

      Radu was too quick for her. He moved from left to right so quickly she didn’t see where he was for a moment. Before she knew it, he was next to her, his arm stretched out to knock her off her feet. She slammed back on her behind but only for a moment. She was up on her feet, holding her hands out in his direction, shouting foreign words he didn’t understand.

      Before the spells could reach him, he was already circling Carrie, unbinding her from her frozen spell, relieving her of the possessions Helga so desperately wanted. Carrie fell to her knees for a moment but was back up on her feet quickly, ready to follow Radu wherever he went.

      Helga screamed out in frustration, tossing spells through the air at the both of them. Once she was freed from her frozen state, Carrie was able to take her wand and knock each blast away, throwing a few of her own in return.

      They had little effect on Helga, who looked like she would have been having fun if she wasn’t so angry. Carrie was reminded of her training days, when Helga would throw spells at her and she would deflect them with what she had been taught.

      After arming himself with the sword, leaving the book with Carrie, Radu moved like a bolt of lightning, coming up next to Helga and throwing her to the ground. He held her there, baring his teeth, ready to sink them into her neck when she cried out “Cedere nescio”!

      Radu’s hands went through a thick fog as it surrounded Helga. Within moments, he was scrambling at the empty smoke, his hands grabbing nothing.

      Helga had disappeared.

      Carrie collapsed behind him. His body on fire, Radu crawled back to her, grabbing her arm and pulling her into the shaded part of the hallway, where the sun wasn’t shining through the windows. At this rate, he was never going to heal. His skin was beginning to flake from his hands and feet, though the sun had not touched them yet.

      Carrie reached for him and covered him with her body. “What do we do, Radu?” she asked in a desperate voice. Her love for him overwhelmed her. All she wanted to do was keep him healthy and safe. “Take nourishment from me. Please. I want you to.”

      He shook his head. “I must get to ground. The sun is out and I can’t be out here. Take me down. Take me down to the catacombs. I will ground there.”

      Carrie took one of his arms and put it around her shoulders. She dragged him back to the door that led down to the deep parts of the church. The steps were long and it would be a struggle but she was determined. She would get him where he needed to be.
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      The coolness of the vaults under the church made Radu feel a little better. But the exertion and the sun’s rays made him feel like he was on fire.

      “Over here,” Radu said. “There’s a deep hole I used some years ago while the church was being built.”

      “I have to put a spell of protection around us again, Radu. You rest here. Do you need to feed?”

      He shook his head. “Not yet. I need to get to ground. My skin is burning. I feel like I’ll never be who I used to be. The hibernation nearly destroyed me."

      She lowered him, her heart aching for him. She could tell by the gaunt look on his face that he was in a great deal of pain. His feet had barely healed and now his entire body was on fire. She set her pack next to her and dug through it, pulling out her wand. She walked around the small clearing, waving her wand and mumbling words under her breath while Radu pushed himself into the familiar hole. The touch of the soft dirt soothed his burning skin.

      Carrie came back to sit next to him on the ground, pushing dirt over his feet so he could lay back in comfort. He put his hands on his chest and looked at her.

      “I suppose this means I’ll do anything for you, Carrie. Doesn’t it.” It wasn’t a question. She stared at him, a warm feeling washing over her when she met his eyes.

      “Does it? Why do you think so?”

      “I have never, in the centuries I’ve been alive, been pulled to a woman in danger the way I was with you today. This means something special. That means you have captured something in me. We are bonded. It can’t be denied.”

      Carrie was quiet for a moment, looking at him and thinking about what he was saying. She could spend eternity with him, she was sure of that. But he needed her to stay mortal, at least for a while longer. She was the only one sustaining him. She ran her eyes over his body, meeting his eyes with a gentle look. “I can’t deny it, Radu. You are right. This… this feels like destiny.”

      He grinned at her, reaching up to touch her cheek. She closed her eyes and leaned her face against his large palm, enjoying his touch. She wanted to feel him against her, feel his lips on hers. But it wasn’t the right time. He was weak and needed rest.

      “How is it that you managed to get out of the ground and come to me when I needed you most?”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Were you thinking of me? Were you calling out to me?”

      Carrie blinked, pressing her lips together and blushing. It was too dark for him to see it, even though his night vision was perfect. He ran his thumb over her ear and pulled his hand back down to bury in the dirt. His skin was still burning. “I was thinking of you. I might have called out. I don’t remember. Helga had me in a bind, I couldn’t really speak. But in my mind, yes, I was calling out to you.”

      He nodded. “That’s what caused it. I can sense your spirit. When you are in danger. I felt your pain. I had to come to you. I had no choice.”

      “I will come to rely on that, you know,” Carrie teased, brushing his dark hair from his forehead and lightly running her fingers over his lips. He kissed them as they moved across his skin and smiled at her.

      “You will come to rely on it. You will trust me with your very soul. There is something I would like to do for you, Carrie, since it looks like we were meant to bond, despite being on opposite sides of this war.”

      Carrie frowned. She hated to think that they were on opposing sides. Power-hungry people were always causing trouble for everyone. They had no concern over who they hurt, as long as they got what they wanted. Radu looked confused.

      “You do not want what I have to give you?”

      Carrie shook her head. “That’s not why I’m frowning, my love. I frown because of the war between our people, because there are those out there who think they should have all the power and control. I don’t like that we have to be at war. It would be so much better if we were able to unite and use our powers together. Witches, like me,” she smiled at him, “would be perfect mates for vampires like you.”

      He chuckled. “There aren’t many vampires like me, my dear. I am of a rare breed. I don’t consider every human, witch, werewolf, or any other supernatural creature to be my enemy. I used to be a human. I know human flaws. Every supernatural creature has human traits. That’s the way it is. It will never change.”

      Carrie sighed. “I suppose you are right, Radu. I wish it could change. I wish at least my coven would see the unique gifts someone like you can bring to the table. But they just want to fight. I don’t understand that.”

      Radu’s body was cooling off rapidly. He was thankful and closed his eyes.

      “Are you going to sleep? Shall I be quiet?”

      He chuckled without opening his eyes.

      “Why don’t you tell me a story? That might help me rest. Besides, I enjoy your presence, even when you aren’t saying anything.”

      “Really?” Carrie was flattered. “So I can just sit like a stone and be totally silent and you wouldn’t feel like you were being guarded?”

      “But I am being guarded. You sit by my side while I sleep and that guards me. I don’t have protection spells like you do. I can’t turn into a bat and fly away like some people believe vampires can do. I am weak enough as it is, I don’t need someone trying to battle me head-on right now.”

      “You certainly didn’t look weak when you were fighting Helga.”

      “I was saving you. All that strength you saw was pure adrenaline.”

      “I’m glad you are still human in some ways, Radu, or you might not have come when you did. We still have the book and the sword. When you are better, we will go to the fortress and destroy Solomon. But you were going to give me something, weren’t you?”

      He pushed himself to a sitting position. She tried to object but he held out his hand to stop her. “I will rest back in a moment. I must do this for you, first. Give me the sword, my dear.”

      Carrie froze for only a moment, wondering what he could possibly want the sword for. She trusted him, though, and turned back to her pack. She drew the sword from the cord holding it to the pack and handed it to him, handle first, taking the blade into her small hands.

      He took it and grabbed one of her hands, holding it out in front of him. “I wish to give you some of my blood. With this, you will be able to sense the people you love, when they are in danger, when their emotions are peaked with fear.”

      “So I will know when you need me?”

      He nodded. “Yes, if you love me.”

      She grinned and gave him a “come on” look. He laughed. “Yes, you will sense me. You will also sense anyone else you care for. I know you have friends, Ali, Raven, Anatolie… I believe you still care for Helga, too.”

      “Well, I don’t want to know when she’s in danger,” Carrie said with conviction. “She is with Solomon, which means she’s always in danger. She’s being tricked by him, manipulated by that monster.” She pulled in a deep angry breath. He tilted his head to the side.

      “It is that anger that shows you care about the woman, Carrie, and it’s not wrong,” he went on quickly when it looked like she was about to protest. “She was your mentor, she was your friend. She’s been led astray and that is what bothers you so much. So you might be able to control it and not sense her, simply because your anger with her will get in the way. But you still feel sorry for her, don’t you?”

      Carrie nodded without saying anything.

      “I thought as much. And again, there’s nothing wrong with caring about her well-being. She meant a lot to you when you first discovered your powers.”

