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				Chapter 1

				Leaves crunched underfoot as Catherine O’Connor walked over to her bag and shoved the sprig of hemlock into it, right next to the mugwort and meadowsweet. 

				Now all I need is lilac, and then I can get out of here.

				She moved her flashlight back over the woods. Beyond the beam of light the shadows seemed to gather and sway. She ignored the way her heart thumped and her pulse pounded in her ears. Out here, so close to the Otherworld, the natural laws didn’t work quite the same way. At least that’s what she told herself as she went back for the lilac. 

				Her mother had taught her differently—taught her to trust her instincts as a witch—but Catherine was pressed for time and Glen Maye was the best place to get these ingredients. 

				Somewhere above her the moon shone brightly, but the thick clusters of trees blocked out most of the moonlight.

			

			
				Behind her leaves stirred. Catherine swung her flashlight around, noting the way the shadows scuttled away from the light. 

				Nothing. There was absolutely nothing there. That didn’t reassure her. Some of her most frightening fears were formless. 

				She tried to swallow, but her mouth was too dry.

				Screw this. 

				She strode back to her bag and hung it over her shoulder. A little distance away her bike waited for her. 

				At least, it should’ve been waiting for her. 

				When Catherine approached the familiar boulder, the boulder she’d leaned the bike against every few weeks for the last year, it was gone. Vanished.

				She drew the light to the ground around the rock. She even walked around the boulder just to make sure her eyes weren’t playing tricks on her. 

				Behind her, a branch snapped.

				Catherine swiveled around. The light jiggled as her hand shook. It seemed that the shadows pressed in on her.

				Coming here was a bad idea.

				“Oh yes, it was.” 

				A hand grabbed her hair and jerked her head back. She began to whisper a prayer. But she never finished. Sharp teeth sank into her neck. And then her words became shrieks.

			

			
				***


				I woke up to the sound of a scream. I propped myself up in bed and clicked on the light. Across the room Leanne sat up in bed, clutching her throat. 

				“What’s wrong?” I asked. I could smell her fear.

				Her hand dropped from her neck. “Nothing,” Leanne murmured. “Sorry to wake you.” She repositioned herself and soon her breathing evened out, as if she hadn’t woken up screaming just moments before. Then again, she’d woken up from nightmares on and off for the past couple weeks, so maybe she was used to it by now. I sure wasn’t.

				I glanced at my clock on the nightstand. It was one in the morning and I felt wide awake. Crappy vampire genes. 

				I lay back in bed and rubbed the rough wool of Andre’s blanket between my fingers. It no longer smelled like the sea and him, but it still brought me the same strange comfort it always had. I let my eyes close and my mind clear, trying to once again entice sleep.

				I’d just nodded off when my phone began buzzing. Across the room Leanne moaned. 

				I cursed under my breath and threw the blankets off my bed. The clock indicated that it was almost three in the morning. I guess I had gotten some shuteye after all. 

				Grabbing my phone and slipping some shoes on, I stepped out into the hall. I read the caller ID. Hellhole. 

			

			
				Now it was my turn to moan. Not the Politia. Not now. 

				When I’d agreed to work with the Politia, the supernatural community’s police force, a month ago, I definitely hadn’t realized the time commitments. Still, late night calls were rare even for them.

				“Yeah?” I answered the phone. 

				“Hi Gabrielle. This is Inspector Comfry. We’re calling you in on official business.”

				I felt my eyebrows shoot up. “I’m sorry—right now?” 

				“Gabrielle, a girl was murdered tonight, and we think you can help us solve the case.” 

				***


				An hour later I entered Castle Rushen, the Politia’s headquarters and another big effing castle located on the tiny Isle of Man. A group of inspectors loitered right inside the entrance.

				The sound of the closing door drew their eyes to me. I tried not to wince at the hard looks I received—especially the one from Caleb’s father, Byron Jennings. Since I had joined the Politia, I had gotten used to the fact that not everyone here liked me, but it didn’t make seeing it any easier.

				Inspector Magdalene Comfrey, my boss, pulled away from the group. By her looks, you would never know that almost ten years separated us in age. Small and lithe, her auburn colored bob framed a youthful face. But her sweet appearance was deceiving. She was tougher and scarier than most of the men in the room, probably to make up for her looks.

			

			
				She didn’t even bother saying hi. Instead she took my hand and closed her eyes.

				“Maggie what are you—” My words cut off when she began to speak.

				“She’s been asleep since eleven o’clock,” Maggie said to the group, eyes still closed. The room seemed to let out a collective sigh at her words, but the flinty stares didn’t go away.

				She opened her eyes and loosened her hold on my hand. I pulled it from her grasp and shot her an accusing look.

				Inspector Comfrey was a psychometric, meaning that she could pull memories and facts from objects—including skin. Only she was so good at it that it was essentially the same thing as mind reading. No memory was safe from her.

				However, unlike Leanne, who could foresee events, Maggie could only get a read on past events. It was a useful trait for an inspector, and I was sure I’d been paired with her for this reason. She was a walking lie detector, and I was untrustworthy.

				Maggie shrugged. “Don’t give me that look,” she said. “You haven’t seen the victim yet.”

				Before I could ask what she’d meant by that, the door opened and a bleary-eyed Caleb walked in, carrying a cardboard tray of coffee.

			

			
				He nodded to his dad then flashed me a sleepy smile. “Hey partner,” he said. “Got you a coffee. Thought you might need it.”

				“Awesome—thanks.” I didn’t bother to mention my vampy abilities made waking up and staying up at night increasingly easy. Not while I was one comment away from getting shanked by these angry villagers—I mean inspectors.

				“Ah, perfect,” Inspector Comfrey said. “Now that you two are here, let’s get going.”

				“Where are we going?” I asked.

				“To the morgue.”

				***


				Maggie, Caleb, and I entered the morgue, appropriately located in the castle’s basement. My nostrils flared at the smell of preservatives, bodily fluids, and decay. The taste of coffee on my tongue soured.

				“Knock knock,” Maggie said.

				Chief Constable Eugene Morgan was already in the room chatting with the pathologist, and at the interruption Morgan glanced up. “Ah,” he said, noticing us, “you’re all here.” His gaze rested on mine. “Sergeant Fiori, glad you came,”—as if I had a choice—“perhaps you in particular can lend us some of your vampiric insight.”

				I glanced between him and the pathologist, uncomfortable by the attention and confused about what exactly the chief constable wanted me to do. Chief Constable Morgan was the head of the Politia, and though I had met him before, this was the first time I’d ever worked directly with him. 

			

			
				“Uh, sure,” I said.

				“Good, good.” He nodded to himself and rubbed his cinnamon and salt mustache. “Maggie,” he said, turning to Inspector Comfry, “have you had a chance to read the victim?”

				Maggie nodded once. “I touched the body earlier, but it’s no good. The overwhelming impression was fear. It overrode anything important I might’ve otherwise been able to pick up on.”

				“Damn. That’s too bad.” Chief Constable Morgan looked up at the pathologist. “Well then, why don’t you pull out our victim?”

				Caleb, Maggie, and I moved towards the wall of metal human-sized drawers. Involuntarily I shivered, the movement causing the coffee I held to slosh inside its container. The last time I was in a room like this, I was on the other side of those drawers.

				The pathologist grabbed the handle for one of the drawers and pulled. He rolled out a petite woman with fiery red hair. 

				My stomach clenched at the sight and smell of her. Her body was too pale, even for her alabaster complexion. And the smell . . . ammonia overpowered my olfactory senses. Whoever she was, she was scared before she died.

			

			
				Then my eyes traveled to her neck. Or what used to be her neck. What must’ve once been a delicate swathe of skin was now a red, meaty pulp. Someone had torn it apart. 

				The pathologist clucked his tongue. “The victim’s body was drained of nearly every drop of blood.”

				***


				“You okay?” Caleb asked not coming too close.

				He found me in the hallway outside the morgue, bent over a trashcan; my coffee and the contents of my stomach now rested at the bottom of it. 

				I nodded, but I wasn’t okay. Far from it.

				Was it Andre? Someone else? Do they think I killed her? Maggie’s earlier behavior suddenly made sense. She wanted to know if I’d done it.

				As if reading my mind, Caleb said, “They don’t think you did it.” 

				Yeah right. 

				I glanced up at him. “And how would you know that?” I asked. Either he was lying, or the inspectors were telling Caleb more than they were telling me. 

				He was silent, but only for a moment. “Think you can go back in?” he asked, switching subjects.

				“Do I have to?” Please say no, please say n—


				“We’ve been assigned to the investigation.”

				Of course we’d been.

				I exhaled. “Fine.” I rose to my feet. 

				When we walked back into the morgue, the rest of the group was waiting for us. 

			

			
				“Feeling better?” Chief Constable Morgan asked.

				I nodded, trying not to breathe in through my nose. Maggie laid a comforting hand on me, which was probably just a ruse so that she could continue to get a read off of me. 

				“Great, well then, let me fill you in on the victim.” My mutinous stomach rolled again. I so did not want to hear about the victim, especially not with her sprawled out in front of me.

				“Her name is Catherine O’Connor. Age seventeen. She was a senior attending Peel Academy,” Morgan said. “From her belongings it appears she was a witch.”

				He scratched his mustache. “Someone killed her out in the woods earlier this evening—near the Glen Maye entrance to the Otherworld—while she was out collecting herbs. We found her crumpled bike off to the side of the road.”

				Morgan paused. “Her throat had been ripped out and her body drained of blood. She’d then been placed in a cruciform position.”

				Now he looked to me—they all did. 

				“Um, interesting,” I said lamely.

				“Sergeant Fiori, we were hoping you might tell us something that we hadn’t yet noticed.”

				I swallowed. “Don’t you have someone more qualified for this?”

				“Andre was called in to the crime scene around the time we found her.” My heart jumped at Andre’s name. He’d been pulled into the case as well? “He, however, could only tell us she was savagely murdered and that it could have been a vampire.”

			

			
				The chief constable frowned and I stifled a smile. What a dirty little politician Andre was. This had to be the work of a vampire, but he wouldn’t even confirm that to the Politia.

				“We’ve had an uneasy truce with vampires for over a century, but the truce is just that—uneasy,” the chief constable said. “We’d prefer that you, a pseudo-vampire and one of our own, work on this case with Caleb and Inspector Comfry, even if you have less knowledge on the subject than someone like Andre.” 

				I opened my mouth to tell them they picked the wrong girl, that there was no such thing as a pseudo-vampire, that I couldn’t help them. But instead of forming those words, my mouth formed others. “She smells like ammonia,” I said, referring to the girl in front of me. “If it was released before she was killed, then like Maggie said, she was probably terrified when she died. It probably also means her death wasn’t quick.” 

				I studied the victim’s neck. “I’ve never bitten anyone, so I wouldn’t know if that’s normal or not.”

				“It’s not,” Maggie chimed in.

				“Then whoever did this wanted to cause her pain,” I said.

				My throat worked. I wanted to unsee and unlearn all that I had over the last hour. Instead, I was on the case.

			

			
				Damn.


				



			

	





			
				


				Chapter 2

				I dropped my bag and slid behind my desk in my anthropology class, resting my head on my folded arms in front of me. I needed a nap like a fish needed water.

				“Hey ho,” said a familiar fairy boy. “Where were you this morning? Leanne and I waited forever for your skanky ass to show.”

				“Oliver,” I groaned, dragging my head up. 

				Oliver started at my appearance. “Whoa, what happened to you?”

				“I don’t want to talk about it.” I’d already seen my bloodshot eyes and the dark circles beneath them.

				He flashed me a knowing look. “Did you and Andre finally kiss and make up?”

				“Is there an off button on you?” I asked. Fantasies of my bed flittered through my mind.

				“Oh my God—you did, didn’t you, you hot slut!” Oliver squealed. “Give me the scoop! And don’t leave out the juicy details—you know they’re my favorite.” We were getting looks as the rest of the class filed in.

			

			
				I slapped a hand over his mouth. His eyes widened.

				“Just—shut up for a moment.” His eyes narrowed. If I removed my hand now without an explanation, more sass would pour out of that mouth of his than I could handle. 

				I lowered my voice. “A girl was murdered last night, and the Politia placed me on the investigation.”

				He nodded once, and I slowly I removed my hand. He paused before asking thoughtfully, “Was that before or after you made up with Andre?”

				I put my head in my hand. I could already tell today was going to be a winner.

				


				After class got out, Oliver and I parted ways, him to grab lunch with Leanne, and me to sleep. 

				I wound my way through the busy corridors of Peel Castle. Hundreds of pumpkins and jack-o’-lanterns lined the walls. Between them sat enchanted caldrons, which bubbled and steamed. 

				Every so often I passed a set of knight’s armor. Someone had gone to the trouble of placing witch hats on top of their heads and replacing their swords with broomsticks. 

				All the decorations were in honor of the upcoming holiday, Samhain—more commonly known as Halloween—when the doors between worlds opened. 

				I exited the castle and crossed the expansive lawn. 

			

			
				“Hey, wait up Gabrielle.” Caleb’s voice came from behind me. Unconsciously my muscles tensed. 

				I paused and watched him jog over to me. He smiled when he reached me and kissed my cheek in greeting. His lips lingered longer than was polite.

				“Isn’t it crazy?” he whispered into my ear. 

				I leaned away from him. “What are you talking about?”

				His eyes sparkled. “Being on an investigation—together.” The Politia had paired Caleb and I together. Just like my boss, Inspector Comfrey, I didn’t think this was a coincidence. But I’d never voiced my opinions. 

				I shrugged and began walking again. “It’s definitely creepy,” I said, stifling a yawn.

				His hand captured mine, his fingers sliding between my own. There it was again. The subtle signals that he wanted something more from me than just friendship.

				So I not-so-subtly removed my hands from his. “Caleb, what do you want?”

				But when I turned to face him, he was gone.

				***


				I entered my room and leaned against the door. Finally, some peace and—


				“I was hoping we could look over the report together.” 

				I screamed. Caleb stood next to me, stark naked.

			

			
				“All that is holy Caleb!” I said, shielding my eyes and throwing him a towel to cover himself with. “You could’ve just signed in downstairs.”

				“You wouldn’t have invited me up.”

				Damn, but he was perceptive. “That’s because I want to sleep.” I glanced out my window. His clothes sat out on the lawn in a rumpled heap. Huh, I should’ve noticed that. 

				“We should get a head start on the investigation,” he said, wrapping the towel around himself. “Inspector Comfrey will want to see our progress when we meet next.” He folded his arms over his sculpted torso. I tried not to stare.

				“Yeah, I’m all for it,” I said, “but maybe we can do this some other time?” When you’re clothed. 

				His lips pulled down at the corners. Like Andre, he wasn’t used to getting rejected. “If that’s what you want.”

				“It is.” All I wanted was a little nap. Just an itty bitty one. Was that too much to ask for?

				“Fine.” He walked over to my window and opened it. Outside, a group of girls clustered in front of the building, chatting about the upcoming Witches Festival, a party hosted by—surprise, surprise—the school’s witches.

				Caleb whistled and they glanced up. 

				Oh. No.

				“Hey ladies, can you toss me my clothing?”

				A couple of them giggled, and I heard at least one heartbeat stutter. Did everybody but me have a crush on this guy?

			

			
				I spent the next few minutes watching the girls try to throw Caleb’s clothes up to him—try being the key word here.

				“Why don’t I just push you out the window?” I said, eyeing Caleb’s exposed back. “Then you can just turn into a bird and fly your way out of my room.”

				He swiveled to face me. “Hey, that’s not a bad idea.”

				Caleb stretched his arms over his head. The skin rippled and shrank. Feathers sprouted along his skin, until his arms became wings, and his face acquired a beak.

				An eagle stood on top of my towel. It cocked its head at me and screeched. 

				“That’s the most beautiful thing I’ve heard come out of your mouth all day,” I joked.

				Caleb ruffled his feathers, just to let me know I wasn’t that funny, and then hobbled over to the windowsill. Letting loose another shriek, he dived off. I closed my window behind him, muffling the girls’ surprised screams as he swooped over them and collected his clothes in his talons.

				I stretched and yawned. Just another normal day at Peel Academy. 

				Behind me I heard Caleb’s squawk and the tap of a beak on glass. I guess he thought he was coming back in. Ha, sucker. 

				I took my shoes off and slid under my topmost sheet, the woolen blanket I’d snatched from Andre.

			

			
				Andre. My heart did something funny in my chest. I’d placed my phone on my nightstand next to my bed, and now I stared at it. It had been almost two months since that fateful night at Bishopcourt, and I hadn’t seen or heard from him since. 

				I should get over it and call him.

				This was no longer just about me; there was a dead girl involved. But then a creeping thought snuck up on me. Did he think I did it? It had to have crossed his mind. And if it had, then why hadn’t he contacted me?

				I swallowed my unease. We couldn’t go on like this forever—I was going to have to call him.

				Eventually.

				***


				The next evening I worked on my enchanted engineering homework when Oliver and Leanne came into our room.

				“A little birdie told me you had a naked man in your room yesterday,” Oliver opened. “And I do mean birdie literally.”

				Leanne ignored him. “Whatever plans you had for this evening, drop them,” Leanne said, “and come with us.”

				I twirled the pen in my hand. “Where are you guys going?”

				Leanne smiled. “A séance.”

			

			
				***


				The séance was being held in one of the main library’s back rooms. As Oliver, Leanne, and I passed the rows of cloth-bound, gold-leafed books, I saw Lydia Thyme, Peel’s head librarian. Our eyes met and she winked at me. I smiled and nodded back. 

				Not so long ago she’d helped me when I desperately needed it. I wasn’t sure which side of good and evil she fell on, but I also wasn’t sure I had the luxury of defining my world by such absolutes any longer.

				At the back of the library there was a series of doors, one which was propped open. The three of us slipped inside.

				A group of students already sat in seats placed along the edges of the room. Leanne, Oliver, and I grabbed three of the remaining seats and waited for tonight’s activities to begin.

				I leaned into Leanne. “Remind me again what a séance is?” I asked, studying the round table in the middle of the room. Resting at its center was a crystal ball. 

				“A séance is a gathering of individuals who attempt to communicate with the dead.”

				That’s what I thought. I was just wondering why this was a good idea. There were plenty of people I knew who were dead, and only a couple I’d be okay communicating with. With the exception of my parents, I seriously hoped none of my deceased acquaintances showed up.

			

			
				“Séances are strongest when done close to Samhain,” Leanne continued, “hence tonight’s event.”

				I eyed the ground. Under the table someone had drawn a large pentagram within a circle. Five unlit candles rested at each point of the star. Considering my last foray with candles and old buildings didn’t go so well, I desperately hoped these would remain unlit.

				A few minutes later, after more students trickled in, Madame Woods entered the room, her velvet dress trailing behind her.

				“Welcome, welcome,” she said, steepling her hands together and bowing to us. 

				She straightened up. “I am Madame Woods, and my work is in the field of mediumship. Tonight I will be conducting a séance, a communion with the dead. For those of you who are unfamiliar with my procedures, I will first step into the protective circle I’ve created and light each of these five candles.”

				Well, there goes my earlier hope.

				“That,” she continued, “will activate the circle. Then I’ll seat myself in front of my crystal ball and hypnotize myself. Once under hypnosis, those spirits that want to be heard will communicate with me, and I will pass along their messages.”

				With that, she stepped inside the chalk circle and began to light each of the five candles.

				When the fifth and last candle was lit, Leanne inhaled sharply.

			

			
				“What is it?” I whispered to her.

				“I can see the contours of the protective circle—it’s actually a sphere,” she said, her eyes never straying from the middle of the room. “The top half of it is visible; the bottom half must be underground.”

				I followed her gaze, but I couldn’t see anything. The air was still as invisible as ever. 

				I shivered. There was something in the room that I couldn’t see. The thought made me feel vulnerable. I wondered what other unseen things lurked just beyond my five senses and whether they could peer at me.

				Madame Woods sat down in her chair. Rather than waving her hands around the crystal ball—which, I’ll be honest, I was kind of hoping for—she folded her hands in front of her and stared into it.

				For a long time nothing happened. Just as students were beginning to get restless, she spoke. “Does anyone have a deceased relative whose first name starts with a ‘J’?”

				When no one answered, she continued. “This is a female presence, and she’s telling me she was young when she died. I’m seeing water—either she drowned or . . . something to do with water.”

				An audience member cleared her throat. “I think that may be my younger sister, Jacqueline. She drowned in a lake on our property when she was ten.”

				Something about this moment, this confession, made me profoundly uncomfortable. I shouldn’t know about this stranger’s painful past, and I sure as hell didn’t want to share my own.

			

			
				Madame Woods focused on the girl who spoke. “Your sister wants me to tell you that she knows you carry around a picture of you two in your wallet. And on bad days you sometimes pull it out.” At this the audience member began to cry. 

				“She wants me to tell you that she loves you very much and to not worry about her.” 

				The tearful girl smiled. “Thank you,” she whispered.

				Madame Woods nodded and turned her attention back to the crystal ball. This time, we all waited patiently for her.

				“An older woman is coming through. Her name begins with an ‘A,’ and it’s an unusual first name. Adele? Arianna?”

				Leanne made a noise in the back of her throat. “Adelaide?” she asked. 

				“Yes,” Madame Woods said empathically.

				“That’s my grandmother.” 

				I looked at Leanne sharply. My impression had always been that her grandmother was still alive. After all, her grandmother was the one who had tipped Leanne off about the persecution tunnel in the basement of the women’s dormitory.

				“Oh, I like her,” Madame Woods said. “She has a mischievous personality.”

				I watched the smile spread across Leanne’s face. “She does.”

			

			
				“She’s been gone for awhile now, right?” Madame Woods said.

				Leanne nodded. “She died when I was eight.”

				At this, I felt my eyes widen. 

				“Hmm,” Madame Woods said. “She’s making it sound as though you two still chat often.”

				The skin at the corners of Leanne’s eyes crinkled. “We do. I dream about her often.”

				“She wants me to tell you that she enjoys those conversations immensely.” 

				The medium’s face darkened. “She also wants you to know that things are changing. You need to trust your abilities now more than ever. Because you can see what others can’t, you are more vulnerable to attack. Protect yourself.”

				Leanne sucked in her cheeks. “Okay.”

				Once more Madame Woods focused on the crystal ball in front of her. I studied the way her unblinking eyes watched the ball. Slowly her lids began to droop. Then they slid shut and her body went slack. 

				Somewhere in the room a clock ticked rhythmically. Students glanced at each other, no one sure what to make of the medium’s limp body.

				The candles in the room flickered, and Madame Woods gasped to life.

				Only, Madame Woods was no longer Madame Woods.

				“Where is she?” The voice was unnaturally deep and gravelly. Unfocused eyes searched the room. The students shifted. A couple whimpered. Around the room I saw wide eyes. 

			

			
				“Where is the devil’s consort? I smell her.” The eyes roved around the room. Until they locked with my own.

				“You.” The beast controlling Madame Woods strode towards me. 

				What had the thing called me? The devil’s consort? Ew. I mean seriously—ewww.

				The chalk line was only two feet in front of me, and that white line was all that separated the medium from me. Right about now I was having trouble believing an invisible wall separated us. But I sure hoped one was.

				“He’s watching you now, just as he always has.”

				I stilled. It seemed that even my heart slowed. Whatever lingered behind those eyes was ugly and twisted. And it knew about the man in the suit.


				



			

	





			
				


				Chapter 3

				Harrison Moore didn’t much like the outdoors, yet his job always seemed to bring him back out here. 

				He picked his way through the graveyard. The graves here were so old that the names and years had mostly worn away. They leaned towards and away from each other like drunken revelers partying the afterlife away. At least that was how Harrison liked to think of death—as a party that got better the longer you were gone. 

				For all his knowledge of the dead, he still had no idea what truly lay beyond.

				Behind him he could hear his gravedigger shoveling dirt into the hole. Only moments before, that grave’s occupant had whispered to Harrison secrets he’d taken to the grave. Secrets that would earn Harrison his next paycheck.

				Once the ceremony was complete and the soul had once again been released from the body, Harrison’s job was over. And tomorrow, other than the dark brown stain where the goat’s blood had spilled, there’d be no signs that anything supernatural had occurred here. 

			

			
				He hated his job. 

				As he considered alternative careers—perhaps a job that didn’t require supernatural powers—the leaves around the graves rustled.

				They crackled as Harrison stepped over them. It had been a long time since any graveyard spooked him. The dead were not so scary. The living were the ones you had to watch out for.

				Out of his peripherals, the shadows cast by the headstones moved. Harrison’s head snapped to the movement, but when he focused on the grave, it stood motionless, its shadow firmly in place.

				That’s what you get for working in cemeteries, he thought to himself. 

				In front of him two trees loomed, arching over the entrance to the cemetery.

				To his side, Harrison heard leaves stir again, even though the air was still. The hairs along his arm rose.

				It might’ve been a long time since a graveyard had spooked him, but this cemetery on this evening had managed to set his nerves on edge.

				He picked up his pace. Behind him he heard a chuckle. He never had time to run. Someone rammed into his back, sending him sprawling to the ground. The bag he carried spilled open next to him. Some vials rolled out.

			

			
				He flipped over. And he only had a moment to scream before the thing descended on him.

				***


				Leanne paced our room. “What was Madame Woods—or that thing that possessed her—talking about?” she asked.

				Oliver lay back on my bed, eating chocolates and reading a Cosmo magazine. “Really chickadee?” he said, not bothering to tear his gaze away from the “Six Sensual Tricks Sure To Make Him Stay.” “It seemed pretty obvious to me. Even the devil has the hots for Gabrielle,” he said, popping a chocolate into his mouth. 

				“Ugh, Oliver,” I said, “don’t put it like that.”

				He raised his eyebrows and laid the magazine on his stomach. “Then how should I put it? That the devil and his little cloven hooves want to—”

				I put a hand up. “Please don’t finish that sentence. And Leanne, I can answer your question.” 

				I’d meant to tell my friends about the man in the suit, but the moment just never seemed right. Now, however, they deserved to know that I came with a little extra baggage—okay, a lot of extra baggage. 

				I looked from Oliver to Leanne and took a deep breath. “Remember how people had tried to kill me at the beginning of the school year?”

				Leanne nodded and Oliver popped another chocolate into his mouth. 

			

			
				“Well, one of those people who stalked me was someone I call the man in the suit. He’s haunted me all my life. And the day Bishopcourt—Andre’s mansion—burned, I found out that he may be the devil.” Except it wasn’t maybe. He was the devil. I just wasn’t comfortable with that piece of information.

				Leanne’s brows furrowed. “What does he want?”

				I gave her a sad smile. “Me.”

				***


				I lay in my bed in the middle of the forest. The white gown I wore looked like snow against my skin. I stared at the night sky above me. Stars shone between the treetops. A chilly wind blew through the forest and someone rubbed my arms.

				That was when I realized I wasn’t alone in my bed.

				“Do you want this?” the stranger whispered in my ear. “You can have it all.”

				I turned my head to see him. The pale moonlight cast his face in blue hues. His face was perfect—strong jaw, full lips, thick lashes that fringed bedroom eyes. At the moment, I did want it all. Oh yes please I did. 

				But what about Andre? Something about this situation felt wrong. 

				“No . . . I can’t.” I pushed against the man. His hands moved to my upper arms, and he held me in place.

				“What do you think you’re doing? Get off of me!” I struggled against him.

			

			
				His nails dug into my arms and I woke up gasping for air. Just a dream.

				Only, the man was still on top of me.

				I let out a bloodcurdling scream.

				On the other side of the room Leanne woke up gasping. “Gabrielle, are you okay?”

				“Get the fuck off of me!” I yelled at the man. 

				I figured that would answer Leanne’s question.

				Lucky for me, my strength gave me an edge. I catapulted him off me, and I heard him grunt as he hit the floor.

				The light in our room clicked on and a naked man scrambled up. 

				Ew, ew, ew! A naked man had been in my bed! At the moment, I didn’t really care that he was a perfect specimen of the male species; I was about ready to toss him out my window.

				“What the . . . ?” Leanne’s voice trailed off as the man clambered to his feet. He didn’t even bother covering himself up. “What’s a naked man doing in your bed? I thought we had a code for these kinds of things Gabrielle. Not cool.”

				“What?” I squeaked. “I didn’t bring him in! He just made himself comfortable.”

				The man looked back and forth between the two of us. And then his form blurred until he vanished completely.

				What. The hell.

			

			
				***


				“Goddess above,” Leanne said, “what was that?”

				I shook my head. “I have no idea,” I said, still creeped out that he’d been in my bed. I glanced at my upper arms. Half moon divots were still impressed into my skin from the man’s fingernails.

				“How the hell did he disappear?” Leanne asked.

				I rubbed my face with a hand. “I have absolutely no idea.” And I had no idea how to prevent something like that from happening again in the future.

				“So you really didn’t invite him in?” 

				I gave her a look. “Did you really have to ask?”

				“Well, he was pretty easy on the eyes . . .”

				“Leanne.”

				She held her hands up. “Okay, okay—I just had to give you a hard time about it.”

				We both stared at the place where he disappeared. 

				Leanne cocked her head. “He had really big—”

				“Man bits?” I finished for her.

				“Yeah.” A slow smile spread across her face. “Oliver is going to be so jealous.”

				***


				At 4:00 a.m. the following morning my phone went off.

				“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I mumbled.

				“No,” Leanne moaned. “Turn off that hellbeast.”

				I silenced the phone and rolled out of bed. I could already guess the caller. 

			

			
				Once I exited my room I answered my silenced phone. “I don’t think I like investigations,” I opened.

				“Too bad,” Maggie said. “I don’t think our victim likes being dead either. We need you to come in. Another person has been murdered.”

				***


				It felt like déjà vu, watching the pathologist slide out another victim. This one was Harrison Moore, a middle-aged man with dark hair and a goatee. And just like the last victim, he had an ugly neck wound.

				“Harrison Moore. Age forty-three,” Chief Constable Morgan said. “He was found inside the Douglas cemetery. From his belongings he appears to be a necromancer, and his job seems to be what brought him to the cemetery.”

				I choked on the smell. He too, seemed to have been scared at the time of his death.

				“Just like Catherine O’Connor our victim here was drained almost dry. His body was then placed in a spread eagle position. Maggie, what read did you get off this body?”

				“Same as the last one, sir,” she said. “That is to say, nothing other than an overwhelming sense of fear.”

				Chief Constable Morgan rubbed his mustache. “I assumed as much.”

				The room was too hot and too cold at once. I couldn’t tell if it was the stench of death and preservatives that clung to the room, the gruesome body in front of me, or that I had to help locate the person responsible, but I felt lightheaded.

			

			
				The chief constable didn’t seem to notice my unease. “From the timeframe of the murder,” he said, “as well as the manner he was killed and the body’s post mortem positioning, one thing is clear.”

				He paused to look at Caleb, Maggie, and I. “We have ourselves a serial killer.” 

				***


				Someone knocked on the morgue’s door, and an inspector poked his head in. “Eugene,” the inspector said, referring to the chief constable, “Can I speak to you in private for a moment?”

				“Sure.” Chief Constable Morgan glanced at the three of us. “Would you three mind waiting outside for just a minute?”

				I wanted to cry with joy at his words. I was going to get sick again if I didn’t get out of here.

				“Not at all,” Maggie said.

				We walked out of the room, and only then was I able to release the breath I’d been holding.

				For a moment we all stood silent.

				“A necromancer?” I finally asked. I thought I was catching on to this world, but at times like these, I really felt out of my element.

				Maggie gave me a look. “One who raises the dead. Reanimates corpses.”

			

			
				I curled my lip. “Why would anyone do that for a living?” 

				“Oh, lots of reasons. But the main one is that it pays really well. When it comes to death, people tend to underprepare and leave a lot of loose ends behind them. A necromancer can reanimate the deceased long enough to settle an inheritance dispute, find a lost family heirloom—anything really that the dead take with them to the grave.”

				Throughout this entire discussion, Caleb had stayed silent. I didn’t ask him his thoughts, but his silence piqued my curiosity.

				“And it works?” I asked.

				“Absolutely.”

				I looked at Maggie like she was insane. “Then why are we not using a necromancer to find the killer?”

				Maggie laughed. It was a laugh that said I still had a lot to learn. “Necromancers practice the dark arts. It takes a blood sacrifice to reanimate a corpse. And the deader they are, the heavier the sacrifice. The House of Keys does not condone such practices, so we are forbidden by law to use them in our investigations.”

				I raised my eyebrows. “So even though a necromancer makes blood sacrifices, they’re still accepted in the community—but vampires aren’t?” I couldn’t understand how the supernatural community could draw an arbitrary line in the sand and declare everything to one side okay, and everything to the other side evil.

				Maggie curled her upper lip. My question must’ve hit a nerve. “As far as I’m concerned, our victim is a necromancer and the perpetrator is a vampire,” she snapped. Fair point. “And until the day that changes, we’ll keep the beliefs we currently have.”

			

			
				“Whoa, whoa,” Caleb said. “That’s not—”

				But she wasn’t finished. “Perhaps society and even Andre himself have convinced you that vampires are harmless. They’re not. They have to feed every single night. Off of humans. Thousands of victims have died just like the man in that room.”

				I could’ve guessed as much, but I’d truly never thought it completely through. I tended to avoid those topics that scared me. But now I couldn’t. 

				I was becoming a monster, whether I liked it or not.

				No wonder the devil wants me.

				***


				Caleb put a hand on my shoulder. “You’re not going to be like that,” he said to me. He shot Maggie a dirty look. 

				“She needs to know,” Maggie said. “It’s not like those bloodsuckers are telling her the truth.”

				I bristled at her words. Andre had been nothing but truthful with me. It was part of the reason I’d needed space. I’d seen and heard too much. 

				“And the Politia is telling me the truth?” I said to her. My anger was beginning to get the best of me. “Don’t bother answering that. It was a rhetorical question.” 

			

			
				Maggie looked as though she was about to put me in my place, but she didn’t get the chance. The door to the morgue opened and the inspector and Chief Constable Morgan stepped out. We watched the inspector walk down the hall. Only when he’d rounded the corner and his steps had faded did the chief constable speak.

				He scratched his mustache. “So far, we’ve been able to keep the media out of this, but the individual who discovered Harrison’s body works with the newspaper in Douglas. They’re printing a story on it today.”

				He seemed weary. “This is going to make the investigation that much more difficult.” 

				“We’ll deal with what comes at us,” Maggie said. 

				“I’m sure we will,” the chief constable said. “If anyone asks you all about the case, your job is to refer them to our station’s contact information. Do not disclose anything yourself.

				“I’m going to head up to my office to put together a statement for the inevitable press conference.” He tapped my shoulder and looked at Maggie. “Can I borrow Gabrielle for a moment?”

				I didn’t like the sound of his voice. I could already tell by his inflection that I wouldn’t like whatever he wanted to discuss.

				“Of course,” Maggie said.

				I gave them both sullen looks. What about my consent?

				“Great, I’ll chat with you later then, Maggie.” Chief Constable Morgan began walking, while I stood in place, refusing to budge. 

			

			
				Maggie gave me the stink eye. 

				“Alright, alright,” I huffed. I jogged up to the chief constable, who didn’t appear to notice that I hadn’t been following him.

				We didn’t speak until I entered his office. 

				I took a seat and gazed about the room. It was disappointingly ordinary. I would’ve thought that the guy in charge of policing the supernatural community would just ooze otherness. But nope. He had just your standard plaques and photographs, along with a business card holder and a marble paperweight.

				Chief Constable Morgan sat down behind his desk. “Gabrielle, I wanted to discuss this investigation with you privately.”

				I studied the man in front of me. I had no idea what type of supernatural he was.

				“The community is going to hang you.”

				I physically jolted at his words. “Excuse me?” I asked.

				“Not literally—but you might wish it after shitstorm they’re going to put you through. You’re the newest vampire. And it’s no secret that you haven’t been meeting with your coven.”

				I raised my eyebrows. “I didn’t realize that was common knowledge.”

				Chief Constable Morgan leaned back in his chair. “I don’t blame you for choosing to avoid the coven—assisting in the death of dozens of vampires couldn’t have endeared you to them.”

			

			
				Chief Constable Morgan: the epitome of tactfulness. Not.

				“However,” he continued, “the community will be concerned—and the Politia is already concerned—that you aren’t learning to control your abilities appropriately.”

				“You think I’m guilty.” I knew it. I knew they felt this way.

				“No, no. You have an alibi and we’ve found no evidence that would link you to the crime.” His answer was not really the vote of confidence I needed to hear. “But the supernatural community will assume that you, the youngest, least experienced vampire, are behind the attacks.”

				“But you’ve proven I’m not a suspect.”

				The chief constable lifted his shoulders. “Public opinion can run counter to and flourish in spite of the facts. If that happens, your education and employment are not guaranteed.”

				If he was saying what I thought he was, then my continued work at the Politia and my enrollment in Peel Academy rested on solving this case and preventing the supernatural community from flaying me. A sense of déjà vu washed over me. This wasn’t the first time my genetics had posed such a problem.

				“What do you want me to do?” I asked.

				“You need to reconnect to your coven. You need to get ahold of Andre.”

			

			
				***


				Chief Constable Morgan kept talking, but I still hadn’t gotten past his words. You need to get ahold of Andre. The thought filled me with both excitement and dread. 

				“Gabrielle? Are you listening to me?”

				I shook my head. “I’m sorry, what?”

				“We want you to reconnect with the coven, both so that you can manage your cravings and so that you can keep an eye on the local vampires.”

				Now that was just funny. “You want me to keep an eye on the local vampires? The ones that probably want to eat me?”

