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"There is a generation, whose teeth are as swords, and their jaw teeth as knives, to devour the poor from off the earth, and the needy from among men."

- Proverbs 30:14
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Chapter one











The Family Dalca





Dalca castle clung to the mountainside like a gargoyle, casting its stony gaze upon the countryside below. Its high walls and piercing turrets mimicked the jagged mountains that loomed ominously in the distance. It had stood for centuries, a bastion of safety in the wilderness that was the Carpathian Mountains. 

Within the castle walls, the Dalca family reigned nobly over their subjects. King Radu and Queen Elena, a handsome couple, had brought a sense of peace and prosperity to the people of this once-troubled region. Their benevolent rule was aided by the king's brother, Lord Lucian, a tall, gaunt man ever shrouded in mystery and shadow. 

“Your majesty,” Lord Lucian said smoothly, bowing his head slightly toward the king and queen as he entered the grand hall. “The preparations for the royal feast are nearly complete.”

“Thank you, Lucian,” King Radu replied warmly, his eyes crinkling with a smile. “Your assistance is much appreciated.”

“Indeed, it is,” Queen Elena added, her gaze sweeping over the lavish decorations adorning the room. “This is splendid!” Then she lowered her voice, conspiratorially. “We'll surely find a suitor for Ana tonight.”

“Please my dear,” said the king. “Can we not celebrate simply for prosperity's sake?”

Elena walked the length of the ballroom, gazing at the strange and beautiful flowers Ana and Lucian had grown in her garden. “Yes, yes,” her voice trailed. “But a mother always hopes...”

The king looked at his brother. “I trust the preparations didn't keep you from your other... pursuits for too long?”

Lucian, the subject of dark gossip amongst the villagers, spread his clasped hands. “My other pursuits will always come second to the happiness of my beautiful niece.” His voice rang with a light tone that belied his enigmatic nature.

The king nodded. “Very well. Tonight, will be a celebration of all things light and good in our lives. And a celebration to the blossoming of our Princess Ana.”

With the Dalca family at the helm, the kingdom flourished under the shadow of the looming mountains and the darkness that lay beyond.

[image: image-placeholder]The Dalca estate was a stark contrast to the world outside its gates. Within the castle walls, sunlight filtered through the groves of ancient oak trees, casting dappled patterns on the ground. The scent of roses and honeysuckle permeated the air, whispering of tranquility and safety. Other more exotic aromas graced the air of the royal garden, attended daily by Ana and often her uncle Lucian.

It was here that Princess Ana Dalca often retreated, her raven hair absorbing the sun's rays as she tended her exotic plants. She worked the verdant gardens with a temperament that hid her regal upbringing. Her emerald eyes sparkled with intelligence and curiosity as she pruned and planted. Her delicate features and high cheekbones were often smudged with dirt. The queen would gasp at the dirt under her nails.

With every confident movement, it was clear to all that this princess was not a flower for a vase, nor one to be confined to a life within the castle walls.

“My lady,” called Rosalie in a soft voice, “the guests will be arriving soon. And you're not dressed yet.”

“But neither am I undressed,” Ana replied inspecting her simple gardening attire. “What will they do, expel me from my own castle?” 

“My lady?”

“Rosalie,” Ana said, “let’s have the new roses moved into the ballroom tonight. I want to show them off.”

“Yes, my lady.”

“And what of the Orchids?” Ana continued, stalling. “Perhaps they should go inside the doors?”

“My lady, the gardeners have it all arranged. Now, about your dress.”

“This one is still clean,” Ana said, wiping dirt from her hands down the front of it. “Mostly.”

“My lady?”

“Now, now,” Lucian said. He emerged from the shadows of the garden. “Rosalie is only doing what has been asked of her.” His stern but loving gaze fell upon Ana.

“I know that uncle,” Ana said. “And Rosalie knows I speak in jest, partially.”

“Yes, my lady.” Rosalie gave a quick little curtsy.

“I know the real reason for tonight's ball,” Ana said. “I have ears you know.” She moved deeper into the garden as if to lose herself in its foliage. 