      “These powers are a gift,” Carrie said. “I don’t like to see my friends being manipulated to use theirs improperly or to do harm. It surprises me, what Helga is doing now. She was the first one to say that powers shouldn’t be used frivolously or to cause harm. If it were me doing this, she would be devastated. She would be fighting me to stop me.”

      “Well, it isn’t you. You aren’t doing anything wrong. Solomon is trying his best to place a huge divide between witches and vampires, along with other creatures like us.”

      “He wants to be in control. That’s why he’s holed himself up in that fortress. With Helga there, he has the same protection spells I have.”

      He nodded. He was quiet for a moment, gazing into her eyes. “Are you prepared to accept some of my blood?”

      “Will it make me a vampire?” she teased, grinning at him.

      He laughed. “No, it won’t. It will give you some of my power but no, you will not be a vampire. Not this way. I’ve been feeding from you and you are still not a nightwalker, are you?”

      “No. I suppose not. Is it because of my powers as a witch?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. Prepare yourself, my dear, this will hurt you.”

      “How will you give me your blood when you have none to give?”

      “I have plasma to give. My blood is different from yours but I have what you need. Just like you always have what I need.” He dropped his eyes to let them run over her body. When he looked back to her eyes, he was grinning widely. She pursed her lips and batted her eyelashes.

      “You are a flirt,” she said softly.

      “With you,” he confirmed. He laid the blade on his palm and drew it across until a deep line was formed. He had no reaction to it. She narrowed her eyes, seeing some type of liquid coming from the cut but not a dark red blood like what she would see from her own hand. It was so dark in the small room and her wand made only a candle amount of light, she didn’t see what the color of his blood was.

      She held out her hand to him, bracing herself for what was about to happen. He looked in her eyes, taking her hand in his. “Are you ready? It will be quick, I promise.”

      She nodded. “I’m ready. Hurry.”

      With one quick motion, he pulled the blade of the sword over the palm of her hand and immediately grabbed it with his. The pained look on her face touched him. He squeezed her hand, pushing so that their blood would mix together.

      Tears came to her eyes but didn’t fall. The cut was fairly minor and wouldn’t leave a scar. It had been like getting a shot. But as he squeezed her hand, she felt something entering her hand and going up her arm. It was a warm feeling, not pleasant but not painful. Her eyes closed and she pictured his essence rolling up through her, invading every cell in her body, opening her senses to those of a vampire. She wouldn’t need a wand for such things anymore. She wouldn’t need to memorize spells, though she had a feeling it would be a lot easier now to do just that.

      Memorizing spells had never been her strong point. Once she knew them, she could cast them without trouble. But learning them always took her longer than the other witches in her coven. At one point, she wrote a spell down on her arm so she would remember it.

      She sat motionless for a moment before opening her eyes and looking at him. He was staring directly at her. Without a word, he let go of her hand. She looked down at it. There was no cut. She was already completely healed.

      Before he laid down again, he gave her a tight hug and kissed her lips.

      “I’ll wait here for you. We need to make a plan.”

      He nodded at her and laid back, closing his eyes.
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      Carrie was quiet while Radu slept. She could see him getting healthier under the thin layer of dirt over him. She felt strange. Not in a bad way, just… different. It was as though she could feel Radu’s blood flowing through her body, mixing with her own. Somehow, she felt… heavier. And it was strange.

      She crossed her legs and sat with the book propped open in front of her. Her wand gave her just enough light to read the spell in front of her. She’d made up her mind to look up both the binding spell Helga had used and the spell to release herself if she was caught in one. She searched the book for the spell that allowed Helga to dissipate into smoke. She had to have transferred herself to somewhere else. That was an incredibly useful spell.

      But she couldn’t find it. There were many pages that still appeared blank to her.

      After an hour or so, Carrie heard the soft sound of voices in the distance. She looked up and around her but she felt no one’s presence.

      She tried to make out the words, holding her breath and focusing on her hearing. The voices weren’t in the distance, not coming through her ears. It was on another plane, not in her mind alone. She could hear her name being discussed but didn’t know what the conversation was about. As time passed, Carrie realized what had happened. She was receiving the emotions of her friends, the people she loved. They were worried about her.

      At the same time, she felt their internal feelings. Raven was upset, Ali was hungry. Carrie smiled. How strange to know such intimate things about someone. Those were the people she loved.

      But what about Helga? If she could receive the feelings of someone she cared about now, would the power work for someone she once cared about? She was sure if she could get to Helga, get the woman away from Solomon’s hold, she might be able to convince her to come back. She wanted the coven to be whole again, a unit like they had once been.

      She closed her eyes, concentrating on Helga. She pictured her, even when they had last encountered each other, when Helga was so determined to take her to Solomon. She didn’t see how she was enslaved and that she was helping Solomon enslave and destroy more and more souls. He’d created an unnecessary war because he wanted power. How could Helga not see? Was her love that powerful?

      She replaced the memories of Helga with those of earlier times, when Helga was so helpful in mentoring her and teaching her. When she’d seen Helga’s smile and heard laughter that didn’t sound evil.

      Carrie felt lighter and lighter until she was soaring through clouds of misty white. She didn’t bother looking back or wondering what had happened. She knew what had happened. She was making her way to Helga. Somehow, she was going to speak to her, directly to her, without fear of physical harm.

      The fog around her that had been a misty white color became darker, then lighter, then turned orange. The orange took form and she was soon floating over a desert of rolling sand dunes. She was hot; she could feel the burning sun on her skin even though she was not in her body.

      She began to thirst, prompting her to try and hurry through the desert. In the distance, she saw a castle, rising up high into the sky. She flew toward it as fast as she could, wanting to leave the desert heat behind.

      The castle came closer and loomed above her, its grey bricked walls not quite level, making the castle lean slightly. She stopped once she reached the castle and lifted up into the air, passing windows with no glass and nothing on the other side. She kept moving up, looking toward the top of the highest tower in the castle. That’s where Helga would be. Or at least, some kind of representation of her.

      She slowed her ascension when she saw the pillars that surrounded the top level of the tower. She felt Helga would be there but didn’t want to make a fast approach. She didn’t want to look like she was coming for a fight. She wanted to talk. She wanted to reason with Helga.

      Even if it seemed a fruitless fight, she still wanted to try.

      She lifted above the pillars and looked down on the tower roof. It was a chaos of colors, swirling and mixing within themselves. Helga was there, standing with her back to Carrie, her arms crossed over her chest. Her eyes were focused out over the edge of the tower, deep into the desert.

      There was no way she didn’t know Carrie was there. Carrie wasn’t stupid.

      “No,” Helga said, abruptly, breaking the deep silence that surrounded them. “You are not stupid. And neither am I.” She turned around as Carrie lowered herself to the floor.

      “This is an interesting meeting place,” Carrie said, looking around her.

      “You created it, not me.”

      Carrie shook her head. “I’m not in my own mind. I’m in yours.”

      Helga’s brows came together and she gave Carrie a disdainful look. “Do you think just because you were the one moving, you were leaving your own mind? You have brought me to yours. You created this. What have you brought me for? What do we have to say to each other?”

      “I had to talk to you, Helga. You… you have meant so much to me in the past. I… I can’t believe that Solomon could make you…”

      “Solomon has made me do nothing,” Helga said in a firm voice. “He has given me much more than I deserve. He will make me his queen and I will help him rule.”

      Carrie couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Never in a million years would she have thought this powerful witch who had been her friend could seek that kind of power.

      “It’s never worked for anyone in the past,” Carrie said gently. “Why should it work for you? No human nor beast has ever been able to rule the world. I think that sounds like an incredibly daunting task. Who would want such a thing?”

      “You don’t understand. Solomon is going to make everything perfect.”

      Carrie shook her head, frowning. “Have you forgotten the destruction he has caused? How many souls has he enslaved and destroyed? You are willing to sit back and let him enslave all the witches in the coven and make them do his bidding. You want to give him the tools to make himself more powerful than any other being. You know we can’t let you do that.”

      Helga laughed, throwing her head back dramatically. “You think you have the power to stop us? You and that vampire you’ve taken up with? Radu won’t save you, Carrie. He will be slaughtered along with all the other vampires who don’t do Solomon’s bidding.”

      “Oh Helga.” Suddenly, Carrie felt so sad, she didn’t want to be where she was anymore. She didn’t want to be outside her body. She wanted to be back with Radu, watching him sleep, ignoring the rest of the world for a while. When was it her time to rest? She had pushed herself for days until she was so tired, she couldn’t think straight. That couldn’t be a good thing. It would hinder her when the time came to fight. She needed to remember the spells. She had to be at the top of her game.