				“It may seem difficult, but—”

				I laughed, even though the situation wasn’t funny. “It’s not going to be difficult. Learning how to drive a manual transmission is difficult. What you’re asking me to do is suicide.”

				“We need to catch a killer,” he said.

				“You’re throwing me to the wolves.”

				“Not wolves, Miss Fiori. Vampires.”

				“Whatever. Same difference.” He opened his mouth to contradict me, so I rushed on. “The point is, what you’re asking is impossible, and it will probably put my life in jeopardy.”

				“Miss Fiori,” his condescending tone grated me, “the truce between vampires and the House of Keys is up for forfeit. This investigation is primarily the coven’s concern, and now they’re making it ours. If these deaths continue, I’m afraid the truce will eventually have no choice but to dissolve.”

			

			
				I twisted my hands in my lap. “What happens if the truce dissolves?”

				“Your kind will be hunted.”

				***


				I walked out of Castle Rushen in a daze. The sky had a predawn glow to it, bathing the stone buildings around me in shades of violet. I could smell the ocean in the air, and I could hear the sounds of fishermen setting out for a day. 

				Castletown was almost unbearably beautiful, and it seemed wrong that I could only feel bleak. 

				I had no options. I might be putting my life in danger by interacting with my coven, but if I didn’t at least try to find the killer, my life and the lives of other vampires could be at stake.

				A shiver passed over me. Was that long ago prophecy now coming true? Was my existence heralding the extermination of vampires? 

				It was too much. The blame, the guilt, the fear I now carried. I worked for the Politia, but it wouldn’t protect me from the community’s backlash, nor would it exempt me from persecution, if the truce dissolved. 

				And then what? What did that mean exactly? That I and others like me would be imprisoned? Killed? 

			

			
				No amount of action on my part could forgive my genetics. I kicked a nearby trashcan. It’s aluminum shell crumpled in on my foot. 

				“Damnit!” I shouted, yanking my foot out. 

				A droplet of water hit the ground in front of me. At first I thought it might be rain, but then I noticed the wetness on my face.

				I swiped away my tears. Rosy teardrops smeared along my hand. Why would anyone worry about a girl who cried bloody tears? 

				I pulled out my phone, the set of my mouth grim. I scrolled down until I saw the contact I wished to call, the two emoticon hearts still next to his name.

				Screw the Politia. I wasn’t doing this for them. I was doing it for myself and for the other lost souls who called themselves vampires. Because good and evil weren’t inborn traits. They were choices we made. 

				I stared at the contact only for a second before clicking Send. And then, for the first time in almost two months, I heard my soulmate’s voice. 


				



			

	





			
				


				Chapter 4

				“Gabrielle?” 

				For a moment I couldn’t speak at all. I wasn’t sure he’d even pick up since the sun had almost risen. His voice sounded hopeful, worried, and reluctant all at once.

				And hearing it undid every stupid, idiotic barrier I’d built over the last two months.

				“Andre.” My voice broke in the middle of his name. Thank goodness he couldn’t see me because I could feel more hot tears snake down my face, and the world turned pink. 

				I meant to say, I need your help. But my traitorous mouth formed different words. “I miss you.”

				My face flushed. If only I could snatch back words. 

				I waited a beat. The silence must’ve been only a second or two, but to me, I felt I’d lived a lifetime in that pause. Then he spoke, his voice rough. “I’ve missed you since the moment you slid out of my arms.”

			

			
				I pressed the palm of my hand to my mouth to hold back a choked sob. More tears slipped down my cheeks. Since when was I this way? I couldn’t believe people enjoyed this—love. It hurt worse than my gun shot wounds had.

				“Can we meet up?” I asked.

				“Of course.” Who was this Andre, this open, agreeable man? How was I supposed to reconcile him with the emotionless killer I saw that evening at Bishopcourt? Or the frustrating, bossy vampire I met two months ago?

				He was probably wondering the same thing about me. Who the broken girl on the phone was. I cringed at the thought.

				“Listen Gabrielle,” my heart fluttered at the way he said my name, “the sun’s coming up, so I have to go. You’ll hear from me again this evening. But until then—stay safe.”

				“You too.”

				The call ended just as the first rays of the sun rose on the horizon. I stared at my phone. There was at least one person who worried about the girl with the bloody tears.

				***


				School that day started off rough, and it only got worse as the day drew on. By the time I walked into my history class, I expected the whispered and suspicious looks I received. 

			

			
				The entire school was wondering whether I was the killer.

				Today it was almost worse than that first day of class. Back then, my classmates only had their superstitions and deep set beliefs to judge me by. Now, however, someone had been attacked by a vampire, and a vampire was amongst them. I could hear their fluttering pulses, and their fear smelled thick and terrible.

				I felt my fangs slide out at the smell; they’d been doing that off and on since I walked into Peel Castle. I kept my mouth closed as I moved to my seat.

				I shucked off my bag and slouched into my chair. Hell couldn’t be any worse than this.

				I didn’t have to look when Caleb entered the room. The same collective adrenaline rush occurred every day the minute he sauntered into the room. 

				He dropped a newspaper on his desk and slid into the seat next to me. “Well, shit has really hit the fan this time,” he said. 

				Usually once Caleb and I had taken our seats, the class would gradually return back to normal. Not today. The smell of fear lingered in the air. My fangs were going to be out all freaking day if this continued.

				I picked up the supernatural community’s newspaper from his desk and read the headline.

				Vampire Attack at the Douglas Cemetery

			

			
				Below the title was an image of the taped off cemetery. I skimmed the story. Its author hadn’t placed suspicion on any one person, but the journalist had made it clear that he believed there was unrest within the coven. He mentioned my name, Andre’s, and Theodore’s. The article went into the numerous vampire deaths that occurred the night Bishopcourt burned, and he discussed the possible rifts that must’ve caused.

				Somehow the reader was supposed to believe that this unrest led to vampire aggression. Apparently, the inhuman beasts that we were, when we got angry, our vampiric nature led us to commit horrific murders. 

				I threw the paper back on Caleb’s desk. 

				He leaned towards me and I looked at him. I heard his heart speed up. “We’re going to figure this out Gabrielle.” I could tell from the adrenaline rolling off of him and something fainter beneath that smell that he had more than just a simple crush on me.

				I winced. I knew he liked me. But now I could tell that this was turning into something more than just like. I didn’t know how to stop it, and I didn’t know how to still stay his friend and partner if I tried.

				I studied the headline on his desk. What I did know was that he and his family were important and respected members of the supernatural community. His feelings for me might be all that kept the Politia and my classmates from turning on me.

				And as soon as I broke his heart, my world would come crashing down.

			

			
				***


				I watched the sun sink as I worked at my desk. I tried to focus on my homework for my politics of supernatural species class, but my mind kept going back to Andre, the murders, and my classmates’ outrage.

				Behind me the door opened and Oliver walked in. 

				“Hey beautiful,” he said. “I wanted to check on you.” He plopped on my bed and fished around for my stash of chocolates. “You doing okay?” he asked, his back to me.

				“Oh, just fine. Nothing that I haven’t already experienced.” That was a lie. The fear that oozed off my classmates was stronger and more cloying than ever before.

				I closed my laptop and watched him grope around some more.

				“You’re not going to find the chocolates,” I said. “You ate them all the last time you were here.”

				He paused to give me a disbelieving look. “No way. I don’t eat that much.”

				“Oh really?” This little fairy was in denial.

				“Hmph,” he said, folding his arms and squinting his eyes at me, “that’s right Sabertooth.”

				“Did you just call me Sabertooth?”

				“This body is a lean, mean, man-loving machine,” Oliver said by way of answer. “I don’t just get great abs by laying around and eating chocolates all day.” He got up and peered under Leanne’s bed. 

			

			
				“Well I know that,” I said. “You burn all your calories gossiping. It takes a lot of energy to talk that much.”

				“Now that’s just rude,” he said, pulling out an industrial size bag of Halloween candy from underneath Leanne’s bed. “Jackpot. I have just found the mother lode.”

				I eyed the candy and thought about the seer club Leanne was a part of. She was there at this moment, pulling together some school activity to celebrate Samhain. The candy was probably meant for that activity. “I think she might be saving that.”

				Oliver made himself comfortable on my bed. “There’s a Leanne-sized hole in the corner here,” he said, pointing to a fist-sized tear in the plastic. “Which means she’s not really serious about saving it. Plus, like I said, I only eat a few chocolates at a time.”

				Before I could guffaw at this, my phone went off. I snatched it up. Oliver’s attention was now honed on me.

				“Hello?”

				“Where were we?” Andre said.

				“I believe you were telling me to be careful just before the sun rose.” Oliver had scooted down my bed to be as close to the conversation as possible. He was now shoveling candy into his mouth at an alarming rate.

				“What is it you wanted to discuss?” 

				I lowered my voice. “I think you already know.” 

			

			
				The other end of the line was quiet. Finally, “There are a great many things we need to discuss. What in particular would you like to talk about?”

				“I think it would be better if we met up in person.” I bit a nail as I said this. I wasn’t sure how seeing Andre would affect me.

				“I’ll be over there in an hour.”

				“Uh, Andre, on the way over, you should probably pick up a newspaper.”

				***


				Almost exactly an hour later, there was a rap on the door.

				Oliver squealed. “It’s your hunk of burning love!”

				I threw Leanne’s pillow at him as I made my way to the door. “Can you please do me a favor and try to tone down your comments?”

				“Never!” Oliver said, but his words were drowned out by the thrum of energy coming from the other side of the door.

				I’d felt the current for the last minute or so, but now it was almost unbearable. Like a magnet, the closer I got to my counterpoint, the stronger the pull.

				I opened the door, and my breath caught in my throat. 

				Andre stood in front of me taking up the doorway, and the vision of him almost brought me to my knees. Dark, wavy locks of hair framed those high cheekbones, square jaw, and arching lips that I’d dearly missed. But what captivated me were his glittering eyes. At this moment, they looked the same as they had in the painting that hung above his bed—the remorseful Andre who’d fought in the crusades. 

			

			
				Before I knew what I was doing, my fingers reached up and grazed his cheek. 

				He too brought his hand up to my face and wiped away a stray tear with his thumb.

				“I hope this means you’re happy to see me,” he said, his voice low. 

				I didn’t respond; I couldn’t. I tried to remember that why I’d kept my distance for so long—he scared me. Only now, as he stood here and wiped away my tears, that reasoning seemed awfully fickle. 

				A voice cleared his throat behind me. “Trust me, she is happy to see you,” Oliver said. “Thought I’d throw that out there since she’s a mute right now.”

				The spell was broken, and the rest of the world came back into focus. 

				Andre glanced over my shoulder at Oliver. The moment he did so, the remorse was gone, replaced by the powerful, self-assured man I’d first met. 

				I stepped to the side so that Andre could come in while I grabbed my coat and bag. He sauntered in, his gaze focused on the fairy sprawled out on my bed. 

				The two had met once, after Andre found Oliver, Leanne, and I in the woods near the entrance to Otherworld. That same location was now taped off, the scene of a horrific crime.

			

			
				“Andre, you remember Oliver,” I said. 

				Oliver shook off the loose candy wrappers littered along his body and got up to take Andre’s hand. 

				“How could I forget?” Andre said, taking Oliver’s hand. Oliver was memorable like that.

				“Gabrielle’s said so much about you,” Oliver said. “You know, since you two parted ways.”

				Andre glanced at me and raised an eyebrow.

				“Don’t worry,” I said to Andre. “None of it was flattering.”

				He frowned, and I slipped on a jacket and slung my book bag over my shoulder. “’Kay, I’m ready to go.” I turned to Oliver. “Are you leaving right now too?”

				“Hell no I’m not leaving,” Oliver said, walking back to my bed and making himself comfortable. “Sexy, naked men are showing up here at all hours of the day. As if I’d pass up that opportunity.”

				Andre narrowed his eyes. “What’s this?” 

				I almost groaned. So much for progress. Andre hadn’t been here five minutes and the possessiveness was back in his voice.

				Oliver smiled mischievously. “Oh Gabrielle has had a string of admirers who’ve shown up in this room buck naked—probably thought flashing her would land them a date.”

				I put a hand to my face and began massaging my temples. This was so not how I wanted the reunion with Andre to begin. 

				“Really?” Andre said, his voice deceptively calm. Oliver, for his part, failed to notice how menacing Andre had become.

			

			
				“That’s not even the best part,” Oliver said, still enjoying himself. “One showed up in her bed last night demanding to have sex with her.”

				A muscle in Andre’s jaw jumped.

				“When she said no, he didn’t take her rejection too well, so she had to throw him across the room.”

				“Oliver, just—stop talking,” I said. He must’ve heard all of that from Leanne since I never mentioned these details.

				“Did he hurt you?” Andre asked me. His voice was soft and lethal. His body tensed and that muscle in his jaw jumped again.

				“Andre, no, calm down.” I practically pushed him out the door. It was time to go.

				“Bye Oliver!”

				“Bye! Have a good evening. Oh, and if you two do the nasty, I want to know—” I slammed the door on his words.

				“Sorry about that,” I said to Andre.

				His eyebrow was raised. “‘If we do the nasty?’ I didn’t realize you were that happy to see me.”

				“Oh please, eat a slice of humble pie. You’re not getting lucky tonight.”


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 5

				I traced the upholstery in Andre’s car as we sped out of Peel and headed for his place. Considering that I now had to work my way back into the coven, I felt that catching up there would give me the additional opportunity to reacquaint myself with the vampire community—if, that is, they were still willing to have me. Knowing my luck, I’d probably end up as someone’s dinner instead.

				“Where exactly is your place these days?” I hadn’t seen Bishopcourt since the night of the fire, but considering the extent of the damage, I couldn’t imagine the place was inhabitable.

				Andre took his attention off the road to look at me. The streetlights glinted off of his eyes. “What do you mean?” he asked.

				My eyes dropped to his lips, momentarily distracted. I watched them curl in to a smile and my heart rate increased. His smile widened, and I saw his pearly white teeth and a glimpse of fang, which probably meant he was turned on. My own slid out for the billionth time today. 

			

			
				“Where are we going?” I asked again, careful to not nick myself on my fangs.

				“Bishopcourt,” he said, not missing a beat.

				“Isn’t it . . .” Oh this was awkward. “Didn’t it burn to the ground?” That was the nice way of putting it. We had burned it to the ground—me out of clumsiness, and him out of anger.

				“I don’t know if you know this,” he said, “but I have lots of money.”

				I rolled my eyes. “I’m so impressed.”

				“Money can buy lots of things, such as expedited construction.”

				Ah, so he’d spent the last month repairing and rebuilding the place. I couldn’t tell if I was more excited or scared at the prospect of seeing Andre’s mansion. I’d loved Bishopcourt, but my last memories of it had been gruesome. 

				When we pulled up, the mansion looked unchanged. I stared at the pristine lawn and the gray stone walls. “Wow.” He really must’ve thrown a lot of money at the construction company to get this place rebuilt so quickly.

				As usual, Andre’s minions opened our doors. I tensed as I left the car. Did they hate me? I shouldn’t have bothered worrying. Their faces were carefully blank, but they also smelled human. Which meant that they weren’t the individuals who would want my head.

			

			
				Andre came around to me and placed a hand on the small of my back. I had a sneaking suspicion that he simply wanted to be close to me. Unfortunately for me, the simple touch did all sorts of inappropriate things to my body. 

				We entered the mansion like that. I gazed around me. Everything had been masterfully replicated, down to the staircase I’d bled on and the deadly wrought iron chandelier.

				Yet nothing was the same. Different priceless objects sat on display, and the tapestries and paintings that originally hung along the wall had been replaced with others.

				Something about that made me immensely sad. Several pieces of art, of history, had burned along with the house, and I’d been partially responsible for it. 

				Eventually we came to Andre’s office. When I entered, I studied the reconstructed room. It was almost identical to the original. 

				“You didn’t redesign it!” I said. The last time I’d been in here, Andre has wanted to change up the room. I was surprised that he hadn’t used the fire as the opportunity to do so.

				He gazed down at me, still not removing his hand. “You’re right, I didn’t.” He didn’t say that my opinion changed his mind, but his eyes seemed to. 

			

			
				I felt a blush creeping up my neck. I pulled away from him and wandered over to the opposite end of the room, behind his desk. Mounted on the wall was a map of the world. I reached out and touched the canvas. 

				I glanced over my shoulder at him. He watched me, his look heated. “I’m so glad you didn’t change this,” I said.

				His eyes followed me as I moved away from the map and plopped myself in his chair. I swiveled back and forth.

				“Why did you call me?”

				I stopped swiveling at his question. I’d been avoiding this topic since he met me at my dorm.

				“Because I needed to,” I said as he brought a guest chair around the desk and sat down, his knees grazing mine. 

				Andre leaned forward in his seat, his elbows resting on his knees. 

				“I work for the Politia.” Andre’s nostrils flared when I said the name. Must be a sore spot. “They placed me on the investigation into the recent murders.” 

				“They put you on the case?” His eyebrows rose.

				“Why is that so hard to believe?” He was about one wrong comment away from pissing me off. 

				He ran a hand through his hair. “Gabrielle, you’re a teenager. You’re too young to get involved in this stuff.”

				“I’m also too young to get involved with you.” That shut him right up.

			

			
				“The general opinion is that a vampire is attacking these people,” I said. “And now that the murders have made the papers, the Politia thinks the community will be out for our blood—so to speak.”

				When he didn’t say anything, I continued. “Earlier today the chief constable told me that this could dissolve the truce.”

				“It could,” Andre said, not looking up.

				“And if that happens, the Politia will hunt us down.”

				Andre now met my eyes. “I promise you they won’t touch us,” he said, his voice fierce. 

				There was something foreign about him at that moment. It wasn’t that he seemed inhuman, or that he seemed cold, or that he came from a period and place that I couldn’t relate to. It was that time had made him something more. 

				I also knew that he meant every word. Andre hadn’t survived seven hundred years for no reason. And he hadn’t earned his reputation—as someone who was not to be crossed—for no reason either.

				“I’d prefer to instead catch the vampire responsible,” I said. “That’s primarily why I’m here—so that we look for the killer together.” 

				“What’s the other reason?”

				I didn’t answer right away. Instead I let the silence envelope us as I pulled together the courage to say what I’d built up in my mind for the last two months. 

				“I know about the prophecy,” I said quietly. Andre’s eyes widened—and why wouldn’t they? He wasn’t there when Theodore confessed. He didn’t know how much I knew. I continued. “I know why Theodore wanted to kill me. And I know we’re soulmates.”

			

			
				Andre glanced down at his clasped hands. His hair hung in front of his face. He looked so much like a tragic hero. “I’m . . . sorry.”

				I didn’t need him to clarify his statement; I knew he was apologizing for the fact that we were now stuck together. I could also tell that while he was surprised I knew this information, he wasn’t surprised to hear it. He’d known we were soulmates this whole time, he’d just never brought it up.

				“I’m here because we’re irrevocably bound to each other.” 

				Andre lifted his head, his eyes sparkling. He was looking at me like I was his redemption. 

				“But—” I continued, “this link between us scares me. You scare me. And I still haven’t gotten over the fact that you killed all those people.” I remembered the heaps of clothing, all that remained of dozens of vampires. The memory still gave me chills.

				“I will not apologize for my actions,” he said, “not even to you. I did what I had to do to save you. You can decide to stay away from me, but if you choose not to, then you must take me the way I am.”

				I couldn’t accept that conscienceless behavior, but I also needed his help. An uncomfortable mixture of thoughts and feelings tumbled through my mind. I loved this man, but I hated some of his actions. I was disgusted for wanting to forgive him because what he did was horrific. I was worried that if I didn’t bring him back into my life, the truce might dissolve, I might get kicked out of school and the Politia, I might not learn to control my vampiric abilities, and I might be persecuted.

			

			
				I swallowed. It wasn’t even a choice. I needed his help. 

				“I will take you the way you are,” I said.

				His eyes smoldered. The current between us amplified, but maybe that was just my pounding heart.

				Tantalizingly slow, Andre rose from his chair and closed the distance between us, his movements sinuous. He leaned in to me and slipped a hand through my hair. 

				His breath brushed over my mouth. But instead of kissing me, his mouth skimmed along my cheek and stopped next to my ear. “Listen,” he said, “us working together is conditional.” 

				I pulled my head away from him, so that I could better see him. I was about to flat out say no—I’d made enough concessions in the last minute—except I could tell from his expression that he wanted me to. He didn’t want to work together on the investigation. That realization hurt more than I would have liked to admit. 

				So I changed tactics. “Oh really?” I said. “Because you don’t need my help?”

			

			
				“No, I don’t. And I’d prefer to leave you out of this.”

				I folded my arms in front of me. “Well, that’s not going to happen.”

				“That’s where my condition comes in. If we’re going to work together, you give me a second chance.”

				Of course that was his condition. It was so typically Andre—


				“That means lots of dates,” he interrupted my thoughts. He began to smile. “Not one or two, but lots. We’re talking months and months of dates. And skanky cocktail dresses. I want to see you in so many skanky cocktail dresses that—”

				“Fine,” I said. Skanky cocktail dresses? As if. I was going to have to work my way around that condition. 

				Upon hearing my answer, Andre’s eyebrows rose in surprise. Then a wicked smile gradually spread across his face. I knew I’d been had as soon as I saw it. I should’ve haggled with him. 

				“Great,” he said, “where do we start?”

				***


				I dropped the files on Catherine O’Connor and Harrison Moore onto the desk. “I haven’t looked these over, but these are copies of the Politia’s case files.” I’d received these copies from Maggie to study in my spare time.

				Before I hadn’t cared to look at them, but now that so much was on the line, I couldn’t not go over them. 

			

			
				Andre scooted his chair next to mine and our legs brushed. Suddenly, the files were intensely fascinating. 

				I opened them up. On the first page, a photograph of the victim at the crime scene had been paper clipped to the pages that followed. Seeing the victims as they were originally found brought on a wave of nausea. I could never unsee and unsmell these two.

				Catherine, the first victim, had been posed in the shape of a cross. Harrison, meanwhile, laid on the ground, his arms and legs spread apart.

				“Two different positions, two different genders, two different locations,” I murmured. I was new at investigating, but it seemed from what I’d heard about serial killers that they usually had one underlying motivation—they were predictable, one just needed to find the pattern. I wasn’t seeing it yet.

				Andre studied the photos next to me. “This doesn’t seem like a vampire’s work.”

				I glanced at him. “Why do you say that?” I was curious. Andre had definitely seen more vampire murders than I had, yet it seemed obvious that the victims’ wounds were the work of a vampire.

				“I saw the bodies at the crime scene. Something about them just doesn’t sit well with me.” He traced a finger over Catherine’s position. “She was placed in the sign of the cross. And he,” Andre’s attention moved over to the second victim, “his position makes me think of a pentagram.” 

			

			
				With his finger, Andre drew a star over the victim’s body. Sure enough, Harrison’s head, arms, and legs could easily be interpreted as points of a star. “Both are religious symbols. And vampires tend to not be the religious type, considering that we’re damned.”

				I winced. “Isn’t the pentagram an evil sign?” I asked.

				Andre studied the photographs. “Not for the most part. It’s often used as a sign of protection. It’s a very old, very powerful symbol.”

				So there was a pattern. “Whoever is doing this is incorporating religion into the crimes.”

				“It appears that way.”

				“Do you think that the victims’ supernatural abilities have anything to do with the sign they were paired with?” I asked.

				Andre rubbed his jaw. “There could be, although the connection between the two would largely be based on the killer’s perception rather than on some objective standard.”

				I watched him. This Andre who was unaware of himself, who thought deeply, was intensely attractive. I felt like I was being let in on a secret by seeing this side of him. 

				“There might also be a connection between the religion and the victims’ lifestyles,” he said. “However, finding a link would require access to the victims’ homes and belongings—access that we do not have. You might pass this information back to the Politia and let them handle this aspect of the investigation.”

			

			
				I scribbled down notes on our discussion to pass along. “If the Politia is going to investigate the victims, then what aspect of the case should we investigate?”

				Andre’s face was grim. “The crime scenes themselves.”

				***


				We spent a bit more time flipping through the files, but they didn’t tell us anything more than what we already knew. 

				I turned over the last page in Harrison’s file. Catherine’s sat closed next to it. “Well, it looks like that’s it.” 

				I closed his file and slipped them both back in my bag. Once I did so, I faced Andre. “You really have no idea who’s responsible for this?”

				He ran a hand through his hair. “Gabrielle, not all of my subjects are particularly fond of me right now. Not after what I did on my birthday.” 

				I swallowed and felt a twinge of remorse. That had to rank as one of his shittiest birthdays. Watching your house burn, parting ways with your soulmate, killing one of your oldest friends and all the vampires he sired. 

				“It could be any one of my subjects. I just don’t know.”

				“How do you know I didn’t commit those crimes?” I asked, my voice hoarse.

				He searched my eyes. “You didn’t. I know that for a fact. You still smell.”

			

			
				“I smell?” 

				A shadow of a smile crossed his face. “It’s a compliment, siren. I’d imagine all supernaturals with great olfactory senses have trouble around you. It’s not just your looks that draw others in.” 

				His eyes flicked to my lips, and my breath quickened at the thought of kissing him. I brought us back on topic. “So I smell—what of it?”

				“Your scent would’ve been all over the crime scene. It wasn’t. Vampires, on the other hand, don’t have scents. They can only release pheromones when they’re turned on and when they captivate prey.”

				“But you smell.”

				He just looked at me.

				And then it clicked. “I was smelling your pheromones. You were turned on.” As soon as I said it, I felt my cheeks heat. Why did I always have to put my foot in my mouth? “So, did you smell any pheromones on the bodies?” I asked, trying to move past my comment as quickly as possible.

				He shook his head. “There were no pheromones on these victims, either because they diffused before I arrived, or—more likely—they never were secreted to begin with.”

				“You know,” I said conversationally, “this is all kind of gross.”

				He gave me a meaningful look. “I bet I could change your mind about that.”

			

			
				My face flushed yet again. “Why didn’t you call me?” I asked. I wasn’t referring to the murders, and he knew it. I wanted to know why he’d never called to see if I was okay after the fire, why he’d never insisted that we restart my training. 

				He ran a hand through his hair, a sign that he was agitated. “I wanted you to come back to me on your own terms.”

				“Why would that even matter?” I asked hotly.

				“Do you want an honest answer?” he replied.

				“Yes.”

				“Fine—just remember you wanted to hear this.” I knew by his tone that he didn’t think I was going to believe him. He was probably right. “You run from things that scare you.”

				“Thanks for the psychoanalysis Andre.” My voice was only a wee bit sarcastic.

				He raised an eyebrow. “You wanted to hear the truth. You ran from Cinque Terre. You ran from me that night at Bishopcourt. Believe it or not, I’m a fairly quick learner.” 

				He looked at his hands. “I couldn’t keep chasing you. You needed your distance.”

				“Andre, I didn’t need that much distance,” I said, my voice wavering.

				He met my eyes. His were red. “That night at my party you looked at me like I was a monster. And that is what I am—a monster.” He came up to me and cupped my face. “You deserved—you still deserve—better than me, yet we are fated to be together. Soulmates.”

			

			
				With him this close, none of it seemed important. So I did the only illogical thing there was to do: I wound my arms around his neck and kissed him.

				



			

	






			

			
				Chapter 6

				At first his body froze beneath mine. He probably had no idea what hit him. Then his hands wrapped themselves around my back, and he lifted me so I wouldn’t have to stand on my tiptoes.

				I locked my legs around him and he moved his hand to cup my butt. His lips parted my own, and I felt as though I were on fire. 

				Oh God, this is why people fall in love.

				I ran my hands through his hair as I kissed him. This couldn’t be real. He couldn’t be real. Only a day ago this wasn’t possible. And now it was happening. I hoped that this didn’t slip through my fingers the same way his hair was. Because we were both real good at messing things up.

				He set me on his desk, right next to a small Egyptian statue, and he broke off the kiss. He leaned his head against mine and placed his hands on either side of my hips. His breathing was just as ragged as mine and both of our fangs were out. 

			

			
				“We should . . . probably take this . . . slower,” he said between breaths.

				“Yeah.” 

				I guess that was what happened when you suppressed your heart for a little too long. It got you back when you least expected it.

				It was a vindictive little bastard like that.

				***


				I slipped off the desk and picked up my bag. “I think I should probably get back to Peel.”

				Andre tried to take my bag from me. I resisted. “I don’t think so fang boy,” I said, holding onto my messenger bag. “I can carry my own bag.”

				He let go of the strap he was holding and instead took my hand. “I am not a boy,” Andre said, brooding next to me.

				“I guess you’re just going to have to prove that along with the perks of pheromones.” We left his study and began down the hall. 

				“There is nothing to prove, soulmate,” he said, affronted. Meanwhile, my stomach fluttered at the term he used. Soulmate. It was just a term, it didn’t mean anything. Yet it meant everything. 

				Andre was fun to tease, but I needed to stop. He was starting to look genuinely offended. I guess no one had ever questioned his masculinity before. “So when do you want to meet up again to work on the case?” I asked.

			

			
				“Tomorrow,” he said darkly. “Make sure to wear warm clothing.”

				“Oh, and why is that?” I asked.

				“We have two crime scenes to visit.”

				***


				I watched the bright lights of Peel fly by as we drove through the city. We’d just finished discussing my training. Somewhere in between investigating the murders we’d work on controlling my vampiric abilities. 

				Just ahead of us, the castle loomed, looking deceptively dilapidated. Beyond it the ocean shimmered under the moon.

				“So,” Andre said, “a naked man showed up in your bed?” His voice was even and controlled, which meant that he didn’t want me to know what he was thinking.

				“So what?” I said, daring him to pull some of that possessive crap he was known for.

				He sighed, as though my reaction was unjustified. “I’m guessing you didn’t invite him into your room through the door.”

				“I didn’t.”

				Andre’s mouth was grim. “Did you dream about him?”

				I really didn’t want to have this conversation right now.

			

			
				“I’m taking your silence for yes,” Andre said. As we drove onto campus, the lights that illuminated the grounds moved over his face. He was breaking about three school rules by dropping me off. And no one stopped him. Chickens.

				“I think I know what he is.”

				“And what’s that?” I asked.

				Andre squeezed the wheel. He was brooding again, his expression dark and dangerous. “An incubus.” 

				***


				“What is an incubus?” I asked.

				The car crept past the men’s dorms. “Remember the doppelganger that attacked you two months ago?” I nodded. “It’s worse than that.” Fantastic.

				He stopped the car in front of my dorm. Andre angled his body to face mine. “Promise me you’ll be careful,” he said.

				“I promise I won’t munch on anyone before I see you next,” I said dutifully.

				If eyes were windows to the soul, then his soul was vast and filled with so much pain. “I wasn’t talking about other people. I was talking about you.”

				I studied Andre’s features. The concerned crease between his brows, his dark eyes that held so much emotion in them, his welcoming lips. So few people had cared about what happened to me that his expression almost undid me. 

				I breathed in sharply through my nose. “I promise I’ll be careful.”

			

			
				He leaned forward and slid a hand to the back of my head. He pressed a kiss to my lips. It was warm, gentle, and filled with all sorts of longing.

				I was already a goner.

				***


				I Googled the word incubus on my smartphone as I headed up to my room, partially so that I wouldn’t mope as the current between Andre and me slipped away. His goodbye kiss was still warm on my lips.

				I clicked the first link I saw, which directed me to a Wikipedia article.

				Incubus is an American rock band from Calabasas, California.

				I wish that was what landed in my bed last night. I scrolled down and clicked a link to a second Wikipedia article.

				An incubus is a male demon who slips into dreams in an attempt to have sexual intercourse with the sleeper, usually for the purpose of fathering a child. Repeated intercourse with an incubus can result in physical deterioration and death.

				I was officially going to barf. Why didn’t Andre tell me this? This was problematic, considering that I had no idea why the demon appeared, which meant that I had no idea how to prevent it from appearing again.

			

			
				“Sexy mama!” Oliver shouted as I opened the door to my room. As soon as I saw my favorite fairy clad only in a pair of hot pink boxer briefs, I forgot about the incubus.

				“Guess who’s your new roommate?” he squealed.

				“What?” I tried to keep the alarm out of my voice. 

				Behind him a mattress sat between my bed and Leanne’s, covered with furry throw pillows, silk sheets, and a fluffy crimson comforter. Hands down it was the gaudiest thing I’d seen in a while. 

				Oliver followed my gaze to his makeshift bed. “Isn’t it gorgeous?” he gushed.

				“Uh huh.” If I formed actual words, I didn’t think I’d be able to lie as convincingly.

				Leanne sat at her desk, typing away at the computer. “Gabrielle, don’t sugarcoat it. That’s got to be the most hideous piece of furniture I’ve seen in a long time.”

				Oliver sniffed. “I’m not going to let that get to me since I know you’re just upset about the candy.”

				“You ate an industrial sized bag of chocolates!” Leanne said, swiveling around in her computer chair to face him. “That candy should’ve satisfied a group of twenty.”

				“Now you’re just exaggerating. That’s like two chocolates per person.”

				“Yeah, normal people eat about that much.”

			

			
				Oliver shook his head. “That’s not nearly enough—not even for a pixie. And do I need to remind you just how small pixies are?”

				“Why exactly are you going to be living with us?” I asked. It’s not like the school okay-ed this. In fact, I’d bet heavy money that Oliver got his roommate Paul to conjure the mattress, sheets, and pillows into existence.

				“Because he wants to catch a glimpse of the guy with the big man bits,” Leanne said.

				Oliver huffed. “No. I’m here to protect you two from any naked guy who might just show up.”

				“So,” I said, “you’re here to catch a glimpse of the guy with the big man bits.”

				He folded his arms. “You two need to get your minds out of the gutter,” he said.

				I had to bite my lip not to laugh. Oliver couldn’t pull off looking offended when all he wore was a pair of hot pink boxer briefs.

				I dropped my belongings next to my desk. “In all seriousness, Andre mentioned that this thing might be an incubus.”

				“Andre!” Oliver exclaimed, fanning himself. “Oh baby Jesus, please tell me you took advantage of that situation.”

				I stared at him, then cast my gaze over to Leanne. “Do I have to answer that?”

				She said no at the same time he said yes.

				I closed my eyes and shook my head. “That’s beside the point. An incubus showed up last night. A demon. You guys might not be safe sleeping in the same room as me.” 

			

			
				Oliver cocked a hip. “You better not be kicking me out.” 

				“I’m not going anywhere either,” Leanne said. “If some naked dude comes, I’ll drop kick him.”

				“Well, I might not do that,” Oliver said, “but I’ll happily take care of the problem.” 

				And then Oliver and Leanne went on as though I hadn’t just told them that a demon might show up tonight.

				I seriously loved my friends.

				***


				The smell of seaweed and salt water woke me. I sat up in bed as the ocean’s surf licked the edge of my mattress. Above me the moon and the stars glowed in the night sky. I threw off the sheets and turned to get out of bed.

				A hand wrapped around me. “Stay in bed,” a voice whispered in my ear.

				I tugged against the hand, and the arm thrown around me tightened.

				I looked over my shoulder. An angelic face peered back at me. He had long lashes, green eyes, tan skin, hair the color of wheat. “Stay with me,” he pleaded.

				For a moment, I almost agreed with him. And then a feeling of déjà vu came over me.

			

			
				This has happened before . . . 

				Dream. Incubus. Crap.

				My eyes snapped open and sure enough, the man was still in my bed. Ugh, I was going to have to wash my sheets again.

				“Get out of my bed!” I used my feet to push the incubus off of my mattress.

				“Hey!” he shouted as he rolled off.

				I heard skin smack skin. “Aaaiiieeeee!” Oliver yelped. Whoops, I forgot he was there.

				“No,” Leanne groaned. “This is the third day in a row my sleep has been interrupted. Now I’m going to have to maim this dude.”

				I got out of bed, picked up the man from where he lay next to Oliver, and threw him across the room. His body hit the wall, shaking the building and cracking the drywall. 

				Leanne watched this unfold. “Never mind.”

				It was a good thing we lived on the third floor and our housemother lived on the first. Amazing what acoustics the extra floor muffled.

				I heard the demon mutter to itself, “These wenches are crazy.”

				“Excuse me?” Oliver said, getting up out of bed.

				The two eyed each other.

				When we didn’t immediately attack him, the demon straightened up and threw his shoulders back. I noticed now that he was a different man than the one who showed up the night before.

			

			
				The incubus had now focused his attention on Oliver. He cocked his head. “You are remarkably handsome,” he said to Oliver, his voice husky.

				Oliver put a hand to his chest. “Oh my!” Oliver said. One little compliment and he’d forgiven the incubus for calling us wenches. Fairies. “You’re not too hard on the eyes eith—”

				“Listen Casanova,” I said to the incubus, not amused, “you have three seconds to get your ass out of here before I help you.”

				His eyes became hooded. “I’d very much like you to help me out.” I wanted to puke at the sexual undertones of his statement.

				“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Oliver interrupted. “I can do the escorting.”

				I gave Oliver a look. “You’re not really trustworthy when it comes to these things.”

				Oliver cocked a hip. “I’m extremely trustworthy.”

				“That’s a demon!” I pointed to the naked man.

				“I promise I don’t bite—much,” the incubus said. Considering Oliver’s hungry look and my penchant for blood, if anyone was getting a nibble tonight, it wasn’t going to be Birthday-Suit Boy.

				“Why are you here?” I asked the incubus. 

				He smiled slyly. “I wanted to meet the devil’s consort.”

				Goosebumps broke out along my skin. That name again. 

				“That’s what you call meeting someone?” I asked. If that was how people in hell introduced themselves, I was really going to have to worry about this whole “being damned” thing. 

			

			
				“It usually works.” He glanced at Oliver. “I’ll see you again soon.”