“A rose does not play the part of the thorn because it tires of the sun shining upon it,” Lucian said. 

“Are you calling me a thorn uncle?” Mock indignation colored her voice.

“No, my dear,” said Lucian. “I would never do that. Just... thorny perhaps.”

Ana's face lit with surprised delight. She loved bantering with her uncle.

“You didn't!” she cried.

“Yes, my dear, I did. Now please get dressed before I have to send the queen after you.”

Ana's shoulders slumped. The game ended all too soon. 

“Very well, Uncle,” Ana sighed, accepting defeat. She turned to Rosalie extending her hand, her beautiful face marred with mock tragedy. “You may lead me to my doom.”










Chapter two











A Grand Ball





For generations, the Dalca family had been revered by their people for their wisdom, kindness, and dedication to their realm. Under their rule, prosperity had flourished, and the people lived in safety, secure under the protection of their beloved royal family. In return, the villagers held the Dalcas in high esteem, their loyalty unwavering. 

As the guests arrived, they marveled at the opulence of the castle's interior. Magnificent granite statues, intricate carvings of mythical creatures, lined the entrance hall. Above them, crystal chandeliers cast a bewitching dance of light, dappling the walls and floors with ethereal patterns.

“Welcome, distinguished guests,” Lord Lucian said. His eyes, dark and enigmatic, surveyed the crowd, a faint smile playing on his lips. “We are honored by your presence tonight and hope you enjoy the festivities, as we celebrate our beloved Princess Ana.”

The assembled guests murmured their approval, their eyes alight with curiosity and anticipation. As the entrance hall filled, the suitors politely jostled for better positioning, knowing that entrance to the grand ballroom brought them one step closer to the princess.

They could not help but be drawn in by the mysterious allure of the Dalca family, their whispered tales of hidden power, and the age-old legends that enveloped their castle like an enchanted mist.

The excitement was palpable and worked its own magic on the crowd of nobles. It had been a long time since they’d attended a royal gathering of this importance. It was very possible that a short list of suitors would be selected tonight. The beautiful princess notwithstanding, there were untold riches to be gained by the family who ascended to the prestigious position of marrying into the Dalca family. And it all hinged on tonight.

[image: image-placeholder]Amidst the swirling whispers of excitement and anticipation, the grand doors to the ballroom slowly opened, revealing Princess Ana in all her splendor. She appeared like a vision, her dark hair cascading down her back in delicate waves, framing a face that seemed to have been carved from the finest porcelain. Her eyes, bright gems of emerald, shimmered with an intelligence and curiosity that belied her youth.

“Ah, my dear niece,” Lord Lucian warmly greeted her, “you truly are a vision tonight.”

“Thank you, Uncle,” Ana replied softly, her voice carrying the faintest hint of disinterest. She was dressed in a gown of deep crimson, adorned with black lace and intricate embroidery—the color accentuating her pale skin and drawing attention to her full lips.

As the musicians struck up a lively tune, the servants bustled about, their tasks never-ending. They carried trays laden with goblets of wine, ensuring the guests' thirsts were quenched. Others carefully arranged the sumptuous banquet on the long tables that lined the walls, taking care to display each dish in the most appetizing manner.

A period of formal introductions was made, allowing each royal family to greet the king and queen, and to introduce their hopeful suitor to the princess. Polite nods were made, and thanks were given. Lucian watched Ana with amusement from the side.

When the introductions were complete, Lucian brought a small glass of wine to Ana. “Well done, princess,” he whispered. “You survived the opening gambit.”

Ana looked at the glass disapprovingly. “Perhaps a bucket would be better?”

A slight smile curved the side of Lucian’s mouth. “Now, now, my dear. Play nice. For the queen’s sake.”

Ana was undaunted. “A tiny drop of poison then? I could hibernate this winter. Then I’d wake in the spring and eat fish from the river! I’d be ghastly!” Her eyes sparkled with mischief.

“Princess Ana,” a suitor’s voice floated from behind Lucian. “Might I have the honor of the first dance?”