      “You act like you feel sorry for me,” Helga said, pulling the corners of her lips down. “I don’t understand why. It is I who should feel sorry for you. Solomon won’t tolerate treason.”

      Carrie snorted. “Treason? Helga, have you lost your mind? How can you not see how evil he is? How has he blinded you so much? You were the witch who encouraged me until I was confident enough to continue on my own. You taught me so much. What’s happened to you?”

      “I found my purpose.” Helga said it so simply, as if there could be no other reason.

      “Your purpose is to take over the world and rule all creatures, human or otherwise?” Carrie asked in an incredulous voice.

      Helga narrowed her eyes. “No, Carrie. My purpose is to serve at Solomon’s right hand.”

      “You are kidding me. You are kidding me!” Carrie’s temper took over and she yelled the repeated words.

      Helga looked unaffected. Carrie got herself back under control, pulling in a deep breath and lifting up slightly in the air. It was her intention to leave as soon as she could. “Your love for him can’t be that deep. Not after all the evil he’s done, all the lives he’s taken or destroyed. I’ll just ask one more time, Helga. Please come back with me. Come back and be the good witch you used to be.”

      Helga laughed. “I wouldn’t even if I was in my physical form and hadn’t been pulled into your mind. How are you doing this anyway? I don’t know this spell.”

      Carrie kept her thoughts clear so Helga wouldn’t catch them. She didn’t want Helga to know how she did it. She lifted up higher.

      “You will not return with me, will you?” she asked in a disheartened voice. “I am sorry, Helga. I can’t let you destroy Radu or me or anyone else in the coven because of your obsession with Solomon. He is pure evil and we will stop him.”

      “We’re waiting for you.”

      Instead of floating and flying like she had before, Carrie felt a jerk on her midsection and she was yanked backwards. Her spirit slammed back into her physical form, making her fall backwards. The book fell from her lap. Her wand fell from her fingers and the light went out.

      She leaned forward and tried to get her bearings, pushing her hands into the damp earth below her. She grunted, pushing herself to a sitting position and searching the ground around her with her hands for her wand. When she found it, she lit the end and looked for the book. It was closed on her other side.

      She moved the wand to where Radu was still sleeping. Her eyes adjusted quickly to the dim light. She could see him breathing steadily and was amazed to see how healthy he was looking. His skin was smooth, no flakes coming off.

      She wondered if it could have been the sharing of their blood. He had given her some of his essence, some of his powers. Perhaps, as a witch, she had transferred some healing power to him. When she let him feed on her, he always looked younger. This transference was different. Instead of him drawing her blood, they had mixed them together.

      She moved through the dirt floor on her hands and knees, drawing up close to Radu. The sun would go down eventually and he would wake up. She should rest, too. They had a battle ahead of them that she would need all her strength and courage to fight.

      She’d never wanted to go up against Helga. But she had to make sure her friends were safe and Radu was safe. She wanted him by her side, whether she was destined to grow old and die or not. She would treasure the time she had with him.

      The dirt floor was cool on her skin, reminding her how hot she had been in the desert of her mind. She replayed her conversation with Helga, wondering if it could possibly have been real, or if she had simply imagined the whole thing. She was convinced it had happened, that Helga had told her the truth. She was too deeply enthralled by Solomon, engrossed in him, to ever come back to the coven and fight on the side of good.

      Carrie felt tears gathering in her eyes. The wonderful witch she had known was gone.

      She lifted her hand and wiped the tears away. They would do her no good. She wished Radu was awake so she could talk to him, share her feelings with him. She’d never known anyone as wise as he was, and now that they were connected so intimately, she knew he would know exactly what to say to comfort her.

      She rested her hand on his chest, where his hands were folded. She pushed her fingers through his and closed her eyes, drawing comfort from his steady breathing.
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      Under the cover of new darkness, Radu and Carrie made their way to the castle, driving until the road ended and they had to get out and go through a field.

      The drive was quiet. Radu was nervous, but not for himself. Carrie was in the fight as deeply as he was. She knew the stakes were high and if she didn’t fight, she would be among the victims of Solomon’s evil plans. Even with her feelings for him, he knew he would never be able to convince her to stay behind and let him fight.

      And what good would that do, anyway? The only way into the fortress was with the sword and he needed her knowledge of the book so that when it was time to bury it and hide it away from everyone, it would be embedded in her soul. She would easily rival Helga’s power, though Carrie wouldn’t be using it to take over the world.

      Radu had to grin when Carrie told him of her adventure to the castle and her conversation with Helga. “It has always surprised me that anyone would even want to rule the world,” he said, amused. “That sounds like a lot of work to me.”

      Carrie laughed with him. “You have been around too long, my love,” she said. “There’s nothing that surprises you anymore.”

      “You’re right about that,” Radu nodded. He grabbed her hand and squeezed it, smiling at her as they drove down the street toward the outer edges of the little town they had just left. “Are you ready for this?”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Do I have a choice? I suppose I could tell you to take me back to Ali and Raven and I’ll just hide out there but I don’t think that’s my destiny. Do you?”

      “If you don’t think it is, it obviously isn’t,” was his reply.

      She enjoyed the touch of his hand on hers. His fingers laced through hers. An overwhelming affection for him washed over her. He squeezed again and let go, glancing over at her. “We can’t let our emotions get too much control, Carrie. We need to be at our best, our strongest.”

      “We’re strongest together, Radu. I know that. I know you know it, too.”

      He smiled. “Yes, I agree with that. Just be sure to have your wand at the ready, the book close by your side.”

      She nodded. “I will. But you carry that sword. We will need it.”

      “I don’t want to use it unless absolutely necessary.”

      She gave him a strange look. “It is the only way we can get in. It has the power we need to break into the fortress. You already knew that. How can you say now that you don’t want to use it?”

      “I don’t want to use it in battle,” Radu responded in a firm tone. “It does have great power, you’re right. And I don’t want to wield it unless I have to. You… you don’t know what happens when a man gets that kind of power in his hands. It can be… overwhelming. It’s a feeling like no other, something that men crave, whether they are human or otherwise.”

      Carrie knew what he was talking about. “Believe it or not, Radu, women feel that way, too. I don’t want to believe that Helga could be that way. I have a feeling if she were to wield the sword, she wouldn’t be able to resist the urge either. She would want to feel it over and over, getting stronger and stronger. I understand.”

      “That’s what draws her to Solomon.”

      Carrie nodded. “Yes, I agree. And there’s nothing that I can say or anyone can say that will change her mind.”

      “The only way to break his hold on her is to defeat him first. If we can take away the power he’s using, the spell might be broken.”

      Carrie wondered about that.

      She watched as the castle they were going to rose up in the distance. It reminded her of her vision and seeing Helga. This castle didn’t lean and she knew the protection spells she was using to keep them from being detected wouldn’t last for long, especially if Solomon and his clan of vampires were there waiting for them.

      It was a good possibility. In fact, Carrie figured it was a given. She’d memorized the binding spell, the spell to take it away, and several others that she would probably need. She was going into the lion’s den. These were Radu’s people, vampires like him. She was the outsider, the witch in the midst.

      She planned to use her double to confuse them. Vampires were easily confused by doubles. Witches were harder to fool. As a witch, it was easier to see the different movements of doubles and sometimes, when the spell wasn’t cast correctly, the double was just a tad transparent. Anything that wasn’t solid was a dead giveaway.

      Carrie pulled the car over when the road came to a dead end. There was a path along to the left that would take them on foot the rest of the way. Radu looked at her as he got out of the car. “Are you ready, my dear?”

      She looked at him and nodded. Her hand was tucked in her bag, her fingers wrapped around her wand. Her heart was pounding. He could smell her nervousness and hear her heart pounding. It made him tense. He consciously relaxed himself. He was getting closer to his clan, his people, and he knew they wanted nothing more than to kill him.

      The castle was surrounded by a large wall with small towers placed every thirty feet along the extremity. Radu and Carrie hid in tall bushes, scanning the towers for guards. Radu looked at her. “This is too easy. No one in the towers? They know we are coming.”

      She nodded. “You knew that. I knew that. So what do you think they’re planning? They shouldn’t be able to detect our presence. I placed the spell over us as soon as we left.”

      He looked back at the wall, shaking his head. “I’m not sure. But I don’t see anyone. Get us through the wall.”