				And then, just like the previous incubus, he disappeared.

				***


				“Cock blocker,” Oliver said to me the next morning as we got ready for school. He flipped through the sprays and balms resting on top of Leanne’s dresser. 

				“He was a demon.”

				“Says the vampire,” Oliver huffed.

				“Did he not give off rapey vibes?” I asked while I slipped on my boots. “You should be worried about your dreams. He’s coming for you next.”

				“Yeah right, we probably scared him off for good.” Oliver said that like it was a bad thing. “I’ll be right back.” He sashayed out of our room, muttering something about our inferior hair products. 

				The door clicked shut. “The bed and Oliver need to go,” Leanne said. “I can’t take either of them in large doses.”

				“Agreed,” I said. “What do we do with this thing?” I motioned to the mattress and Leanne shuddered. 

				“No idea. I think Paul conjured it, so he should be held responsible for un-conjuring it.”

				As I tied a scarf around my neck, Leanne placed a hand on my arm. “We haven’t talked about all that’s been going on with you,” she said, “the media attention, the Politia, your nighttime visitors, Andre. Is it happening all over again?” She meant the attempts on my life. 

			

			
				“No, there have just been a lot of different events that have all happened at once. They have nothing to do with me.” All these events that were occurring at the same time made it appear as though I was the eye of a storm. But I wasn’t. 

				She studied me. “Can I give you a reading?” Leanne had recently acquired a deck of tarot cards to help channel her seer abilities. Without such an instrument it was hard for her to make sense of the chaotic images she received. But she’d never used it on me—she hadn’t offered to give me any readings since the fire.

				“Sure,” I said, “but I doubt you’ll find much of interest.”

				“You’re probably right,” she said, grabbing the stack of cards from off of her desk. 

				Because there was no other place, we sat on our floor. Leanne spread the cards out in front of me. “Choose three at random.”

				I pulled the first card. “The high priestess,” Leanne said. She took the card with the image of a regal woman and laid it between us. “This represents your spirit—wise, introspective, otherworldly.” She smiled at this last word, since that could describe any Peel student.

			

			
				I moved my hand to another section of the deck spread in front of me and drew a second card. On it, people fell from a burning building. That couldn’t be good. 

				Leanne made a small noise when I handed it over to her.

				I furrowed my brows. “What?”

				“The tower. Violence. Chaos. Murder without remorse. I can’t tell how you fit into that, but this is either your present situation or one that is quickly approaching.”

				Leanne must be seeing the murders I was investigating with Andre and the Politia. I hadn’t told her that I was on the case, so she only knew that the Politia had called me in early in the morning during the last few days.

				I moved my hand again. 

				“Your third card represents the challenge you face.” Funny, based on the card I already pulled, I thought my situation was challenging enough.

				I grabbed a card and pulled it out.

				I took one look at it. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 

				I handed Leanne the card. She dropped it like it had burned her. “It’s metaphorical Gabrielle.” 

				“I seriously doubt that.”

				We stared at the horned beast depicted on the card. The devil.

				This one I could interpret on my own.

			

			
				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 7

				Later that day I entered my anthropology class. Just like everywhere else on campus, pumpkins of all sizes, shapes, and colors had been brought in. A skeleton wearing a black, pointed hat grinned at the class. Next to him an enchanted spider crawled along a glittery web.

				Just like the day before, I could smell the fear in the room. Head down and fangs firmly hidden behind my sealed lips, I made my way to my seat. 

				Shortly after I took my seat, Professor Blackmore entered the room. “Morning class,” he said. “In honor of the upcoming holiday, I’d like to focus today’s lecture on the customs and celebrations of Samhain, known locally as Hop-tu-Naa, which means ‘this is the night.’

				“In other cultures, this day is known as All Hallow’s Eve, Halloween, and Dia de los Muertos—the Day of the Dead. It’s a celebration of the dead, but more broadly speaking, the night of October thirty-first is when the barrier between worlds is at its thinnest. And, in certain areas, it is nonexistent.

			

			
				“The Otherworld is the general name we use for all those worlds outside our own. The Underworld and the Celestial Plane are examples of other worlds that are included in this umbrella term. And on the night of Samhain, the barrier between all of these worlds thins out.

				“Once these barriers thin out enough, beings can cross from their world into ours, and vice versa.”

				I tried to wrap my mind around that idea, but I had a hard time doing so. I raised my hand. 

				“Yes, Miss Fiori?”

				“When you say that at certain points the barrier nonexistent what do you mean by that?” I asked. “It sounds like there are places on earth that act like portals.”

				He gave me a small smile. “I’m glad you asked. Portal is a good term for it. There are certain physical locations where, at the right time and place, someone could literally walk from one world into the next.” 

				***


				After Anthropology, I went to the library to get a head start on my history homework. I opened my abandoned calendar to write in some of my homework assignments when a previous note I’d left myself caught my eye. TOM’s weeklong fling. TOM was code for that Time Of the Month. 

			

			
				It was written down for the beginning of the October. Three weeks ago. I’d been so busy scaring off naked men and investigating the murders that I hadn’t thought about something as unimportant as my period. Until I missed it. I hadn’t had my period in over a month. 

				For one earth-shatteringly scary second, I panicked. 

				I’m pregnant. It was sad how much scarier that thought was than realizing I’d died at the Awakening, or facing death in the weeks that followed.

				The panic subsided. Considering I’d never done the deed, pregnancy just wasn’t possible—at least I didn’t think it was. When it came to the supernatural world, I could never be positive.

				A more logical answer crept up on me. I was becoming a vampire, which meant that I was dying. So naturally, one of the first things to go would be my ability to support life. That meant no more periods. 

				My phone interrupted my thoughts. I pulled the vibrating smartphone out of my bag. Caleb had sent me a text.

				Hey, want to meet up tonight? Investigation, dinner, and a movie?

				Crap. I’d forgotten that I was supposed to work on the case with Caleb. Instead I was leaving him hanging to investigate with Andre. I felt a twinge of guilt before I reminded myself that the truce was at stake. 

			

			
				I typed a quick response. Can’t. Sorry.

				Why not?

				Nosey much? My fingers moved over the digital keypad. Group orgy. 

				A couple students gave me dirty looks as my phone vibrated for a third time. Then they saw who exactly was disrupting their quiet and their expressions went from annoyed to meek real quick.

				Really? Can I come?


				I packed up my belongings and left the room. Nope. Vampires only.


				My phone buzzed. That’s kinky. 

				Just stop, I wrote back.

				You started it. 

				Talk to you later. I should’ve told him right then and there that I was serious about the vampire part of my message. Andre and I would be investigating the crimes tonight. 

				I knew when Caleb found out he’d be hurt and pissed, both because I was working on the investigation without him and because I was working on it with Andre, the man who left him for dead. He didn’t yet know that the Politia had asked me to reconnect with Andre, and more importantly, he didn’t know Andre and I were soulmates. But once he did, things were bound to get stickier between us.

				I was postponing the inevitable by not telling him, but hell, I needed a momentary break from drama. My life already had too much of it.

			

			
				***


				An hour after the sun had set, I felt the first thrum of energy. I glanced out my window. A black sports car entered Peel campus. 

				“Don’t do anything stupid,” Leanne said, not bothering to look away from her homework. 

				I should’ve known that my roommate foresaw my evening. “Is there something I should be worried about?” 

				The hand that held her pen shook. “Not if you’re careful.”

				Unease coiled at the pit of my stomach. I opened my mouth to ask her what she’d seen when she cut me off. “Gabrielle, I’ve foreseen a lot of strange things concerning you, most of which have not come to pass. You’ve outwitted fate over and over again.”

				I’ve been outwitting fate? Considering that fate was actually three women, I wondered just which one of them I was outsmarting. I really hoped I wasn’t pissing her off. Having a fate angry with you was probably a dangerous thing. 

				“Just be your normal, pragmatic self, and everything will be alright,” Leanne said. “That I have foreseen.” I could tell by the clip of her voice that was all she was going to tell me.

				I cocked my head, my eyes lingering on her as she continued to work on homework. I thought my roommate was an open book, but Leanne’s cryptic warning made me think that she hid a lot of herself from everyone around her, including me. 

			

			
				If I could’ve guessed, I’d say that Leanne knew more about my future than she was letting on, and it was probably for my benefit. 

				But the only reason I wouldn’t tell a friend about their future was if it was bad. 

				I swallowed. She had told me about foreseeing my death. If she was willing to tell me that, then what premonitions were too horrible to speak of?

				***


				I exited my building. Outside, Andre leaned against his sports car, clad in a black T-shirt that clung to his muscular torso and sculpted arms, and pants that fit him in all the right areas. The outfit was more casual than Andre’s usual—and lighter than what the weather called for—but I wasn’t complaining. 

				Behind him, a cluster of students took pictures of him as they passed on their way to the castle. 

				I was sure he was aware of the attention, but he acted as though he wasn’t.

				“Miss me?” he asked.

				“You’re delusional.” I smiled as I said it.

				He pushed off the wall and sauntered to me. When he reached me, he ran a hand across my cheek and behind my head. He leaned in and brushed his lips against mine. I wanted to resist him—I’d spent a whole two months doing just that—but I was so tired of trying to deny this. 

			

			
				Instinctively I closed my eyes, and behind them I saw a flash of red as someone took a photo. 

				So much for holding off telling Caleb about Andre and I. Tonight those photos would hit the Internet and he’d find out. At the back of my mind I wondered what kind of awful person didn’t care about another’s feelings. Because right now, with Andre’s lips warm on mine, I felt no guilt for the choices I’d made.

				Andre pulled away. “Ready?”

				I nodded.

				We’d drawn the attention of a small crowd. They hung off to the sides, far enough away to indicate that they thought we were dangerous. The girl becoming a vampire, and the king of them. 

				I got in the car. “Where to?”

				Andre revved the engine and peeled out, probably just to give our onlookers a show.

				His gaze flicked to me. “The scene of the first crime, Glen Maye.”

				***


				The ride to Glen Maye was a short one. Now I understood why a Peel student would come here; it was so close. We got out of the car and began trekking through the glen.

				A little ways in we saw the taped off area. Andre and I stepped over it. “The body was found over there.” Andre pointed to an area near a large boulder. “When they found her, her legs pointed to our left and her arms were spread out at her sides.”

			

			
				I moved over to where her body had been found and looked around. One particular patch of the glen was greener than the others. According to Andre it was what her legs pointed away from.

				“Why is that area greener?” I asked Andre. 

				He followed my line of sight. “That’s near the entrance to the Otherworld. Around this particular entrance you can find rare and powerful plants. That’s why witches and others come here. Here they can find ingredients for heightening their abilities or performing spells.”

				“Huh.” I mulled over why a serial killer would position his or her victim away from this entrance.

				“Gabrielle?”

				“Yeah?” I said, distracted.

				“We need to go.” Andre’s voice had an edge to it. 

				I glanced at him. “Now,” he emphasized. 

				I paused, only for a second of a second. But long enough to realize what had startled him. Nothing moved, no creature made a sound—not even the ethereal music I’d heard last time I was here. Animals hid from vampires, but they didn’t disappear. Here, right now in Glen Maye, the animals were gone.

				And we hadn’t scared them off.

				Knowing Andre would follow, I bolted. Andre fell in step behind me. The trees and plants blurred as we ran. Next to me, I thought I heard the snap of a branch and the hint of a whisper. Just my imagination.

			

			
				Around us the trees rustled violently, though the night wasn’t windy.

				Getting to the car took less than thirty seconds. I snapped on my seatbelt and Andre cranked the ignition. The car roared to life and Andre floored the gas pedal.

				The car shot off like a rocket, and then Glen Maye was just a strange and disturbing memory. 

				***


				“What was that?” I asked Andre, looking through the car’s side mirrors even though we were far away from the crime scene.

				“Nothing holy.” 

				I remembered Leanne’s warning from earlier in the day. “What would’ve happened if we’d lingered?”

				He shook his head. “I have no idea.” Then he fell silent. Just like Leanne, he wasn’t going to say more.

				I exhaled. I couldn’t tell if he was also withholding information from me, but I knew that I wasn’t going to be able to figure this one out on my own. 

				***


				We pulled up to the entrance of Douglas Cemetery and Andre cut the engine.

			

			
				“Do I have to go in?” I asked.

				Andre took my hand. “I swear on my life I will let nothing happen to you,” he said, his eyes moving between mine.

				I was sort of hoping to stay in the car, but it was the next best thing. “I appreciate it,” I said.

				We got out of the car. I approached the wrought iron gates that loomed ahead of us. “Uh, Andre, they’re locked.”

				As he passed me, he glanced over. “You haven’t done this much, have you?”

				“What are you—” Andre yanked apart the metal chain that was wrapped around the middle of the gate with his bare hands.

				He pushed it open. “Ladies first.”

				“How chivalrous of you,” I said, passing through the entrance. Only then did I realize that I was standing in a graveyard, the land of the dead.

				Andre closed the gates behind us and came up to me, twining his fingers through mine. Two months ago I would’ve had a major problem with this, but right now I really appreciated the physical reassurance that he was next to me.

				In front of us the gravestones were old and weather beaten, and they stuck out of the ground like crooked teeth. Crows perched on top of several of them and in the nearby trees. They cawed, making my skin crawl. 

				I was so getting cremated when I died.

				He tugged on my hand and I followed his lead. “So,” I said, “you were also called in to view this body?” 

			

			
				He made an agreeing noise in the back of his throat. “I’m always called in when a crime appears to involve a vampire.”

				I studied his profile as we wound our way through the graves. He looked like a dark, avenging angel. My dark, avenging angel, according to a childhood prophecy. 

				He caught my eye and gazed down at me. A sly smile spread across his face. “Enjoying the view?” he asked. 

				I was. Quite a bit, which was making it hard to concentrate. 

				I shrugged. “It’s decent.” I had only just uttered the words when we heard laughter.

				My first thought was that it was man in the suit. I hadn’t seen him since the Autumn Ball, so I was about due a visit. But as our eyes roved the cemetery, it was clear that no one was here.

				Andre’s grip on my hand tightened. “There it is.” Two our left I could see the crime scene tape. I could also smell traces of blood and other bodily fluids, and beneath that, the smell of the long dead. A headstone whose top was shaped like a three-leaf clover had maroon stains sprayed across it. 

				I made a face and crouched down. “Did the second victim die here?” I asked, placing a hand on the top of the clover-shaped gravestone.

				“Yes, but the killer laid the body out over here.” Andre walked a few paces away from me, and I followed him. The space was just big enough to arrange a full grown man in the shape of a star.

			

			
				Was the killer a religious fanatic? It seemed strange that the first body would emulate a Christian sign in an area that drew mostly non-Christian believers, and that in a graveyard filled with crosses and angels, a second body would replicate a pagan symbol.

				As my eyes roved over the scene, a soft wind tickled my face. The devil’s consort, a voice whispered.

				My gaze snapped to Andre. Unlike all those encounters with the man in the suit, Andre’s narrowed gaze and coiled muscles indicated that he too had heard this voice. Worse, he was staring at something behind me and to my left. 

				I spun around and searched the dark cemetery. I didn’t see anything. However, some unconscious part of me must’ve known that there was something in the darkness that watched me because the hair along my arms stood on end.

				“Gabrielle, move slowly towards me,” Andre said.

				“Slowly?” I said, still searching the darkness. “If I move, I’m sprinting out of here. There is no such thing as moving slowly.”

				“That’s fine. Just move. I’ll follow.” He didn’t need to tell me twice. Just like in Glen Maye, I ran like my life depended on it—and it just might’ve.

				Unlike Glen Maye, this time we didn’t have far to run.

				A voice sang next to me, Consort, consort, consort.

			

			
				I was really starting to hate that word.

				I swung open the car door and slipped in, slamming it behind me. Less than a second later Andre was next to me, keying the ignition. 

				The car roared to life, and Andre whipped it around to drive back the way we came. 

				My heart thundered in my chest, and I took slow, even breaths to calm down. 

				As we passed the cemetery, I gave it one last glance. A shadowy form loomed amongst the graves, its body facing us—watching us.

				I couldn’t tear my eyes away from it. And then it vanished.

				***


				I drummed my fingers against the soft leather of Andre’s car. “Well, I can’t say that I learned anything from that visit.” Except how to make a (nearly) grown woman almost pee her pants.

				Andre’s knuckles were white. The wheel was in serious danger of getting squashed by his grip. “I should never have taken you to the crime scenes,” he said.

				I rubbed my temples “Don’t even think about getting all protective and bossy just because something weird happened.”

				“I put you in danger. That’s my fault. I should never have agreed to investigate this with you.” I really wanted to shake him silly.

				“And you think I wouldn’t have tried to visit the sites if we hadn’t teamed up? Because I would’ve, either by myself or with Caleb.”

			

			
				“Caleb?” His mood darkened considerably. I didn’t realize that Andre knew who Caleb was; they had never officially met. I guess he’d read the papers about the two of us escaping Bishopcourt. “Why would you visit them with Caleb?” He took his eyes off the road to look at me. “Are you two . . . ?” 

				His gaze was too intense. “No Andre, we’re not dating,” I said. “The Politia assigned us as partners.”

				Andre’s eyes narrowed. Apparently he, like me, didn’t think this was just a coincidence.

				“My point is,” I continued, “I would’ve visited those crime scenes either way.”

				Andre’s jaw worked, and he reluctantly nodded his head.

				I looked out the window at the stars, which were so much brighter with my night vision. It was a rare night when the fog surrounding the Isle of Man was thin enough to see them. “Why were the crime scenes . . . haunted?” I asked. My heartbeat had finally slowed back down to normal.

				“I don’t know if they were haunted, or if that was just a side effect of being close to Samhain,” he said.

				If that was a side effect of Samhain, then the supernatural community had to rethink their most widely celebrated holiday. That was just plain frightening.

				“Gabrielle, that voice in the graveyard . . .” Andre started. 

			

			
				“Can’t we just pretend that we didn’t hear it?” I asked. Okay, it was more of a plea.

				“You know,” Andre said conversationally, “you have a serious avoidance problem.”

				“I’m not ready to deal with that statement,” I joked. Andre didn’t laugh. Sourpuss.

				“You know what the voice was talking about, don’t you?” Andre stated it as though it were fact.

				“I don’t—”

				Andre cut me off. “Before you lie to me, you should know that I can tell the difference between that and the truth.”

				I gave him my best squinty eyes. “I wasn’t going to lie to you. I have no idea what that voice was talking about. But that’s the third time something has called me the devil’s consort.” I spit out the word as though it tasted bitter.

				“What do you mean something?” Andre ran a hand through his hair. 

				“A possessed medium, the incubus that visited me last night, and whatever was in the graveyard all called me that.”

				Andre slammed on the brakes, and air whooshed out of my lungs as I was thrown against the seatbelt. 

				Andre cursed while I gasped for air. 

				“An incubus visited you again last night?” he asked.

				I nodded.

				Andre swore again. “That’s not good, Gabrielle.”

				“Tell me something I don’t know.” 

			

			
				It wasn’t a literal statement, but Andre answered it anyway. “Those three things that spoke to you—none of them are of this world. That means that in places that know more about heaven and hell than we do, you have a reputation, Gabrielle.” Andre paused. “To them you are known as the devil’s consort.”


				



			

	





			
				


				Chapter 8

				We pulled up to Bishopcourt. I hadn’t even questioned our destination. I was still shaken up by what Andre had said. So shaken that I didn’t have time to get out of the car before Andre tried his hand at chivalry again and opened my door.

				I stared at him. What does it mean that spirits know who I am?

				Seeing that I hadn’t yet unbuckled my seatbelt, he leaned over and did so. Then he scooped me up in his arms. Worse, I just let him. I wasn’t feeling very brave at the moment, and it was kind of nice to let someone else take care of me.

				What does it mean to be the devil’s consort?

				“You’re alright,” he whispered into my hair.

				I wrapped my arms around his neck. Right about now, Andre no longer felt like the monster I needed to stay away from. He felt like the only safe place in the world.

			

			
				He led me back to his room and placed me on the edge of his bed so that I sat upright. I rested my head between my legs. “This is really bad, isn’t it?”

				He didn’t say anything, and I remembered my thoughts from earlier in the evening, when I realized Leanne withheld a great many premonitions from me. This might be the something that was more terrifying than death.

				The bed slumped as Andre sat down next to me. He put a hand on my upper back. “Gabrielle, look at me.” 

				I straightened up to meet his eyes. Just like earlier in the week, his eyes seemed to hold his humanity. “When it comes to dealings with the devil, remember that you always have agency,” he said, emphasizing the statement by shaking me gently. 

				“It’s one thing to be called the devil’s consort and another to actually be it,” he continued. “The difference lies in the decisions you make. If you want to hand over your soul and go down without a fight, that’s a choice—it’s not made for you. Not even becoming a vampire takes that decision away from you.”

				His words gave me hope. It didn’t matter that I was in over my head, even in terms of the supernatural community. In the end, it came down to something that I could understand—consent. 

				I lifted a hand and ran it along Andre’s outstretched arm. His hand slipped from my back, and it curled around my own. That wasn’t enough. Not nearly. 

			

			
				I turned my body towards him and leaned in, and he met me halfway.

				The kiss was desperate. I swung my leg over his so that I straddled him, and I ran my hands through his hair, pressing myself even closer to him.

				His hands moved to my back, and he held me tightly. Almost without thinking, the siren welled up in me. For the first time, I welcomed it. Right now it didn’t feel like a different entity so much as an expression of my feelings. My skin began to glow. 

				Andre broke off the kiss. “We shouldn’t be doing this—not when you’re using glamour.”

				“Don’t worry,” I said. “I’m in control of it.”

				He touched my face. “You might be, but I won’t be in control of myself.” It was strange to think that the king of vampires wasn’t immune to this. 

				I closed my eyes and pushed the siren in me back to where it came from. The glow of my skin gradually dimmed before disappearing altogether.

				“Better?” I asked.

				“Much.” Andre’s lips met mine again, but it was a chaste consolation prize of a kiss. 

				“So, what exactly are we doing in your bedroom?” I asked, looking around. 

				“Continuing our training. Before you leave tonight, I wanted to teach you how to sheathe and unsheathe your teeth, so that you can control when they come out.”

				I exhaled. “That would help a lot.” It had been annoying having to clamp my mouth shut throughout the school day to avoid scaring off classmates and teachers.

			

			
				He stood up and pulled me to my feet. “Are your fangs out right now?”

				My tongue skimmed over my canines. I felt a prick along my tongue and I tasted blood. 

				Andre’s nostrils flared; he must’ve caught the scent of blood. “That’s answer enough,” he said. “Now what I want you to do is imagine your fangs receding into your gums.”

				I furrowed my eyebrows. “That’s it?”

				“That is it, but you can’t just want your teeth to recede, you have to visualize it happening.”

				Great. This was going to be another lesson like the one on captivating prey—I was going to make a hopeless fool of myself.

				He took my hands. “Try closing your eyes.”

				My pulse hitched from his touch, and I couldn’t help but notice the current between us. Lately the current sometimes quieted when we were together. But right now wasn’t one of those times. “Your touch isn’t exactly helping,” I said. 

				“You’re nothing if not extraordinary, Gabrielle. I’m sure that you’ll figure your way around it.” 

				“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I said, putting as much sarcasm into the statement as possible. I closed my eyes and steadied my breathing. I imagined my teeth slowly receding back into my gums. In my mind’s eye I visualized the entire process. After I finished visualizing it, I felt my teeth.

			

			
				Damnit, they were still hanging out.

				“Try it again,” Andre said. “This time visualize it differently.”

				I didn’t immediately understand what he was asking of me. But as I watched my teeth receded in my mind’s eye, I realized that I didn’t buy my own visualization because gums weren’t muscles; they couldn’t push and pull a tooth. So I imagined them connected to a muscle that could push and pull them. This time, when I ran a finger over my canines, they were back to normal.

				“I did it!” I relished this small victory. 

				Andre’s eyes twinkled. “Practice this over and over again, and eventually you’ll mostly be able to control when they come out and when they slide back into your gums.”

				“What do you mean mostly?”

				He gave me a predatory look and closed the distance between us. My gums throbbed and my canines slid out. Well hell.

				“Sometimes, when you’re scared, surprised, or turned on, they’ll come out before you consciously realize it,” Andre said, his voice husky. “Just like now, for instance.”

				I pushed him back to give myself some personal space. “Now you’re just taking advantage of the fact that I’m a hormonal teenager.”

			

			
				His eyes became hooded and the look he gave me set my skin on fire. “Trust me when I say that around you I’ve been having about as much trouble with my . . . cravings as you are.”

				The innuendo in his statement wasn’t lost on me, and at his words the room seemed to heat up by several degrees. “That doesn’t inspire a whole lot of confidence,” I said, trying to diffuse the rising sexual tension. 

				Out of the corner of my eyes, I noticed the painting of Andre as a crusader. The distraction allowed me to regain some control of myself. Taking a better look around the room, I realized that nothing here had been replaced.

				“The fire didn’t damage anything in your room,” I said.

				He looked around along with me. “The fire didn’t really make it back here. But it wouldn’t have mattered. I’ve gone to great lengths to make sure that this particular room is as fire resistant as possible.”

				Before I could ask him why he’d bothered to make this room fire resistant but not the rest of the house, his cellphone buzzed. He pulled it out and glanced at the caller ID. “I need to take this. I’ll step out for just a moment.”

				And then he was gone. 

				When he didn’t come right back into the room, I got up and looked around. The wall of books pulled me in. Most of Andre’s reading material here consisted of timeworn, clothbound books. An old edition of Euripides’ plays caught my eye. 

			

			
				I pulled out the book and crawled back on Andre’s bed, noticing how delicious the sheets smelled. I propped up some pillows and began to read.

				The stilted language the author had used to translate the plays made them hard to follow, and soon the words began to blur together. 

				That was probably the moment I should’ve gotten up and asked to be driven home. Instead I set the book aside and curled up. Between the comforting smell of Andre’s sheets and the watchful, painted eyes of a younger Andre, I nodded off.

				***


				I breathed in the smell of pine needles and wood burning fire. 

				“Mmm.” My lips curled into a smile at the smell and I opened my eyes. I was in another freaking forest, wearing another freaking gown, and in another freaking bed. I glanced down at the arm thrown around my torso. I followed the arm back to its owner, a beautiful, dark haired man. 

				He leaned over to kiss me on the cheek.

				This is a dream, so wake up. Wake up!

				I jolted awake, and like every other night that I’d dreamed of them, the incubus surfaced from the dream alongside me.

				“Get away from me!” I pushed away the demon’s hands.

			

			
				Suddenly the demon was airborne. He slammed against the far wall and the mansion’s foundation shuddered. Andre was on him in an instant. He grabbed the demon’s wind-blown hair and slammed its head repeatedly into the ground.

				I pushed aside the throw blanket that someone had covered me with and scrambled out of the bed. 

				The incubus was covered in black blood. I didn’t even know it was possible for them to bleed. “Tell your friends in hell that this is what will happen to each and every one of them the next time they decide to invade my soulmate’s dreams,” Andre said, baring his fangs. 

				The demon laughed at him. “You don’t scare us, brother. We welcome violence. More will come to visit her, and there’s nothing you can do about it.” 

				***


				Even after the demon had vanished, neither of us moved. Andre kneeled on the floor, head bowed, and I stood uncertainly off to the side. The unexpected violence had brought all those memories of Andre’s birthday gala back to the surface.

				“How long was I asleep?” I finally asked.

				Andre didn’t look up. “A couple hours.”

				A couple hours? “Why didn’t you wake me?”

				Andre gathered himself together and stood up. His expression was bleak. I noticed the black blood that had covered his fist was gone. Either he’d wiped it off, or it had vanished with the incubus.

			

			
				“You were smiling in your sleep. You looked happy,” he said, as if that were explanation enough. 

				He picked up a book resting on his chair and placed it back on his shelf. It was the same book I’d been reading, Euripides’ plays. My heart did something funny. 

				He’d sat next to me and read a book I’d picked out while I slept. Strange that a man who a moment ago had acted out his most base nature could also enjoy something as civilized as classical Greek plays.

				He stepped away from the bookcase and watched me. There was no remorse in his eyes. He wouldn’t apologize for what he did, but he was waiting to see how I’d react.

				“Andre, violence won’t solve my problems.” I knew that even as I said this, I was a hypocrite. Hadn’t I killed someone who had threatened me? That seemed to take care of that situation pretty decently, too.

				“I don’t want to scare you away Gabrielle,” he said, “but I also can’t let those who try to harm you go unpunished.”

				We were at an impasse. Andre wasn’t going to change, and I could either deal with it, or I couldn’t. I sighed. “Thanks for beating the crap out of that creep,” I said.

				Andre gave me a shadow of a smile, his way of acknowledging my decision to stay with him rather than running away again. 

			

			
				“But,” I said, “just so we’re clear: no more mass killings. If that happens again, I’m so out of here.” I couldn’t believe I’d ever have to say those particular words to someone.

				He inclined his head, and I hoped the gesture was sincere because I had my doubts. I mean, if you couldn’t teach an old dog new tricks, then teaching a vampire new ones should be next to impossible. 

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 9

				“What the hell, Gabrielle?” Caleb had waited for me outside the Politia’s headquarters the next morning. On Saturday mornings we were required to come in for training, and in this case, to discuss the ongoing investigation. “You made out with Andre? The guy who left me to die?”

				The guilt that I hadn’t felt yesterday slammed into me. When he put it that way, I sounded weak-willed. Maybe I was. “I did tell you it was a vampire orgy.”

				“I sincerely hope you’re kidding about that.” He looked as though I’d kicked his puppy. 

				“I am,” I said. I could hear his heartbeat. It pounded away in his chest. Along with it was the smell of adrenaline. Confronting me was physiologically doing the same thing to him that whispers in the graveyard yesterday did to me.

				He rubbed his face. “I’m going to be honest here for two seconds and just let you know that seeing those pictures fucking ripped my heart out.” 

			

			
				There it was. The confession that he had feelings for me. “I am so, so sorry,” I said. More than anything, I was sorry that there was such a thing as unrequited love. Because from the cold sweat breaking out along Caleb’s skin, and the smell of cortisol—a.k.a., stress—what he was feeling had to be unbearable. Meanwhile, my heartbeat was as steady as ever, and other than guilt, Caleb’s presence did nothing to me.

				“Why him?” Caleb asked. “And why now?” 

				Because he’s my soulmate and because we’re investigating the murders together. But Caleb didn’t know either of those two things. He never overheard Theodore’s confession, and he wasn’t in the room when the chief constable all but told me to renew my relationship with the coven.

				I toed the dewy grass beneath my feet. Behind me staff entered and exited Castle Rushen’s main entrance. “Chief Constable Morgan told me these murders have threatened the truce between vampires and the Politia. And if the truce is broken, then the Politia will hunt down all vampires. Including me.”

				Caleb’s face paled. “They wouldn’t really do that . . .” 

				I gave him a look. “Then what would the Politia do with monsters they couldn’t control?”

				He said nothing, which was answer enough. 

				“The chief constable encouraged me to mend my ties with the coven, so now I’m also working on the investigation with Andre. That’s why we were together.”

			

			
				“You’re working on the investigation together?” The hurt was back in his voice. “That’s why you met up yesterday? To work together?”

				The guilt sat heavy in my gut. “Caleb, I had to. This is bigger than you and me. The lives of hundreds of vampires—as well as any future victims the killer chooses—are at stake.” Oops, bad pun. 

				“Whatever Gabrielle,” he said, his voice defeated. He threaded is hands over his head and walked a few steps away from me. “I just don’t care anymore.”

				I reached out for him. “Caleb?” He turned. “I want you to care,” I said, “just not about me.”

				His eyebrows were raised and the skin of his forehead was wrinkled. 

				“I’m a mess, and my life is a mess,” I said. “You should want more for yourself than something as destructive as a relationship with me.” I hadn’t realized the words were true until I spoke them. 

				“I just want to date you.” 

				The town was awakening. The sun had risen above the buildings and slowly scared off the chill of the morning. 

				“Nearly every girl at school would take you up on that offer. And you choose to go after the only one who wouldn’t.”

				He winced at my words. “I can change your mind.”

				I couldn’t tear my eyes away from him. “You won’t. I’m never going to be with you.”

			

			
				His brows pinched together. “I will change your mind,” he said defiantly. 

				I came so, so close to telling him Andre and I were soulmates, but I bit back my response at the last minute. That information seemed like it could be dangerous in the wrong hands, and as much as I believed Caleb could keep a secret, I wasn’t a trusting person by nature.

				I gazed up at Castle Rushen, wanting to be anyone else for a day. In one of the towers a shadow moved. Someone had been watching us.

				Something about this situation reminded me of those stories of ancient Rome and Egypt. The ones where friends betrayed each other and family members plotted against one another. 

				I wasn’t safe. Not by a long shot.

				***


				We met Maggie in her office, although office was perhaps an overstatement. Broom closet was a more accurate description for the tiny room the three of us crammed in.

				“What do you guys have for me?” she asked, folding her hands in front of her. I took in the scattered papers littering her desk. Most were bits and pieces of cases she was working on. Amongst them was today’s paper. The headline still focused on the attacks.

				“Judging by what the victims had on them at the time of their death and their supernatural ability, they were likely attacked on their home turf,” Caleb said, “This means that they probably were there by chance, rather than lured there or killed somewhere else and placed there.”

			

			
				I tore my gaze away from the newspaper to stare at the boy next to me. He was a natural at this. He wouldn’t need my help solving this case with an inquisitive eye like his.

				Maggie nodded. “That’s an important detail you caught there. It does seem as though the individuals were not picked out beforehand. This tells us that this isn’t personal—the killer never knew the victims. It also indicates that the killer was probably waiting at these locations, though we haven’t been able to find any footprints to corroborate this.”

				Her focus moved from Caleb to me. “What have you gathered from your research so far?”

				I remembered the strange atmosphere of the crime scenes. “At least one of the murders took place near an entrance to the Otherworld. I don’t know what the supernatural community thinks of cemeteries, but to me they seem to be a place where two worlds also meet—that of the dead and that of the living.”

				Maggie raised her eyebrows. “Some in the supernatural community do consider cemeteries to be a literal place where the world of the dead meets the world of the living,” she said, pinching her lower lip with her fingers. “Churches are another.” 

			

			
				Her brow furrowed. “That idea has been largely forgotten, even among supernaturals, since that belief is often associated with dark magic. The only people who still hold those beliefs are often those such as our second victim, the necromancer, who still practice the dark arts.”

				She jotted down a note. “That’s a good lead, Gabrielle,” she said.

				I tried to not let the compliment get to my head, but not going to lie, I was patting myself on the back.

				For the next hour we discussed the case and the media frenzy surrounding it. At the end of the discussion I was more familiar with the crimes and the victims, but the only new piece of information I learned was that the community now considered me a suspect—just like the chief constable predicted. 

				It was actually a logical conclusion—I was the newest vampire and had the least control of my baser impulses. The only problem with that theory was that I didn’t happen to be a sick freak.

				“That’s it,” Maggie said. “Make sure to continue to research these murders and not to discuss this with anyone outside the investigation.”

				Caleb and I stood up. I grabbed the door and held it open for him before I began to follow. 

				“Gabrielle?” Maggie said.

				“Yeah?” I paused in the doorway. 

				Maggie reached out—that’s how small her office was—and ran a hand along my covered arm. She stopped only when she grasped my hand. 

			

			
				As soon as I realized what she was doing, I jerked my hand away. “You need my permission before you go rifling through my mind,” I snapped, surprisingly unraveled by the thought of her poking through my recent memories.

				“Actually, I don’t,” she said. “Not if I believe one of my officers could harbor important or dangerous information.”

				I took a step back into the room and let the door swing shut. “So what is this? Am I now spying on the coven for the Politia? Because my continuing relationship with vampires seems like the only important or dangerous piece of information that the Politia might be interested in since you last touched me.”

				Maggie’s eyes narrowed.

				I continued. “And spying wasn’t part of the agreement I made with Chief Constable Morgan. So I think you do need my permission when it comes to this. That is, if you want me to continue to work for you.”

				She smiled at me, but there was no warmth to it. “I’d suggest keeping your distance from the king of vampires. We wouldn’t want you getting too close to a man accused of dozens of international crimes.”

				I turned my back to her and opened the door. “Accused, but never charged,” I said over my shoulder. I left her office before she had time to respond. 

				The soles of my shoes slapped against the wood floors as I made my way down the hall and out the door. 

			

			
				For the second visit in a row, I left the premise disturbed by what the Politia wanted from me. One thing was apparent: they were not to be trusted.

				***


				Rain pummeled my bedroom window. I glanced out at the monochrome view; the gray stone of Peel Castle blended into the stormy sky, which blended into the gray ocean beyond.

				“You’re coming tonight, right?” Leanne asked, shoving odds and ends into her bag. “To my club’s Samhain party?” The party was the reason why she was furiously packing. She had to get there a few hours early to set up.

				“Wouldn’t miss it,” I said, stepping over Oliver’s garish bed. We still hadn’t had time to corner Paul into de-conjuring it, and to be honest, I wasn’t sure how possible it was.

				“Oh, by the way, I picked up the mail today, and you got a letter.” Leanne swiped an envelope from her desk and tossed it over to me. I didn’t fail to notice her bloodshot eyes and the purple circles beneath them. Her recurring nightmares were taking a toll on her

				I caught the letter, disbelieving her. I never got mail—my mother and I always emailed each other. 

				I ran my thumb over the thick cream-colored paper. Sure enough, my name was written in rich, curling script, and beneath it, my address. I flipped over the envelope. Huh. There was no return address.