Ana grabbed the glass of wine and drank it down in a single gulp.

Lucian raised an eyebrow at her and retrieved the glass quietly. “One thing you will never be my dear,” he whispered, “is ghastly.” Then he turned, giving way to the suitor.

“Ah,” Lucian said. “Lord Petrescu. How nice to see you.”

Lord Petrescu bowed slightly, extending his hand. “Princess, if you’d honor me?”

“Of course, Lord Petrescu,” Ana replied politely.

Her lack of enthusiasm for marriage was well known among the nobility, but she dutifully played her part, curtsying gracefully before placing her hand in his.

As they danced, Ana's mind wandered to the places she longed to visit, the sights she yearned to see. 

What adventures lay beyond these castle walls? 

With every spin, she imagined herself being flung away into far-off lands, breaking free from the constraints of her birthright, and living a life of adventure.

“Princess,” Lord Petrescu said, pulling her from her thoughts. “Does the music displease you?”

“What?” Ana said. “No. Why do you ask?”

“No reason. You just seem a bit… distracted.”

“My apologies,” she said. “My mind was engaged elsewhere.”

“May I ask with what?”

“Foolish dreams, I fear,” she answered vaguely, her gaze floating beyond a stained-glass window.

“Perhaps I could help make those dreams come true?” he said.

“Perhaps,” Ana conceded, though she knew in her heart that no suitor could offer her the life she secretly longed for.

As they danced on, the noises of the evening, clinking glasses, excited voices, merged into an ever-chaotic cloud of sound.

“Enjoy your evening, Princess,” Lord Petrescu said, as the music ended. “For tonight, you are the center of everyone's world.”

“Thank you,” Ana replied, the words feeling hollow even as they left her lips.

[image: image-placeholder]The grand celebration marched on, the opulent ballroom teeming with the elite of Romania. Among them were members of the Lupescu family, known for their mastery in swordsmanship, and the enigmatic Dragomir family, whose vast wealth had earned them considerable influence across the land.

The night continued as person after person approached and greeted the princess. She nodded her head, smiled, spoke small pleasantries, and laughed at all the right places. She danced with many hopeful suitors, but after each dance ended, it seemed a longer line of hopefuls awaited her.

She hoped no one took her distracted stares for anything more than a gaze of wonderment. But, she cared little what others thought of her.

As the evening progressed, Ana was pulled from one conversation to another, one suitor after another, each vying for her attention and favor. 

She listened with growing detachment, offering weaker smiles and shorter replies, all the while longing to be elsewhere. 

She was suffocating. In the span of mere hours, the grand ballroom had transformed from something of beauty, to a cage of velvet and silk encasing her like a trapped butterfly.










Chapter three











Tristan





Tristan Romulus stood in the shadows of the grand ballroom; his slender frame lost among the tapestries. He was a young man of average height and build, with tousled brown hair and eyes that burned with an inner fire. His features were pleasant, but not striking—a fact that tormented him as he gazed at Princess Anastasia Dalca from across the room. She was radiant in her silk gown, a vision of beauty that made his heart ache. 

Princess Ana seemed to glow as she conversed with the other guests, her laughter like music to Tristan's ears. He yearned to approach her, to confess his love, but an ever-present insecurity gnawed at him, locking him in place. He tried to mask it with an air of confidence, but deep down, Tristan feared he could never be the dashing hero of Ana’s dreams.

When the dancing finished it was time for the showcase to begin. The Dalca’s had taken their seats at the head of the grand ballroom, while the guests sat along the outer walls. A wide hallway was made available down the center of the ballroom. Here, the young men competing for the princess's affections stepped forward to boast of a particular strength or skill. 

“Behold, my dear princess,” declared a tall, blond suitor, “there are none who can match my skills with a bow.” The young man turned towards the grand doors, drew back his bow, and pierced an apple suspended before a target. The crowd applauded, and Tristan felt his stomach begin to twist.