      She nodded, twirling her wand toward the nearest part of the wall and whispering quiet words. A large oval appeared like swirling smoke. It disappeared, leaving a hole big enough for them to go through one at a time.

      They slipped through to the other side and looked at the wide courtyard in front of them. There was no motion. Carrie couldn’t see as well as Radu but he made no mention of anything. She was nervous enough.

      Radu took one step toward the fortress. A rush of wind blew Carrie’s hair to the side and she took a quick step back in reaction to it. Radu had been standing right next to her. She felt his hand wrenched from hers and caught sight of him flying through the air in front of her. She thought quickly, pulling up her wand and shooting out a bright blue flame in the direction of the vampire who had attacked Radu.

      Once Radu had his wits back, he turned quickly and grabbed the vampire who had him in his grip. They grappled with each other, rolling around on the ground, baring fangs and hissing at each other.

      Carrie’s first blast from her wand missed the attacking vampire but the second one hit him directly in the back, knocking him away from Radu. Radu took the opportunity to run back to her, grab her hand and yank her in the direction of the fortress.

      “We have to get inside!” he yelled. “There will be more of those coming soon!”

      Carrie was a little surprised they weren’t already attacking. Her eyes darted around the courtyard but vampires were not only quick, they were easily hidden in the darkness. She ran as fast as she could, barely able to keep up with Radu, whose speed was three times that of a normal human. She felt as if her feet were coming off the ground as he pulled her along. It was close to the way she’d felt when moving through her mind to find Helga, soaring through space.

      She felt hands grabbing at her back and screamed out for Radu. He turned, spinning her so that she was in front of him. He shielded her from the attackers but his eyes opened wide when he saw how many were coming out of the woodwork. He was glad Carrie wasn’t able to see them. She might have lost all her nerve.

      He shook his head, shoving her into a doorway and down a corridor. “There are too many. If we fight Solomon, we’ll have to do it one on one or with more people fighting on our side. Perhaps your friends can help.”

      Carrie shook her head. “They won’t go up against Helga, even if she has turned evil. She is… was the leader of the coven. And they are safe where they are under Anatolie’s spell of protection. We can do this.”

      “Not without help, Carrie.” There was no way for him to convince her of the seriousness of the situation without telling her about the vampires waiting for them in the courtyard and the many more that were waiting for them inside. Her deflection spell would not work on them forever. They were expecting her and Radu so their senses were heightened.

      Carrie followed Radu without another word. She didn’t want to argue with him. She let him drag her by the hand or push her forward, whichever one propelled her toward a long staircase going up. Radu went up first, pulling her behind him. She had to skip several steps to keep up with him.

      “Where are we going, Radu?” she asked, breathlessly. He didn’t respond. He pulled her to a level spot where the stairs turned to the left and continued up. A long window allowed them to see the stars outside dotting the night sky. She noticed in the ray of the moonlight Radu looked younger than he had in some time. Perhaps he was finally healing from the hibernation that had worn him down so much.

      She looked stunned when he pushed her toward the window. “What are you doing?” she asked in a panicky voice.

      “This is the only way out of this castle. We’ll have to find another way to defeat Solomon and Helga.”

      “Just use the sword against all these vampires. It will easily…”

      He shook his head. “I’m not using it against them, Carrie. I already told you that.”

      “It’s a weapon!” she protested. “A very powerful weapon.”

      She had grabbed the edges of the window and was preventing him from shoving her out.

      “It’s a key,” he responded in a calm voice, peeling her hands from the side of the window and pushing her out.

      Carrie screamed for only a second. Radu landed on the ledge right next to her and looked at her with narrow eyes. “You don’t really think I’m going to push you out a window without knowing it will be safe, do you? How many times have I told you I don’t turn into a bat?”

      She chuckled softly. “Even if you did turn into a bat, that wouldn’t help me. Bats are way too small and weak to carry a human being through the air.”

      He tried not to laugh too loudly. It would do no good to draw attention to himself.

      The ledge they were standing on was invisible, at least to Carrie. She didn’t know how he’d done it but he’d made an outside staircase, like a fire escape, that not only went back down to the ground but also took them to the other side of the courtyard so they were on the outside of the castle walls altogether.

      “How did you do that?” Carrie asked, in an impressed voice.

      He grinned. “I have friends in high places. Come on, I think I know what we can do until we come up with a better plan than just running into an ambush like that. I should have known better.”

      “We knew they were waiting for us.”

      He shook his head. “You don’t know how many there were, my dear. I didn’t think there would be so many. Solomon has corrupted too many of my people.”

      They made it to the edge of the woods again. Radu took her to a small lean-to that looked like it had been there for a hundred years.

      “I’ll rest under this through the day tomorrow. You may want to go back to town and get something to eat.”

      “Speaking of feeding,” Carrie said. “I know you must be thirsty.”

      Radu nodded. He’d been keeping his eyes off the pulse in her neck all evening.

      Once they were settled in the lean-to and Carrie was tilting her head back waiting for him to take her blood, Radu decided to give in to the urge. He leaned toward her but instead of sinking his fangs into her vein, he reached down to slide his hand into her pants. She gasped and her eyes opened wide for a moment. When she realized what he wanted, a slow smile spread across her face. Her heart raced, knowing she was about to feel more pleasure than she could have ever known with a mortal man.
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      Her lust for the vampire satiated, Carrie was able to sleep next to him until the warmth of the day woke her up. She sat up, pushing away the leaves and branches she’d used to cover herself. She looked down at Radu, who was covered completely. She used the branches and leaves near her to cover him even more.

      She sat for a moment, thinking of what she needed to do next. She had to make a plan. Time was running out. For every moment they waited, Solomon was enslaving more vampires, more humans, killing witches and wreaking havoc. She sat in the grass, looking up at the looming castle in the distance. It was close but her spells would keep them from finding her and Radu.

      Sitting in one place made her anxious. She didn’t want to leave Radu but her patience had run out. She had to do something.

      Solomon and the other vampires that had attacked them last night would be sleeping. She could have free run of the castle. But not without Radu. She needed his help. He was the only one who could wield the sword without having the power overtake him.

      Carrie remembered the night before when he’d stated he wouldn’t use the sword as a weapon. He said it was a key. She didn’t understand what he meant by that. The sword was the weapon that would stop Solomon. When he was silenced, Helga might come back around.

      She lowered her head to think. There had to be some way to get into the fortress, rid it of Solomon and his vampires and seal it with a protection spell so they would not be able to use it again. An idea came to her mind and she looked straight ahead of her, thinking. She’d used water to protect Radu from the sun before. He could survive encased in a protective shield, a circle of water to reflect the sun away from his body.

      She would still have to get Radu to the castle and the prince was much larger than her, much heavier than she would be able to handle. She reached to her bag and got out the book. There would be a spell for weightlessness. She was sure she’d seen one as she read through the book on previous occasions.

      She flipped through the pages, for the first time hearing the birds singing in the trees around them. She looked up at the leaves waving in the breeze and watched a squirrel run down a tree limb and jump to another one. If only her life could be that carefree.

      It was only her and Radu now, fighting this battle. If they didn’t succeed, it would continue on and more witches and vampires would be killed, not to mention the humans that got in the way.

      She replaced the book in her pack and picked up her wand. She pushed herself to her feet.

      “All right, Carrie,” she murmured. “It’s time to make this work.” She wanted Radu to be proud of her for taking the initiative. She hoped he wouldn’t be upset with her for putting them both in danger. She also knew that something had to be done and days were being wasted, as the hours of darkness were not as many as the hours of daylight.

      She left Radu under the cover of the earth while she cast the spells she would need. She waved the wand over him, whispering a protection spell that would hopefully keep his renewed skin safe from harm. “A solis ortu usque ad occasum.”

      She felt the wand’s power pass through her fingertips. She tried to be confident it would help keep him safe.

      “Aqua vitae ad hominem subvolo.” She passed the wand over his body again, combining the water of life spell with the levitation spell. She pulled in a deep breath and watched as Radu lifted from the ground, encased in a translucent bubble, the dirt, leaves, and branches falling away from his body. She held her wand up, pointing it in his direction, holding him at arm level. “Okay, my love. Time to go take care of business.”

      Since it was daytime and Solomon could not be outside, she had to assume Helga would take over. She would either be at the fortress now or doing some nefarious deed for the evil vampire who wanted to rule the world.

      She shook her head, beginning the trek back to the castle with Radu in tow. She glanced at him many times to make sure the sun was not penetrating her water shield.