			

			
				I hesitated before I opened it. These days an increasing number of people wanted to do me harm. Sending me an anonymous piece of mail seemed suspicious. 

				It’s a letter for crying out loud, and you’re a scary siren-vampire badass. 

				Using that airtight logic, I slid my finger under the seal and ripped it open. 

				Inside, on a matching cream-colored card, someone had typed up a poem.

				Death will strike before Halloween,

				The mark of the damned, the killer unclean, 

				If you walk the old corpse road where the dead ley,

				Sprites and devils might snatch you away,

				Go to the Braaid and you’ll lose your soul,

				For an entrance into hell, such is the toll.

				I skimmed over the poem. The words prickled my skin. I turned over the card. A gold C had been embossed on the back. Cecilia.

				Of course she sent me this, and of course she couldn’t just state her message like a normal person. She’d done this before a few months ago. These poems were her cryptic way of communicating with me. Only as usual, they were vague and didn’t make too much sense.

			

			
				“What’d you get?” Leanne asked, placing her new bag of candy next to her backpack.

				I looked at the poem in my hands again. “Just a message from my childhood nanny.”

				Leanne hitched her bag over her shoulder and grabbed the candy and an umbrella. “Oh, that’s nice.” 

				That was one way of putting it. The note gave me sense of deep foreboding. The last time she’d sent me a note, I’d almost died.

				***


				Two hours later my door opened and Oliver sashayed in as I finished getting dressed for the seer club party. I zipped up my boots and shrugged on a blazer.

				“Ready to go girlfriend?” he asked. He eyed me up and down and opened his mouth.

				I held up a hand. “Save it Pixie Sticks.” Oliver’s mouth formed an indignant O at the nickname. “I’m not changing, so you’re just going to have to deal with it.” 

				If it was up to Oliver, I’d only wear designer clothes.

				“I was just going to say that I thought you looked nice.”

				“Uh huh.” I grabbed my keys and an umbrella and pushed Oliver out the door before he could get any ideas about doing my makeup for me. I already swiped on mascara, and that was as much as I was willing to do.

			

			
				“Pixie Sticks . . . how insulting.” 

				We glided down the stairs and left my dorm. “I’m sure it must feel awful to be the target of a nasty nickname,” I said, rolling my eyes.

				Outside the rain was coming down in torrents. I clicked open the umbrella, and was promptly booted out from under it.

				“Hey!” Rain pelted against me. I was going to look like drowned rat tonight. Meanwhile Oliver huddled underneath the center of the umbrella. 

				“I’m sorry Gabrielle,” he said, “but I can’t get my hair wet. You’re just going to have to suck it up. The walk isn’t too far.”

				I snatched the umbrella’s handle away from him, and he yelped. “Don’t piss off a vampire.”

				“Bite me,” he said, snatching the umbrella back.

				“Don’t tempt me.” I yanked the aluminum column of the umbrella a little too hard and the whole thing crumpled in on itself.

				“No.” Oliver yelped again as the rain pelted down on him. “Damnit Gabrielle!” We sprinted across the soggy lawn. The scarecrow perched next to the castle’s main doors looked a little limp standing amongst all those pumpkins. I could empathize; I felt the way it looked. 

				As soon as we made it inside, I tossed the umbrella into a nearby trash.

				Oliver’s once stylized hair now clung to his skull. “You had to ruin it for the both of us, didn’t you?” he said. 

			

			
				I shook out my hair, and it regained some of its volume. Damp, dark waves of hair cascaded down my back. “That’s what happens when you get greedy Oliver.”

				“Easy for you to say. Your hair just naturally looks good.” He muttered something about stupid sirens. “I need a mirror to fix this,” he said. “I’ll meet you in the ballroom.” He wandered away, towards the men’s restrooms.

				I walked down the long hallway, in no rush to get to the ballroom. Behind me I heard a growl, and then the clicking of paws.

				Not this again. 

				A warm canine tongue licked my hand. Ever since I’d survived my ordeal a month ago, the castle’s black ghostly dog, the Moddey Dhoo, had started following me when I was alone in the castle.

				The dog was supposed to be an omen of death; whoever saw him was destined to die within a day. I had and I lived. I guess surviving that sort of ordeal made us friends. 

				He whined happily as I scratched him behind his ears. I was just glad that he closed his eyes so I wouldn’t have to see how they glowed red. 

				My life was officially a freak show.

				I began walking again, the dog followed next to me, wagging his tail. The torches flickered in their scones, and a couple skeletons that had been placed on display grinned at me.

			

			
				Music blared from the door down the hall, which had been propped open. Now that we were near other people, my demonic buddy had to do his vanishing act. He gave my hand a parting lick and disappeared.

				I pushed open the door to the ballroom. In the middle of the room, students danced. Off along the edges of the room, seers sat at different booths, offering to read palms, scry the future, cast runes, perform psychometry, deliver messages from the departed—I was going to steer clear of that one—or give tarot card readings.

				Next to the Witches Festival, the Seer Club threw the biggest Samhain party on campus. And by the crowded atmosphere of the room, not many students were willing to miss it. 

				I wound my way through the ballroom. Only a month ago I’d been in here with Caleb for our last dance. Funny how much could change in such a short period of time. 

				As soon as I got close to the dance floor, I felt a set of eyes on me. I turned towards the source and met eyes with Caleb. 

				Speak of the devil. He danced with a pretty blonde, but his gaze was on me. If this was his attempt at making me jealous, or just a way of getting my attention, he shouldn’t have bothered. I was relieved to see Caleb with someone else.

			

			
				Next to the punch bowl—which was spiked from the smell of it—Leanne chatted with a group of girls. I waited for the conversation to finish before I pulled Leanne away. 

				“Hey!” she said when she saw me. “This is awesome, isn’t it?”

				“Definitely!” I shouted so I could be heard over the music. To be honest, I would’ve preferred being back in my room, curled up with a book, but I’d never admit that to Leanne, who’d been helping plan this for weeks now.

				There was a moment of silence, and then I blurted out, “Why have you kept your premonitions from me?”

				To be honest, I wasn’t even sure she’d been having all that many premonitions that concerned me. But after her warning yesterday, the lingering worry that something bad was going to happen to me wouldn’t go away. 

				Leanne, whose eyes had been wandering over to a cute guy working at one of the booths, now snapped back to me. That answered my question. She had been keeping her premonitions from me. I could smell her guilt.

				The skin around her eyes tightened and a line formed between her brows. She took a long swig of her spiked drink and pulled me to the edge of the room, where it was a bit quieter. “The last time I told you your future I misinterpreted it and you almost died.”

			

			
				Something about her statement made me think that wasn’t why she was withholding her premonitions from me, but I addressed that concern of hers anyway. “Leanne, I didn’t almost die because you misinterpreted it. Someone would’ve tried to kill me either way. I think you saved a lot of lives that night.”

				She put her thumb and forefinger to her temple. “That’s not my point. I can’t usually make sense of the images I see—not until the events have come to pass.” Leanne dropped her hand. “And the things that seem to involve you . . . they seem more like nightmares than reality.”

				***


				I stayed at the party for a little over an hour. Just long enough to show my support and to get dragged to the dance floor by Oliver, but not long enough to get cornered by Caleb or for my presence to cause widespread panic. 

				I began to leave when I heard familiar lines murmured.

				“… If you walk the old corpse road where the dead ley, sprites and devils might snatch you away.” A dark girl with sparkling, unfocused eyes recited the lines. 

				The poem rested on my desk back in my dorm, but the girl behind the booth spoke as though she’d memorized the lines. “Go to the Braaid and you’ll lose your soul; for an entrance into hell, such is the toll.”

			

			
				Once she finished, her eyes focused on me. “It’s a riddle.”

				I nodded, my mouth hanging slightly open. “Uh, thanks.” 

				I began to stride away. At my back I heard her call. “Solve it and you’ll save some lives.”


				



			

	





			
				


				Chapter 10

				I left the ballroom and wandered the halls, ready to leave the party but not quite ready to go back to my room. I decided to get to know my school’s layout a little better. Heaven knows I needed some alone time to think. My thoughts were still trying to piece together all the cryptic warnings I’d been given within the last couple hours.

				The castle’s demonic dog saddled up next to me, his tongue lolling out. His paws clicked against the stone floor as we walked down two flights of stairs. The air here was damp and it smelled like mildew. 

				The subterranean section of the castle seemed older and eerier than the warm atmosphere two floors above. It gave me the chills to think that somewhere around here was that hall of skulls. 

				Torches lit up as I strode down the hall. At the end of it, the hallway split off. Next to me, my furry companion sped up and turned the corner to the right. A few seconds later I rounded the same corner and blinked. The dog was gone. 

			

			
				There was only one door down this hallway, and it stood at the very end of it. 

				I turned to go back the way I came when I hesitated. I was already down here—if I really wanted a tour of the school, then I might as well check out the rooms I’d never visited before.

				I began to walk towards the far door. My footsteps echoed along the hall, and I heard a small splash as I stepped into a puddle along the cobblestone floor. 

				I came up to the wood and wrought iron door, reluctant to go any further. My pulse sped up as I wrapped my hand around the iron handle. I tugged. Locked. 

				Of course it was. The school wouldn’t just leave their doors unlocked for students like me to come traipsing through.

				I dropped my hand and stepped away from the door, not sure why I felt disappointed.

				The door made a screeching sound, and I put a hand to my mouth as it swung open of its own accord. Beyond it, the room was cast in darkness.

				I’m not going to go into the spooky room. I’m not.

				I took a step forward, and then another. Once I crossed the threshold, the room lit up.

				What I saw took my breath away. Crystal chandeliers hung over my head. A gilded mural was painted directly onto the ceiling. But that wasn’t even the most fantastical part. A series of mirrors ran down the length of the room. I stood inside a hall of mirrors. 

			

			
				Once I regained my bearings, I wandered further into the room. Behind me the door swung shut. I dearly hoped it didn’t just lock me in.

				I walked up to the first mirror. My reflection stared back at me. 

				Why was a hall of mirrors located on a subterranean floor of Peel Castle? It was beautiful, but it made no sense why the gorgeous room would be relegated to such an unvisited area of the building.

				The air above my reflection coalesced into a message: Welcome to the Hall of Perception.

				I staggered back and the words disappeared.

				I moved to the next mirror. Spider-web wrinkles formed around my eyes and lips and along my forehead. 

				I brought my hand up to my face. The skin beneath my fingers felt smooth and unblemished. Meanwhile my reflection’s wrinkles deepened and the skin along my face sagged. Bags formed under my eyes and the skin became discolored, and my eyes rheumy. Within a minute my reflection was an old woman. 

				The mirrors in this room were enchanted. 

				In the next mirror I saw myself as an adult. Behind my reflection the room had vanished. In its place was a suburban house. A child ran up to my reflection and tugged on her leg. My reflection turned away from me and knelt in front of the boy. She reached out and grasped his hands and I caught a glimpse of a wedding ring. Beyond her a man I didn’t recognize came out of the house and appeared to call out to her. Whoever he was, he wasn’t Andre. My reflection smiled and the little boy ran into the man’s arms. 

			

			
				The three of them together looked . . . wrong. I’d never have kids, never just live in suburbia—I may never even be as open and content as my reflection looked. Not to mention that I couldn’t imagine myself with someone who wasn’t Andre. He was the only guy who’d managed to get past all of my boundaries.

				I broke away from this mirror and moved to the next. Within this mirror, my skin glowed. I took one step and then another towards the radiant girl in the mirror, intoxicated by her appearance. I touched the cool glass, and our hands met. This must be what people saw when the siren came out. Not even I could completely resist it.

				Reluctantly I left this reflection. All the mirrors appeared to show alternate perceptions of reality. One showed how I would age—though I’d never get the chance thanks to my genes. Another showed a mundane but happy life, which I’d also never get to experience. And the last mirror showed what I looked like as a siren. 

				In the next mirror Andre stood behind me and wrapped his arms around me. My reflection smiled to herself; she looked mischievous as she turned to face him. The most startling thing about this version of me was how blissful she appeared. Did I look like that when I was around Andre? 

			

			
				My gaze flicked to the vampire holding me in the mirror, and my breath caught in my throat. It wasn’t his beauty that captured my attention, but how he gazed at the girl in his arms. I’d seen him wear that particular expression, but never as an outsider. That was true love. 

				I watched them for a bit, but as soon as they started making out, I left the mirror—watching them at that point felt a little too creepy.

				I wondered what a room like this could be used for. Predicting the future? Seeing and understanding all sides of yourself better? 

				Other than the eerie way my reflections acted independently from me, this hall of perception was kind of neat. At least it was until I stepped up to the next mirror.

				My reflection gazed at me, until something over my shoulder caught her eye. The hair at the base of my neck stood on end and I spun around to see what was behind me. Nothing was there. 

				I turned back to the mirror in time to see my reflection’s eyes widen and her body jerk. Blood bloomed over her heart. It spread along the fabric of her white dress, an outfit I wasn’t currently wearing. Her lips moved, but without sound I couldn’t understand what she said. She staggered, then fell.

				I couldn’t stand watching any more. I left the mirror and skipped over the others, moving to the last mirror, the largest of them all. It took up almost the entirety of the wall opposite the door. 

			

			
				The crystal chandeliers above me dimmed lower and lower, until the room was mostly cast in shadow. My breathing sped up as I watched my unchanging reflection. 

				Only it was changing. The shadows seemed to flicker, playing tricks with my eyes. The darkness gathered and formed behind my reflection. I had to glance over my shoulder to make sure the events were contained within the mirror. They were.

				I faced the mirror again. Behind my reflection the darkness had formed into a man. 

				I took a step back, not realizing that my reflection would also do so. She bumped into the man in the suit. 

				As soon as she did so, her movements no longer mirrored my own. She glanced up at the devil. I could see the whites of her eyes when she realized just who she’d run into. He smiled down at her, and the sight of it made my skin crawl. My reflection looked as though her fear had paralyzed her. The man in a suit ran the back of his hand along her cheek. 

				He glanced up and he met my gaze.

				This is very, very bad.

				“Good evening Gabrielle,” he said to me. Unlike the other reflections, I could hear his voice. Not good.

				He let go of my reflection and she stumbled away from him. I took one step back, then another, as he stalked towards the mirror. 

			

			
				“Miss me?” he asked. The shadows around him quivered.

				I turned and ran. An infinite number of reflections stretched out in all directions. Only for a moment did they all line up. Once the moment ended, they began to diverge. Some smiled, some screamed, some aged, some fought off invisible assailants. 

				“You can’t run from me, Gabrielle.” I didn’t bother with the handle of the door. I kicked it open. “Look for me on Samhain because I’m coming for you.”

				***


				I didn’t stop running until I made it back to the ground level of the castle. Even then, I only walked because people were now loitering in the halls around the ballroom. I glanced over my shoulder frequently. But if the devil was following me, he was doing a great job of remaining invisible.

				The devil was coming for me. And Samhain was in less than a week. The thought made me feel unclean.

				I mentally kicked myself. I just had to go looking for trouble, didn’t I? And just when I really had enough on my plate.

				As soon as I exited the front doors, I ran across the campus, using the rain as a convenient excuse to burn off my adrenaline. My dorm appeared through the hazy rain. Now all I needed was a hot shower and a feel-good movie to make me feel safe once more.

			

			
				My run slowed to a jog, but my breathing remained ragged and uneven. Only now as I closed in on my dorms, I noticed the sleek black car pulled up next to my building. I’d been so scared back in the castle that I hadn’t noticed the current of energy that had been building, but now it consumed me.

				“Gabrielle, are you alright?”

				Andre’s velvety voice was full of concern. Suddenly he was in front of me, his hands clasping my upper arms and his eyes roving me over.

				I glanced over my shoulder, but there was no one there. Andre followed my line of sight. “What are you looking at?”

				“The devil,” I said before I could stop myself.

				His hands tightened on my arms and I brushed them away. “What do you mean the devil?”

				We stood out in the rain, and it reminded me of the last time Andre had parked outside my dorm and waited for me on a rainy evening. 

				I rubbed my arms. “I mean, he’s no longer there . . . but I saw him.” I was babbling, and bless Andre’s damned soul, he didn’t look at me like I was a freak.

				His mouth thinned and his dark eyes hardened. 

				He shrugged off his leather jacket. “Here,” he said, throwing it over my shoulders. The fact that I didn’t immediately shrug it off scared me; I was too rattled by the man in the suit and perhaps too comfortable with Andre to tell chivalry to eff off. 

			

			
				“Why are you here?” I asked, distracted. We hadn’t made plans to meet up tonight.

				He tried leading me to the car, but I wasn’t budging until I got an explanation. I hadn’t completely lost my edge.

				He ran a hand through his soaked hair. “I was going to ask you on a date.” He watched me, the raindrops glistening against his skin. I wished I looked half as good as he did wet. “I tried to get ahold of you, but you weren’t picking up.”

				I felt my pockets for my phone before I remembered that I’d only brought my keys along with me to the ballroom.

				My eyes dropped to his chest, where the rain had molded his black shirt to his skin. All that is holy, no wonder the guy was damned. Having that nice of a body should be a sin.

				“So I came out here to make sure everything was alright.” 

				I tore my eyes away from his sculpted pecs. “For your information, not answering the phone does not indicate that I’m in mortal danger.”

				That muscle in Andre’s jaw jumped. “You’re not serious Gabrielle, are you?” His voice took on that deceptively calm note. “By your own admission you were with the devil just moments ago.”

				I folded my arms. “So? I don’t need some man to save me.”

				His eyes were intense. “I’m not just some man. I’m your soulmate. And I will do whatever I think is necessary if your life is in danger.”

			

			
				“Will you stop trying to protect me?” I said.

				He stalked away from me and leaned his hands against his car, bowing his head. For the next minute the only sound was whatever fancy breathing technique he was using to rein in his emotions. 

				Finally, I heard him sigh. “I’m not very good at relationships.” Well, that makes two of us. He fisted one of his hands and lightly pounded his car with it. “It kills me to see what I’m doing: I’m so scared of losing you again that I’m sabotaging the situation.” 

				Andre pushed away from the car. He looked like he’d already lost whatever he held most dear to him. 

				I exhaled. “I appreciate the explanation,” I said. And I did. The guy had seven hundred years to become the bossy, controlling man he was today, and no one had taken the time to tell him to shove it. Not to mention that I could be a bit prickly at times. “And I’ll forgive you on two conditions.”

				He must have been feeling pretty bad because he didn’t even try to argue. He waited.

				“One,” I said, “you feed me some dinner. And two, tell me all you know about the devil.”

				***


				We sat across from each other at an Italian restaurant in Douglas, a city on the opposite end of the Isle of Man. The dim lighting made Andre look the part of mysterious stranger. He sipped on a glass of wine while I enjoyed my fettuccini alfredo.

			

			
				“Can you really drink that?” I asked, nodding to the glass in his hand. 

				He set it down, his fingers moving the stem of the glass in small circles. “Yes, but I don’t digest it.”

				“Huh.” I twirled pasta around my fork. In the background classical music played quietly.

				“You wanted to know about the devil,” he said. “May I ask why the sudden interest?”

				I put my fork down and considered my dinner. “The interest isn’t sudden. I told you before, this guy has stalked me my whole life. I just never knew he was the devil until that night at Bishopcourt.”

				I gave Andre a long look. “You’ve met him, haven’t you? I read about it right after I arrived here. You were the first vampire created, and he turned you.”

				Andre let go of his wine glass to rest his forearms on the table. “Listen Gabrielle. I believe knowledge is power, but when it comes to discussing evil, knowing more makes you more vulnerable.”

				I remembered at the séance the medium telling Leanne something similar.

				He continued. “I will tell you what you want to know, but I need you to promise me to be careful with this knowledge.”

				Being ignorant had gotten me nowhere—the man in the suit was still after me. The least I could do was learn and protect myself. “I promise.” 

			

			
				Andre stared at the wine in front of him, his eyes becoming distant. “As awful as that textbook of yours is, the story is true. My father sold his soul to save my life.” The skin around his eyes pinched. This was the first time he’d ever mentioned his human life to me, and it looked like it took great effort to relive his life. “The devil tricked him, and he tricked me. He saved my life by making me immortal. It’s a tactic he’s used before.” 

				He looked to me. “I’m not the oldest vampire out there, just the oldest surviving one.”

				I shook my head. “I don’t understand.”

				“From the research I and others have done, the devil appears to have made others before me immortal. These lineages grow and eventually die off—probably when someone kills the original vampire.” 

				A shiver coursed through me.

				He took my hand, his face pleading. “Two things you need to know about the devil. The first is that he’s always deceptive. He’s the master of twisting language and intention so that he gets what he wants. And he doesn’t lie like a human might.

				“That leads me to my second point. The devil doesn’t see things in terms of weeks or years or even centuries. Nor does one lost soul matter to him in and of itself. Every trick he pulls, every visit he makes is all part of a larger strategy.”

				“And what’s that strategy?”

				Andre’s lips thinned. “Power.”

			

			
				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 11

				I pushed away my meal.

				“You’re no longer hungry?” Andre asked. 

				“All this devil talk made me lose my appetite.” I eyed the empty table in front of him. “Speaking of appetites . . .” My voice trailed away. I wasn’t really sure what my question for Andre was, but I noticed that I’d never seen him eat, and he still hadn’t taught me anything about drinking blood. 

				“What is it?” When he saw my meaningful look, Andre raised his eyebrows. “Have you started craving blood?”

				I made a face. Ew. “No. Just curious how the whole thing works.”

				“Ah.” He flagged the waiter down.

				“What are you doing?” I asked.

				He glanced at me. “This isn’t really a topic I want to go into in public.”

			

			
				“But the devil is?” 

				One side of his mouth curved up. “This discussion is a bit more . . . interactive.”

				Eep. 

				No more was said on the subject until we arrived back at Bishopcourt. 

				As soon as Andre’s entourage met us at the car, he exited the car and quietly discussed something with them. After I managed to catapult my butt out of his car’s bucket seat, I caught a few snippets. 

				“I’d be happy to do it.” 

				“Me too.” 

				“Of course.”

				Andre and a young man broke away from the group and walked over to me.

				“Gabrielle, this is John,” Andre said, indicating to the guy next to him. 

				“Hi John, nice to meet you. Andre, what are you doing?” 

				Instead of answering, Andre laid a hand on the small of my back and led me just inside his house. And then I dug my heels in.

				“What’s going on?” People—and what appeared to be a vampire, judging by her pale skin and the pissed off way she looked at me—turned to watch us. 

				“Nothing you should be worried about.” He discreetly led us down the hall.

				“Nothing I should be worried about? I never said I was worried.” Only now I was. Statements like that had two meanings, the literal meaning—don’t be worried—and the real meaning—you better start freaking out.

			

			
				Andre ignored me and opened up the door to his study. We filed into the room and Andre closed the door behind us. “John’s here to help demonstrate how vampire’s feed.”

				The pasta I’d eaten wasn’t sitting so well in my stomach right about now. 

				“But not, you know, literally—right?” I asked. “You’re not going to actually bite him, are you?”

				“It’s not exactly like I’m going to enjoy this. Feeding is a private thing.”

				“Ew! You are going to bite him!” I pushed away from the two of them. “I’m not okay with this.” I made a beeline for the door. 

				Andre moved faster than human eyes could follow to block the door. “We have to go over this eventually. We might as well do it right now.”

				There were so many more things I’d rather be doing than this, such as getting my wisdom teeth pulled without local anesthetic, streaking through Peel Castle during a school day, going in for a pelvic examination with a male doctor. Yeah, I was that uninterested in this demonstration.

				“I’m sorry I asked,” I said. “Lesson learned—I’ll stop being so inquisitive from now on”—yeah right—“and we can pretend I never asked.”

				“Gabrielle,” Andre said, his voice soothing. “you’ve killed an attacker, been shot twice, and successfully avoided death several times. You can watch this.”

			

			
				I winced. “But it’s so icky.”

				“It’s also going to be your reality in a few years—if that.” I knew he had a point, but I’d been clinging to this last shred of normalcy.

				I bit the inside of my cheek. My stomach was still mutinous. “Okay, let’s do this.”

				“Great—”

				“But, you’re going to have to drink from me, not John.” I didn’t want John to get bitten on my account, and there was something intensely creepy about the idea of watching that as a third party.

				Andre’s eyes widened. “That’s not a good idea.”

				I shrugged. “Take it or leave it.”

				He could probably tell I’d love nothing more than to scram out of that room, because he conceded. “John, thanks for volunteering, but you can go ahead and leave.”

				“No problem,” John said. He nodded to me as he passed. “Nice meeting you.” He exited the room and closed the door on his way out.

				Andre studied me for a moment. “I’m going to have to captivate you—that’s what will make the experience pleasant rather than painful.”

				I curled my lip but nodded. I remembered how good it had felt. And that it wasn’t real.

				“Are you ready?”

				I fidgeted in place. No. “Yeah.”

			

			
				He tucked a piece of hair behind my ear. “Okay, I’m going to walk you through this.”

				His eyes glittered. There was something dark and illicit about what we were about to do, and my heart rate began to spike. “Are you captivating me yet?” I asked.

				He cracked a smile. “Nope. That’s all you.”

				Well dang it all.

				“But that is the first step. Or, in your case, using glamour.”

				My skin felt warm and my abs clenched. Heat collected low in my stomach. “Now I’m using it,” he said, his voice husky.

				My breathing became shallow. “I can tell.” I backed up against the nearest wall, just so that something other than my legs could support me. 

				Our eyes locked, and I watched him move towards me, all coiled power and fluid movement. He invaded my personal space, only stopping once our chests touched. 

				His hand brushed my neck, and his thumb caressed the artery that lay just below the skin. The look he gave me was so much more than just lust. He gazed at me as though I was his salvation. 

				This isn’t real. This isn’t real.

				He slid a leg between mine and leaned in to nuzzle my neck.

				Oh sweet mercy. I was beyond caring whether this was real or not. 

			

			
				My legs buckled and if Andre hadn’t moved in and wrapped an arm around my waist, I’d have collapsed on the ground. I was going to die of overheating, or start taking off his clothes, whichever happened sooner.

				“While you are captivating prey, your fangs will naturally unsheathe.” His breath tickled along the skin of my neck as he spoke.

				“Mmm.” 

				“From there, instinct will take over.”

				He kissed my neck where my pulse pounded, his hair tickling the exposed skin of my chest. I felt a prick of pain. 

				“Oh my God.” I lit up like a Christmas tree. No really, my skin began to glow and I arched my back, pushing myself further into him. My body was hyperaware of itself, every square inch of me tingling. I seriously hoped sex felt as good as this because this felt ah-mazing.

				A little voice at the back of my mind was telling me it was not normal for people to glow, and that this situation was going to get way out of hand, but I told that little voice to shove it. 

				I ran my hands over Andre’s back, moving them lower and lower until they found the edge of his shirt. They dipped underneath and my fingertips stroked the dips and rises of Andre’s muscular back.

				I tilted my mouth to his ear. “More.” I knew that voice was trouble. When it sounded less like words and more like a song, things always escalated further than they should.

			

			
				His hands began to skim down my torso to the back of my thighs. He lifted me up and I locked my legs around his waist. Every square inch of me was alight with this tingly, euphoric sensation. 

				I threw my head back and laughed even as the room blurred and my eyesight dimmed. I continued to laugh until I passed out completely.

				***


				“Gabrielle wake up.”

				I could hear Andre’s voice in the darkness. “Gabrielle, please, you have to wake up.”

				My eyes fluttered open. Andre leaned over me, his eyes much too bright. A bloody tear had almost made its way over his cheekbone.

				I lifted a finger and wiped it away. “Why are you crying?” It was strange to see a man as badass as Andre look vulnerable.

				He gathered me to him, holding me tightly. “I’m so, so sorry,” he whispered. His voice sounded broken.

				“For what?” My mind felt fuzzy, like I couldn’t remember what I’d been doing up to this point, so I gazed over his shoulder at my surroundings.

				I took in rich furniture, that familiar wall of books, and the plush bed beneath me. We were back in Andre’s room.

				Strange, I didn’t remember walking here. 

			

			
				“For taking things too far.”

				I closed my eyes and rubbed my temples, feeling unusually tired. 

				Andre, sensing I needed a bit more help piecing together this evening, removed my hand from my face. “I bit you. Only I should’ve stopped much sooner than I did.”

				The images of Andre biting me surfaced. I covered my mouth with my hand. “Whoops,” I said, remembering the siren coming out. “I think that might’ve been my fault.”

				His eyes hardened and his jaw clenched. “That was not your fault. I knew better; I should’ve never agreed to it in the first place.”

				I guess that meant we wouldn’t be doing that again. Too bad. That was like tasting chocolate chip cookies for the first time; once you tried them, you’d forever have a craving for them. 

				I sat up on the bed and heard the crinkle of plastic. Speaking of chocolate chip cookies, Andre had laid out a spread of sweets next to me. 

				“Just how long was I out?” I asked, wondering how long it would’ve taken Andre to move me from the study and lay out a dessert buffet. 

				Andre pushed away from the bed to pace the room, looking sexy-as-hell in the process. “You weren’t out that long. I keep food around for this sort of situation.”

				Ew. I didn’t want to know—well I did, but I’d learned my lesson about asking loaded questions.

			

			
				I picked up a plastic wrapped cookie and tore away the packaging. It appeared to be chalk full of preservatives and things that would give me cancer. Considering I’d be undead before I acquired said cancer, I figured it was safe to eat.

				Andre rubbed his eyes. “I’m so sorry.”

				I bit into the cookie, enjoying the taste of sugar and empty carbs. “Will you stop apologizing?” He’d done it quite a bit of that tonight, and it was freaking me out. “Personally, I thought the whole experience was . . . titillating. Well, other than passing out.” 

				His lips thinned, but he didn’t say anything.

				“Oh-kay. Be all moody and vampy,” I said, polishing off the cookie and moving on to another.

				“I’m not being moody and vampy,” he said, folding his arms over his chest.

				I shrugged, more interested in the sweets in front of me than arguing semantics with a vampire. I blew through five more cookies before I began to feel perky again. 

				“I’ve never seen someone eat quite as savagely as you,” Andre commented from where he still stood in the middle of the room, his eyes narrowed. Crumbs were littered across my shirt and pants.

				“That’s because most women would be horrified for you to see how they really eat,” I said, crumpling up the wrapper of the last cookie I ate.

				“And you’re not?” Andre raised an eyebrow.

			

			
				“Nope,” I said, licking my fingers. Despite what I said, I discreetly brushed sugar and crumbs off myself and tried to not draw attention to the fact that I’d gotten food all over the place. 

				It didn’t work. One of Andre’s lips quirked. “You missed a couple spots.” He came over to me and wiped something out of my eyebrow and something from the corner of my lip. 

				“There.” He didn’t let go of my face. Instead his eyes searched mine.

				“What are you doing?” I asked, watching him watching me. I was still tired, but having him this close was waking me up. Quickly.

				“I’m trying to remember this moment.” A stray lock of hair fell over one of his eyes. 

				I reached out and tucked it out of the way. “Why would you want to remember this moment?”

				“You’re so . . . you. That goes away with time.” His gaze dropped to my lips.

				“How could I ever stop being me?”

				But he didn’t answer. Andre tilted my chin up and his lips brushed mine. My eyelids closed and my lungs felt like they were collapsing from all the pain and pleasure. For someone like me, who was used to the lustful looks of men, this kiss touched a part of me that all the passionate kisses and heated gazes couldn’t. 

				This was true, deep, blind love. And it made me ache for the man in front me.

			

			
				***


				I woke to the sound of a scream. 

				It took me a moment to place where I was. From the faint moonlight streaming in through the window, I could see my bed and desk. 

				My room. I was back in my room. The smell of fear and adrenaline skittered past me.

				“Ugh, who woke me from my beauty sleep?” Oliver said from the middle of the room. Leanne and I still hadn’t managed to get rid of the mattress, so we hadn’t also managed to get rid of our third roommate.

				I could hear the quick palpitations of Leanne’s heart; it sounded as though she had just finished a sprint, not just awoke from sleeping.

				I reached over and clicked on a bedside lamp. The light blinded me longer than it rightfully should’ve, probably because my eyes were increasingly sensitive to all light sources.

				When my eyesight finally adjusted, I focused on my frightened friend. Leanne was sitting up in bed, curled in a protective ball. She’d pulled her legs up to her chest and her arms wrapped around them. Sweat had matted her hair to her scalp and neck, and her breaths were shallow.

				I watched her body tremble and her lips move. The words she spoke were too low for human ears to understand, but not for mine.

				“Lady of Death, I embrace thee with open arms as my time draws to a close.”

			

			
				“Leanne, are you okay?” I asked.

				I didn’t know if she even heard me. “May I gaze upon thy face with courage and know within my dying hour that I shall live on.”

				“Obviously she’s not okay,” Oliver chimed in—helpful as always. “The girl’s clearly gone cray-cray.” 

				“Not the right time, Oliver,” I said. “Not that it ever is.”

				“Let those left behind feel no sorrow but rejoice in my passing. For while the body decays my soul is immortal.” 

				“Leanne, what are you talking about? You’re not going to die.” Now it was me who was getting terrified.

				“All I wanted was for a certain incubus to visit, but no, that was too much to ask for,” Oliver grumbled. 

				I ignored Oliver and walked across the room, careful to sidestep him and his atrocious bed. I crouched next to Leanne. 

				Close up her eyes were bloodshot and unfocused. “Forgive me my grievances. Cleanse me of my sins. I am ready to die.”

				“Leanne, what is going on?” I asked. 

				She blinked a few times, focusing on me. Her eyes welled up and a tear spilled over. “I can’t talk about it—I won’t.” And I thought I was stubborn.

				“That’s alright,” I said. “You don’t need to talk about it if you don’t want to. Can you at least tell me what that was that you were saying?”

				She pinched her eyes shut and another tear slid down her cheek. “Just a prayer.” 

			

			
				That was all she would say about the subject. 

				As I lay in bed an hour later, I couldn’t help but wonder what kind of prayer involved death. It was only as my eyes began to droop and I started to nod off that the answer came to me.

				Last Rites. 

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 12

				I rubbed my eyes and stretched at my desk, staring at the gray skies outside my room. I hadn’t slept much last night after Leanne’s nightmare. The prayer she’d said had worried me that she’d die at any moment. She hadn’t—yet.

				The only silver lining was that no incubus haunted my dreams. Maybe Andre had managed to sufficiently scare them off.

				I finished typing up an email to my mother, sent it off, and closed my laptop.

				Behind me I heard the sound of shuffling. I swiveled in my seat to face Leanne. She knelt on a blue velvet blanket she’d spread over our floor, laying out tarot cards in the shape of a Celtic cross. 

				“Still not going to tell me what happened last night?” I asked.

				“Nope.”

			

			
				“Or why you’ve been furiously dealing out cards for the last three hours?”

				“Nope.”

				I leaned back in my chair. “Well, have you seen anything good?”

				“Nope.”

				I sighed, opening another packaged cookie—one of the many I’d swiped from Andre’s place—and ate it. I’d say I was still feeling faint, hence the need for a cookie, but mostly I was just eating them to indulge my sweet tooth.

				The door to our room flew open and Oliver came storming in. “Ugh my cousin’s coming in a week!” he said, plopping down on his mattress melodramatically. 

				“Why is that so bad?” I asked. Having never had family of my own, I’d kill for even a cousin. Just someone who felt somewhat permanent in my life. 

				My stomach fluttered happily at the thought that Andre could be that somewhat permanent presence. And then cynical Gabrielle pointed out that he wasn’t family, wasn’t necessarily permanent, and that I didn’t need anyone to be content. I really disliked cynical Gabrielle.

				“She’s a fairy. Need I say more?” 

				“Nope,” Leanne said, still thoroughly absorbed in her tarot cards. “Is she traveling by ley line?”

				Oliver examined his nails, which he’d painted lilac. “I assume so.”

			

			
				“Then you have nothing to worry about. She’s probably going to show up three years from now in Bulgaria.”

				Oliver rolled his eyes. “Fairies don’t make those sorts of mistakes Leanne.”

				“What’s a ley line?” I asked, opening up another package, this one a cupcake that looked like it could still be edible—or just as inedible—a hundred years from now.

				Oliver heard the crinkle of plastic and his head snapped up. I pulled another sealed cookie out from my backpack and tossed it to him.

				“It’s an energy road,” Leanne said. She started to say more, then bit off her words.

				I glanced from her to Oliver, who was happily tearing open the cookie wrapper. “What’s an energy road?” I asked him since Leanne seemed hesitant to talk at all today.

				“It’s a road that some supernatural creatures travel on,” he said around bites of cookie. “Fairies like to travel along them.”

				“Huh.” I crinkled up my wrapper and tossed it into the nearby wastebasket. The explanation hadn’t really clarified anything for me, but I chalked up my confusion to knowing too little about this world. Just when I thought I hand a handle on things.

				***


				I wound my way down a spiral staircase that led from the castle’s student café, The Witch’s Brew, where I’d grabbed dinner—if you could call a croissant and coffee dinner—to the castle’s main floor. 

			

			
				In my pocket, my phone buzzed. 

				“Hello?” I answered, placing the phone up to my ear.

				“Gabrielle.” Andre’s voice brought a smile to my face.

				“Hey—”

				“There’s been another murder.”

				My mood instantly shifted. “Another one? Same killer?”

				I pulled my coat tight around myself as I pushed through the castle’s front doors. Outside, the dark sky had dimmed to night. 

				“Yes and yes, though I haven’t been to the scene yet. I’m on my way to pick you up right now.”

				“Where are you planning on taking us?” I asked.

				“The crime scene.”

				***


				Andre’s car pulled off the road behind a series of police cars. There was nothing exceptional about this area; it was just a series of rolling hills, probably someone’s pasture. Why the third murder took place here was not clear to me.