“Witness this!” the next suitor proclaimed, holding aloft the massive head of a dire wolf. “Slain just two nights past with my own spear!” Its fur was a deep, midnight black, and its eyes seemed to still hold a glimmer of life within. The beast's fangs were long and razor-sharp, easily capable of tearing through flesh and bone. Gasps of amazement echoed throughout the hall.

The princess appeared dismayed at this spectacle of death but held her composure. Wild wolves were a danger to the townspeople and pushing them back into the mountains was a necessity. But to her, ultimate beauty lies within the wild things of nature.

Another suitor came forth pulling a small cart covered in cloth. With a grand gesture he whipped the cloth aside and bowed. The crowd gasped in amazement. There, lying dead, was a giant Wyvern Eel, or Dragon Eel. The creatures hadn’t been seen in years and were nearly legend. The iridescent scales shimmered like liquid metal. The crowd marveled at its slender, serpentine form, the deadly barbs adorning its tail, and the rows of needle-like teeth that filled its gaping maw. Whispers of admiration coursed through the spectators.

Tristan clenched his fists, his heart pounding with each presentation. He could feel the weight of expectation upon him, and it threatened to crush him entirely.

The focus then shifted to feats of strength. A hulking brute of a man named Goram stepped into the center of the room, his tree-trunk arms rippling with muscles. With a grunt, he hoisted a massive stone ball above his head, the veins in his neck bulging with exertion. The crowd erupted into applause.

“Such power!” exclaimed a lady nearby, her eyes wide with wonder.

Ana whispered to Lucian. “Is that his brain, uncle?”

Lucian raised a disapproving eyebrow at her.

One suitor bent a thick iron rod into a perfect circle, while another lifted a fully armored knight upon his shoulders and paraded him around the room. 

“Perhaps they should marry,” Ana teased, quietly.

“Princess, please,” Lucian mumbled.

At each display of marksmanship, the princess clapped politely, each show of strength she nodded accordingly. 

Is this what she truly desires? Tristan wondered, his heart heavy with doubt. Can I ever hope to compete with such displays of raw power?

But as the last feat of strength ended, an ember of determination sparked within him. He would not give up so easily. He would show them all—and most importantly, Princess Ana—the depths of his devotion and the extent of his hidden talents.

[image: image-placeholder]The room quieted as the feats of magic began. A hush fell over the throng, and anticipation crackled in the air like static electricity.

“Behold!” cried a young man clad in flowing robes, his voice thundering through the silence. With a flourish, he cast forth a spell that transformed a simple wooden staff into a writhing serpent. The crowd gasped and murmured, their eyes widening with wonder and fear. Princess Ana, however, leaned forward slightly, her gaze intrigued by the display.

Another suitor, adorned in vibrant silk, stepped forward and waved his hands in a series of intricate gestures. As he did so, a cloud of shimmering butterflies burst into existence around him, their wings iridescent, casting prismatic patterns on the walls. Their ephemeral beauty elicited sighs of admiration from the onlookers, and even Princess Ana seemed captivated for a moment.

Tristan clenched his fists at his side. Am I to be outdone by mere parlor tricks? 

The memory of days spent practicing magic under the summer sun with his mother, Lady Giselle, swirled in Tristan's mind. Sweat dripped from his brow as he grasped at the complex incantations she’d taught him, determined to master them for the sake of his love. 

“Focus, my son,” she had said, her voice firm yet gentle. “You must pour your heart into each syllable, each gesture. Let your love for the princess guide you.”

Tristan closed his eyes, envisioning Princess Ana's face—the curve of her lips, the warmth in her eyes—and felt a surge of determination. He would not let her down. He would prove himself worthy.

“Remember, Tristan,” his mother whispered, her own eyes shining with pride and hope. “Love is the most powerful force on earth. It can conquer even the darkest of hearts. Trust in it, and you will win her love.”

Now, standing in the center of the ballroom, Tristan took a deep breath and unclenched his fists at his sides. The time had come to put his mother's words to the test. 










Chapter four











Raising the Dead





A hush fell over the crowd as Tristan began to speak. Lucian snapped to attention; he hadn’t heard this language in a very long time. Tristan was speaking the language of the dead. 