      How had it come to this? Carrie would never figure it out. She would never understand. Helga’s betrayal went beyond anything anyone had ever done to her in her life. She’d cared about the old woman so much, she would have fought and died alongside her. Now the witch was trying to kill her, handing her over to a vampire so that he could drink her blood and sustain himself forever.

      She wasn’t giving any of her blood to that evil creature. Radu was the only one who would get any part of her.

      She grinned. He’d had all of her and would again. If they survived the battle.

      She moved slowly, trying to stay out of sight in case Helga was watching from the castle. Her spell to keep from being detected was in full use.

      The hole she had made in the wall was still visible to her. She maneuvered Radu through it, moving to the side to stay along the wall as she went through the courtyard to the steps leading up to the front entrance.

      She stood there for a moment, unsure whether she wanted to go in the front. It didn’t really seem like the most logical thing to do and Radu would be disappointed in her if she made a stupid decision. Instead of going to the steps to the entrance, Carrie and Radu moved further around the corner, through a small stone arched alleyway where supplies were taken to the deep parts of the castle.

      Pulling in all her courage, she stopped at a side door. Had Radu said something about going to the castle tower? Surely they would not be able to hide the book there. It seemed wrong to her. But she was sure he had said they needed to get to the tower. That’s where Solomon would be sleeping. That’s where Helga would be, if she was there.

      Once inside the dimly lit, damp castle, Carrie and Radu moved down the long corridor to the stairs at the end that would lead up to the top. She was dreading those stairs. There were nearly 5000 of them and she was just a witch. She couldn’t float up the stairs like Radu. The spell didn’t work that way. She was a healthy young woman but 5000 steps was daunting. It would probably take her all day long. Maybe that was a good thing. Radu would waken and she wouldn’t be alone to fight. She wouldn’t be able to fight all those vampires by herself anyway. She could handle a few at a time but Solomon was much too powerful for her to take on herself. Radu was the only one who could do it. He was the only one who could use the power of the sword to stop all this madness.

      She began the long trek up the steps, holding out her wand with one hand to guide Radu and pulling herself up on the railing, grateful it was even there. She took her time. She was in no rush.

      She was halfway up when she began to feel Helga’s presence. She was definitely in the tower.

      Carrie stopped for a moment, frozen with apprehension. She was not as afraid as she thought she’d be. She narrowed her eyes and searched the air around her for the exact location of the older witch.

      She would have to wait for nightfall. There was no way she could be in the tower alone with Helga while she was still holding Radu under the protection spells. She would eventually need her wand for something else.

      Did this stairwell lead to any other rooms? Somewhere she could hide until nightfall? So far she had not come up on any doors. It was just a long stairwell all the way up into the tower.

      They came to a landing where the stairs turned to the left. She looked up. The steps seemed to stretch for miles. She was weary and not at all inclined to meet up with Helga anytime soon.

      Carrie went to the corner of the landing and sat down, flicking her wand gently so Radu would lower to the ground, settling gently beside her in a sitting position. The water spell still swirled around his body. She looked through the vapor that surrounded him. It made waves on his face and body. She admired him, remembering their times together when he made sweet love to her, sinking his fangs into her neck at the very moment of climax, sending them both into convulsions of pleasure. It gave her chills thinking about it and a strange tight feeling gripped her chest. She let out her breath slowly, gazing at him. They had come far from when they had first met, when he had ordered a witch to be brought so that he could heal with her blood.

      She was grateful it was she who was chosen for the task. It went against the code of her coven, falling in love with a vampire but if Helga could do it, as well as Ali and Raven, so could she.

      She grinned.

      “I’ll keep us safe here till nightfall, my love,” she whispered, knowing he could not hear her. “But then I will need you. You will be strong, stronger than you ever were before. You will defeat Solomon. I will defeat Helga. We will save everyone from this tyranny.”

      She was saying the words more to encourage herself than to speak. She was nervous but unafraid. It seemed strange. She thought she would at least be afraid.

      One thing she had noticed since Radu shared his blood with her was her memory improvement. Before, she had sometimes struggled with memorizing spells. Since the night before, it was as though every word she read on the page stuck in her mind. She would never need to write a spell on her arm to remember it again.

      That pleased her. She rested her head back against the wall, lowering her wand. She closed her eyes. It would be another several hours before nightfall. She could keep them shielded until then. Radu would wake, they would find the place he wanted to hide the book and try to stop Solomon.

      It seemed like a daunting task, trying to keep the evil vampire from creating chaos all around Romania. He wanted to take his power all around the world, forcing humans and witches to be slaves to vampires. That wasn’t going to happen. Not while she and Radu knew what was going on. They would stop him or die trying.

      She shuddered, moving closer to Radu. She pushed her body against his and rested her head on his shoulder. His head was down and he was breathing steadily. She didn’t feel the water bubble surround her. Her tired body eventually gave in and she closed her eyes to nap. She had no worries that the bubble and the detection spells would hold fast. They always had in the past, even if she slept all the way through a night.

      That hadn’t happened in a while.

      “Radu,” she whispered. “Radu, you are my love. If I die, I will die beside you. No matter what I do, I will never be separated from you. You have my heart and soul.”

      She wished he could hear what she was saying.

      But it was all right. She planned to tell him how she felt in no uncertain terms the first chance she got.
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      Carrie could feel Helga moving around above her. As the day grew longer, she felt the presence of others, the vampires waking from their slumber. Soon Solomon would awaken and the time would come to drive them out of the castle. It could not be his fortress of solitude anymore. His sanctuary there had come to an end. She and Radu would see to that.

      As the light dimmed in the already darkened staircase, Carrie lifted the water spell from Radu and removed the levitation spell. She watched his head and shoulders droop as gravity took him over once again. His chin met his chest for only a second before his head snapped up, his eyes wide open. He looked around with confused eyes before turning them to Carrie.

      “What have you done? Where are we?”

      “We’re in the castle.” For a moment, she was afraid he would be angry with her for bringing him here. “I assumed it would be safer for us if we are already in the castle than trying to make a run for Solomon like last night. You said there were a lot of vampires. I’m sure there are many more than I saw or can detect. Since we are already inside, we’ll have less trouble getting through them.”

      Radu was quiet for a moment. It looked like he was mulling it over. He gave her a look that confused her. She frowned. “What is it? Did I do wrong?”

      Radu shook his head slowly. “No, Carrie. You are a very smart witch. But how did you get me here during the daylight?” He looked down at himself. He was feeling and looking better than he had since he’d come out of hibernation. Soon, he would be his old self again.

      “I am a witch, you know, and there’s practically a spell for everything under the sun.”

      He grinned at her. “Teleportation?”

      She chuckled. “No. Do you feel the vampires? Or Helga? I do.”

      “You will feel them now, especially the vampires. You have absorbed some of my blood and my power. It will give you an advantage over the other witches, I promise you that.”

      “Oh, I’m quite sure.”

      “To answer your question, yes, I do feel them. I know both Helga and Solomon are in the tower. We must hide the book.” He looked directly at her. “How have you been doing with memorizing the spells? Do you have them down?”

      “I have them down,” she nodded, smiling in satisfaction. “I was up late when we were in the church while you were resting. I memorized them. After you… gave me your blood. I read through more of the book. I’ve been reading it every chance I get.”

      “And now you know them all?”

      “I do.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Every one of them?”

      “Every one.”

      “I’m proud of you, my dear,” he said, pulling her into a hug. “Now, let’s find the hiding spot for this book.”

      “What are we going to do with it?” Carrie asked. “We are heading toward the tower. Surely we aren’t going to bury it in the ground here.”

      He shook his head. “No. We will find a spot in the wall along these stairs. If you notice, every rock is square and the same size. There can be no way of knowing which stone keeps the book hidden. The most important thing is for you to put a binding spell on it and on the wall, once it is hidden, so that even Helga cannot get in.”

      “Helga can find her way into almost anything,” Carrie said, solemnly.

      “She won’t find it. I know you can do it.”

      His words of encouragement lifted her spirits some. She pushed herself to her feet and offered him her hand. He laughed softly and took it, standing up. “Thank you for the help. I know I’m old but I think I can handle standing up.”

      She just shook her head. “I don’t know. Seven hundred years is a pretty long time.”

      “You see any gray hairs here?” he asked.

      “No but when I first saw you, you barely had any skin on your face.”

      He grunted. “Thanks for reminding me. Come on, I know exactly where we need to put the book. No one will ever detect it there,” he gazed at her. “As long as we both do our jobs.”