				“Andre, I really don’t think bringing me here with you was such a good idea,” I said, remembering how the Politia seemed to call me in only after the victims were interred at the morgue.

			

			
				“You wanted to be partners in this investigation, right?” Andre said.

				I bit my inner cheek and nodded. He had me there, and he knew it. Still, the thought of running into Maggie or another inspector had me squirming, not that I’d let Andre or anyone else know that.

				“C’mon.” He got out of the car and came over to my side to help me out.

				“As usual Andre, I can do this myself.” And as usual, it took three tries to extricate myself from the car. Why couldn’t he own a normal car like everyone else?

				Andre stood to the side of the car, arms folded, eyes glittering. I could’ve sworn the corner of his mouth twitched.

				“You better not be stifling a laugh,” I said.

				“Why you reject my help is beyond me,” he said, falling into step next to me.

				“I don’t need help getting out of a car, thank you very much.”

				“On the contrary . . .” His voice trailed off when I gave him a look that would make a lesser man’s balls shrivel off.

				He laughed and caught my hand and intertwined it with his own, tugging me close to him. “I love it when you’re like this,” he whispered in my ear. My heart stuttered at his words, and I had to remind it that he didn’t say he loved me. 

				He pulled away and gave me a smug smile, just to let me know that he could tell what he did to me.

			

			
				As we got closer to the scene of the crime, I dropped his hand. The Politia didn’t know Andre and I were soulmates—they didn’t even necessarily know that there was anything going on between us—and I’d prefer to keep it that way. I didn’t trust the Politia with that knowledge.

				A cluster of men and women in uniforms buzzed around a central area lit up by spotlights someone had gone to the trouble of setting up. 

				The smell of decay hit me and I tasted bile at the back of my throat. I knew I should’ve eaten like a normal person today. This was the universe cursing me for my bad food choices.

				“It’s going to be okay,” Andre said, his voice low enough for only me to hear. 

				I glanced at him, shocked that he knew how I felt. He subtly tapped his nose. 

				Oh, duh.

				“I’ll be with you the whole time,” he said.

				That should’ve rankled me—I wanted it to—but lately my righteous indignation had taken a vacation. 

				We caught the attention of a couple of uniformed officers. They took in our civilian clothes and their eyes narrowed suspiciously.

				One in particular broke away from the group. “Can I help you sir?” he asked Andre, ignoring me completely. 

				“We were called in to give an expert analysis on the victim’s wounds.”

			

			
				The officer raised his eyebrows at that. Only now did he turn his attention to me. It wasn’t welcome attention either. His expression became more and more skeptical as he took in my wine-colored pants, boots, wool scarf, pea coat, and finally my face. 

				“I’m going to have to ask you both to leave,” he said.

				Andre took my hand and pushed past him.

				“Hey!” he said. “You cannot enter the crime scene!” the officer shouted. Andre turned to glare at the man. I so would not want to be on the receiving end of that. There was something about Andre that made you want to run in the opposite direction. 

				As if reading my mind, the man took a step back. He also placed a hand on his baton. That was definitely not going to do much but piss off the king of vampires. And as much as I enjoyed that particular hobby, anyone else might not survive it. 

				Chief Constable Morgan pushed through the crowd of officers, probably to see what was causing the commotion. He locked eyes with Andre before glancing at the officer. “Rich, stand down,” he said. “And for heaven’s sake, take your hand off that baton. That’s the expert we called in.” The chief constable walked over to meet us.

				Rich looked chagrined. “Those are your experts?”

				The chief constable’s eyes traveled to mine and he frowned. “She isn’t. You can escort her off the premises.” The lines along his face deepened with his displeasure. “She and I will have a long talk about this in a few hours when we do call her in.”

			

			
				I knew it. I was so getting in trouble for being here.

				“I insisted she come along,” Andre said, placing a hand on my shoulder, “seeing as how she’s now helping me investigate these murders.”

				“Oh really?” The chief constable’s eyes moved to the hand that now rested on my shoulder, and then they narrowed on me. I couldn’t tell whether he was pleased by this—he’d asked me to return to the coven after all—or whether I’d overstepped my duties. It was probably the latter, and that gave me immense satisfaction. 

				“Well,” Chief Constable Morgan said, “we don’t allow minors to enter crime scenes without first taking a class on crime scene procedure.”

				Andre smiled at him; it wasn’t at all pleasant. “She isn’t a minor by the rules of our own community. And if you’re okay with her being a field agent, then she is more than capable of behaving herself at the scene of the crime.”

				A blotch of red appeared on either side of the chief constable’s face. I guess the chief constable wasn’t used to having his own logic thrown in his face. 

				“Very well,” he said. “But be brief—and don’t touch anything.” The chief constable gave me a hard look before turning around and leading us to through the clusters of officers.

			

			
				Andre squeezed my shoulder, his way of comforting me. I appreciated the gesture. The chief constable could be a frightening man, and I’d have to deal with him alone later.

				We moved around the other individuals who were involved with the crime scene. My nostrils flared as the smell of decomposing flesh intensified. 

				Don’t throw up. Don’t throw up. Now that Andre had convinced the chief constable that I should be here, tossing my cookies (literally) would be a huge faux pas.

				“Put these around your necks while you’re here.” Chief Constable Morgan handed both Andre and me lanyards with temporary badges clipped to them. 

				I strung the badge over my neck as he continued to talk. “Our victim here was a junior at Peel Academy and a Druid priestess-in-training,” Chief Constable Morgan said as we came up to the body. “We aren’t sure why she was out here in the middle of nowhere, but we think she may have been blessing the dead. There are some ancient Viking burials nearby.”

				The chief constable stopped and we spread out from behind him. “Here she is. Lillian Dubois, victim number three.”

				As soon as I glimpsed the victim, I had to put a palm to my mouth to physically keep my food down. Like the others her neck was torn open. Only the decomposition of this body seemed further along than the others.

				Echoing my thoughts, Andre said, “This death is not recent.”

			

			
				“No, we think she may have died sometime last night. The area is so isolated that no one came across her until early this evening when the farmer who owns this land was herding his animals back to his barn.”

				I felt a tap on the shoulder and a man in his twenties handed Andre and me a pair of latex gloves. 

				“Thanks.” I tugged the gloves over my clammy hands, small tremors running through my fingers. I doubted I’d ever get used to death, despite the fact that I was becoming one of the undead. 

				Andre crouched down, and I had to give him serious credit for not grimacing at the smell or sight of the victim. His eyes moved the length of the body. 

				“Well?” Chief Constable Morgan asked. “Do you still maintain that the killer could be something other than a vampire?” The question seemed a whole lot like a dare, like he wanted Andre to rise to his bait.

				Andre appeared to be unfazed by his tone. I needed to learn how to do that. 

				“I do.” Andre rubbed his chin, still studying the body. How the gesture managed to look sexy in spite of fact that he wore a latex glove was beyond me. “There’s something about these victims that just isn’t quite right.”

				I snuck a peek at the victim to try to see what Andre meant, and I immediately regretted it. Not only was her body bloated and discolored, she’d been positioned the most grotesquely of all the victims.

			

			
				Arms and legs were bent at the joints to form right angles. I no longer knew if the killer we were looking for was a religious fanatic, because the body recreated a symbol, alright. But that symbol was a swastika.

				***


				I stood up and moved away from the victim, desperate to put some distance between the body and me. The chief constable flashed Andre a superior look as I passed him. At this point, I didn’t give a damn. The only thing I cared about was keeping dinner down.

				I pushed through the crowd of people swarming the area. Among them I noticed Maggie chatting with Caleb’s father, Byron. Her eyes widened and his thinned as I strode by them. 

				The further away I moved from the crime scene, the better I felt. I kept walking even after I passed the halogen lights, until the smell of death was only a faint scent on the wind.

				I hugged myself and sat down on the bright green grass. I gazed at the night sky above. I wondered what god would craft such a cruel life for us humans. For me, for Andre, for Lillian and the other victims. 

				This isn’t God’s doing, a small voice at the back of my mind whispered. 

				I felt that invisible cord that connected me to Andre build on itself, so I wasn’t surprised when a few minutes later Andre sat down next to me.

				He didn’t say anything; neither of us did. He removed his latex gloves and took my hand, his thumb drawing circles along my skin. 

			

			
				Eventually, I looked over at Andre. He stared up at the night sky as well. The storm had passed and the stars shone brightly from above. “They’re very beautiful tonight,” he said. “You can’t always see them from this island.” His tone of voice made me think that the Isle of Man was not a place he considered home.

				“Do you live here on a regular basis?” I asked.

				His gaze fell until it rested on me. “Now I do.” His meaning was clear. He was here because I was.

				I squeezed his hand. I hadn’t thought that he might want to be somewhere else, but the thought that he remained here to be near me made my chest tighten.

				Even though he scared me, even though forever was a dizzying amount of time, even though we might both be damned, I loved him. 

				“So Bishopcourt . . . ?”

				“It is one of many mansions that both function as my home and my place of work.”

				“Where do you consider home to be?”

				He gave me a long look before he lifted our clasped hands and pressed a kiss to the back of mine. “I already answered that question.” 

				I swallowed. I guess home really is where the heart is.

				“What I mean is, if you weren’t here, where would you be?”

				He pondered my question. “Ideally? Probably the village in Romania where I grew up. However, it’s rare that I get to visit.”

			

			
				I couldn’t meet his eyes when I next spoke. “Maybe you could take me there sometime,” I said. When he didn’t respond right away, I peeked up at him.

				His eyes had widened and his body stilled. “You’d actually want to go?”

				I used my free hand to pluck at a nearby blade of grass. “Sure.”

				He reached over and pulled me to him so that my back was pressed to his chest. I didn’t even want to focus on all the glorious things this did to my body, but I’m sure they didn’t escape Andre’s notice. 

				“I don’t have words to tell you exactly what that would mean to me,” he said, his breath tickling my ear. 

				He wrapped his arms around me, and for the first time that day—shoot, maybe even that entire week—I felt as though things were going to be okay. Maybe I wasn’t so angry at the universe. After all, it had brought me Andre.

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 13

				“Is the truce still intact?” We were back at Bishopcourt in Andre’s study.

				He rubbed his face. The action reminded me that the vampire in front of me was old. I mean, we’re talking older than the founding of America—heck, older than Columbus’s discovery of America.

				“Yes, it’s still in place, though Chief Constable Morgan made it clear after you left the crime scene that one more death would dissolve it.”

				“Yikes. What would happen then?” I asked, leaning back in Andre’s office chair. I’d officially taken the seat over. “You know, once it dissolved.”

				“Probably nothing right away,” Andre said, leaning against his bookshelf. “They don’t want to be hasty with whatever decision follows, or else it will look too much like a witch hunt—and the supernatural community is very critical of witch hunts.” 

			

			
				He ran a hand through his hair. “They could very well decide to redraft another truce, or vote to hold off on an official decision until some event has come to pass.”

				“Oh, that’s not so bad, right?”

				Andre shook his head. “Trust me when I say that they want to eradicate vampires completely. This is their way of scheming while appearing benevolent to the public.”

				He pushed away from the bookcase and sat down across from me. “Why do you even work for the Politia?” Andre asked.

				“Trust me, I don’t exactly enjoy myself,” I said. That wasn’t entirely true. I did enjoy learning about the supernatural community. I just didn’t like the other people who worked there. “Honestly, I decided to work there because I was so disliked.”

				A line formed between Andre’s brow. “I don’t understand—why would you force yourself to do something you don’t enjoy?”

				“I want to change their minds,” I said, picking up a quill—no joke, a quill—from where it rested on his desk.

				“You won’t.” His words had a hard edge to them.

				“People do change Andre—even you.” He said nothing to that, so I continued, absentmindedly playing with the feathery pen. “I also wanted to learn more about the supernatural world, and to keep an eye on them.”

			

			
				Andre eyed the pen in my hands. “When I heard that you’d joined the Politia . . . I worried about you.” He said the last part hesitantly, probably still testing out what statements would get my panties in a bunch and which wouldn’t.

				“Why?”

				He sighed. “They don’t like vampires. Period. So I had a hard time believing that they’d just suddenly take a liking to you.”

				“Maybe they’re trying to change me just as I am trying to change them.” I had to bite back my own skeptical laughter once the words were out of my mouth. The Politia had already shown their true colors by thrusting me back into the coven—a potentially dangerous situation—and then rifling through my memories to collect information on us. 

				I wasn’t the best at self-examination, especially when it came to topics that made me nervous, but I asked myself now why I hadn’t left when I should’ve. 

				The answer fell right into place. Safety. Working with the Politia protected me more than it hurt me. They were educating me, giving me work experience, and legitimizing me in the eyes of the community.

				I’d stay with them until it became too dangerous for me to do so.

				***


				A while later we went back to the murders. As much as I didn’t want to refocus on the poor individuals who had died gruesome deaths, too much was riding on these murders to put it off. 

			

			
				I shimmied open Andre’s desk drawers until I found a stack of blank paper. I pulled out a sheet to brainstorm on. 

				I still held the quill in my hand. “Do you use this thing?” I asked him.

				Andre responded by pushing towards me a glass bottle that rested on his desk. Black ink darkened the inside of it.

				Clumsily I opened the bottle and dipped the quill in, pretending I knew what I was doing. I shouldn’t have bothered; I saw the corner of Andre’s mouth curve up.

				“So, we have three victims, two who were students, and one who was an adult.”

				I went to write the information down on the paper when a huge globe of ink rolled off, obscuring the first letters I’d written. “Okay, this quill thingy is more difficult than I originally thought.” After a couple more tries I managed to write the information down.

				“All victims were bitten on the neck and drained of blood. They were then positioned into religious symbols,” I said as I wrote the information down. “Hey, wait—” I pressed the quill too hard to the paper and the metal bent. In half.

				“Err . . . whoops.” 

				“You’re like a bull in a china shop.” Andre sighed. “Here, I’ll take it,” he said, reaching out for the pen. I handed it over. 

			

			
				He fingered the metal of the quill, turning it over to see the extent of the damage. “It’s a goner,” he eventually said, tossing it into the nearby trash. “That was originally Benjamin Franklin’s too.”

				My eyes bugged out. “What? Why would you ever let me use it? Why would you use it? And why did you toss it into the trash?”

				He shrugged. “Don’t give it another second of your time. Now, what were you saying?”

				I blinked a few times. It’s not that often that someone so thoroughly surprises me. “What?”

				“What were you saying?” Andre repeated. “It sounded like you were in the middle of making a point.” 

				“Uh, oh, I was thinking that the swastika was not a religious symbol, so this guy might not be a religious fanatic after all.” My eyes kept returning to the trashcan.

				Andre rubbed his jaw, looking so sexy that I was having trouble focusing. “The swastika is a religious symbol.”

				Well damn it all. “So I just broke Benjamin Franklin’s quill for no reason?”

				Andre’s mouth twitched. “I think Paris broke his quill before you did.”

				I put my head in my hand. “That was a dirty joke, wasn’t it?” Sheesh, men. You’d think by the time they’re 700 years old they’d be over dirty jokes. 

				“The symbols could mean that the killer is a religious fanatic,” Andre said. “And if that’s so, then the killer is probably associating his murders around the upcoming holiday. Samhain.”

			

			
				At the mention of Samhain, I thought back to the Hall of Perception. “Could it be the devil?” I asked, remembering his parting words that night. Immediately I discounted the idea; I mean, as far as I knew, the devil didn’t feast on blood the same way vampires did.

				Andre gave me a funny look. “The devil is incorporeal for the most part. He often simply doesn’t have the power to physically murder people. But more importantly, to him the body is nothing more a vessel; it can live or die. What he wants is the soul.”

				His eyes narrowed. “Why would you even think this is the work of the devil?”

				I chewed on a nail, trying to make myself look as innocent as possible. “No reason. The thought just entered my mind is all.”

				He studied me. “I don’t think so.”

				“Excuse me?” 

				He looked so put upon that I almost felt bad for him. Almost. “I don’t know how many times I have to repeat myself, but I can hear and smell a lie from a mile away.” 

				“Wait, you can smell a lie?” I asked. “You never told me that.”

				“Stop deflecting the conversation Gabrielle. What aren’t you telling me?”

				I tried Leanne’s tactic. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

			

			
				Andre stood up, looking menacing. “That’s not a good enough answer.”

				Well, so much for that tactic. At least, that’s what I thought to myself. To him I said, “If I don’t want to tell you, then you should respect my wishes.”

				“Not when it has to do with the devil.”

				Using my index finger, I drew doodles onto the armrest of the office chair I sat in. “When I saw him last night before you met up with me, he told me that he was coming for me on Samhain.”

				***


				The tick of the grandfather clock was the only thing that broke the silence.

				“He’s coming for you on Samhain,” Andre repeated.

				I wouldn’t meet his eyes. “Yes.”

				Andre let loose a string of profanity that would make a sailor blush. 

				Once he pulled himself together he said, “As soon as the sun sets on the evening of October thirty-first, I’m going to be by your side for the entire evening. You’re going to sleep here, you’re—”

				“Whoa, whoa, whoa.” I put up my hands. Bossy much? 

				Before I could say anything more, Andre took in my expression and backtracked. “Let me rephrase that. What I meant to say was that it is my deepest wish that you’ll stay here at Bishopcourt, where I can beat the shit out of the devil should he so much as try to pull the stunt he did last time he came. That better?”

			

			
				“Uh, yeah, actually that is,” I said, starting to smile in spite of myself.

				“Good.” Andre came around the desk and extended his hand to me. “Now that we’re done for the evening, I want to show you something.” 

				I glanced at his hand. “What do you want to show me?” I asked, not bothering to take it.

				“It’s a secret.”

				I stayed in my seat. “I don’t like secrets.”

				His eyes thinned and he scrutinized me. “For a girl who says she doesn’t like secrets, you keep an awful lot of them,” he said. 

				I hate it when I walk myself into statements like that. “Fine, you have a point. Can you just give me a hint?”

				Andre’s expression turned mischievous. “It’s a secret room.”

				“A secret room?” My eyes lit up. And then they narrowed. “Wait a second, this isn’t anything creepy right? It’s not like a sex room where you keep the women who you feed off of, right?”

				“No, that’s a different room.” He took my hand—since I wasn’t giving it to him—and acted as though he hadn’t just admitted to keeping sex slaves. 

				I tried to pull my hand away, but he wouldn’t let go. “You really have a sex room where you keep your blood donors?” I asked.

			

			
				He frowned. “Of course not. I don’t know where you get these ideas of yours.”

				I gave him an incredulous look. “Then why did you just admit that you did?”

				He managed to look offended. “It was a joke.” First the quill, now this. Andre really needed to upgrade his jokes. 

				I let him pull me to my feet, and together we left his study, walked down the hall, . . . and stopped at his bedroom.

				“Uh Andre, why did you take me to your room? FYI—been there, done that, and got the T-shirt.”

				His eyes glinted. “You have not ‘done that and gotten the T-shirt.’ Trust me, you’ll know once that’s the case.” Randy vampire.

				My pulse spiked at his words, and a slow grin spread across his face at the sound. 

				“You know,” I said, “sometimes it sucks having a boyfriend who can tell exactly what I’m feeling when.”

				He raised an eyebrow, his smile spreading further. “You consider me your boyfriend?”

				I wanted to die, and if mortification could kill a person, I just might’ve right at that moment.

				I put a hand to my face. “I didn’t mean it.”

				“I think you did.” I could hear the smile in his voice.

				I shook my head. “Oh God, forget I said anything.”

				Only, he wouldn’t. “Boyfriend . . .” he said to himself. “I like that. It’s not as good as soulmate, but definitely a step up. I’m your boyfriend.”

			

			
				He removed my hand from my face. “You can stop being embarrassed. I happen to like the term. But this doesn’t change anything about all those dates we have ahead of us—and the skanky cocktail dresses.”

				I groaned. “You seriously know how to take advantage of a situation.” He looked quite proud of that particular fact. “What if I told you that I wasn’t serious about the whole boyfriend thing?” I said.

				“That’s nonsense.” Andre opened the door to his room and held it open. “After you.”

				I walked through, scraping up my pride with the knowledge that I’d at least made someone’s day.

				From behind me Andre said, “My girlfriend has a really nice backside.” 

				I threw him a look over my shoulder that could curdle milk. “Just because I let a little something like the term boyfriend slip does not give you permission say everything that crosses your mind.”

				He came up next to me trying to look innocent. He shouldn’t have bothered. He’d probably looked sinful since the day he was born, and no amount of doe eyes was going to change that. “I thought girls liked positive affirmations?”

				I wasn’t sure whether I should laugh or beg for the ground to swallow me whole. “Yeah, they do. But letting on that you were shamelessly checking out my ass is not one of them.”

			

			
				“It is one of the better ones I’ve seen in a long while.”

				I folded my arms at that. “You suck at being a boyfriend.”

				A muscle in his cheek jumped. “You’re not doing too well yourself.” He brushed past me, probably to avoid the world’s fastest breakup, and walked across the room towards the wall of books I’d perused a few days ago.

				He pulled a book out and a portion of the wall swung back to reveal a door. Andre opened it and flicked on a light switch just inside the door. The space beyond lit up, casting a warm glow along the stone walls. 

				I temporarily forgot about our tiff. Mesmerized by what I saw, I crept close. The passageway seemed to curve downwards. “Where does this lead?”

				Andre took my hand. “Remind me to distract you again the next time I piss you off.” He got a look for that. 

				He smiled, the punk. “Why don’t we go find out?” he said, taking my hand. My heart thumped away as we walked through the narrow hallway. A staircase spiraled downwards, into the earth.

				For a moment I was nervous, the memory of the damp, dank subterranean floor of Peel Academy halting my progress. Then I felt the comforting pull of Andre’s hand. He glanced over his shoulder and gave me a heated look that made my knees go weak. That wasn’t helping my progress. 

			

			
				We wound our way down the staircase. When we neared the bottom Andre turned back to me. “Close your eyes.”

				“Andre, you know how I feel about—” He silenced me with a kiss. 

				My lips moved against his, and my traitorous body wanted more. As if he heard my thoughts, Andre parted my lips with his own, and the kiss deepened. 

				My eyelids lowered and my knees really did go weak. I wrapped my arms around Andre’s neck as he scooped me up. Distantly I realized we were moving forward, but I didn’t give the thought much attention until Andre set me down and broke off the kiss.

				I raised my eyelids, first looking at Andre’s dark, beautiful eyes, then beyond them, at the room around us. I inhaled sharply. “This is . . . awesome.”

				Next to me, Andre wore a smug smile, and only then did I realize he’d distracted me again.

				I should’ve been more worried about the fact that Andre now knew this about me, but the room pulled at my attention. Oh, I was so easily distracted. 

				On all sides of us, shelves and shelves of books lined the walls, some so old that the leather that bound them had started to tear. 

				“A library,” I said, turning around to take it all in. The room was two floors tall, and the books stretched all the way up to the ceiling. On one side of the room rows of shelves housed even more books. “This is almost as cool as Peel’s library.” I walked away from him to check out the aisles of books closest to me.

			

			
				“Almost?” Andre sounded genuinely offended.

				I threw a backwards glance at him. “I’m kidding,” I said. 

				He folded his arms. “Good.” I had to roll my eyes. 

				There were only three other pieces of furniture in the room: a large suede couch, a wingback chair, and a coffee table currently piled with books.

				“Why is this place a secret?” I asked, turning back to face Andre. If I had a personal library as nice as this, I’d want others to use it.

				Andre shrugged. “I didn’t make the library with the intention of keeping it to myself. Rather, I needed a secret room, and when I decided how I wanted to furnish it, I could think of nothing better than to stock it full of books.”

				Good point. “Was this here before the fire?”

				Andre grabbed one of the books on the coffee table and went to put it away. “Yes. It, like my room, was built to withstand fire.”

				“And its primary purpose is to be a secret?” I was still trying to figure out how I came to be let in on this particular secret.

				Andre walked out from behind the shelves. He stretched out his hand towards the couch. “Please, make yourself comfortable.”

				Don’t mind if I do. I plopped down on the comfy suede couch, sure I’d never want to get up again.

			

			
				“Being a leader of any group is often dangerous, but for vampires in particular, assassination means losing your soul as well as your life. So for me, a secret room—equipped with a persecution tunnel—is one way to avoid death if someone attacks my home.” 

				“And no one other than the two of us knows about this room?” I asked, rubbing the suede under my fingers.

				Andre sat down next to me, stretching his arm along the back of the couch. “No one.”

				“Not even Theodore?”

				“He knew I had a secret room, but never what it was or how to get there.”

				I raised my eyebrows. “You mean I am the only person who knows this place exists?” Perhaps I wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed, but I was trying to understand what he was really saying.

				The corner of Andre’s lip quirked, but his eyes were serious. “You are.”

				Whoa. I mean, whoa. Out of all the people in the world, Andre had shared this room with exactly one person. Moi.

				I think I squeaked at that realization.

				“Are you okay?” he asked, seeing my face.

				“No. I’m definitely not okay. Why would you trust me after what happened a couple months ago?”

				“You are my soulmate. If I can’t trust you, then I can’t trust anyone.”

				His statement made me feel about two inches tall. I hadn’t trusted him when it was important. “I thought you stayed alive all these years by making good decisions,” I joked, trying to lighten the mood.

			

			
				He watched me. “I don’t think you realize exactly what you mean to me.”

				I focused on Andre, my mind going silent.

				“When I met you, you were—and still are—the most frustrating girl I ever met. No one talked to me the way you did. At least, not if they valued their lives.”

				I knew it! No one had ever told Andre to shove it. They’d all been feeding his ego. 

				Andre gave me a whisper of a smile. “I couldn’t believe you had the audacity to act that way around me. But even less believable to me was that I enjoyed it. 

				“Being around you . . . it was like regaining a part of me I never knew I lost. Maybe that was simply because we were soulmates, or maybe it was just your refreshing personality—which, when it comes to women, I have to admit I have undervalued over the centuries.”

				“Damn straight,” I said, folding my arms. “Us women have had to deal with men being visual learners for quite some time.”

				Andre’s smile deepened. “Of course you don’t appreciate that aspect of learning at all.” 

				I blushed. He had me there; he could hear my heart pound away anytime he so much as gave me a steamy look.

				His face got serious. “The evening of my birthday—when Theodore raised that gun and aimed right at you—all I could think was that the one person who’d made me feel again, the one person I’d already knew I couldn’t lose, would be snuffed from existence.”

			

			
				He ran a hand through his hair. “That was all that went through my mind. I wouldn’t even say it was that thought out. After that, I didn’t feel anything but anger until I picked you up from the stairs and carried you outside.”

				I could still see that Andre in my mind’s eye—the rough way he’d lifted me into his arms and his complete disregard for Caleb.

				The Andre in front of me furrowed his brow, his eyes sad. “But once I could feel again . . . the way you looked at me . . .” Andre dragged his gaze from mine. “I realized I’d done something fundamentally and irreversibly wrong. Something that even with all my money and power, I couldn’t fix.

				“I knew the moment you left my arms to run back into the burning building that I’d lost you. Either you’d die inside or you’d never want to see me again.”

				He worked his jaw. “And I was too much of a coward to go after you. I was too afraid I’d die. It was only later that I realized I’d rather die along with you than be separated from you.”

				He stopped talking, and I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know he felt that way. “Can you forgive me?” He said it so low and his voice was so rough that I almost didn’t hear him at all. By the uncomfortable way the words fell from his lips, I was willing to bet serious money that Andre hadn’t said that line in centuries.

			

			
				“You’ve forgotten something really important,” I said. “I am your soulmate as well. Even if I wanted to stay mad at you or stay away from you—and I tried—I can’t. Sorry Andre, but you’re stuck with me.”

				***


				Suddenly his lips pressed hot and fervent along my own. I gasped into his mouth, my skin instantly feeling feverish. Andre stretched out over me, the sinewy bulges of muscle along his arms standing out as he held himself up. 

				He pushed away from me to drink me in. “I am so glad you feel the way you do because staying away from you for two months almost killed me.”

				“You and me both,” I said under my breath. 

				I ran my hands down his chest. Beneath the thin fabric of Andre’s shirt, his muscles tensed. All that is on God’s green earth, this man should need a permit to feel this good. 

				The siren within me began to rise and I pushed her back down. I was so not going to cut this short because she decided to crash the party.

				Andre lowered himself so that our bodies were flush with one another and kissed me again. I shivered at the sensation of having him so close.

				One of his hands skimmed up the side of my torso, brushing against my breast as he did so. His other arm was propped up on his elbow, his hand combing back the hair that surrounded my face.

			

			
				He ran his free hand down my face. “It goes without saying that you are the loveliest creature in existence.” His gaze filled with longing. “But even if you weren’t, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a more beautiful girl in all my years.” 

				The heat of his words threatened to consume me. My breathing came in short bursts. “I want to—”

				Andre put his fingers to my lips. As I watched, he shuttered his eyes. When he opened them again, they were full of affection and regret.

				Uh oh. “Just so we’re clear,” he said, “we’re still not going there.” He didn’t have to clarify where there was. Party pooper.

				“But—” My mouth moved against his fingers.

				“But it’s only been a week since we began to rebuild our relationship. I told you I didn’t want to rush you, and that’s exactly what would happen if we went there tonight.” For all of his sexual innuendos and heated remarks he made, he hardly followed through on any of them.

				“You are my soulmate,” he continued, his voice emphasizing every word, “and on your way to becoming immortal. We have forever to spend together. A little waiting never killed anyone.”

				“Now’s not the time to test that rule,” I said, thinking of the devil. I wasn’t sure what plans he had in store for me on Samhain.

				Andre seemed to understand what I wasn’t saying. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you, so there’s no reason to be worried.”

			

			
				For all the assurance that filled his voice and all the determination written across his face, I wasn’t reassured. Not by a long shot.

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 14

				“Just so you know, I’m a modern woman,” I said to Andre when his driver pulled up to my dorms, well aware that girl seemed like a more appropriate name for what I was. 

				Tonight Andre wanted to be the passenger rather than the driver, so we sat in the back seat of the same car Andre had used for our first date. Strange that then I wanted nothing to do with him and now I was disgruntled because I wanted more than he was willing to give.

				Oh the irony.

				“Forgive me,” he said, his mouth curving up on one side, “for I am not a modern man.”

				“I seriously doubt that,” I grumbled under my breath. I mean, this dude was 700 years old. I bet he’d been with a lot of women in a very modern way.

				“What was that you said?” he asked. His eyes gleamed dangerously.

			

			
				“Nothing.” 

				His hand, which had rested on my hip in a way that wasn’t helping to cleanse my mind of all its dirty thoughts, now fell away as I opened the car door.

				Andre grabbed my hand as I began to step out. “Things are probably going to be rough this week. Keep your chin up. I’ll see you again two nights from now,” he said, referring to the next time we’d meet up to discuss the investigation and training. 

				He pulled me back in for a kiss and I melted against him. 

				My phone buzzed in my pant’s pocket, interrupting our kiss. Andre made an annoyed noise as I pulled it out. As soon as I saw that Hellhole was calling, I sat back in my seat and closed the door behind me.

				“Would you mind driving me to Castletown?” I asked.

				Andre’s eyes landed on the ID and I could’ve sworn he stifled a smile. To the driver he said, “James, please take us to the Politia’s headquarters.”

				This night was just getting better and better. 

				***


				When I arrived at the morgue, Caleb, Maggie, and Chief Constable Morgan were already examining the body with the pathologist. I held my breath and promised myself I’d breathe solely through my mouth while here. As for looking at the victim, I’d try to keep that to a minimum. 

			

			
				Chief Constable Morgan’s eyes swept over my clothes, and I knew it didn’t escape his notice that I wore the same clothes I had at the crime scene, even though several hours had lapsed between.

				Maggie came over to me, and I stepped back. “Don’t touch me,” I warned her. 

				“Wasn’t going to,” she said, her voice icy. “The chief constable and I need to speak with you. Privately.”

				The atmosphere in the room had a hard edge to it. Even the pathologist managed to scowl at me, and I’d never officially met him. Caleb, the only one who seemed comfortable with my presence, seemed to be apologizing with his eyes.

				“Sure,” I said, trying to act nonchalant. This was the reprimand I’d been expecting from them all evening. 

				I followed them out of the morgue, yawning as I did so. As soon as this case was closed, I had every intention of sleeping for a few days straight.

				Inspector Comfry and Chief Constable Morgan led me to the chief constable’s office. “Please Gabrielle, take a seat,” Morgan said.

				I perched myself on the edge of one of the visitor chairs, looking from one of them to the other. Worry settled deep into my bones, but I tried to not let it show.

				Maggie perched on the side of the desk and the chief constable lowered himself into his seat. 

			

			
				He shuffled through some of the papers on his desk. “As of this moment you are suspended from the Politia,” he said not looking up.

				For a moment I sat there and just stared. I couldn’t even manage to feel anything other than surprise. Is this really how organizations drop bad news on people?

				“I’m sorry, what?”

				Morgan looked up. “You’ve been suspended,” he said, setting aside the papers in his hands. “We know you’re not behind these murders, but the community is out for blood, and they’re unhappy we’ve recruited a vampire onto our force. Until this is over, you’ll be asked to not set foot on the premises unless you have information pertinent to this case.”

				“That’s it?” The whole situation felt surreal. One minute I was a part of the Politia, the next I wasn’t. 

				It reminded me of my chats with Principal Hazard a couple months ago, when I was forced to do independent study for a week. However, unlike Hazard, if the chief constable disliked me, he hid his emotions well.

				Chief Constable Morgan’s gaze somewhat softened, which likely meant that I looked more than a little pathetic. “Yes, that is it. If you had a badge and issued weapons, we’d ask you to turn those over, but that’s not the case. Feel free to keep the files we’ve given you. It’s our hope that you’ll continue to work on the investigation for the sake of the truce.” 

				“Is this because I showed up at the crime scene?”

				That was the wrong thing to say. 

			

			
				“Amazingly Gabrielle, not everything is about you.” Two splotches of color appeared on either side of the chief constable’s face. Still a sore spot I guess. “We’ll give you a call when your suspension has been lifted. Now get the hell out of my office.”

				I left his office with as much dignity as I could and caught a cab back to my dorm. 

				The clock next to my bed said that it was 5:15 a.m., which meant that I could get about two hours of sleep before class. I may be suspended, I may be hated, and I may be stalked by the devil, but at least I wouldn’t have to pull a complete all-nighter tonight. 

				Thank God for silver linings. 

				***


				“I’m so sorry about this Gabrielle,” Oliver said, dropping a physical copy of today’s newspaper on my chest.

				“Hmmm,” I said, rubbing my eyes. I stretched and sat up in bed, blinking away the sleep from my eyes. I felt like death warmed over—not an entirely inaccurate description. “It can’t already be time to get up.” 

				I squinted at the clock. It couldn’t possibly say that it was 7:45 a.m. That would mean . . . 

				“Crap!” I scrambled out of bed and began to change, not caring at the moment that Oliver was in the room with me.

				“Oliver, don’t look,” I said as I began to change in the corner of the room. Leanne must’ve already left for class since her bed was made and her satchel was gone.

			

			
				“Pfft, as if I’d even be remotely interested in your goods. Now Andre, on the other hand . . .”

				“Please don’t finish that statement. I really don’t want to know what fantasies you have that center around my undead boyfriend.”

				“Boyfriend?” Oliver started to turn.

				“Oliver, you’d better keep your eyes to yourself,” I warned.

				He huffed, but I could tell he wasn’t truly offended because the smile was back in his voice when he spoke again. “Tell me you took advantage of that situation and jumped his bones.” 

				“Oh, I tried to take advantage, but no, unfortunately, no bones were jumped,” I said, sliding on my long sleeved blouse.

				Oliver made a tsk-ing sound. “This just keeps getting better and better. Do spill.”

				“There’s nothing to spill. It didn’t happen.” I untucked my hair from my shirt and made my way back to my bed. “I’m more interested in whatever it is that you saw in the paper.”

				I picked up the newspaper.

				Vampire Gabrielle Fiori Suspended from Politia Amidst Accusations of Murder

				The school picture I’d taken several weeks ago had been plastered on the front of the page, right next to an image of the cops at last night’s crime scene. The unstated connection was clear: they paper wanted me to look like the killer. 

			

			
				“At least your hair and make up looks good in the picture,” Oliver said thoughtfully, coming up next to me to peer at the paper. He tilted his head. “I was definitely on my game that day when I helped you get ready.”

				I ignored his comment and turned to him. “There’s a question neither you nor Leanne have asked me yet.”

				Oliver put his hands on his hips. “Yes?”

				“Neither of you have asked if I did it.” 

				Oliver rolled his eyes and sighed dramatically. “Of course we didn’t ask you that. I’m offended you’d even have to bring this up. After all, you’re working on the investigation.”

				“So? I could’ve still done it.”

				Oliver moved to the mirror and checked out his hair. “You set the case files on the desk—not too smart when you have a fairy for a roommate.” 

				I raised my eyebrows. “You rifled through the cases?” I asked incredulously.

				He moved away from the mirror, crouched next to Leanne’s bed, and pulled out her stash of candy. “Of course,” he said, his back to me. He took two generous handfuls of the fun-sized chocolates, and pushed the nearly emptied remains of the bag back under her bed.

				“Oh, and Leanne knows as well,” Oliver added. “She saw the files, but she’s also foreseen all those crime scenes. She told me.”

			

			
				She hadn’t mentioned foreseeing the crime scenes to me—not that she had any reason to. It just seemed odd that she’d tell one friend but not the other.

				I rubbed my temples. “So much for keeping the investigation a secret.” I dropped my hand. “Is she alright?” I asked, grabbing my bag and looking pointedly at her empty bed. 