Tristan raised his arms high, and with a voice suddenly imbued with power, he spoke the arcane magic he had practiced so diligently.

“Exaudiat me, spiritus mortuorum,” he chanted. (Hear me, spirit of the dead.) 

The candles flickered in the great hall, dimming noticeably.

People began to murmur.

“Exaudiat me, spiritus mortuorum,” he said again, louder.

A cold breeze chilled the great room. The crowd edged back from Tristan. Lucian leaned forward in his seat, listening carefully for an errant word from the boy.

Tristan’s face had lost all sign of trepidation. He was deep within a trance, a fervent light burning from his eyes.

“Exsurge et consurge ad mandatum meum,” he intoned loudly. (Awake and rise to my command.)

A faint ball of light glowed into existence between his outstretched hands. Lucian was on his feet, stepping in front of the princess.

Tristan’s hands vibrated with the unnatural energy. The ball of light grew larger. He spread his arms. Larger still.

Then the face appeared.

As if waking into a terrible nightmare, a face appeared in the ball of light. Decrepit and mottled, the face looked around in terror, not comprehending, its eternal rest disturbed. 

Juxtaposed on Tristan’s face was a macabre mixture of joyous disbelief. His quivering lips betrayed his surprise. His spell was working! His heart nearly bursting with happiness.

A moaning wind moved through the great hall—the voice of the dead condemning this exploitation.

“Stop this,” the princess said, standing up behind Lucian.

Tristan did not hear. His body vibrated with power. His eyes cried tears of joy at his accomplishment. He’d learned his craft well and was now showing the depth of his love for the princess.

Lucian hadn’t realized that Lady Giselle Romulus had become so powerful over the years. She’d taught the boy well, but there was weakness in him. Lucian could see it. In response, a faint ball of light suddenly formed in his own hand. A counter spell for Ana’s protection in the event this had malicious intent.

The grotesque face twisted in agony within the swirling ball.

“Stop it, I say!” Ana cried. “This very instant!” Lucian moved to block her path.

In his final ecstasy, Tristan’s unholy command echoed like thunder through the great hall. “Adiuro te huic rosae!” (I bind you to this rose!)

And his hands moved the ball of light towards a rose bush. There, the final terror of the evening manifested. Like throwing a drowning man a rock, the raised spirit clung to the first sign of life it encountered, the rose bush. 

With a violent shudder, the rose bush twisted, feeling the touch of death upon it. The ghostly spirit hung about it like a shroud.

“Behold,” Tristan announced, emerging from his trance, heart pounding with triumph, “the power of love! A union of life and death, bound forever by my devotion to Princess Anastasia.”

Then the rose bush began to scream. A low whining sound emanated from its core, quickly rising to a hysterical pitch.

Writhing in agony at the horror it had become, the rose bush—moving of its own accord—twisted wildly trying to escape itself. Its slender stalks bent and arched grotesquely, like waving arms. Its delicate petals, infected with dreams of the dead, turned black and died. Its buds, once nearly bursting with heavenly scent, vomited a dripping stench like pus from a boil.

And the rose bush screamed. All its dying agonies combined into a final piercing wail. A voice of an abomination. A voice of the dead.

Tristan broke from his reverie to pure chaos. Men screamed at the macabre scene in front of them. Women fainted. Hounds yowled and pissed themselves. He backed away from his creation, stunned and in shock.

Lucian leapt forward and let fly a ball of fire. It hit the writhing plant which burst into flames. The raised spirit endured one final death then winked out of existence with a sharp little pop. The remains of the rose bush fell to the stone floor, smoldering. Its horror complete.

But Tristan’s had just begun. Now he heard the princess screaming.

“You monster!” Ana cried. “You horrid little creature!” She sobbed into her hands as she stumbled towards the dead plant. “What have you done?”

She fell against Lucian as Tristan fell back. Lucian held her, trembling, in his arms. A deep sob wracked her body as she collapsed forward.

Tristan stammered. “Princess, I— I—” His hands began to shake.