      “We will do our jobs just fine, Radu. No worries.”

      “I am so glad you are confident,” Radu said in a sincere voice. He reached to touch her cheek, rubbing two fingers down over her soft skin. She gazed into his eyes, her heart speeding up. She kept herself from closing her eyes and moving into his arms for a tight hug. Now wasn’t the time.

      He gave her a soft, loving gaze. “Come along, my dear. Let’s go hide this book and get rid of Solomon and Helga.”

      “Wait.” Before they moved up the steps, she reached into her pack and pulled the sword from its depths. It was encased in a leather sheath she had concocted from a piece of scrap leather she found in the church. “You need to have this. You might need it.”

      “I’m not using that as a weapon, Carrie. I already told you that.” Despite his words, he took the sword and admired the sheath she’d made. “This is a key. A portal to help us defeat…” he was going to say “witches” but stopped himself. “Our enemies.”

      She knew what he was about to say. She nodded. “A portal? To where?”

      “It’s not that kind of portal,” he grunted.

      “What kinds of portals are there?”

      He groaned and shook his head. “Just follow me, Carrie. We only have the dark hours to get this done together.”

      “I know, Radu.” She went behind him, trying to stay as close to him as she could. She wanted to feel him near her. He made her feel protected like no man, mortal or otherwise, had ever done.

      The stairs wore her down quickly. There were so many of them. She couldn’t imagine it was a good idea to hide the book so close to the tower, where it might be detected easier. She didn’t question him, though. He knew what he was doing, she was sure of it.

      Finally, he stopped, after several hundred stairs. He was staring at a square rock in the wall. It looked the same as every other rock in the wall. She looked at him. “Is this it?” she asked.

      He nodded. “Yes. This is it.”

      She stared at the rock. “How do you know?”

      He raised one eyebrow. “How do you think? I know everything about this castle. This is the best place to hide the book.”

      She looked doubtfully at the rock but could not dispute his claim. He was the one who knew all about this. She couldn’t and shouldn’t question him.

      She could feel Helga, though. The woman was very near. She might even be coming down the stairs toward them. She sensed her presence coming closer. Worried, she pulled out her wand and tapped it on the rock he indicated. It separated into two pieces, revealing an opening inside like a small vault. She looked down at the book before she placed it in the hole. It had provided so much knowledge for her. Radu had encouraged her to learn as much as she could and when he gave her his blood, she had no trouble memorizing most of the book. He wanted her to know it all. She was almost certain she wouldn’t forget any of them. And if she did, she was one of the two people who knew where it was.

      “You can’t return here whenever you forget a spell, Carrie.” She hated it when the prince read her mind. She frowned at him and then stuck out her tongue.

      “I know, I know.”

      “I hope you are able to remember them all.”

      “I will.”

      He looked at her closely. “You will,” he said firmly. She nodded, never letting her eyes leave his. He finally nodded and took her hand. “Let’s go.”

      Her pack felt empty without the heavy book in it. All she had now was her wand, a notebook, several pens and a few replacement articles of clothing.

      A chill ran through her and she shuddered. “Helga is so close, Radu,” she murmured. “Do you feel Solomon? Is he here? He must be here. And the other vampires. We are surrounded. How do we get out of here?”

      “We don’t get out until we take care of Solomon. And Helga. They are endangering too many people with their evil. We have to bring it to a stop.”

      “What if we can’t?”

      “If we can’t tonight, we must live to fight another day.”

      He tugged on her hand. She didn’t want to go any further. She knew what was coming.

      “You must gather your courage, young witch,” the old vampire leaned close to her and whispered in her ear, sending a thrill down her back and thighs. “Helga may be older but that does not make her wiser. Her power is limited, just like yours, just like mine. Even Solomon has his limits, though I’m sure he doesn’t know of them.”

      “We’ll make him understand his limits,” Carrie replied, gathering her courage. “We’ll stop him. And Helga, too.”

      He smiled at her. “That’s my girl. Come along. Let’s meet them in the tower, where we will have room to fight them.”

      She moved up the stairs quickly behind him. She felt regret having to leave the book behind. Her spells of protection would keep others from finding it. She’d found a particular spell that rendered the book blank to anyone who found it who did not have a pure heart. After casting the spell, she was proud that she could still see the words. She didn’t feel like a woman of pure heart. But she did strive to be a good witch and not cause harm, just as her mentor had taught her so many years ago.

      The “room to move” remark stuck in Carrie’s mind. That meant there would be more room for the enemies to surround them. She would almost rather fight them on the stairs.

      “It’s not good to fight on stairs,” Radu said. “Good chance of falling and breaking one’s neck.”

      “Would you cut that out?” she asked in a teasing voice. “I will have to guard my thoughts from you as well as Helga.”

      “Sorry about that,” he responded with a grin.

      The stairs wound up another thousand feet, making Carrie weak in the knees. Her legs were shaking by the time she got to the door that would lead to the tower. Radu didn’t stop to wait for anything. He turned the knob and pushed the door open.

      Carrie felt anxious adrenaline rush through her. She gripped her wand hard, holding it in position to immediately cast a spell.

      The door opened into another corridor. It was lit by candles that ran along the sides every few feet. The walls were red and when Carrie reached out to touch them, she realized they were lined with felt. She had a feeling the castle tower was going to look much different than the damp, cold environment that filled the rest of the big fortress.

      She could feel Helga’s presence strongly now. The old witch might as well have been standing in front of her. She held the wand so tight, her knuckles were white. He looked over his shoulder at her.

      “Don’t be nervous, Carrie. Today is not a good day to die.”

      “That doesn’t mean it isn’t the day to die.”

      He shook his head. “You will not die today, my love. Trust me.”

      She did trust him. She trusted him with everything she had in her. But even as a witch, she was still human and could be killed. She was not a vampire. She wasn’t going to live 700 years.

      The corridor was long and made a circle around the entire building, ascending as it went around. A landing opened up at the top, where two double doors awaited them. Carrie could sense the danger on the other side. It wasn’t just Helga and Solomon. They were surrounded by vampires waiting to destroy them.

      She took Radu’s hand before they went in. “Please, Radu, you must use the sword. It’s the only weapon that will work against him. You know this.”

      “I know that the sword should be a last resort,” Radu replied in a low voice. “And that’s just what it will be.”

      Carrie pulled in a shaky breath. She pressed her lips together, biting down on them.

      He looked at her intently. “Are you ready, Carrie?”

      She nodded. “I am ready, Radu.”
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      Radu threw the doors open and entered with Carrie next to him. She had her wand held out at the ready and it was a good thing.

      They were immediately surrounded by vampires of all shapes and sizes. She blasted several of them away from her, losing track of Radu, who mixed in with a crowd of them, throwing punches, running up the wall and launching from a few feet up to cross over the top of three of them in an attempt to get to Solomon, who was watching from a throne he had set up in the north corner of the tower. Helga stood beside him.

      “She’s mine!” Helga yelled out, as four vampires surrounded Carrie.

      Carrie spun in a circle, using her wand to slice through the necks of the vampires around her, decapitating them. She ran toward Helga, surprised by her own courage. The old witch was coming toward her with just as much speed. When they met in the middle, Carrie flicked her wand in a circle, taking in all of Helga’s body. She uttered the spell that would render Helga’s smoke escape trick unusable. Recognizing the spell, Helga’s face turned angry, making her look like the ugly witches from movies Carrie had seen. She no longer saw the face of the woman who had mentored her, cared for her, nurtured her. She saw the evil that Solomon had infected her with. She saw the angry bitterness of a woman who had never truly been happy and never would be.

      “Stop this insanity, Helga,” Carrie cried out. “Even if you kill me and Radu, there will be more of us, no one will let you take control of the world. There will always be someone to fight against you!”

      “I don’t care about that,” Helga said the words with incredible malice. She held her wand out and sent a bolt of energy toward Carrie but the young witch was too fast. She spun in a circle, avoiding the bolt, at the same time sending one back at the older woman. Helga, lacking the youth and energy Carrie had, did not move away in time and was struck in the shoulder. She stepped back several feet, grabbing her shoulder and crying out in agony and anger.

      Radu didn’t have the time he thought he would have to protect Carrie but glancing over his shoulder, he could see she was doing well on her own. At Helga’s direction that Carrie was hers to fight, the vampires had turned their attention toward him. He was warding them all off as skillfully as he had 700 years ago, feeling completely renewed by the witch’s blood coursing through his veins.