				For one rare moment I glimpsed Oliver serious. “I don’t think so. But she won’t talk about what’s going on.”

				Oliver stared at me for a moment. “You won’t freak out if I show you something I found on her desk, will you?”

				“No.” Maybe. I kept that to myself, my curiosity getting the better of me.

				“Okay, just a second.” Oliver wound his way around his makeshift bed to Leanne’s desk. The cluttered surface was nearly as messy as Chief Constable Morgan’s. 

				Oliver pushed aside several sheets of paper. From amongst the pile he pulled a small note and brought it back to me.

				The blood in my veins chilled as I read the note now in my hands. 

				Make sure that on Samhain Gabrielle does not sell her soul.

			

			
				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 15


				The day was just as bad as it promised to be. My first two classes were cut short so that the school could attend a memorial service for the two students who had been killed in the attacks. I spent an hour receiving harsh glares and frightened looks from both students and teachers. Their expressions said it all; they blamed me, either directly or indirectly, for crimes I not only didn’t commit, but crimes I was also desperately trying to solve. That made the whole ordeal that much harder to endure.

				The looks continued during my third period history class, and once the bell rang, I left history room to the sound of whispered accusations. 

				Caleb followed me out the door of our history class. Throughout the hour he’d sent me apologetic glances, which I pretended not to notice. I couldn’t deal with his pity on top of everyone else’s fear and anger. However, I had found another silver lining: all the raging scents rolling off of people had given me ample opportunity to practice sheathing my teeth. I was almost a pro at it. Almost.

			

			
				“Gabrielle, I’m so sorry about the Politia,” he said, grabbing my arm and stopping me outside our class. 

				Down the hall two teachers walked close together, their heads bowed. “Do you think that could be true?” I heard one of them whisper.

				“That’s what Hazard said.”

				“It’s fine,” I said to Caleb. I could tell by his eyes that he didn’t find the situation fine. 

				“You’ll be back as soon as these murders stop,” he said.

				Although Caleb was trying to make things right between us, he wouldn’t be able to. We might be the same age, in the same class, and interested in the same things, but he’d always be accepted. And I would probably always be fighting the negative stereotypes.

				“But Peel hasn’t had a lockdown in decades, especially not on Samhain,” one of the teachers said.

				“Students also haven’t been murdered on the island in just as long. It’s not happening yet, but it might.”

				The school was thinking of having a lockdown because of the murders? 

				“Why doesn’t he expel the girl? She’s only adding to the tension here.”

				They were talking about me. I clutched the strap of my book bag tighter. It was one thing to hear statements like that from students, but another to know my teachers might hold the same opinions.

			

			
				“Negative publicity. As soon as they find some hard evidence to link her to the crimes, he’ll send her out of here.” The other nodded. 

				I made sure to curtain my hair over my face as they passed so that they wouldn’t recognize me.

				“Gabrielle?”

				I blinked, and Caleb’s face came back into focus. “Sorry. What were you saying?” I asked.

				“I was saying that you’ll be back as soon as these murders are solved.”

				“Sure,” I agreed absentmindedly while I mulled over the teachers’ words.

				It was happening. First my suspension from the Politia, and now the possibility of expulsion loomed on the horizon. Slowly, my life was falling apart, just like the chief constable predicted. 

				***


				Instead of going to my dorm to grab a quick nap like I planned, the teachers’ hushed conversation made me more determined than ever to work on the investigation.

				There was still one aspect of the crimes that I hadn’t researched, and it had been churning in the back of my mind for some time. 

				After mentioning to Maggie the possibility that these murders had taken place near entrances into the Otherworld, I’d never quite let go of the thought. 

			

			
				I wasn’t sure whether the last crime actually had taken place near one of these portals, but the chief constable had said that there were Viking burials that the third victim had come to bless. If cemeteries were a literal place where worlds meet, then this might mean that all three murders happened near Otherworld entrances. 

				I dumped my book bag on the table, pulled out my anthropology textbook, and flipped to the section on Samhain. 

				There were only two pages of information on the holiday, and most of it had to do with the cultural customs of different supernatural species, but one section in particular jumped out.

				On the evening of Samhain, spirits cross over from their world into ours using special gateways. These gateways are where the veils between worlds are the thinnest. 

				The gateways the book mentioned sounded almost identical to the Otherworld entrances I’d been thinking about. If they were one and the same, then that meant that on Samhain, these entrances would be the areas where the worlds overlapped the most.

				I sat there blinking. Otherworld entrances were those areas where the veil between worlds disappeared altogether. The serial killer was marking those entrances with bodies.

			

			
				Now I just needed to know why.

				I rubbed my forehead. I knew I was missing something important, and I didn’t know what that something was.

				But I happened to live with someone who just might. 

				***


				After school I rushed to my dorm. Leanne had her last class in one of the castle’s towers, so it always took her a little longer to return to the dorms after class. Hopefully that would give me enough of a head start. I only had about five minutes to search through her notes before she arrived home. 

				As soon as I dropped my bag inside the door of our room, I turned my attention to Leanne’s desk. I had no idea what I was looking for, and the jumble of papers that rested on the desk was going to make this neither quick nor easy.

				Most of the papers were copies of essays and misprints of other school assignments. A few of them were Wikipedia articles on different herbs.

				Behind me I could hear someone climbing the stairs. 

				You’ve got to be kidding me. It could’ve been anyone climbing those stairs, but knowing my luck, it had to be my roommate. I did one final look through and a piece of notebook paper caught my eye.

				A number of random tasks had been scribbled down to remember. One in particular caught my eye. Look up the properties of ley lines.

			

			
				I’d remembered her and Oliver talking about ley lines the day before. If that had been the only mention of them, I might not have thought twice about the note. However, something about seeing the term written down reminded me of the cryptic message Cecilia had sent me. She’d misspelled the word lay so that it was written ley. Maybe it was an innocent mistake. Maybe not.

				The sound of a key sliding into the door’s lock roused me from my thoughts. I darted to the door and opened it for my roommate.

				“Hey Leanne, I just got back from class,” I said, out of breath. Of all the witty, unsuspicious things I could say, I chose that? 

				“Me too,” she said, her voice exhausted. Her eyes were still bloodshot and her golden hair hung limp and dull. If I sounded suspicious, she was beyond noticing.

				I bit back the concerned comment on the tip of my tongue. I knew she would just shrug it off or worse, get annoyed at my concern.

				I watched her drop her bags and log onto her computer. When it became clear she didn’t want to chat, I moved over to my own desk and opened my laptop.

				Throwing a surreptitious glance over my shoulder, I searched the term ley lines. My eyes moved over an article on them. All I managed to find was that the term was coined by some amateur archaeologist, and ley lines were thought to be straight lines where ceremonial processions took place. 

			

			
				Then a line caught my eye.

				In the New Age movement, the term ley line has largely replaced some of its more traditional names such as spirit path, fairy path, corpse road.

				Corpse road. That was the term Cecilia used in that cryptic poem. I spent the next hour researching all I could about this idea of an energy line. By the time I was finished, I’d learned that these energy lines, which were in fact roads for certain types of beings, could be found all over the globe, and that time worked a little differently for those walking along a ley line.

				I still had no idea what was so significant about ley lines, and I wasn’t positive they had anything at all to do with the investigation I was working on. However, if both Leanne and Cecilia thought they were important enough to write down, then there had to be something significant about them.

				I just needed to figure out what that was.

				***


				That night I fell asleep thinking of Andre. Only, the deeper I sank, the more Andre’s face shifted. 

				He tucked a piece of hair behind my ear as I looked around. Candlelight flickered off the stone walls. Maybe this was another room in Bishopcourt that I hadn’t yet seen. 

			

			
				Andre—or the man who had once been Andre—wrapped his arms around me, and I sunk into them. I breathed in the smell of ash and smoke, a distinctly non-Andre smell. 

				“It’s nice to finally meet you, consort,” he whispered.

				My sense of peace shattered. 

				“Who are you?” I asked, pushing the man away. 

				The man clucked his tongue. “That information comes at a price.” His gaze slid down my chest, lingering on the exposed cleavage the low cut dress displayed. Wait, when did I put on a dress? 

				The disorientation I’d felt started to evaporate. “This is a dream,” I said. “And you must be an incubus.” 

				The seductive glint in his eyes hardened to something more wicked. I needed to get out of here now. 

				Wake up, I commanded myself. Nothing. I couldn’t do it this time.

				I closed my eyes, and tried again. Wake up. 

				My eyelids lifted and the incubus stared back at me, his gaze thinning. “What are you doing?” He took one ominous step forward, and I backed up. 

				Understanding flittered over his face. “You are trying to leave.” His muscles tensed and his weight shifted. I didn’t wait to see what else would happen. I turned and ran blindly . . . right into the wall.

			

			
				My body jolted and I woke up. My eyes darted around my dorm room. The demon hadn’t made it along with me.

				I breathed out a sigh of relief and sank back down into my bed. Next to me, Oliver slept peacefully and Leanne fitfully. Both, however, were unaware that I had woken up. 

				I chewed on my lip, reluctant to fall back asleep in case some other demon waited for me. This dream had been different, the incubus more pushy and powerful. 

				Either Samhain intensified the demon’s presence, or Andre’s threat had done nothing but bait them.

				***


				The next evening I perused some of the books in Andre’s library. Now that I knew it existed, I preferred working here to his study. Considering that he was the one who brought me to his secret room this evening, I think he shared my preference. 

				“What do you know about ley lines?” I asked him, glancing over my shoulder. Andre lounged against the couch in his private library watching me move over his collection.

				“Why do you want to know?” 

				I shrugged my shoulders. “I’ve come across the term a few times and I think—well more like hope—it has something to do with our murders.”

				Now I turned to Andre. His face remained carefully blank as he studied the coffee table in front of him.

			

			
				He didn’t respond, so I decided to drop the other piece of information I learned. “By the way, I think you’re right that these murders might have something to do with Samhain. The murders all seem to take place near entrances to the Otherworld.” Entrances whose barriers were normally thin and would only get thinner as Samhain approached. And the holiday was only three days away.

				Andre drew his gaze up from the coffee table to look at me. “Entrances?” His eyes looked through me, mulling over my words. 

				He stood up suddenly. “Of course—of course. You are brilliant.”

				I didn’t feel very brilliant, but I’d take the compliment. My heart pounded a little quicker. “What is it?” I asked. 

				He focused intensely on me. “I know why the murders didn’t seem like the work of a vampire—it’s because they weren’t.” Andre ran a hand through his hair. “They were the work of a demon.”

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 16

				Demon. The thought had never crossed my mind because I’d never heard of a demon killing people. Scratch that, I’d never heard of a demon existing until a bunch of Don Juan’s decided to jump into my bed

				“Despite the signs that all the victims were scared, none of them smelled like fear, a scent that lingers on the skin even after death. That’s what was wrong with the bodies, I hadn’t realized it until now.”

				“I’m not following you at all.”

				“Demons feed off of fear, so the smell wouldn’t be present.” Oh. Ew.

				“What about the religious symbols?” I asked.

				Andre paused. “If you position both the cross and the pentagram upside-down, they become Satanic symbols. The swastika goes without explanation.” This whole time we’d assumed they were holy symbols, when in reality they were intended as signs of the devil.

			

			
				Andre paced across the room. “The crime scenes didn’t smell of sulfur—which they should’ve if a demon was responsible for the attacks—but if the crimes were committed along ley lines, the smell could be hidden—either intentionally or unintentionally.”

				I was officially out of my element. “Wait, the crimes were on ley lines?” I could feel a headache blossoming. “I thought they took place near entrances to the Otherworld.”

				“They took place along both.” His eyes shone brightly.

				I still wasn’t following completely, but I ran with the theory. “So a demon killed all those victims?”

				“Yes.” Andre rubbed his chin. “I’m not surprised no one’s put together the connection. While demons can cross through to our world, as soon as they leave the ley line, they lose their ability to take on solid forms for more than a short while—those incubi are a perfect example of this. Once you wake up, they can only stick around for a few seconds. 

				“However, at certain gateways the worlds are stacked one on top of another.” Andre demonstrated this with his hands. “Because of this, any form a demon can take in one world they can take in another.” 

				“Is that a fancy way of saying that a demon can take on a solid form in our world?”

				“Exactly.”

			

			
				***


				I scrubbed my face with my hand. “But I still don’t get this whole ley line and Otherworld entrance thing. Are the two terms interchangeable?”

				“Yes and no,” Andre said, still pacing the room. Gee, that was helpful. 

				Seeing my confused expression, Andre backtracked. “Gateways are points along ley lines. They’re like subway stops for those that travel along them. Demons are just one of those travelers.”

				My mouth formed the shape of an “O”. The pieces fell into place. The demon traveled along a ley line to get to an entrance, where it waited for a victim to show up. Once they did, the demon solidified, killed its victim, and left along the line.

				I scrambled over to my bag and dug out the files I had on the victims. 

				“What are you doing?” Andre asked from behind me.

				His voice rubbed like silk along my skin. “Just checking your theory.”

				I pulled out the files and a pen and placed them on the coffee table. I flipped through them, but they didn’t contain what I was looking for.

				“Do you have a large map of the island?”

				A spark of understanding flared in his eyes. He moved across the room and came back with a folded up map of the Isle of Man. 

			

			
				I opened it up and searched for Glen Maye, the site of the first crime scene. It rested just below Peel and slightly more inland. I placed a dot there. Then my eyes moved over to the east side of the island, where the port city of Douglas was located. 

				Andre leaned in and pointed to a plot of land labeled Douglas Cemetery, where the second victim was found. I placed another dot there.

				I took the spine of one of the files and used it like a ruler to make a straight line between the two points, my representation of a ley line.

				Andre reached over my shoulder and touched a point on the map. “That’s where the third body was found.” I followed his finger, and my heart beat loudly. The third crime scene fell perfectly under the line. 

				Our theory was no longer a theory. The murders were all committed along a ley line. 

				***


				“We have to call the Politia.” Now that we knew who—or rather what—had killed those people, we might be able to prevent more deaths—both human and vampire.

				“No,” Andre said, “you have to call the Politia.” 

				“Why me?”

				“They trust you. You work for them.”

				“Not at the moment. They suspended me because of the murders.”

				“But they know you didn’t commit them.”

			

			
				He had a point, but I wasn’t convinced they’d trust my opinion over Andre’s. Reluctantly I grabbed the phone from my bag. “Do you get reception in here?” I asked.

				Andre gave me a look.

				“I’ll take that as a yes.” 

				I dialed the Politia. “Politia Headquarters, this is Anna speaking,” the receptionist said.

				“Hi Anna, this is Gabrielle. I have information on the open investigation.”

				“Which one?”

				Oh, right. There were probably several open investigations. “The vampire one.”

				I heard rapid-fire typing on the other end of the line.

				“Okay, what information would you like to discuss with the department?”

				“I know who the murderer is.”

				***


				“A freaking appointment? They scheduled me in for a freaking appointment after I told them the information I had?” I squeezed the cellphone in my hands, only loosening my grip once I heard the crack of plastic. I was to meet with an inspector tomorrow after class.

				Andre lifted a shoulder as he flipped through the files. “They are a bureaucracy; they are inefficient.” 

				“I don’t think so.” Anna the receptionist immediately dismissed the information I had as soon as I told her that the perpetrator appeared to be a demon. I knew Andre should’ve called. “What if someone dies tonight?”

			

			
				“That’s on their heads now.”

				“But we could stop a crime from being committed.”

				“Where exactly would you like to go? To the Viking burials? The cemetery? Glen Maye? Those areas are sealed off. No one will venture there unless they already have a death wish. And we do not know where any other gateways are on the island.”

				I studied Andre, who wore a carefully blank expression. “You do though, don’t you? You must know of the other entrances. You’ve had centuries to find out.”

				“Perhaps a bigger concern is why a demon would be allowed to kill,” Andre said, sidestepping my accusation. He was slippery like that. He also knew exactly what to say to veer my thoughts off course.

				“A demon must have permission before they kill?” I asked. 

				“Yes. Underworld killings are always ritualistic and—” Andre paused for effect, “they are always done on behalf of the devil.”

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 17

				I clambered up to the main entrance of the Politia’s headquarters the next afternoon, ducking my head as afternoon sunlight burned my skin. The island wasn’t sunny that often, but when it was, it didn’t take much to fry me. 

				Inside the castle, people bustled around, moving perhaps a tad slower as the afternoon dragged on. A few officers cast curious glances my way, either because they knew I’d been suspended or because they’d seen my name and picture in the newspaper. 

				I walked up to Anna, the receptionist. “I’m here for my scheduled appointment.”

				“Name?”

				“Gabrielle Fiori.” As if she didn’t know it—I was infamous here.

				Anna typed away at her computer. “Ah, yes. Your appointment is on the third floor, room number three thirteen.”

			

			
				“Who am I meeting with?”

				She scanned her screen. “Inspector Byron Jennings.” A.k.a., Caleb’s father and possibly the man who tried to kill me in Andre’s club a couple months ago.

				Perfect. 

				***


				I could smell his distaste for me as soon as I entered his room. The feeling was mutual.

				Like Caleb, Byron had wavy golden hair. But unlike his son, Byron’s face had set into a permanent frown. His low brow and the hardened lines along his forehead and the edges of his lips didn’t help much.

				He didn’t speak as I took a seat, but he did finger the page in front of him. “I’ve read over the report you placed last night,” he said by way of introduction. 

				His voice carried only a hint of the Australian accent his son had. It made me wonder how long Byron Jennings had lived and worked here while Caleb grew up in Australia. Father and son seemed to have a solid relationship, but now I wondered how much time they’d actually spent together over the years.

				Inspector Jennings fell silent, letting the quiet press down on me. I felt compelled to say something, anything to break the silence and to explain myself. And then I remembered that he wasn’t a hardened inspector for nothing. 

			

			
				When I made it clear that I wouldn’t respond, he sighed. “Demons. That was the best you could come up with?”

				I reminded myself that he hadn’t seen the map—I doubted the report in front of him even mentioned the ley line that ran through the crime scenes, considering how brief my conversation with the receptionist had been last night. 

				“Inspector Jennings, the murders were committed along ley lines.”

				His eyebrow rose at this. “That doesn’t prove a thing. A vampire still could’ve committed these crimes.”

				“Andre said the bodies lacked the smell of fear.”

				“Did he? Funny that he only mentioned it now that the truce is threatened.” Inspector Jennings’ attitude was really starting to piss me off. 

				“I’m serious.”

				Jennings slammed his palm and forearm flat against his desk. “So am I. Bring me some real proof. Until then, our time here is done.”

				***


				I left Inspector Jennings office with no intention of giving up. People’s lives hung in the balance, and I wasn’t going to let a little thing like classicism get in the way.

				Chief Constable Morgan’s office was on the same floor as Byron Jennings’, but in the opposite direction of the stairwell. I’d almost made it down the hall and around the corner when I heard an office door open behind me.

			

			
				“Hey!” Inspector Jennings barked. “Exit’s in the other direction.”

				I pretended to not hear him until his footfalls slapped against the floor. Then I started sprinting. 

				“Hey!” he called again behind me. 

				I rounded the corner of the hallway and came to the chief constable’s office. I didn’t bother knocking; I barged right in. 

				The chief constable was in the middle of a meeting with what looked like a very important, very beautiful woman. Behind me I could hear Inspector Jennings getting closer, so I wasted no time on formalities. I pulled out the map I’d used last night and slapped it down on the table.

				“Ley lines. All the crime scenes fall along ley lines.” Chief Constable Morgan looked shocked, though whether it was from my entrance or my information I couldn’t tell. The women eyed me curiously. “The killer is a demon, and he’s using ley lines to travel to different Otherworld entrances along the island.”

				Jennings came in behind me, snatched my arms, and began cuffing me. “Sorry sir,” he said, giving my wrists a yank, “I’ll escort her off the premises.” 

				Chief Constable Morgan’s eyebrows drew together. His guest shot Jennings a horrified look. 

				“Listen,” I said. “I don’t care if you don’t believe me. Just alert the community to stay away from the ley lines.”

			

			
				***


				Three hours later the alert went out as I finished homework at my desk. The school’s magical sound system, which apparently didn’t require speakers, boomed through my room.

				“Good evening Peel students. Due to the recent murders, all students are prohibited from going near ley lines. Any who are caught violating this rule will be suspended immediately. For your safety, this rule will be enforced until after the close of Samhain. Any students who are unclear what ley lines are or where on the island they are located, we’ve posted a link on our homepage. Happy holidays.”

				Outside my room I could hear the groans from my hall-mates just as I released a sigh of relief. At least my school was safe.

				Then I glanced to the other side of my dorm room. The desk was empty, the bed unmade. I hadn’t seen Leanne this morning before class, and now that it was evening and she still hadn’t appeared, I was starting to worry. What if she had gone to the ley line? She was the one, after all, who had alerted me to their importance. With Samhain only two days away, the odds of attack along ley lines seemed greater than ever. 

				My breathing quickened at all the horrific images my mind conjured up. Could she be out there? Should I go check?

			

			
				I went to my phone to call her when I heard footsteps echo up the stairwell. A few seconds later a key slid into our lock, the door turned, and Leanne entered, the shadows along her face giving her a hollow, tired look.

				I didn’t even give her a chance to put down her things. I threw my arms around her and squeezed her tight. “I am so glad you’re okay,” I said, unwilling to let go of her for a few seconds.

				“Hey, hey,” she said, patting my back. “What’s up with you?”

				I pulled away, breathing in the smell of smoke that clung to my roommate. “Just scared that something had happened to you out there.”

				Leanne dropped her bags next to her bed. “Nope. Just stayed out late with other seers helping the Witches Club set up the bonfire for Samhain. The location was changed now that Peel Academy won’t let us hold the Witches Festival on the ley line. What a bunch of tight wads.”

				I decided not to mention the fact that those tight wads only put that rule in place because I brought it to the Politia’s attention. 

				“Where’s Oliver?” she asked. We’d both accepted the fact that he was our adopted third roommate. 

				“I don’t know,” I said. “I think making out and making up with Rodrigo the werewolf.” Poor werewolf. Dating a fairy couldn’t be easy.

				She let out a long breath. “Good, I was dreading spending another few hours with him,” Leanne said, plopping down into her desk chair.

			

			
				I stared at my roommate. Leanne could be sarcastic and cynical, but she was rarely flat out mean.

				The smoky scent that clung to her wafted over the room, and my pulse spiked at the smell of it. 

				I glanced over at my roommate, who was now thoroughly engrossed in her computer. 

				Something about her unsettled me, but I couldn’t say just what.

				***


				The evening and the following day passed without incident. No murders occurred, no nightmares—nothing. The absence of trouble should’ve reassured me. It didn’t. It felt too much like the quiet before the storm.

				As soon as night fell, my phone buzzed. 

				“Someone’s hunk of burning love is calling!” Oliver sang from where he lay on his mattress “doing homework.” He hadn’t flipped the page of his textbook in over an hour. His phone, however, had been going off almost constantly now that he and Rodrigo were mending their relationship.

				“I picked my phone up, smiling at the two emoticon hearts. “Psychic much?” I asked Oliver.

				“What can I say, I have a sixth sense when it comes to relationships.”

				From the other side of the room Leanne huffed. “You two disgust me,” she said, slamming her textbook shut and packing up her things. “I’m going to the library where I can get some actual work done.”

			

			
				My eyes widened and I glanced at Oliver.

				She’s cray-cray, he mouthed to me.

				Whatever. I shrugged off Leanne’s bad attitude and answered the phone. “Hey,” I said, hearing the smile in my voice.

				“Evening beautiful.” My heart skipped at the endearment. “Put on something nice, I’m cashing in on our first date.”

				***


				A short while later I met Andre outside my dorm, where he leaned against a limo, his hands in his pockets. His hair was brushed away from his face, but a strand had freed itself and hung over his forehead. Behind him a passing group of students stopped and stared.

				He eyed my outfit, a wicked smile curving his lips. “Nice dress.”

				I self-consciously tugged it down. After checking my closet and finding it bare of any dresses, I enlisted the help of Oliver and Paul, his conjuror roommate, to produce a dress for me. My wallet was now ten dollars lighter, thanks to Paul’s thriving new business of conjuring items for a small fee, and my legs were more exposed than they should’ve been, thanks to Oliver’s overly-skimpy design.

				I walked up to Andre and touched the open collar of his form-fitting suit. “You’re not looking too bad yourself.”

			

			
				He slid his arms around me and pulled me in. “I missed you,” he whispered right before his lips captured mine. I leaned into the kiss, relishing the taste of him.

				I pulled away from him to look at our ride. “A limo? You really outdid yourself this time.”

				He looked offended. “I’ve clearly lost my touch if you think a limo is me outdoing myself.” 

				He opened the door for me and I slid inside. “I hope you like Shakespeare,” he said, “since we’re going to the theater.”

				I could feel my face light up. “A play? You’re taking me to a play?”

				Andre entered the limo right after me. A small smile played along his lips. “Hamlet. And I’m glad you’re excited about it.”

				“Are you kidding me? We’re seeing a Shakespearean play on the British Isles? I think I might’ve just died and gone to heaven.” Andre’s smile blossomed a little more.

				Inside the luxurious car, a bottle of champagne chilled. “Are we celebrating something?” I asked, raising my eyebrows at the bottle.

				“That,” he said, “is to congratulate you on solving your first case.”

				His words warmed me to my core, but in spite of them, I furrowed my brows. “I hardly solved it,” I said. “That was all you. And the Politia only just decided to believe me.”

			

			
				Andre rapped on the screen that separated us from our driver, and the limo pulled away from my dormitory. After he did so, he grabbed the chilled bottle of champagne and uncorked it. 

				“Not many your age have even faced the challenge of solving a case,” he said, grabbing two champagne flutes from a compartment built into the limo. “Even fewer have been required to do so while receiving blame for the crimes committed and pressure to solve the case before a protective truce dissolves.”

				Well, when he put it like that . . . 

				He poured out the champagne into two glasses and handed one to me. I took the one he offered me, my fingers brushing his. “I thought you didn’t serve alcohol to minors.”

				“You miss nothing,” he said. 

				“I seriously doubt that.”

				Andre ignored my comment. “In public—in the normal world—you’re a minor. In the supernatural world, you can legally drink.”

				I thought that over and shrugged. “Works for me.” I leaned forward and clinked glasses with him.

				“To us,” he said, his eyes intense.

				I got the impression he was toasting to more than just solving a case, but I decided not to dissect that thought too much. 

				“To us.” I took a sip, the fizzy alcohol tickling the back of my throat. 

			

			
				His gaze still lingered on me. “Samhain is tomorrow,” he said. As soon as the words left his mouth, the mood in the car shifted from happy to somber.

				Reluctantly I tore my eyes away from the bubbles that foamed at the top of my drink. “The day I’m supposed to meet the devil.”

				“That’s not going to happen Gabrielle.”

				I watched the beautiful man who sat across from me. “You keep saying that, but I still don’t believe you.”

				“He’s not going to come after you until after sun sets—that’s when Samhain begins. And I’m planning on being by your side for the whole of the evening.”

				I nodded reluctantly. “Sounds good,” I said, still somewhat unconvinced. “I’ll be at the Witches Festival tomorrow by the time you wake up.”

				“Gabrielle, no.”

				I raised my eyebrows. “What?”

				“Do not put yourself in danger by being on the ley line during Samhain.”

				I was momentarily surprised that Andre knew enough about my school’s traditions to know that the Witches Festival usually took place on the ley line. “They moved it this year, due to the murders. It won’t be on the ley line.”

				Andre’s mouth thinned, a clear indication that he didn’t think that was good enough.

				“I don’t want to be sitting alone in my dorm room waiting for you,” I said. “I’d rather be around lots and lots of other people.”

			

			
				“Anything can happen to you tomorrow night, and you will put other people at risk by being around them.”

				I hadn’t thought of it like that. For a moment, I considered staying in my dorm tomorrow until Andre picked me up. And then I thought about my previous interactions with the devil. In all the years I’d seen him, only once had he taken me, and it was while I was alone. If past actions were anything to go by, I’d be safer around others. Not to mention that I didn’t want to miss one of my school’s biggest events. You only live once.

				“I’m not compromising on this,” I said. 

				Andre’s jaw worked. “You are putting your life in danger, and I am not going to just sit idly by and watch you do that.”

				I took a long swallow of champagne, letting it burn its way down my throat. “You don’t get a choice Andre. That’s what I’m doing.”

				“You are the most wearisome woman I’ve ever been with.”

				“Oh really? Well you’re not too easygoing yourself.”

				We stared at each other, neither one of us backing down. Finally, Andre sighed. “I am only agreeing to your demands because I can’t stop you from going. I will pick you up from the dance shortly after the sun sets. And on this I’m not budging.” 

			

			
				“Fine.”

				***


				The next several hours were a blur of shimmering garments and Shakespearean treachery. The play was just as good as I’d hoped it would be, but once it finished, I was happy to get Andre back to myself.

				We exited the theater, the cool night air hitting us. Andre shrugged off his coat and placed it around my shoulders.

				“Andre . . .” I was about to object to the pampering—I wasn’t so fragile that a little cold air would do me in—but Andre cut me off.

				“Stop fighting it Gabrielle. There are some things about myself that I refuse to change, one of which is offering a lady my coat.”

				I slipped the tailored jacket on. “Thank you, oh great knight in shining armor. If only I had a handkerchief to repay your kindness.”

				Andre ignored me. Big surprise.

				Our shoes clicked along the sidewalk as we made our way back to the limo. “There is dissent in the coven,” Andre said. The topic seemed to come out of nowhere, and I had a feeling I wasn’t going to like what I heard. 

				I nodded. “You mentioned that a few days ago.” 

				He ran a hand through his hair. “Right now the coven is trying to figure out what to do about the situation. By my own laws I should be punished severely for my actions. However, I am also the leader of the coven and the only person that all vampires are willing to take orders from.” 

			

			
				I didn’t know how to interpret what I was hearing. “What are you planning on doing?” 

				“I will work with the coven and comply with whatever punishment they deem necessary.”

				Punishment. That word seemed so awful, especially considering who’d be doling it out. Vampires weren’t exactly known for their humanity.

				“Will you be okay?” I asked, peering up at Andre.

				He looked down at me, his eyes troubled. “I will, though I may have to travel in the coming weeks. It is you I worry about. My actions haven’t endeared you to the coven, and I fear that in the next months some disgruntled vampire may try to pick up where Theodore left off.”

				The whole time we’d been trying to solve the murders, this very worry had sat at the back of my mind. I’d never voiced my concern to Andre, however, because I assumed I was just being paranoid. But now that his words hung in the air I had to accept that the very people I’d been trying to protect might want to destroy me.

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 18

				I woke up to the chill of night air. The crisp coldness of it burned my lungs and prickled my skin. I sat up in bed, the white sheets falling to my waist. These weren’t my sheets. I rubbed the soft satin of the pearly white nightgown I wore. I definitely didn’t own this. I looked behind me. The wrought iron backboard of the bed curled and twisted into a pretty design. This wasn’t my bed.

				I was, however, the only person in it. I knew enough about these incubus dreams by now to become lucid as soon as I recognized the signs. 

				I gazed around the bed. The moonlight dripped down, casting the night in shades of blue and silver. Evergreen trees rose around me from all sides, swaying gently in the breeze. 

				Other than the rustling of their leaves, all was quiet.

				“Where are you?” I shouted at the forest. He had to be here, the wily incubus who decided to invade my dream.

			

			
				Leaves crunched as a dark stranger came forward.

				But it wasn’t an incubus.

				I scrambled out of the bed as the man in the suit stepped out from the trees. I moved around the bed so that it stood between the devil and me.

				“Why are you so scared?” he asked. “We are old friends.”

				“We are not friends.” My voice broke. 

				He frowned. “I can hear your heart fluttering like a bird in a cage.” He stepped forward. “There is no reason to be scared.”

				“Stay where you are!” I shifted my weight from foot to foot. My hair hung wild about me, and the nightie grazed my thigh. This was a sick, sick dream.

				He ignored my warning and sauntered forward. 

				Wake up. Wake up. Wake up. The scenery remained unchanged. I was stranded in a nightmare, which left me only one choice, fleeing.

				Twigs and pine needles dug into my feet as I swiveled and ran. 

				“You can’t run from me.” His voice was a lover’s whisper in my ear. “You already know this.”

				Trees flew by me, but the forest appeared to be unending and unchanging. If this really was a dream and I really was lucid, I should be able to alter it. I closed my eyes and envisioned a cliff.

				When I opened them, the trees in front of me thinned out. I sprinted past them and ahead of me the earth dropped away. 

			

			
				It had worked.

				I halted at the edge of the cliff. The wind whipped at my hair and nightgown, slapping them against my skin. The sensation felt far too real for my comfort.

				“You’d rather jump off a cliff than talk to me?”

				I screamed at the sound of the devil’s voice and spun around to face him. He stood behind me, arms folded. Even in my dream my skin itched from his nearness.

				Around him the darkness gathered. “No matter,” he said, answering his own question. “I’ll be seeing you tonight. Meet me at the Braaid after sunset.”

				“No.” I turned to jump, more afraid of the devil than I was of falling.

				The devil caught my arm and spun me back around, his eyes moving over my face. “That wasn’t a question.”

				I pulled my arm from his grasp and didn’t hesitate. I jumped.

				***


				I woke with a jolt. Early morning sunlight streamed into my room, turning my exposed skin rose petal pink. Outside my window students ran around in costumes or set up booths on the grassy lawn for the Samhain school fair. 

				Samhain. The day I was supposed to meet the devil.

			

			
				I stepped out of bed, noticing that both Leanne and Oliver had already left. The message from my dream was still fresh in my mind, and one word in particular drew me to my desk.

				I snatched the poem Cecilia had sent me from the drawer. The poem had mentioned corpse roads—ley lines—amongst other things. And it mentioned another term I had not paid much attention to. 

				I reread the poem.

				Death will strike before Halloween,

				The mark of the damned, the killer unclean, 

				If you walk the old corpse road where the dead ley,

				Sprites and devils might snatch you away,

				Go to the Braaid and you’ll lose your soul,

				For an entrance into hell, such is the toll.

				In the last two lines I spotted the term I was looking for. I opened my laptop and clicked on my Internet browser. As soon as my homepage loaded, I searched for one word. Braaid.

				I clicked on the first link.

				The Braaid began as a stone circle site and later became a Viking farmstead.

				Next to the text was an image of the Braaid, made up of a ring of standing stones. Beneath the photo the caption dated the circle to 650 A.D. Not even centuries of exposure had torn the site apart.

			

			
				A stone circle. I didn’t know anything about stone circles, except that there were several of them on the British Isles. 

				I opened a new tab and searched Wikipedia for stone circles. My eyes moved over the page, filtering out the mundane information and concentrating on the unusual.

				Stone circles are sometimes related to gravesites, and are often thought to have had a ceremonial function due to the lack of artifacts associated with them. 

				Whatever their purpose, stone circles are often oriented on sight lines for the rising and setting sun, and so are thought to be associated with the seasons.

				My palms began to sweat. I did a final search, this one on the location of the Braaid. A map of the Isle of Man appeared on my screen. A pin had been dropped on the location of the Braaid. 

				I held Cecilia’s notecard up to my screen, using it as a ruler. I lined up the two crime scenes farthest apart—the first victim in Glen Maye and the second in Douglas Cemetery. The Braaid sat right on the line.

				I covered my mouth.

				The demons had been ordered to kill by their leader. This whole time I’d been thinking that the devil’s plans for me and the murders were separate. But Leanne had known all along. They were building up to a single, final event on Samhain. An event that involved me.

			

			
				This was the secret Leanne had withheld this whole time, the secret too terrible for me to hear. Tonight, if I followed the devil’s instructions, I’d be the fourth victim.

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 19

				I didn’t see both of my roommates until late that afternoon. I wandered down to the fair for a little while, buying a caramel apple for myself and a couple of happiness tonics from a witch’s booth for Leanne and Oliver. I tried to enjoy the festivities, but having a meeting with the devil really sucked the fun out of things. Eventually I returned to my room to mull over my situation. 

				All the previous victims were killed by demons along the ley line. I wasn’t sure whether this same fate was intended for me, but I doubted it. The devil, not a demon, wanted to meet me tonight, and like Andre had mentioned earlier in the week, he was interested in my soul.

				This was all hypothetical—I wasn’t actually planning on meeting up with the devil. In fact, knowing where he’d be would make it that much easier to avoid him this evening.

			

			
				“What in the Goddess’s name are you doing?” Leanne said, entering the room and finding me sitting on the ground, notes on the murders strewn around me. “You haven’t been in here all day, have you?” She eyed me up and down. 

				I met her gaze. “I know what’s going to happen tonight.”

				Her face paled, but she didn’t look particularly surprised. “Stay away from the Braaid.”

				“I wasn’t planning on going,” I said not missing a beat.

				As she wandered into our room, that same smell from last night wafted in. The smoky smell. And like last night, something about her was off.

				“Has Oliver not finished our costumes?” Leanne asked. Just like every other occasion, Oliver had insisted on designing our outfits. 

				I shrugged. “I don’t know.”

				She moved around some of her clothes that she’d draped over her bed, then rifled through her closet. She came up empty-handed. “I can’t freaking believe him—we only have a couple hours until they light the bonfire and the Witches Festival starts.” Her face had flushed; she’d really worked herself up over this one.

				I cocked my head. “Leanne, are you okay?”

				“I’m fine,” she snapped. 

				As if on cue, Oliver ran into the room. “Sorry I’m late! I have your outfits!” he hollered. Like Leanne, his face had a flush to it. However, unlike Leanne, this was more of a cloud nine flush. Someone was in lust. Again. I guess him and Rodrigo really had made up.