      With new energy, he was able to climb up the walls, adjusting his gravity level so he wasn’t rooted to the ground. Solomon blasted purple streaks of energy toward him but he avoided them, moving back and forth at a pace faster than he’d ever moved before.

      He was being swarmed, manipulating his body so that he was never struck by any of Solomon’s bolts, nor the vampires who were chasing after him. He ran around the room, dodging the others, trying to get to Solomon but the old vampire was untouchable. He weaved through the creatures trying to kill Radu. Solomon was sitting on his throne one moment, on the other side the next. Every time he moved, Radu would catch up to where he was and move in that direction. Each time, a line of vampire slaves would move in between them. Several times, the purple blasts from Solomon would decimate one of his own slaves. He didn’t blink an eye.

      Radu noticed he was moving haphazardly in Helga’s direction. He was going to grab the witch and get out of there. Radu didn’t want that to happen. He was forced to go toward Carrie, though the young woman was doing well for herself, warding off Helga’s spells, though none of her own seemed to be doing much good.

      Radu began yelling to her, telling her to get out of the way. She heard his voice and his words but didn’t comprehend them until he was directly next to her, shoving her away from Helga. Solomon was coming up behind the old witch. Radu stood in front of Carrie, putting his arms back in a protective move.

      Carrie pulled her wand back and took a step away from Radu. Sensing that she’d stepped away, he moved back, as well.

      “Where is the book, Carrie!?” Helga shrieked, not knowing that Solomon was coming up behind her. “Where is it? You must give it back!”

      “You will never get that book again, Helga,” Radu said in a calm, low voice. “You will not use it for its intended purpose. The book was not meant to be used for evil.”

      “You wouldn’t know the true intent of the book, Radu,” Helga sneered. “You are a vampire, a blood-sucking creature. You are not a witch and cannot use those spells anyway!”

      “Perhaps not,” Radu continued his calm voice. “But Carrie can. She is the rightful owner of that spell book and you will never find out where it is.”

      Solomon grabbed hold of Helga from behind, scaring her for a moment. She cried out in fear before her face set in a look of mixed anger and relief. He wrapped his large arms around her and both of them were covered by a white mist.

      “No!” Radu yelled and jumped toward them. Carrie watched as he yanked the sword from the sheath at his side and held it out toward Solomon. She would never forget the look of fear on Solomon’s face when he caught sight of the sword. Radu whipped around and yelled at Carrie, “Get back!”

      Without hesitation, she spun around and ran to the corner of the room, crouching down beside a table.

      Radu lifted the sword in the air and placed both hands around the hilt. He brought it down blade first and stabbed it into the floor with a mighty yell. The force that blasted in all directions from the blade made a huge arc around the room, blasting the vampires in the room into a million bits of fluttering ash that rose up in the air and then plummeted to the floor. Radu’s head was down, his hands melded to the hilt of the sword as the energy pulsed through him and out into the room.

      Carrie watched from behind him with wide eyes. He had destroyed them all with one powerful blast. All except Solomon and Helga, who had disappeared into the white fog moments before the blast that destroyed Solomon’s slaves.

      Radu felt the energy leaving him. He stood up, letting the tip of the sword remain on the floor. He looked around him, his face settling in anger. “No! No! This can’t be happening!”

      He stabbed the sword up in the air, shrieking with rage. Carrie pushed herself to her feet and stood watching him, swallowing hard. She didn’t know if approaching him was the best idea.

      He turned to her, dropping the sword to the floor, where it clattered loudly. He held out one hand, beckoning to her. “Come to me,” he demanded. She went to him without hesitation.

      When she was close enough, he pulled her to him, lowering his head and pressing his lips against hers hard. She felt a tingle running through her as his hands moved over her body. He was tearing at her clothes, pulling her shirt from her shoulders, cupping her breast with his hand while he probed her mouth with his tongue. She responded in kind, reaching up to remove his vest and shirt as quickly as she could. She wanted to feel his body against hers the same way he wanted hers.

      He put his hands around her once he’d removed her shirt. He slowly lowered her to the ground, without taking his mouth from hers.

      Her breath became rapid when he finally released her mouth and ran his tongue down over her neck to her breasts. He sucked at her nipples frantically, as if he would never get the chance again.

      “Radu,” she moaned. “Slow down.”

      He looked up at her. “That’s my line,” he whispered. His urgency didn’t slow down. His hand was in her pants, pulling them from her hips, exposing her beautiful naked body. His hand went to his own pants but hers were already there, loosening the belt and unzipping them so his manhood could be released. She pushed up on his chest and took him into her mouth, licking the head and running her fingers up and down the shaft while she sucked gently on the end. He groaned, putting one hand on the back of her head, guiding her.

      “Faster,” he murmured. “Faster…”

      She moved her head up and down, enjoying the taste of him in her mouth. She pushed down on his cock as far as she could, feeling the tip of it hitting the back of her throat, opening it and taking it in even further. He was so large, so thick. She couldn’t wait till he was deep inside her, stroking and thrusting his hips. If he was this urgent when they were making love, it wasn’t going to take long for her to orgasm, probably two or three times.

      She yanked his pants down to his ankles and reached up to cup his butt cheeks. She pulled on him so that he slammed into her mouth until he cried out, “Enough! Slow down! Not yet!”

      She pulled back away from him and looked up into his eyes. He looked down at her for less than a second before he was on top of her, spinning her over so she had her back to him and entering her from behind. She gasped, the ultimate sensation of pleasure sliding through her with every stroke. She cried out when the orgasm slid through her. She was so wet, it was sliding down her inner thighs. The sound of his skin slapping against hers made her orgasm a second time almost immediately after the first.

      He pulled out abruptly and turned her onto her side. He laid behind her and entered again, closing his arms around her and holding her close to him as he pushed deeper and deeper into her.

      “Oh, oh, Radu, oh my god…” She couldn’t stay silent. A third orgasm was sneaking up on her and just as she came, he did at the same time, crying out with pleasure.

      He was still breathing hard, his cock still throbbing inside her. He didn’t pull out until his breath had steadied. She didn’t move an inch. Her eyes were closed. She was relishing in the closeness of his body, the feel of his breath on her neck, the throbbing in between her legs. Her body was tingling. No one had ever made her feel so good.

      “Whenever we do that,” she murmured, tilting her head up so he would hear her better, “I want to do it again as soon as it’s over. I don’t ever want it to end.”

      He chuckled, still not moving away from her. “It has to end sometime. But that doesn’t mean it can’t start again at a later date.”

      “And I hope we will.”

      He chuckled, finally moving away from her, leaving her feeling cold. She grabbed her clothes and redressed quickly. The damp air moving through the castle had given her a chill. She watched him dress, admiring the way the muscles in his back moved as he pulled on his shirt. His thighs were tight and thick. She moved her eyes over him, lusting after him even though she had just been satisfied three times.

      “You are an amazing man, Radu. I’m sorry you left your leadership behind, your authority as prince. You would have made a fine king.”

      Radu turned to look at her, tying the belt around his waist. “Perhaps I wasn’t the man I am now back then.”

      “You were young. There’s no way to know what kind of man you would have turned out to be. But as you are now, the man you are now… the vampire you are now… you would have made a fine king.”

      He knelt next to her on one knee, reaching out to brush the hair from her eyes. “You are a fine woman, Carrie. A wonderful, powerful witch. And I enjoy sharing myself with you. But there’s something you must do now. It’s all up to you.”

      “What’s that?”

      “They cannot return to this castle. The book is hidden here.”

      “They might not know that.”

      He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. This is your opportunity to make sure the fortress is sealed tight, that no one and nothing besides the two of us can enter from now on.”

      “It’s a shame to leave this place unused when it’s so pretty inside.” Carrie moved her hand and picked up the wand she had dropped when he grabbed her. She knew exactly how many layers it would need to keep this fortress safe from and inaccessible to Solomon, Helga or anyone else who had nefarious purposes.
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      Epilogue One

      The car drove down the road, music playing on the radio, snacks and drinks in the console between them. The lights broke the night darkness. Carrie had the window open, one arm pushed out, her hand waving in the wind.

      It had been nearly a week and neither of them had heard from or seen Solomon or Helga. They discussed what could possibly be going on but without letting herself be exposed to Helga’s mind, Carrie wasn’t able to explore where the old witch was or what she was planning.

      “Where are we going, Radu? Another church you built?”