			

			
				And then the costume he wore stopped that thought dead in its tracks.

				“What, exactly, are you?” I asked, eyeing his outfit . . . if you could call it that.

				“I’m Adam, duh,” he said, pointing to the cluster of fake leaves that covered only a Speedo-shaped expanse of skin. 

				“Please tell me I’m not Eve.” I was so not going to any Samhain party dressed like that.

				He glowered at me. “No, Rodrigo is.” Poor, poor Rodrigo.

				Oliver tossed Leanne a white dress, golden sandals, a gold mask, and some gold accessories. 

				My outfit Oliver walked to me. I eyed the midnight blue and black concoction in his hands. “It’s not really my style,” he admitted, “but you’re going to look ravishing in it.”

				He held it up to the light, and I almost drooled. “Oliver, it’s beautiful,” I said, staring at the fake corset bodice. My eyes drifted over the off-the-shoulder sleeves and down to the skirt, which was made of layers of jagged, billowy fabric. The deep blue color of the corset faded darker and darker until, at the bottom of the dress, it was black.

				“What exactly am I supposed to be?” I asked. 

				“An undead Renaissance woman.”

			

			
				I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing. The outfit was anything but historically accurate. 

				“Hers looks better than mine,” Leanne snapped. My eyes widened. I’d never heard Leanne talk that way before.

				“Well that’s the only costume you’re getting from me, so take it or leave it.” Oliver rolled his eyes, not bothering to glance back at her.

				“Oh, and I almost forgot.” Oliver pulled out a matching mask. “Your disguise.”

				***


				I spent the next two hours getting ready with Oliver and Leanne and filling them in on the murders—mostly for Oliver’s benefit.

				So it surprised me when Oliver waved a hand and said, “Pfft, this is all old news.”

				“Old news?” My eyes bugged out a little.

				“I thought we all already established that I’m a snoop,” he said, painting a layer of dark green nail polish onto his fingers. I suppressed a shudder at the sight.

				“But I never told you about the Braaid.”

				“I saw the poem, sweets. C’mon—that one was easy. I can’t believe you didn’t put it together before now. Although I will say,” Oliver lifted the nail polish brush and pointed it at me, using it to punctuate each word, “I didn’t know for sure that it was a demon committing the crimes.”

			

			
				“You mean the thought did cross your mind?” I said, my eyes practically popping out of my head.

				“Sure,” Oliver said.

				“Then why didn’t you say anything to anyone?”

				“Ew, you wanted me to actually mention that to the Politia? What have they ever done for my people? Nothing.”

				I put my head in my hands. “You could’ve mentioned your theory to me,” I said under my breath.

				Outside, a horn honked.

				“Eek! Hurry up bitches, the buses are here!” Oliver squealed.

				Leanne rolled her eyes. “You’re the one who’s busy painting his nails.”

				“Only because it took a freaking hour to get you two hags ready.”

				I threw a pillow at him so that Leanne wouldn’t have to. “Against our will,” I reminded him.

				He sighed melodramatically and pulled me over to the full-length mirror hanging on the backside of our door. “Tell me it wasn’t worth it.”

				I wasn’t a big fan of makeup, but I couldn’t argue that Oliver had brought attention to all those places you wanted gazes to go—lips, eyes, cheekbones—all shrouded by my dark, wavy hair.

				“Oliver, we both know you’re amazing.” I gave him a hug.

				“That’s what I thought, Sabertooth,” he said into my hair, giving me an extra squeeze to let me know the nickname was supposed to be endearing. It wasn’t, but he was endearing enough to make up for it.

			

			
				We grabbed our stuff and began filing out the door. Oliver stopped me on the way out. “Now that we know the devil’s after you, what are we going to do about it?”

				“You want to help me?” I asked, touched at the offer.

				“Duh.” He gave me another squeeze and pulled me out the door. “For a smart girl you can be surprisingly dumb sometimes. No one crosses my friends and gets away with it. Not even the devil. If he so much as tries to lay a finger on you, I’ll glitter bomb the shit out of him.”

				Damn, but I loved my friends.

				***


				As soon as we stepped off the bus, my skin prickled. The air felt energized.

				The dance was held just off the road in a clearing bordered by trees. The sun sat low on the horizon, but as the shadows lengthened and the sky darkened from reds and pinks to blues and purples, students gathered around the center of the clearing. 

				There, in the middle of the field, a pile of wood the size of several cars had been stacked high. I’d read enough on the subject of Samhain to know that traditionally witches and other supernatural beings danced around a bonfire on the evening of October 31. This must be the bonfire.

			

			
				Leanne ran ahead of the two of us. Oliver shook his head as we followed in the same direction, and he scanned the crowd for Rodrigo, his Eve. 

				Once the sky had darkened a little more, a witch walked up to the bonfire. She stopped in front of it and turned to address the gathering crowd. A hush fell over the group.

				“On this day, our community’s holiest of days, we recognize that an inherent part of our world lies beyond this one. Tonight we recognize and welcome the spirits of our ancestors, the wild that lives within our own hearts, and the magic that all who are gathered get to experience each and every day.”

				“Gabrielle,” a voice spoke from behind me. I swiveled around and came face to face with Leanne. Something about her looked different, more like the old roommate I knew.

				“Leanne?” I asked. “I thought you were on the other side of the bonfire.” 

				“Listen to me,” she said, ignoring my comment. “Tonight, don’t give up your soul, no matter what.”

				My mouth went dry at her words. “I wasn’t planning on it.” 

				“Shhh,” Oliver said from next to me, giving me and Leanne pointed looks.

				Someone moved through the crowd carrying a torch. The torch passed hands to the speaker, the firelight flickering against the crowd’s skin.

				I turned my attention momentarily away from Leanne to watch what was happening in front of the unlit bonfire. 

			

			
				“This flame represents the light of the living,” the speaker said, holding the torch up high for all to see. “It’s a celebration of the brief time we have here, and a reminder to those not of this world that while we welcome their presence on this hallowed evening, they are only visitors passing through.”

				Leanne grabbed my hands. “Swear to me you won’t sell your soul—not even if someone’s life is at stake.”

				“Leanne—”

				“Swear it,” she said.

				I took in her troubled eyes. “I swear it.”

				“But for now,” the speaker said, “spirits of the Otherworld, we welcome you. Merry Samhain and may the festivities begin!” She threw the torch onto the pile of wood and it went up in flame.

				Leanne squeezed my hands. “Good.” She kissed my cheek. “Safe travels,” she said, then slipped away into the crowd.

				“What? Leanne, wait!” 

				The crowd cheered and music started up. Oliver, oblivious of Leanne’s cryptic warning, grabbed my hand. “Dance with me!”

				“But Leanne—”

				“Let her do her own thing.”

				Reluctantly I let Oliver pull me into the fray, allowing myself to just go with things for once. We, along with the rest of the group, moved around the fire, dancing to the rhythm of the music. 

			

			
				Most of the students wore Venetian masks, and their reflective surfaces twinkled under the light of the fire. 

				As the darkness crept up on us, the air felt heavy and the shadows along the edges of the woods seemed to sway. A haze moved from the dark corners of the clearing towards the gathered crowd. As it got closer, it shifted and separated. 

				I almost yelped when I realized what I was seeing. Spectral beings took shape along the edges of the group and began to weave around the fire with us.

				“Ghosts?” I asked Oliver. “Are we really dancing alongside ghosts?”

				Oliver looked unimpressed. “That surprises you?” he said, his eyes scouring the crowd—probably still looking for Rodrigo. It was hard to tell who was who when everyone wore disguises.

				“A little,” I said. I couldn’t help but squeal when one of the ghosts moved through me. My skin felt cold and clammy.

				Oliver stopped searching the crowd to give me a look. “You’re a scary, bad-ass vampire who solves crimes and offs people for a living—”

				“I don’t off people.”

				“—but throw a couple of ghosts into the mix and you squeal like a baby.”

				“Listen fairy boy . . .” My voice died away as I caught sight of the fire. A form flickered within the flames.

			

			
				I came to a stop on the makeshift dance floor. It had to be my eyes playing tricks on me. That or Samhain was messing with reality. 

				Someone bumped into me and pressed a piece of paper into my hand. I glanced up at the individual, but between the masks, the moving bodies, and the disorienting play of light and shadow, I couldn’t tell who’d slipped me the paper.

				I moved to the edges of the dance floor and unfolded the note.

				


				Come to the Braaid. That is where your friend and your future wait.

				


				Oliver extricated himself from the crowd of dancers and came over to me. “What are you doing?” he asked from over my shoulder. 

				I glanced up from the note. “Where’s Leanne?” I asked him. I couldn’t keep the tremors out of my voice. 

				Oliver shrugged. “Beats me. Probably making out with some seer dude she has the hots for.”

				“I don’t think so.” I handed him the note, and watched as he read it over. “We both know she’s been foreseeing some weird stuff, and I haven’t seen her since we arrived. Now I think . . . I think someone may have kidnapped her.” Saying the thought out loud made it sound all the more ridiculous, but I couldn’t argue with the facts—Leanne had been acting strange lately and the letter looked a whole lot like a ransom note.

			

			
				He looked up from the slip of paper. “How do you know the note’s referring to her?”

				“I don’t, but seeing as I can count my friends on a single hand, and considering that you’re here and she’s been foreseeing some disturbing stuff, I think it’s a pretty solid assumption.”

				“Point made.” Oliver pulled his cell phone out of his little Speedo, making me cringe, and dialed Leanne. 

				We stood in silence as the rings changed to her voicemail. Oliver ended the call before we could leave a message. “She probably just didn’t hear her phone,” he said.

				I caught Oliver’s gaze. “Do you really think that?” I asked, my voice hushed.

				He stared into my eyes before glancing away. “No. I think she’s in trouble.”

				I thought over the nightmares, the long silences, the Last Rites she’d uttered. What she had seen had been haunting her.

				I cursed. “I think whatever she saw convinced her that she’s going to die.”

				Oliver nodded, looking as serious as I’d ever seen him. 

				“And this has something to do with me,” I added. The letter hinted at it, but between it, the murders, and the devil’s earlier promise to find me this evening, I knew in my bones that I was part of the reason.

			

			
				“You know what this means,” Oliver said. “We’re going to have to save her ass.”

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 20

				“Should we wait for your honey pie?” Oliver asked as I searched the party for one particular person. I made a face at the endearment.

				“I don’t think we’ll have to wait,” I said, pulling out my phone and checking the time. “He should be here any minute. When he gets here, I’ll ask him to come with us to the Braaid.” It was the one place I was supposed to avoid tonight, but now that Leanne had gone missing, my guess was that it was just the place I’d find her.

				“He’s not going to like that,” Oliver said.

				I slipped my phone back in my pocket. “An angry vampire is the least of my concerns.” The fact that I could honestly say that greatly disturbed me. “How about Rodrigo?” I asked.

				Oliver sighed. “I haven’t been able to find him. I’ll just send him a text that something came up. He’ll live.” But Leanne might not. The sentence lingered in the air, unspoken but still heard. 

			

			
				“I need to speak to Caleb for a second,” I said. 

				I watched the dancers twist and turn alongside the ghosts. The colors blended together as people moved. Amongst the bright colors I caught sight of a head of gold, curly hair. That head of hair could only belong to Caleb. 

				I darted through the packed crowd of partygoers, never losing sight of the blond locks. When I was within reaching distance, I grabbed Caleb’s arm.

				He turned around and lifted his mask. “Hey,” he said, grinning, “just the lady I hoped to run into.” 

				He eyed my outfit, and for the millionth time I wished I couldn’t smell or hear so well. Not even all the swirling scents and noise could cover up Caleb’s reaction. Knowing that I turned him on made it so much harder to act normal around him. “Want to dance?” he asked.

				“Caleb, Leanne’s gone missing.”

				His expression turned serious. He glanced around at all the masked students. “Are you sure about that? She probably just stepped away for a little bit or you missed her in the crowd. There’s a lot of people—”

				I thrust the slip of paper I received into Caleb’s hand. “This note was given to me just a few minutes ago.”

				“Who gave it to you?” Caleb asked, his eyes glancing down at the paper.

			

			
				“I don’t know, I didn’t see them.”

				Caleb read over the message, a frown spreading across his face. He looked up. “Did she get kidnapped?”

				“I think so.”

				He looked back down at the paper. “What do they want in return for her?”

				“Me.”

				He furrowed his brows. “What?”

				I pulled Caleb to the edges of the party. “The serial killer is a demon.”

				Caleb nodded. “The Politia informed me.” Caleb’s expression brightened. “Which means that the vampire truce won’t dissolve and you can start working again.”

				“Caleb, that’s not the point. I’m supposed to be the next victim,” Caleb gave me a strange look when I said that. I guess even supernaturals normally weren’t aware of exactly when and how they were supposed to die. 

				Caleb rubbed his temples. “Okay, what can I do to help stop that from happening?”

				I almost sagged against him in relief. “The murder is supposed to take place at the Braaid—it’s a stone circle, located between here and Douglas,” I explained. Considering how much he and I goofed off in our history class, I figured he might need the extra information.

				He nodded. “I’ve heard of it.”

			

			
				“Can you call the Politia and see if they can send over as many people as possible?”

				“Sure, I can do that. Err . . . you wouldn’t happen to know when this murder is supposed to happen, would you?”

				“No clue, but I think we should assume it will happen sooner rather than later.”

				Behind him a figure emerged from the darkness. The light of the distant fire illuminated the dangerous planes of his face and the wicked glint of his eyes. Sometimes I forgot just how terrifying Andre was. And then times like this reminded me that he was a being that hunted humans.

				“I got to go,” I said.

				Caleb glanced over his shoulder to see what I was staring at. He groaned. “Not him.” He turned back to me. “Promise me you’ll be safe.”

				I gave him a sad smile. “You know I can’t make that promise.”

				His eyes wandered to my lips. “If I kissed you . . .”

				I laughed. “Then I’d have to worry about your safety.”

				My gaze flicked back to Andre. He’d stopped walking, and he watched Caleb and me with narrowed eyes. “I really do have to go.”

				“I’ll see you at the stone circle,” Caleb said.

				“Thanks again, Caleb.”

				He nodded and watched me as I left.

				Those standing on the outer edges of the party whispered to each other as they caught sight of Andre. 

			

			
				I walked up to him, his face all hardened edges. I couldn’t tell whether Samhain brought out Andre’s darker side, or whether Caleb did. “I notice the shapeshifter still likes you as much as ever.” Okay, so Caleb brought out the worst in Andre.

				“First, his name is Caleb. Second, I was asking for his help, and third, jealousy is not an attractive feature in a guy.”

				His eyes flicked to mine. “I am not jealous of a boy. Merely protective of what is mine.”

				My hand itched with the need to smack the chauvinism out of Andre. Instead I tried a couple breathing techniques until I could control what I said and did.

				“Leanne’s been taken, and she’s being held at the Braaid.” The words came out a lot more raw than I meant them to. “I have to go save her, and I need you there with me. You know all about human nature, the supernatural world, and the devil. If anyone could help me rescue my friend, it’d be you.” 

				“Gabrielle, no.” Andre’s eyes looked sad, but he didn’t sound moved by my speech. At all. 

				“Please Andre. You know more about this world than I do. Oliver and I can go there alone, but I don’t know how we’ll save her.”

				Andre took my hand, threading his fingers through mine. I thought this was a good sign until he spoke. “I’m not just refusing to come along,” he said, “I’m refusing to let you go.”

			

			
				Suddenly his grip felt like a vise.

				“Leanne is only there because of me,” I said.

				“All the more reason why you should not go. It’s a trap, and you know it.” The grim set of his face didn’t reassure me. It looked as though he was steeling himself for any reaction of mine that might try to convince him.

				“Andre, whoever’s taken her will probably kill her if I don’t show up.”

				“How about you and I go to Bishopcourt for the evening, and I send out some of my men to save her.”

				“No,” I said stubbornly. I needed to show up at the Braaid if only to give off the appearance that I was coming to barter myself for my friend. No kidnapper with any sense would give up their hostage without believing their demands had been met. They’d lose their leverage if they did so.

				Andre’s face darkened. “That wasn’t actually a question. That’s the best offer you’re going to get from me.”

				I tugged against the hand that held mine. Rather than loosening his grip, it tightened. The muscle in Andre’s cheek jumped. Uh oh. 

				I could already see exactly where this entire exchange was going. And this felt a whole lot like that night at Bishopcourt, when Andre refused to let me risk my life to save Caleb’s. It was happening all over again.

			

			
				“Hey G, should we just take a taxi?” Oliver shouted from down the street, where he leaned against one. Even from here I could see his eyes widen when he noticed just who I was talking to. 

				“You were going to leave without me?” Andre asked. The lethally calm tone in his voice and the fact that his jaw kept clenching and unclenching were not good signs.

				I wasn’t planning on leaving without him, although now that I thought about it, if I did, he’d follow me to the Braaid. It was actually not a bad plan. 

				I stepped back, and that’s when Andre snapped.

				He grabbed me and threw me over his shoulder, my least favorite place to be. “Andre, put me down!” I pushed against him and noticed with some satisfaction that now he actually had to put in some effort to keep his hold on me.

				“I am not going to let you get yourself killed,” he said. “Especially not because of some half-baked idea you have about saving your friend.”

				I was beginning to see red. But I never got the chance to use my siren abilities on him. From the edges of the crowd, a really, really big creature slammed into us. 

				I toppled out of Andre’s arms as he and the creature hit the ground. I crawled out of the way while the two rolled around on the grass, slamming fists into each other.

				“Don’t touch her!” the creature ground out. Based on the costume that hung in tatters across its body, I knew the thing was Caleb in disguise.

			

			
				But it fooled everyone else.

				“Goblin!” someone screamed. More screams accompanied it and the music died off. Students began running in all directions.

				I didn’t waste the distraction. I pulled myself up off the ground and bolted for the taxi Oliver still stood in front of. Oliver saw me running and slid in. I followed behind him.

				“You always seem to know just how to ruin a perfectly good party,” he said.

				“Shut up.” To the taxi driver I said, “Can you take us to the Braaid?” I glanced out the window. Andre, who had already managed to shake off a now dazed-looking Caleb, stalked over to us. Ho, did he look pissed. “Uh, and if you want to keep all the doors on your taxi, I’d suggest flooring it now,” I added. 

				The driver didn’t waste another second; the car shot forward and, after dodging a few students who’d darted across the street, we took off into the night.

				Guilt sucker punched me in the gut. I knew what I was doing was stupid and dangerous, but I couldn’t leave my friend. Andre would understand. 

				At least I hoped he would.

				***


				“I still cannot believe you managed to provoke Andre into taking you hostage. Not to mention riling up Caleb so much that he shifted into a goblin,” Oliver said after we paid the driver and got out of the car.

			

			
				“Can we please stop talking about it?” I asked, smoothing out my costume. I rubbed my arms. Without a large bonfire to warm my skin, I was quickly getting chilled.

				“Oh boy, once Andre arrives to rescue your ass, things are not going to be pretty.” Oliver readjusted his leaves, completely at ease in the cold weather. 

				“Well, he’s just going to have to learn about anger management then.” My words didn’t contain a lot of righteous indignation in them like they once might’ve. After all, Andre had been sticking his neck out for me this whole time. And this was how I repaid him. Tricking him into coming here.

				Oliver snickered. “I don’t think it works that way with the king of vampires.”

				Up ahead of us I could make out the Braaid. It seemed to glow from within, as though the magic of this evening brought out its otherworldliness.

				Out here the night was eerily silent and devoid of artificial light.

				Next to me Oliver reached down into his crotch and pulled a tiny metal device out of his costume. “Flashlight,” he said, holding it up triumphantly.

				“Ugh, Oliver, seriously? You stashed that thing in your crotch?” He was like Mary Poppins tonight with that costume of his. First the cellphone, now the flashlight.

			

			
				“I also have my ID and keys in here,” he said.

				“No wonder your junk looks so large and lumpy.”

				Oliver’s eyes thinned. “My junk always looks this big.”

				“Uh huh.”

				“Several men can vouch for me.”

				Too. Much. Information. I ignored him and instead strained my eyes toward the Braaid, which was still a ways away, trying to see if Leanne was nearby. I could hear a faint heartbeat in the distance, but I had no idea whether that was Leanne’s or someone else’s.

				Behind us I could hear the engines of several cars. If I had to guess, I’d say that Andre, Caleb, and the Politia were arriving. That was faster than I expected.

				“C’mon Oliver. Let’s not linger.” I grabbed his hand and we began moving towards the stone circle. 

				“Remind me to stick around you during all important events,” Oliver said. “They never disappoint.” 

				I heard the sound of a roaring engine shut off. Andre had wasted no time getting here.

				“Gabrielle!” The anger in that voice could freeze hell over.

				“Well, there’s your honey pie,” Oliver said a little too gleefully.

				I looked over my shoulder in time to see Andre slam his car door shut. If Andre tried to throw me over his shoulder again, then I only had a few short minutes.

				Using that logic, I began running towards the Braaid. “Hey!” Oliver said. “Gabrielle, wait up!” Rather than listening, I ran fast. If Oliver could catch up to me, then Andre surely could.

			

			
				In front of me the Braaid grew larger as I closed the distance between it and myself. The inside of the circle glowed brighter than its surroundings. A white shimmering form came into focus ahead of me. Leanne.

				She’d been laid out in the shape of the cross in the middle of the field. In her white and gold costume she looked angelic—and possibly dead. 

				“Leanne!” I screamed. She didn’t move.

				Footsteps pounded behind me in the distance, and I pushed my legs to run even faster than before.

				It wasn’t fast enough.

				Hands wrapped around my torso and lifted me off my feet. 

				“Let me go!” I thrashed against the man holding me.

				“Gabrielle,” Andre said, his voice so much gentler than it had been a minute ago, “It’s a trap.” 

				I stopped fighting him. I knew the truth when I heard it, but I was still in denial. “No,” I said against his chest, where he pressed me to him. 

				Andre brushed my hair back. “It is. It’s not even a very brilliant one.”

				“But what about Leanne?”

				The shadows long Andre’s face seemed to deepen. “You’re going to have to let someone else get her.”

				I slumped against Andre and bowed my head. “But they might die.”

			

			
				He pulled me tighter against him. “That’s true.”

				I laughed in spite of my dark mood. “Can’t you just lie to me about something like that?”

				“Not to you, no.”

				I glanced over at Leanne; from here I could hear the sluggish beat of her heart. The sound brought on a new wave of despair. “Why can’t I just grab her? I’m harder to kill than most other people here.”

				“For the same reason that I won’t go in there to grab her. We may be hard to kill, but if we die, we’re going to hell.”

				The pounding footfalls got louder as the supernatural officers closed the distance between us.

				“Sheesh,” Oliver said, coming to a stop next to us. He bent over his legs, panting heavily. “Ever heard of waiting up, Gabrielle?” His gaze passed over the vampire holding me. “Hey Andre. Looking sexy, as usual.”

				From the corner of my eye, I saw one of Andre’s sculpted eyebrows rise. He nodded, his eyes taking in Oliver’s costume. “Oliver, good to see you.” I thought it took a lot of self-restraint on Andre’s part to not mention Oliver’s costume.

				The other officers fanned out around us. Among them I saw Caleb, who now sported a black eye. He grinned at me, though it wilted a little when he saw who held me. I reminded myself to thank him later for the back up.

				Chief Constable Morgan pushed through the crowd. “Andre, Gabrielle, what . . .” His voice died away as his caught sight of Leanne. “Dear God.”

			

			
				“Oh, that’s not the work of God,” Oliver said. I gave him a look that told him to be quiet.

				“Is she dead?” one of the officers asked.

				“Not dead, just unconscious,” Andre said. He stood up and pulled me to my feet.

				The officers eyed the Braaid, probably noticing its strange properties. 

				“Okay officers, we need to retrieve the girl and get her medical attention,” the chief constable finally said. Even he sounded reluctant to cross the stone circle.

				“If you value your life, I would advise against going in,” Andre said.

				“You think I’m unaware of what’s at stake here?” Chief Constable Morgan said. The tension between the two men was palpable. “As officers it’s our duty to put the needs of the innocent before our own.”

				I tensed as Andre went rigid next to me. Maybe Samhain did bring out the worst in Andre; this evening his temper was shorter than usual.

				The ground began to quiver beneath my feet. At first the sensation was slight, as though the earth had shivered. But rather than ebbing away, the tremors built on themselves.

				A shriek howled along the wind, the decibel increasing along with the quaking ground. 

				Andre grabbed my hand. “We need to leave. Now.”

				I stood frozen, transfixed by the events unfolding. “I think it might be too late.” The devil knew I was here.

			

			
				The howl built on itself until I could no longer tell whether the noise came from inside or outside my head. 

				The earth bucked underneath me, and my hand slipped from Andre’s as the ground threw me forward against one of the standing stones. I bit my lip as I hit the rock and winced at the metallic tang of blood. 

				“Gabrielle!” Andre choked on my name. 

				The boulder in front of me was smeared with my blood. I hoisted myself to my feet and glanced over at Andre. He stared at me, the expression he wore so unusual on him that it took me a moment to place it. 

				Horror.

				My eyes roved over the group. Most wore various versions of that same expression. No one moved. Even the ground had stilled. 

				“What?” I asked, touching the tips of my fingers to my lip. Blood seeped onto my fingers. I must’ve cut myself with a fang. A single drop formed along the underside of my fingers and dripped. 

				The previously frozen crowd now erupted into chaos. They screamed, pushed, and flailed, all eyes trained on the droplet of my blood. The only one not participating was Andre. He stood still, watching me with a hollow look in his eyes. He knew something the others didn’t. 

				The drop of blood hit the ground, and the sky opened up.

			

			
				Overhead, a bolt of lightning crashed to the earth inside the circle, going straight through Leanne. I screamed at the sight of her body consumed by the bolt. Then the light brightened until it blinded me. 

				The heavens screamed, thunder cracked, and the earth shook once more. I clutched the standing stone and waited for the unnatural storm to pass. 

				The ground steadied itself once more, the sound of thunder died away, and the bolt of lightning winked out. 

				Leanne’s body had vanished, and in its place stood a familiar form.

				The devil. 

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 21

				Power crackled off of him. Unlike all the previous times I’d seen the man in the suit, tonight he felt . . . real.

				His dark hair, chiseled features, tan skin, and almond-shaped eyes should’ve made him achingly handsome. Instead they made my skin crawl. Such deceptive beauty.

				Consort, the wind whispered in my ear.

				His gaze passed over the group, his eyes glittering with interest. “A welcome party and a blood sacrifice. I couldn’t have asked for more.” 

				Fear rolled off the men and women who stood behind me. In that instant I regretted all those years that I had wished for others to see the man in the suit. No one deserved that kind of fear, and no one could save me from him. 

				His eyes came to rest on me. “Ah, lovely Gabrielle. Just the woman I wanted to see. You and I are going on a little trip this evening.”

			

			
				From the corner of my eye, I saw a number of officers shift nervously, probably debating what they should do.

				“What did you do to my roommate?” I asked.

				He took slow, measured steps forward. “She’s fine . . . for now.”

				Somehow I seriously doubted that.

				“You can save her life, if you come with me.”

				Andre made his way through the group and stopped just behind me. I wondered why he didn’t try to come any closer. 

				“She’s not going anywhere,” Andre said. Normally his bossy nature pissed me off, but right now I appreciated it so much.

				The devil raised his eyebrows, his mouth curving up into what might pass for a smile. “Andre de Leon. My, my, it’s been some time. You don’t look a day over four hundred.”

				“Leave now, Lucifer. No one here will agree to your terms.” Relief flooded through me at the confidence in Andre’s voice. 

				The devil took another few steps forward. “I don’t think you’re in the position to make demands. You are outside an active circle. Gabrielle is not. You cannot enter and she cannot exit until the circle is broken.”

				My head whipped around to face Andre. “Is that true?”

			

			
				Andre’s eyes shot daggers at the man in the suit. He said nothing, which I took to mean yes. 

				Perfect.

				***


				I thought back to the séance I went to with Adam and Leanne. The medium had drawn a circle to keep herself and any spirits she called within it. She’d then activated it, and at some point, once all the students had left the room, she must’ve broken it to let herself out.

				The thought gave me an idea. “Can I break the circle myself?” I asked Andre, still keeping my eyes trained on the devil. He’d taken another couple of steps forward. 

				“No, you didn’t draw the circle, you merely provided the blood that sealed it.”

				I rubbed my temples. This was one of those moments where I really wished I knew more about how this world worked. 

				I let my hand drop away. Ahead of me the devil smiled, victorious. 

				A shiver passed through me at that smile. It was only now that it hit me: I was stuck in an enclosed space with the devil. That’s right. Evil incarnate. 

				That’s about when I lost it.

				“Fuuuuuuuck!” I turned to run through the edge of the circle, but I ran into a solid—albeit invisible—wall. I pounded a fist against the invisible barrier, beyond caring that my actions were perhaps less than heroic. 

			

			
				When I saw the bloody tear trickle down Andre’s face, and the translucent tears in Caleb and Oliver’s eyes, I knew it was over.

				I rested my forearms against the wall of the circle and bent my head, slowing down my ragged breathing. Tonight I was probably going to die, and I was probably going to lose my soul. And there was nothing anyone could do about it. Leanne had told me about as much.

				Leanne. Her name reminded me that I could still do something. I could try to save her if she wasn’t already gone. And she might not be gone, though I couldn’t depend on the devil’s word for that.

				I straightened up. “I’m sorry,” I said to Andre. 

				He came up to the other side of the circle and placed his hand on his side of the barrier. “Don’t apologize to me. You are not going to die tonight.”

				No, if the poem Cecilia sent me was anything to go by, it was much worse than that. Tonight I’d lose my soul.

				***


				“Touching, but we don’t have all evening.” The devil’s hand touched my shoulder and I almost died of fright. My fangs came out and I was too scared to worry about sheathing them.

				I pushed his hand off of me and backed up. “I’m not going anywhere with you,” I said.

			

			
				His lips curved into a menacing smile. “You don’t really get a choice.”

				He stalked forward even as I continued to move away from him, and he closed the distance between us in record time. Andre yelled something, but I was too focused on the being in front of me to listen.

				The devil snapped his fingers and the world stood still; every blade of graze, every person, and every creature save for the devil and I froze in place. 

				“What have you done?” I cried, gazing at all the officers, Andre, and Oliver, all who stood immobile.

				“They’re fine. As soon as we leave, time will resume as usual. To them it will seem as though it never stopped to begin with.”

				The devil wrapped a hand around my wrist and jerked me forward so that I collided with him. My body recoiled at the sensation of being pressed this close to him, but the contact produced some useful information. The skin beneath his shirt felt solid, warm even. Tonight, the devil was a thing of flesh and blood.

				Now was the time to use my siren abilities. Considering how scared I was, I thought it would be difficult to coax the monster to the surface. I should’ve known the siren in me was made of darker stuff. The mere thought of using my abilities brought them forth. My skin began to glow as power rushed over me.

				“Break the circle and let me go,” I said, my voice lilting. 

				One side of the devil’s mouth curved upwards. “You can put out the light show. That doesn’t work on me.”

			

			
				My skin dimmed. Of course it didn’t work on the devil. He might be corporeal tonight, but he wasn’t human. I could smell as much; the cloying smell of blood and brimstone had tickled my nose since he appeared.

				“Say goodbye to your friends.” But the devil wasn’t known as a trickster for nothing. Before I had a chance to push away or reply, my surroundings winked out.

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 22

				Catacombs. The subterranean passageway I found myself in had been lined with human bones, reminding me of Peel’s hall of skulls. Unlike Peel Castle’s hall, however, leg and arm bones rested alongside skulls; wherever we were, it wasn’t beneath my school. 

				“Where are we?” I asked, looking around. The flickering torchlight cast my surroundings in shades of orange.

				The man in the suit wrapped a hand around my upper arm and yanked me forward. His touch made my stomach roil. I’d never really thought of evil as a physical sensation, but it was. I could feel it press against me, triggering the same physiological response that guilt might. It was the kind of unease that made me feel dirty from the inside out. 

				“You wanted to know if your friend was okay. I’m taking you to her to show you that she’s fine.” 

			

			
				The devil’s voice had an exotic roll to it. Something about the cadence reminded me that once upon a time my ancestors danced around campfires and prayed to him.

				I shook my head. Being around him was not good for my sanity. Whether it was Samhain, or just hanging around beings that were not of my world, my senses were off.

				Next to me the man in the suit hummed. That had to be a very, very bad sign.

				We wound down an extensive series of hallways mostly in silence. I had expected a lot of things when it came to hanging out with the devil, but quietly walking next to him was not one of them.

				It also gave me hope. Perhaps if I bided my time, the devil would have to let me go before he could get what he wanted.

				Somehow I just didn’t see that happening.

				The halls we walked down began to brighten. We rounded the corner of the passageway and the room opened up.

				My eyes widened. We’d entered a cathedral made entirely of bones. Above me hung a skeletal chandelier, and beyond it the walls were composed of thousands of leg and arm bones. Some sick interior designer had even gone to the trouble of creating arching patterns along the walls and ceiling for aesthetic appeal.

				“There she is.” The devil pointed across the cathedral. Leanne rested on top of a bone altar. He skin looked translucent, and for one horrible instant I thought she might be dead. But the subtle rise and fall of her chest alerted me that she was merely unconscious. 

			

			
				I lunged toward her, but the man in the suit pulled me back. “Ah, ah, ah. She’s not going to wake up until our evening’s over. And whether she wakes up is entirely up to you.”

				I gave him a not-so-nice look. What he meant was that she’d only wake up if I gave him my soul. 

				His eyes sparkled with unholy light. He thinks he’s already won. From the surety in his eyes, I was surprised he hadn’t already demanded that I trade my soul for her life. Why would he need a whole evening to convince me?

				“You have to give me your word that she’ll be safe.”

				“You don’t trust me?” 

				I gave him an incredulous look. “You’re the devil. Your reputation precedes you.”

				He turned from me and made an announcement to the deserted cathedral. “Hear me one and all.” 

				I glanced around. Who was he talking to? There was no one in the room. However, as my gaze scoured the unholy church, I began to second guess that assumption. 

				The shadows moved. At first I assumed the torchlight was responsible for the movement, but a closer inspection revealed something more insidious: the shadows moved independently.

			

			
				“What are those things?”

				Though his head didn’t move, the devil’s eyes flicked to me. “My minions.” He managed to say that with a straight face. He also managed to not answer my question at all. I was sort of hoping for an answer along the lines of shadows, people, demons, or damned souls. I held my tongue, however, so that the man in the suit could finish his speech.

				“No one is to lay a finger on the girl—”

				Well, I held my tongue for a little bit at least. “Leanne,” I clarified, “the girl resting on the altar right there.” I pointed to my friend.

				The devil flashed me a dark look. “That’s what I was saying.”

				I shook my head. “No. You said girl, but that could mean me or Leanne.”

				The sly grin that spread across the devil’s mouth unnerved me. He’d been deliberately vague, and the fact that my clarification only managed to amuse him was not comforting. He glanced back at the room of shadows. “You are not to lay a finger on Leanne, the girl on the altar.”

				“Or hurt her in any other manner, including both physical and mental harm,” I added.

				Now the devil looked displeased. “You forget your place, consort.” The name he used froze the blood in my veins. “It is you who are my prisoner; you have no power here.” 

				His eyes dropped from my face, down my body, and back up. The sensation felt a whole lot like bugs crawling along my skin. If I made it out alive, I was going to need at least five showers before I felt better. “However, I will entertain your demands . . . for now.”

			

			
				He turned and repeated my addendum to his minions. The shadows seemed to shudder. I guess it was tough for the minions of hell to hold themselves back from maiming humans.

				The devil took my hand, and unease oozed through me. “It’s time to go,” he said.

				I twisted my head to face him. “Go where?” 

				“My home.”

				I swallowed. I knew exactly where he meant. Hell.

				***


				One moment we stood in the cathedral, the next we were in the woods. This was hell? That couldn’t be right. 

				Around us the land remained eerily silent. Nothing moved, nothing breathed. The animals that should’ve made this place their home were gone. 

				But as we walked through the woods, I noticed the sound of wood creaking. My eyes followed the sound, and I watched, transfixed, as the trees bent away from us. I looked over my shoulder and saw that they straightened as soon as we passed. They couldn’t move, but they did what they could to keep as much distance between them and the devil as possible.

				The woods opened up, revealing a large stone castle, and beyond it, a lake. “That’s your house?” I asked. I found it hard to believe that the devil actually had a house or, for that matter, the down time and desire needed to enjoy a home.

			

			
				“You are surprised?”

				“A bit.” That was an understatement. 

				Next to me the devil strolled. So far he’d been nothing like I’d imagined he’d be since he took me. Well, that’s not entirely true. Deceptive? Yes. Interested in my immortal soul? Yes. But the whole evil incarnate business? I hadn’t seen as much of that as I would’ve thought. And he seemed interested in . . . physical things, for lack of a better word. I’d never heard of the devil actually being interested in women or real estate. Then again, I wasn’t exactly well versed on the devil.

				However, I could say that my modern take on the devil had got something wrong about him. He wasn’t just the embodiment of evil. He was also Loki, Hades—all those mischievous, pagan gods that had human needs and material desires. 

				People forgot that the devil could blend in. He knew about humanity, about what drove human desires, and he had some of his own. Just like Andre, he was more. But where Andre had 700 years to become the way he was, the devil had infinitely longer.

				“Where are we?” I asked, thinking that the surroundings seemed of this world. We’d traveled to different locations, but I couldn’t tell if we’d traveled to different worlds. 