      They were going to hide the sword, place it somewhere that could not be found until it was needed. Once they were finished with this task, they could return to Peles Castle, where Ali, Anatolie, and Raven were waiting for them.

      “Yes, it’s the only option I have.”

      “Can’t we keep it with us? Then we can use it whenever we need to.” She glanced at him. “I mean, you can use it whenever you want. I wouldn’t be able to handle that power. I saw what it did to those vampires. That’s probably why Solomon and Helga have left us alone.”

      “They are regrouping,” Radu said. “They’ll be back. I just don’t know when. Or where.”

      “We’ll be in Peles Castle. They know that. Don’t you think they would know that?”

      “The spell that your friend has on that castle is strong. He is the invincible one, right?”

      “I guess you could say that, yes.” Carrie thought about Anatolie. A strong, courageous man who would have done well fighting alongside them against their enemies if he wasn’t charged with the task of protecting so many innocent lives. “He’s a good man.”

      “That he is.”

      “So are you, my prince.” She smiled at him.

      He smiled back at her. “Thank you, my princess.”

      Carrie giggled. If she married Radu, would that make her a princess for real? She didn’t say anything about that. She didn’t want to mention something like that when they were still in the process of figuring each other out. She enjoyed their time together. She knew her love for him was strong and binding. What had started out as a vampire needing witch’s blood to recover from a long and damaging hibernation had turned into something lasting and powerful.

      The street lights lit up the sides of the road as they passed cottages and small houses placed a fair distance away from each other. She admired the little houses, staring in the lit windows. She had just enough time to see someone sitting on a couch watching tv, a couple sitting in two chairs, talking to each other animatedly, an empty living room with bright pictures on the walls and tall fancy lamps. She wondered what it was like to live in a little house like that, to live a normal life without the threat of vampires or witches hunting you down every minute of the day.

      She let her hand ride on the waves of the wind, not bothering to press him about what church they were going to or how long it would take. She just enjoyed spending time with him. She never wanted to leave his side.

      “Did you ever wonder what it was like to live like these people do?” she asked in a quiet voice. “Look at them, so peaceful. They don’t know what danger lurks in the darkness.”

      “Or the light,” Radu put in. He looked at her. “I was human once. So were you.”

      “But for you, it was 700 years ago. You didn’t live in a time when there was television and telephones and electricity and all the luxuries we have now.”

      Radu was quiet for a moment. He placed one hand over his mouth, his elbow resting on the windowsill. “I suppose you are right about that,” he said after a moment. “But it was a more peaceful time, too.”

      Carrie snorted. He looked at her. She gave him a narrow look, pursing her lips. “If it was a more peaceful time, Radu, you wouldn’t be a vampire now.”

      “I meant that vampires and witches weren’t fighting each other.”

      She shook her head. “No, they were too busy fighting off the humans.”

      Radu grunted. “Yes. True.”

      They were quiet for a few minutes before Carrie spoke again. “I wonder about it. I do remember some of that lifestyle, going to school like a normal child, having a bed time, watching cartoons. But my childhood is the only time I can think of that I wasn’t learning to be a powerful witch and, more recently, defending myself and my loved ones from evil people.”

      “It’s a shame that we had to meet the way we did,” Radu’s voice was soft. “But I am glad we met. Are you glad?”

      “Yes, very glad. Of course I am. I… I love you. I don’t want to be without you.”

      He glanced at her with a gentle grin on his handsome young face. “I feel the same way, my dear. I’m glad we’re on the same page.”

      The words were barely out of his mouth when the car suddenly jerked to the side and they heard a loud popping sound, followed by the sound of rubber slapping against the ground. Carrie got the car under control and brought it to a stop.

      Radu looked at her with amusement on his face. “I think we just blew a tire.”

      Carrie laughed. “And here I was just talking about living life doing normal things and we’ve blown a tire. Is that a sign of some kind?”

      “If it is, I don’t know what it means.”

      They both laughed. Radu got out of the car and went to inspect the blown tire. She got out after a moment or two, thinking that they should stay together in case the blown tire was a result of Helga or Solomon or something else coming up against them.

      But it was only a blown tire. She watched as he replaced the tire, looking to the left and the right down the deserted street before picking the car up and setting it on a jack. He unscrewed the bolts with his bare hands, as if they hadn’t been put on with an air tool. He had the whole thing changed over in moments.

      “Well, I guess I should have just stayed in the car,” she said. “You sure didn’t need my help.”

      He grinned at her, lifting the car off the jack. “Pull that jack out of there, would you?” he asked.

      She leaned down and pulled the jack out so he could set the car back down. “See?” he said. “You helped.”

      She giggled. “Oh, I feel so much better now.”

      They got back in the car and Carrie drove in the direction Radu had originally instructed her to go. Carrie was quiet for a moment.

      “Do you think things like that happen on purpose?” she asked. “I mean, the way that tire blew…”

      “You can’t expect that every negative thing that happens to you is a result of Helga’s shenanigans, my love. Or Solomon’s either. Sometimes things just happen.”

      “But that was so random, happening just after I mentioned that it would be strange to live a normal life.”

      “Well, for us, the lives we lead are normal. Who’s to say those people really have the peace and tranquility it looks like they have? Here we are, this is the street.”

      Radu indicated for her to turn from the well-lit street onto a dirt road flanked on both sides by a long chain-link fence. She drove slower, not wanting to kick up too much dirt under them. The land around them suddenly became quite barren. There were only a few trees, no bushes or foliage of any other kind, just long rows of dirt, dirt and more dirt.

      It looked to Carrie like they’d entered the desert. This was not the Romania she knew.

      “This church,” Radu said quietly, “is one of the most famous and historic churches in Romania. That’s because I built it 600 years ago and have been hiring people under the name of several corporations to keep it maintained. It’s one of the oldest in the entire country.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “If that’s the case, why are we bringing the sword here? Aren’t there a lot of people who come to visit?”

      He shook his head. “No visitors are allowed here. The place is too historic to take that kind of chance.”

      “All right then,” Carrie hated to be a nosey parker but she had questions about this whole operation. “If no one is allowed here, who is guarding it? With no visitors, it can’t be a working church, which means no priest or reverend. Do you have bodyguards watching it?”

      He grinned. “Wait and see, my dear.”

      She looked at him with curious eyes. “Okay,” she replied.

      The car rolled quietly down the street until they were in front of the looming church. Carrie got out cautiously, looking around her. She watched with surprise as Radu opened the back seat and pulled out the sword, sheath and all, strapping it around his waist. He looked at her. “I don’t need to strap it on. I just know I won’t have it for much longer and don’t know when the next time I’ll get my hands on it will be. The power, Carrie, it can be really overwhelming.”

      “I know,” she replied. “You’ve told me. I mean, I guess I can imagine. I’ve never experienced it myself.”

      He went up to the front door, beckoning her to follow. She didn’t understand his casual nature but had to trust that he knew what he was doing.

      He pushed open the doors and held one open for her. She pushed the other one, cautiously looking around the front entrance of the church. It was empty but for the pews stretching from one side to the other and the altar at the front. There were no crosses, so signs or symbols that it was a church other than the fact that it obviously was one.

      “These look like new pews,” Carrie remarked as she walked down the middle aisle toward the altar.

      “Radu!” she heard the sound of an excited young voice come from her right side. She spun to see a boy of about fifteen coming from the wings behind the altar. He spotted her and lifted one hand to wave. “Hello! You must be Carrie. Radu has told us about you. It’s good to meet you. Elena, come on out!”

      Carrie turned when a sound behind her met her ears. A woman who looked only slightly older than the boy, about eighteen, was smiling at her, approaching slowly. Her movements were fluid, like a cat. She held out her hand. “Elena,” she said. “It’s good to meet you, Carrie. This is Joseph.”

      “You guard this church?” Carrie asked, unable to keep the surprise from her voice. She looked at Radu, who was giving her an amused look.

      “All this time you’ve spent with me,” he said, shaking his head. “And you don’t know a vampire when you see one?”

      Carrie looked at Joseph and Elena through new eyes. “Oh! I should have realized.”

      After a moment of smiles and talking, more children came out from behind the wings, through the front door and several side doors that led to offices and other rooms. Carrie was overwhelmed by how many children there were.

      “How did this happen, Radu?” she asked, her eyes sympathetic as she looked around.

      He gave her a half-smile that showed no amusement. “These children were turned too young. They were left, abandoned by their parents and loved ones because of what they had become. So they came here. It’s a sanctuary for them.”
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      “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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      “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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