			

			
				“You keep asking that. We’re at my home.”

				I didn’t know why I bothered with the questions. I wouldn’t believe the devil if he were to give me a straight answer anyway.

				Gargoyles perched along the roofline, and the faces of horned beasts had been carved in between stone archways.

				“See those windows?” he asked, pointing to the diamond-shaped panes of glass set into the stone of the house. “Those were hand-blown by the Menace of Cerlina. And the door, hand carved by a cannibal.” 

				Oh goody, his house had cursed history. He went on to tell me that the stone had been quarried from Elizabeth Bathory’s house, the wrought iron knockers were taken from the palace of an Ottoman sultan.

				But the inside of the castle was so much worse. 

				***


				“Do you like it?” he asked.

				I gurgled out a nonresponse. 

				I was going to die tonight; I was going to lose my soul. Forget that I thought the devil was complicated. There was nothing complicated about what I was seeing.

				Maps made of skin lined the walls. Portraits of infamous rulers and renderings of the devil hung beside them. The dining room table, held up by bloodied, wooden posts, looked like it was once used to draw and quarter someone. Everything in the house must’ve had some dark history to it. 

			

			
				Being in the house made my last encounter with death seem like child’s play. When I’d faced off Theodore, I was terrified. But this, the unnatural horror that clung to each cursed item, the horror that surrounded the devil and seemed to embrace me, made me realize that fear paled in comparison to the dread that now seeped to my bones. 

				I shivered.

				“Are you cold?”

				“No!” I said, a little too quickly. I’d freeze to death before I warmed myself with a coat or blanket provided by the devil.

				The man in the suit led me through his house until we came to a stop in a living room. A fire burned in the hearth, but no warmth emanated from it.

				“Gabrielle.” My gaze left the fire and met the devil’s. I suppressed another shiver. He was corporeal at the moment, his hands warm and solid when he touched me, yet he wasn’t human. The face that stared back at me seemed to be animated by something else. 

				“Why are you being nice to me?” I asked him.

				“So many, many questions.” He sighed a long-suffering sigh. “Since when have I ever been cruel to you?”

				“How about when you had me believing I was insane because only I could see you?”

				“Need I remind you of the man you date? Hundreds of vampires gone in an instant, all thanks to that anger of his. I believe I’ve been quite nice in comparison.” 

			

			
				Hundreds gone. Damned. That number made me feel sick to my stomach. My soulmate had massacred his own people that night at Bishopcourt. But even so, there was still a huge, huge difference between him and the being in front of me.

				“You’ve managed to scare me every single time you’ve visited,” I said. Why was I even continuing to discuss this subject?

				He shrugged. “That I cannot help. I am not of your world. You find the way I communicate across worlds frightening.”

				I forced myself to take another look around his house. His being nice was a ruse. I knew that with almost absolute certainty. The proof surrounded me. He was known as a deceiver, and what better way to get what he wanted than to appeal to my humanity. 

				“I brought you here tonight to extend you an offer,” he continued. My heart sped up at his words. “You give me your soul willingly and you will receive the highest honor I can bestow upon anyone.”

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 23

				My entire body tingled at his words, or maybe it was being in that house and in his presence for so long. Whatever it was, it felt as though it was killing me slowly.

				It took effort to focus on his offer. It was vague, which meant that it was probably exceedingly unfair.

				I cocked my head to the side. “Why do you want my soul so badly?” I asked the man in the suit. I narrowed my eyes on him. Not that I expected to receive an honest answer. Out of everything I’d learned about him, the only thing that I knew for sure was his own treachery. “Once I become a vampire, you’ll get my soul then.”

				“You misunderstand me Gabrielle. I am offering you a place by my side.”

				I laughed at that, and I swear I saw hellfire burn within his eyes. 

			

			
				“You scorn my offer?” His tone was so casual that I almost thought he’d shrug and move on to some other subject. But something about the set of his face alerted me that I’d entered very dangerous waters.

				“Not at all. I’m just having a hard time believing that you would share your hard earned position as the leader of the damned with anyone, let alone me.” I wasn’t having a hard time believing it; I just plain didn’t believe it. 

				He ran a finger down my chest, stopping it only once it rested in the valley between my breasts. “You are much sharper than I expected,”—gee thanks—“but here I do think you’ve misinterpreted my intentions. I am not going to share my power with you, but you will not be a prisoner of hell. You will be my consort.”

				I wanted to disbelieve his offer completely; I knew that’s what I should do. But it was the name I’d heard whispered for the past week that gave me pause. I’d been called the devil’s consort by other entities. Perhaps this was a genuine proposition.

				I wandered over to a chaise with a suspicious stain on it to sit and think. Behind me the devil paced, the click of his heels jarring. 

				My skin prickled. The room was unnaturally cold, as though something as intangible as happiness had been sucked from the space.

				I rubbed my arms and thought over the devil’s offer. Being a vampire meant that my soul would be damned—if it wasn’t already. And that meant a one-way ticket to hell. Only I wouldn’t be free; I’d be a prisoner. 

			

			
				If I agreed to the devil’s proposition, then the afterlife wouldn’t be as bad as the alternative. It would also mean that Leanne would live—if the devil spoke the truth. I doubted he did.

				I thought of Leanne, poor, doomed Leanne. She’d made me swear to not give up my soul, not even if someone’s life was at stake. I hadn’t put the pieces together; I hadn’t realized that the someone she was talking about was herself. 

				I glanced at the red-brown stain on the chair. Choosing to be with the devil meant that I’d willingly choose this, this corruption of the soul. That I couldn’t do.

				“No,” I said, making my decision.

				The devil’s footsteps stopped clacking against the marble floor. There was something ominous about the silence that followed.

				He turned on the balls of his feet, the soles of his Italian leather shoes screeching against the tile. The worst part of the silence was that he didn’t break it. His eyes bore into mine, but his hands stayed clasped behind his back and his legs were rooted firmly in place.

				“No,” I repeated, ill at ease with the silence. The room seemed to swallow the sound.

				“Come to me,” he finally said. 

				I didn’t move, partially because I hated taking orders and partially because I knew that getting any closer to him couldn’t lead to anything good.

			

			
			

			
				Tremors began to rack my legs, moving upwards until my entire body shook. 

				“Come to me,” he repeated, his voice as calm as ever.

				My teeth chattered from my trembling body. “No,” I managed to get out.

				He sighed, as though I were a kid having a tantrum. He held out his hand and flicked his fingers.

				My legs began moving of their own accord. I fought for control of my limbs, but I only succeeded in making my steps more halting and clumsy. I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from screaming from the sensation. In jerky steps I’d crossed the room until I stood in front of him. 

				“Was that really so hard?” he asked. 

				An angry tear slipped out of my cheek. He focused on it. “You’re crying. Here, let me.” He reached up, but rather than wiping away the tear, he backhanded me. 

				My head snapped back, my knees gave out, and I crumpled to the ground.

				“You are being ridiculous. You will agree to my terms,” he insisted. He didn’t sound even mildly upset. Like all he was trying to do was slap some sense into me. 

				I rubbed my burning cheek. “I refuse your offer.”

				He kicked me in the gut and I screamed. That brought a smile to his face. “How I enjoy a good lover’s quarrel.” He kicked me again, the pain lacerating my body and bringing tears to my eyes.

			

			
				“I’m not your lover,” I said around the pain.

				“Oh really? Then what, exactly, do you think we were doing that night we were together?”

				I didn’t breathe. Where a minute ago I felt cold, now I felt hot, as though I were burning up from the inside out. That couldn’t be true, just like all the other lies he’d told me.

				But he does tell the truth sometimes, a small voice inside me whispered.

				“Oh, I do wish you could remember,” he said. “Then again, what’s one night when we have many more ahead of us?”

				No, I refused to believe it. Some things were too disturbing to even consider.

				“I won’t agree to what you’ve asked of me.”

				The devil crouched down next to me. A small smile played along his lips; to him I was amusing. He threaded his fingers through my hair and slammed my head into the ground. The marble beneath my head cracked, and I felt a warm wetness pool beneath my head. 

				If he were anyone else, I would’ve fought for my life. However, this was the devil. Violence would only beget more violence. And in that arena, I was hopelessly outgunned.

				“You know the great thing about being a vampire?” he said conversationally. “You can withstand immense injuries and heal yourself.” Even as he said this, I felt the torn skin of my skull stitch itself back together. “But that doesn’t prevent you from feeling pain.” 

			

			
				To emphasize his point, he slammed my head against the ground again, cracking the marble floors further. 

				“You do realize this is my day job?” he said. “I know just how much psychological and physical trauma will break a person.”

				He moved his hand from my hair to cup my jaw. He squeezed it to the point of pain. “I know exactly how to torture you to agree to my terms. The only reason I have not cut out your tongue, smashed in your eyes, and disemboweled you—just to name a few—is that I’d prefer that you are not under duress. But that is my preference, not a rule I have to abide by.” 

				I guess smashing my head into the ground, back-handing me, and kicking me in the stomach didn’t count as duress.

				“Also,” he continued, “your form happens to please my eyes.” He ran a finger down the exposed skin of my arm, his eyes trailing the movement. 

				I closed my eyes and breathed in and out my nostrils. Now I needed to be brave. The rest of this evening would be worse, much, much worse. At this moment, Leanne came to mind. No wonder her eyes had that hollow, haunted look to them for the past few weeks. She’d known all along that we’d be tortured, we’d be killed. 

			

			
				If I just agreed, then maybe they’d let her go. But lying here, in a house made from the agony and sin of others, maybe didn’t seem good enough. Not when that same seer insisted that I let her die before I acquiesced to the devil’s demands. I had to trust that based on whatever she foresaw, she thought that choosing my soul over her body would lead to the best outcome. It still felt a whole lot like betrayal.

				My body tensed as the words left my lips. “I will not accept your offer. Not now, not ever.”

				“You foolish girl!” he shrieked in my face. He snapped his fingers and we were instantly back in the cathedral. 

				He threw me down the steps we appeared before, my cheek banging against a femur. The sound echoed throughout the room. 

				He grabbed me by my hair and heaved me up. I shrieked as the force used to lift me up ripped hair from its roots. I felt a trickle down my face as blood seeped from my head wounds.

				The devil dragged me across the room to the foot of the altar Leanne laid across. “She will die!” he said, thrusting my face towards her. His voice rang out again and again as the sound resonated against the walls.

				“I know.” The words slipped out, hushed and broken. 

				The devil backhanded me again, this time with enough force to send me sprawling across the room.

			

			
				He stalked towards me and knelt. “Do you know how many others would die for this offer?” He hauled me to my feet. “How dare you reject me!” The bones of the church shuddered at his voice. 

				He held me in front of him, the fabric of my dress twisted in his hands. I’d never seen such distilled anger within someone’s eyes; I could feel his hands shaking with his rage. 

				His gaze never left mine when he gave the order. “Kill the sacrifice.”

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 24

				My eyes moved to Leanne’s unconscious form. Shadows peeled themselves from the dark recesses of the room and clustered around the altar. As I watched, their form began to change from something dark and wispy to something solid. Within a matter of seconds, they looked like humans. Whether they were or not was a whole different story.

				“You kill her and you lose the only bargaining chip you already have,” I said to the devil.

				He laughed. “I don’t think so. There are plenty of people you care about. I will wipe each one of them out, one by one, until you agree to my terms.”

				Something about his statement was off. From what Andre had told me about him, the devil didn’t think in terms of a single soul. He always had a larger strategy at play. 

				In fact, now that I thought about it, I was pretty sure the devil had just slipped up. His offer and the lengths he’d go to get me to agree to it weren’t normal. Which meant that either my soul was particularly coveted, or this was bigger than me.

			

			
				“I won’t ever agree to your terms.” I glanced over at the altar.

				He flashed me a condescending smile. “Forever is a long time, and no mortal I’ve met has held to such absolutes. Everyone has a breaking point.”

				“But you only have an evening to convince me,” I said. 

				His eyebrows rose, and his grin deepened. “You think I only have an evening? You do not understand the property of ley lines. Here, within these energy roads, the laws of time are bendable so long as the user knows how to manipulate them. And I know how to do just that. So this evening can be stretched into an eternity, should you decide to holdout forever.”

				My heart sunk at his words. 

				“What is going on?” Leanne’s groggy voice filled the cavernous cathedral. I could no longer see her beyond all the beings that crowded around her.

				She didn’t sound like someone who knew they were about to die. She sounded scared and surprised. Maybe I’d misinterpreted what she made me swear to earlier. And now my conscience warred against itself: break a promise, save a life, and damn myself this evening, or save my soul and leave Leanne to die. 

				“Ah,” the devil said, turning his head towards the altar. “It seems your friend has woken up.”

			

			
				“What . . . ?” I could hear the confusion in Leanne’s voice. “No—” Her voice cut out to a scream and the smell of blood hit my nostrils. 

				At the smell, anger rose within me. I would no longer be meek. That had gotten me nowhere.

				So I did something really, really stupid.

				While the devil looked away, I lifted my leg and kicked him square in the chest, throwing all my weight into it. The force threw him across the room, and he smashed into the far wall. 

				The bones in the wall behind him shattered, and a plume of dust and decayed bone billowed out from the impact.

				I ran for the altar, where the smell of blood had increased. I managed to easily elbow my way through the minions that surrounded Leanne since their attention no longer focused on her. Instead their bodies stood rigid, and their black, beady eyes were trained on the devil, probably shocked that anyone would try to harm him.

				When I got to Leanne’s broken body and took in her absent, unfocused stare, I lost it. I fell on my friend, clutching her to me. No pulse pounded through her veins, no air moved through her lungs. She was gone.

				It shouldn’t have ended this way; she shouldn’t have had to die simply because she was my friend. I was a coward to not insist on letting her go. 

				I sobbed over her body, only looking up once I felt the hairs along my arm and my neck stand on end.

			

			
				The devil was impaled against the wall, three sharp white bones jutting out from his torso. They must have speared themselves right through his body when he hit the wall.

				As I watched, he put a hand to one of his stomach wounds. It came away drenched in bright red blood. 

				For a second his eyes pondered the blood, and then a line between his eyebrows formed and his brows pulled together.

				From the windows near the top of the church, a bolt of lightning lit up the cathedral, and from below the ground trembled. It seemed as though energy was gathering around the devil.

				His lips drew downwards and his hair lifted. 

				Not again.

				Andre had done something similar at Bishopcourt when his anger had possessed him. Something told me that Andre’s show of power would be nothing compared to this.

				And it wasn’t. The devil let loose a roar, and the room exploded. Bones of all sizes and shapes burst from the walls. I shrieked and covered myself as fragments hit me, some of the sharper ones embedding themselves into my skin.

				Above me the roof had blasted upwards. I only had precious seconds to get out of the room before the thing came back down and crushed me. If ever I needed to use my unnatural speed, now was the time.

			

			
				I sprinted across the room and back into the catacombs I had passed through earlier. 

				“Get her!” The devil’s voice no longer sounded human. For someone whose day job was to torture damned souls, he sure didn’t deal with pain well. 

				Seconds after the words left his mouth, the ceiling slammed back down to earth. The ground shook and a burst of wind blew past me from the collision. 

				I glanced behind me and saw that rubble covered the entrance to the cathedral. I didn’t know how much time that would give me to get away, but I wasn’t going to waste it.

				I sprinted down the subterranean hallways, turning down passages without stopping to worry where they’d take me. Anywhere was better than here.

				The truth was, if we were on a ley line, I had no idea what city or world I was in. Nor did I know if I could get away from the devil on a night like tonight even if I found my way off the ley line. 

				“Gabrielle!” a girl’s voice called out.

				That voice. It couldn’t be.

				I stopped running and turned around to where the source of the voice had come from. Behind me stood three people I thought I’d never see again: Oliver, Andre, and Leanne.

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 25

				I blinked a few times. “Le-Leanne?” How could she be real? I’d left her bloodied body only minutes ago.

				“Gabrielle . . . what happened to you?” Andre asked, his voice hoarse. His eyes raked over me, and I realized that bits of bone and rubble dusted my skin, and blood stained my clothes and face.

				“Listen,” Oliver interrupted, “explanations can wait. Gabrielle, I say this with love: get your ass over here.” Even as he spoke, the shadows along the walls shivered. 

				Consort, they whispered. 

				A shadowy hand stretched away from the wall, the darkness condensing before my eyes. At the sight, I bolted towards the group.

				“Take my arm,” Oliver said. I wrapped my hand around his upper arm, noticing that the others had already done the same.

			

			
				Down the passageway, the earth trembled as the man in the suit came into view. 

				He took in the four of us, and his features hardened. “Gabrielle!” His voice shook the walls of the catacombs. “You shall not leave!”

				Next to me Oliver cursed. 

				“What are we doing?” I asked, eyeing the devil and shifting my weight. Maybe my friends weren’t real; maybe this was a ploy. Although, considering the devil’s pissed off expression, I had to admit that it seemed a little too convincing.

				“Going home. Just give me a sec.” Oliver pinched his eyes shut, and then, thankfully, the gruesome scenery vanished.

				***


				I glanced around me, the wind ruffling my hair. I stood in a field of green rolling hills, which fell away to water. A line of large stone men with long noses sat perched along the edge of the island, overlooking the water below the cliffs, the island’s sentinels. 

				In the distance I could hear the crashing surf, but other than that, all was tranquil. Only here, the sun had just set. We’d arrived on an island, but not the right one.

				“Easter Island?” Leanne said. “You took us to freaking Easter Island?”

				“You should be thanking me. I just saved all our asses.”

			

			
				Arms wrapped around my torso, and behind me I felt Andre’s breath tickle my neck. “I thought I had lost you,” he whispered into my ear. There was a surprising amount of pain to his voice.

				“What’s going on?” I whispered. I had so many questions I didn’t know which to ask first.

				“We followed you by ley line. After you left, the circle collapsed.”

				I turned in his arms. “You came for me?”

				He brushed my hair back from my face. “Of course. I wasn’t going to let you slip through my arms a second time. Where you go, I follow.”

				I leaned in and kissed him. His lips moved against mine desperately. Through the thin material that separated our bodies, I could feel his body trembling. My unshakable vampire had come undone.

				“Yo hoes, Satan’s coming to town, and if we’re still here when he arrives, we don’t stand much of a chance.” Oliver tugged Leanne over to us. “Grab my arm.” 

				Andre and I broke apart only enough to grab Oliver’s arm. Across from me Leanne gave me a warm smile, her eyes bright. My own pooled with tears. I needed to know how she was here when she’d also been in the cathedral. I’d held her body in my arms. She hadn’t been a figment of my imagination. But that explanation would have to wait.

				From above us a roar split open the heavens. The clouds spun and gathered. 

			

			
				“Adios asshole,” Oliver said, and then we were gone.

				***


				“Damnit Oliver, this is not the Isle of Man,” Leanne said.

				“Listen, I’m a bit rusty with ley lines, but I’m working on it.”

				We stood inside a cave. Buddhist artwork lined the walls. Outside the cave entrance, the land held no life. Under the light of the night sky, the stark reds, browns and grays of the soil stretched out, forming a valley bordered by cliffs of the same color. It was a beautiful, desolate place. 

				“Where are we?” I asked.

				Andre came up next to me. “Somewhere in Nepal I think. This looks like a cave that Buddhist monks might’ve once used for meditation.” 

				“C’mon Sabertooth, Andre,” Oliver said, tugging on our arms. “Let’s keep moving.”

				Leanne, Andre, and I all latched onto Oliver’s arm, and our surroundings dissolved away.

				The air thickened, and the red-browns turned into verdant greens. Trees seemed to grow from the stone buildings surrounding us. A thick film of moss covered those stone surfaces the trees had missed. Man and Mother Nature seemed to be united here. This was an enchanted place—but it wasn’t the Isle of Man.

				None of us let go of Oliver’s arm. 

				“Angkor Wat,” Andre murmured, glancing around at the night-darkened place. 

			

			
				The sky howled, and the jungle ferns shook. 

				“Whoops,” Oliver said. “We’re still not there yet.”

				The scenery faded away, replaced by a familiar stone circle.

				“Grab Leanne and run!” Andre shouted, picking up Oliver. I didn’t need any more encouragement. I snatched up Leanne, who couldn’t move as fast as Andre and I could, and sprinted for the edges of the circle.

				On the outskirts of the circle the Politia clustered. My eyes found Caleb out of the crowd. He looked at me then glanced away. 

				Along with the Politia stood other men and women, together forming a substantial crowd. They began clapping when they saw us. 

				I passed the standing stones, and began pushing my way through the crowd.

				“Put me down,” Leanne said breathlessly.

				“No.” It wasn’t lost on me how much like Andre I sounded at that moment. 

				“I need to help close the stone circle so that the devil can’t follow us.”

				Oh, well that made sense. 

				I brought her back to the edges of the circle. A good portion of the crowd surged forward behind us. I stepped aside, not sure what was going on. 

				Andre came to stand next to me. He twined his fingers through mine, his thumb making lazy circles along the skin of my hand. He seemed much too calm compared to me; my breathing was still ragged and my muscles were still ready to run at the first sight of danger.

			

			
				“How did you know where to find me?” I asked.

				“There was a surge along the ley line—Oliver guessed that was the devil’s doing, so we traveled to the source of the surge. And that’s where we found you.”

				I squeezed his hand. “Thank you for coming to save me.” Who knew how much torture I would’ve had to endure had I not been rescued.

				Some deep emotion filled his eyes. He leaned in and brushed a kiss along my lips. “For you I’d risk everything.”

				I searched his face as he pulled away. Before I had a chance to respond, Cecilia appeared from out of the crowd, holding an ornamental knife. 

				“Cecilia?” My eyes had been playing tricks on me all night. That was the only explanation for why Leanne could die in front of my eyes and yet be very much alive, or why my childhood nanny was here now.

				Cecilia’s eyes flicked to mine. She gave a slight nod to me and handed Leanne the knife.

				A distant wail rose from all around us. 

				In front of me Leanne began to speak. “Spirits of the north, spirits of the south, spirits of the east, spirits of the west, I call on thee to cast this circle. Earth, air, fire, water, I call on thee to cast this circle.”

			

			
				The crowd of men and women who I didn’t recognize linked hands. The one closest to Leanne placed her hand upon Leanne’s back.

				The wail built on itself, vibrating along my skin.

				“Take this blood as a sign of my sacrifice and bind the powers that be.” Leanne slashed her forearm and let the blood drip to the ground. “Hold fast until dawn set free.”

				The air changed slightly, but other than that, I couldn’t tell that the circle had been closed. I rubbed my arms. Leanne wasn’t a witch and I knew she didn’t believe in dark magic—nor did the community—which this undoubtedly was. 

				Andre’s lips moved against my ear, answering my unspoken question. “The stone circle answers most powerfully to old magic. Leanne’s not a witch, but she has the sixth sense needed to properly cast a circle. Because of Leanne’s involvement in tonight’s events, Cecilia must’ve known that she’d cast the strongest protective circle. It’s the caster’s intent that really matters when it comes to old magic.”

				My eyes darted to Cecilia, who pulled out a phone and placed a call, but I couldn’t hear what she said over the wail.

				The sound came to a piercing crescendo, then abruptly cut off. The devil stood in the middle of the circle.

				Goosebumps broke out along my skin, and I had to remind myself that I was safe. The man in the suit took us all in, his eyes finally resting on mine. None of his former anger showed in his features. That, more than anything, scared me; I couldn’t understand him.

			

			
				“Consort, come to me.” 

				Dozens of heads turned to face me. Some looked fearful, others curious.

				“You have proven yourself to be worthy.” 

				Somehow I seriously doubted that. 

				The surface of the devil’s body seemed to move, as if created from smoke. Whatever had made him solid before was weakening. 

				Because of the audience I’d now gathered, I pulled away from Andre and walked to the edge of the circle.

				“Gabrielle . . .” Leanne said, her voice full of warning.

				“It’s okay,” I told her. Behind her Andre watched me, his eyes missing nothing. When our gazes met, he gave a slight nod. Perhaps I hadn’t proven myself to the devil, but I had proven myself worthy to Andre.

				I swiveled my head back to face the man in the suit. “I just wanted to remind the devil that this is an active circle; I cannot enter and he cannot exit,” I said, throwing his earlier words back at him. It probably wasn’t the smartest thing to say.

				His features flickered, his rage surfacing for a moment before he rearranged his expression into something pleasant and harmless. “There are many entrances to your world—even on your island. This circle can’t keep me away from you.”

			

			
				Cecilia stepped up next to me. “Pluto,” she said. I raised my eyebrows at the name she used. Pluto was the Roman name for the god Hades, the lord of the underworld.

				“Nona.” His voice was as sharp as the edge of a knife. I didn’t know much about fates, but from the research I’d done on them, I knew Nona was the Roman fate who spun the thread of life.

				Gasps erupted from the crowd. They must not have known Cecilia’s true identity until this moment. 

				“You cannot have her,” Cecilia said. “Not tonight. The girl has spoken.”

				“You are not the only fate Nona. Decima and Morta are not here to cast their vote, and rumor has it they do not share your same feelings.” 

				“They are no concern of yours.”

				“Stay out of this!” the devil roared.

				“Pluto, you have gotten greedy. You will not have the girl tonight. It is not to be.” 

				I blew out a breath of air, noticing only now that my legs had been trembling. I was safe. 

				“She must die once more before you will have another chance,” Cecilia said.

				Well hell. So much for safety.

				Panicked, I gazed at my former nanny, sincerely hoping she wasn’t suggesting that I’d have to go through this all over again in the future.

				A calculating twinkle lit up the devil’s eyes, a smile touched his lips, and I began to shake all over again. His focus turned to me, and I almost collapsed under his stare. “I agree to your terms Nona.” He spoke to her but looked at me. “When Gabrielle dies, then I will extend to her the same benevolent offer she received tonight. Until then, I’ll wait.”

			

			
				His gaze lingered on me for another moment, and then he faded away to nothing.

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 26

				“Whose blood is on your dress?”

				I pulled the blanket I’d been given tighter around my torso, and shifted my weight. “Leanne’s.” 

				An inspector from the Politia wrote down my response. In the same hand that clutched his notepad, a recorder captured everything I said. 

				“The same girl who you carried out of the circle?” he clarified.

				“Yes.” My skin crawled with the need to shower. I’d been here for over an hour, telling and now retelling my story. I’d probably have to do it a few more times too.

				“And when did you get the blood on your dress?”

				I sighed. This was the part where my story no longer made sense. “Right after she died.” His eyebrows nudged up. 

				Behind his shoulder Leanne sat with the same group of men and women who had joined hands earlier, looking very much alive. The group of them had decided to remain at the circle until dawn to make sure the devil wouldn’t try to get through again. 

			

			
				Oliver had told me earlier that the group consisted of local witches and psychics Leanne had contacted for assistance. Contacted for assistance days ago. Whatever had happened this evening, whatever I’d seen and been through, Leanne had been working to stop it for a long time. My heart clenched at her selflessness, at all my friends’ selflessness.

				The inspector cleared his throat, and my attention returned to him. “I’m sorry, what was that?” I asked.

				“How did she die?”

				I bit my lip. “Minions of hell killed her.” Crazy laughter bubbled up, and I had to clamp my mouth shut to stop myself from cackling like a maniac. 

				“Minions of hell.”

				I nodded.

				This inspector was nicer than the last one who interviewed me, but that didn’t stop him from pinioning me with his gaze.

				“What?” I said. “You mean to tell me you believe in the devil, but not minions of hell?”

				“I believe in demons.”

				“Well, the devil called them his minions,” I said.

				“So they were the devil’s minions, not minions of hell.”

				I can honestly say that I never thought I’d be having this conversation.

			

			
				“Same thing,” I said. I could hear the defeat in my voice. 

				Energy thrummed through my veins, and my body tensed before I relaxed. A warm hand touched my back, and I didn’t have to check behind me to know just whose hand it was.

				With his other hand Andre passed me a paper cup. The smell of hot chocolate rolled off of it. “You are the god of all things good,” I said, taking a sip of the steaming drink and trying not to moan at how good it tasted. 

				As always, Andre’s presence seemed to fill up the space, a pretty impressive feat considering that we stood in an open field. “I think Gabrielle is done for the evening.”

				“I only have a few more questions,” the inspector said.

				“Nonetheless, it’s going to have to wait until morning.”

				The inspector’s lips began to protest, and Andre shot him a withering look.

				Whatever the inspector had planned on saying died on the tip of his tongue. Instead he said, “Very well. Gabrielle, expect a call from us sometime tomorrow morning for a follow up.” 

				I handed the inspector the blanket I’d borrowed, then let Andre lead me back to his car. I snapped my seatbelt on as Andre gunned the engine.

			

			
				“Where exactly are we going?” I asked, my body still shivering. I was cold from the inside out.

				“You should know by now,” Andre said with a smirk. “My place. Where I’m not letting you out of my sight ever again.”

				Bossy vampire.

				***


				Andre flicked on the lights to his bathroom. Along the room’s walls, mosaic saints gazed at me. For a guy with a supposedly damned soul, Andre seemed to be fairly religious.

				He sauntered across the room and turned on the shower. Water fell from the ceiling, and it took me a moment to realize the showerhead was built into the very walls of the place. 

				I glanced down at my ripped and soiled dress, which had been so beautiful earlier. The bodice was no longer blue but instead the color of a dark bruise. At the sight, the entire hellish evening came back to me and I began to shake uncontrollably.

				Andre scooped me up and set me on the bathroom counter. “Here,” he said gently, “I’ll help you.”

				He slid his hands to my shoes and removed them one by one. Once he finished, he straightened back up, took my hand, and tugged me to my feet. “Turn around.”

				I did as he said. Behind me Andre pulled at the laces of the corset I wore, and gradually the bodice of my dress loosened. 

			

			
				I held it to me and turned to him. “Please don’t leave me right now,” I whispered. I didn’t care that he’d see me naked. I wasn’t even thinking along those terms at the moment. I just wanted someone to help me stay in the present. Otherwise, my mind would relive my night with the devil over and over again. 

				He watched me for a beat, then nodded. 

				I let the dress drop, barely noticing how Andre’s guarded gaze fluttered and then moved over me. 

				I removed the rest of my clothing and then entered the shower, not sure whether Andre would follow me or simply stay in the same room. Considering the clear glass walls of the shower, I’d rather have him in here with me than feel like I was a specimen to study across the room.

				A noise escaped my lips at the sight of the water that puddled at my feet. Blood and bones discolored the liquid that swirled down the drain.

				Behind me the shower door opened, and Andre came in. He wrapped his arms around my shaking torso, his bare chest pressing into my back as he enveloped me in a hug. I could honestly say this was the first naked hug I’d ever received, and it was way more wonderful than I would’ve imagined. 

				Andre turned me in his arms and lifted my chin until our eyes met. In his own eyes I saw something that surprised me—pain. “I’m not going to ask you about this evening until you want to talk about it, okay?” he said.

			

			
				I nodded to him. The Politia required that official statements be made either alone or in the presence of a lawyer, so Andre hadn’t heard me recount the events I’d been through. 

				“Are you comfortable washing off the . . . grime, or would you prefer I do it?”

				I remembered the last awful shower I had to take. I had stood under a weak facet in the girl’s dormitory bathrooms and whimpered as I rinsed off my blood, Theodore’s, and a bit of Caleb’s. 

				The thought of someone else helping me . . . The offer had never been extended to me until now, and at the moment I wasn’t proud enough to turn it down.

				“Can you?” The words came out soft.

				He caressed the side of my face. “Of course.” He dropped his hand to reach around me and grab a bar of soap and a washcloth. 

				He hesitated. “This moment,” he said, “I want you to know it doesn’t count. Tonight I’m not the guy that wants you physically, I’m just the guy who cares about you.”

				It struck me again that this was love. Me allowing someone to take care of me for once, and Andre doing something for me solely because he was concerned for my well-being. It had nothing to do with how we looked and everything to do with who we were.

				I took a deep breath and studied the way water beaded along Andre’s torso. “I’ll tell you what happened tonight, that way I won’t have to relive it at another time.”

			

			
				Before he could question whether I was ready to talk, I jumped into the story. “As soon as I disappeared, the devil took me to a cathedral made of bones . . .”

				As I recounted the events, he moved the sudsy cloth around my hairline, over my neck, and down my back. I pinched my eyes shut as flakes of blood swirled into the drain at my feet. He moved the cloth along my quivering arms and across my chest. 

				His brows pinched together and his lips had thinned at each new piece of information. 

				After I finished Andre silently ran the washcloth over me a few more times. My skin had a pleasant pink hue to it where the heat and the washcloth had buffed it, but I still felt dirty. I’d need several more showers to psychologically wipe away the events.

				Andre took his time setting the soap and washcloth aside before facing me. “Before you become a vampire, your human body has to die,” he said. I blinked at what seemed like a random topic. “Considering how fast you’re already changing, I give you a little over a year before that happens. Which means that we’ve got a lot to do in a short amount of time.”

				“What are you talking about?” 

				Andre worked his jaw, indicating that he wasn’t happy about what he was about to say. “We’re going to have to equip you to face him.”

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 27

				The next morning Leanne and I huddled together under Andre’s blanket and watched the choppy surf. The sun had thankfully disappeared behind the thick coastal fog. My skin appreciated it.

				“I did die,” Leanne said, digging her feet into the cold sand.

				I turned my head to face her. She had kept quiet on the subject all the way over to Peel’s beach.

				“That’s what you want to know, right?” she asked me.

				I nodded, only partly seeing her. My mind replayed that awful scene from last night.

				“Well, let me clarify—a part of me died.” She glanced at her hands before meeting my gaze again. “Four days ago I created a doppelganger.”

				***


			

			
				Doppelganger. I jogged my mind for the word. And then it clicked. One of my attackers a few months ago had been a doppelganger. “That’s why you smelled like smoke!” I furrowed my brows. “How do you even make one?”

				Her lips quirked. “It involved a voodoo priestess, some rum, and a piece of me—pettiness more precisely.” Her expression sobered. “Cecilia put me in touch with the woman, who happened to be visiting the Isle of Man at the time.”

				Happened to be visiting. Somehow I didn’t think anything was a coincidence when it came to Cecilia. She, however, had disappeared shortly after Leanne had activated the circle, so I wouldn’t be able to question her in person over this.

				“What exactly is a doppelganger?” I asked. All I knew about them was that they were dark, dangerous creatures.

				“It’s a shadow person, a portion of a real person that has been fractured off to take on a life of its own. I created it to prevent myself and others from being wholly and completely destroyed.”

				Now she wasn’t making any sense. “What do you mean to prevent yourself and others from being completely destroyed?”

				“I had foreseen that the devil would use me or someone else you loved to get to you. I realized that if they didn’t take me, they’d take someone else. And in my visions the captive always died. Out of desperation I got in touch with Cecilia and she gave me the idea.”

			

			
				There her name was again. Cecilia. She’d somehow orchestrated this.

				“But aren’t doppelganger’s . . . evil?” Leanne didn’t practice black magic as far as I knew.

				She winced. “Sometimes—usually it has to do with the person creating them. Separating yourself into pieces is not good. Although, all I gave up was pettiness to make my doppelganger. Sorry about that by the way; I was probably a headache.”

				I smiled, remembering Leanne—or her doppelganger—over the last couple days. 

				Something about what Leanne said nagged at me. “But why did you have to get kidnapped—why did anyone have to? Couldn’t you have hidden and told others to hide?”

				“Gabrielle, I promise you it was the only way. I foresaw dozens upon dozens of possible futures. Every instance where something went differently ended up fatal. In most you outright agreed to the devil’s demands, usually before but sometimes after someone was killed. Agreeing to the devil’s terms didn’t matter, by the way. The captive was always going to die. 

				“In some of my premonitions Oliver died in my place. In some we both died. In others, the entire Politia died. And in one, Andre and the rest of your coven died. That one was the worst.

				“I looked at every possibility—ones where I told you what was to happen, others where I told friends what was to happen, others where I did nothing, and still others where I hid you—there was always someone or something that brought you to the Braaid. That was unavoidable.”

			

			
				I was blown away by Leanne’s thoroughness. Never had I imagined that all those times she’d ignored me and Oliver, or worked while we talked, she was actually trying to find ways to save us.

				Her words also made me think over last night’s gruesome events. “You mean that what we all went through last night—that was the best possible outcome?”

				She smiled sadly. “I told you already Gabrielle: you’ve pissed off the fates. Cecilia may be on your side, but there are three of them. The other two weren’t making it easy for you to survive this evening. 

				“And that’s not even including how cunning the devil already is. Had I told you about what was to happen, or had you done anything out of the ordinary, you would’ve been kidnapped the same way I was. You were being watched that entire time. Had you not shown up at the Braaid of your own accord, someone would’ve forced you there.”

				“Who kidnapped your doppelganger?”

				She shook her head. “I don’t know. They wore masks just like everyone else on Samhain. But they were humans, not demons.”

				I hugged the blanket closer to my body. Humans had taken her, people that probably lived on this very island—possibly even people we knew or passed along the hallway. 

			

			
				“Where were you while your doppelganger was with me?” I asked.

				Leanne stayed quiet for a moment, staring out at the ocean. I’d never felt as close to my friend as I did now . . . but she’d also never seemed quite as distant. Perhaps it was that she killed off the petty part of her in creating a doppelganger, but it seemed like more than just that. Like she’d seen too much and carried too many secrets to ever be the same. 

				“I was with Cecilia. She, you can trust, though even she might not be enough to save you.”

				My gaze shot to her. She met my eyes, a frown tugging at the corner of her lips.

				“I’m sorry Gabrielle, but it’s not over,” she said. “The devil hasn’t given up—if anything he’s more dangerous. This isn’t the end of your troubles, it’s only the beginning.”
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