Freeing herself from Lucian, Ana crawled towards the smoking ruins. “Why?” she whispered. Her trembling hands tried to collect the delicate ashes. Somewhere in her mind she feared she was touching the ashes of the dead person. “Why?”

Tristan’s wild eyes fled around the room, looking for help. He saw only shocked and twisted faces staring back at him. He was alone. “Princess, I— I— love—”

Furry propelled Ana to her feet in one swift movement. “The horror!” She stalked towards Tristan. “That is your love? The blasphemous horror you inflicted on that poor soul?”

Tristan stumbled backwards in disbelief. Tears spilling down his cheeks. “Mother?” he whispered, looking around wildly.

“What must you think of me,” Ana cried, “to present me with such a gift? That horrible abomination of a gift. Am I monstrous to you?”

Tristan’s world spun out from beneath him. For a brief second, he felt the room turn over, then he was sprawled on the floor, flailing. 

He regressed in his humiliation. His arms and legs were no longer his; he crawled and stumbled like a drunkard. His mouth no longer knew his mind; he babbled incoherently. He heaved himself this way and that. “Mother?” he cried.

In his eyes, the ballroom swam in a pool of tears. He was pulled to his feet by unseen hands. Many hands. His last vision was of the princess standing by Lucian.

Then he was running.










Chapter five











Run! Run!





One moment Tristan was in the castle, his life crashing down around him, the next, he was in the forest. Which part of the forest he could not tell. He’d simply run. In his delirium, he didn’t realize he’d also run beyond the safety of the castle walls and that he’d already sealed his fate. 

He stumbled ever forward, hands outstretched for guidance, but missing the branches that slapped and scarred his face. The moon had turned its face away from him, leaving him in total darkness.

Somewhere in the recesses of his mind he thought he’d heard his mother call his name, but she was a ghost to him now. They were all ghosts. He had escaped the hell of his worst nightmare and was now running for salvation.

As he stumbled through the forest, a babbling madman, the night things began to observe him. The trees, old and stoic, barely noticed his passing, their thoughts being focused on ancient matters. But other things noticed him, hungry things, stalking things.

A large dark shape fluttered into a tree high above his head and perched there. It pecked three times on a branch and tilted its glossy black head at him. One knowing eye watched him. “Run,” a witch’s croak sounded into the wind. Then it began to jump wildly on the old branch, up and down, croaking out a sinister high-pitched laugh. “Run! Run! RUUNNN!”

A hungry thing heard the call. It raised its grizzled head and sniffed the air. Saliva dripped from its jowls. It growled quietly, “ggrrrrunn.” The thing struggled to its feet, old wounds complaining. It knew it had little chance of catching the prey, being far beyond its prime. But it was its nature to hunt, and that gave it strength. “Grrunn,” it growled and began to trot. “Rrunn.”

The wind took up the chant, with a hollow whistling song. “Ppphhhhwwoooorrrruunnn,” it whispered in Tristan’s ears. Swirling about his head, tasting his pain, it whispered again. “Ppphhhwwooorrruuunnn… ffffllllllyyyy.”

And Tristan ran.

Somewhere, deep in the mountain, an ancient evil felt the commotion and awoke. It felt every whisper, every urging command, and the thing in the mountain knew death was in the air. It smiled. “Run, Tristan,” it whispered sweetly.

Tristan screamed. And ran.

A cacophony of sounds assaulted Tristan from all directions, the night things croaking their deathly chorus. 

“Run! Run!” they croaked.

“Rrrrrruuunnnn…” they growled.

“Ppphhhwwooruunnn,” they sang. 

“Fffffllllllyyyyyy,” they urged.

And Tristan flew.

[image: image-placeholder]The next morning, Lady Romulus wept over the broken body of her son. Her family had searched all night after Tristan ran from the castle. Men on horses, dogs, people with torches, had scoured the forest calling his name. Several times someone shouted that they’d heard him babbling up ahead. Then someone else claimed to have heard screams elsewhere. It’d gone on for hours like this. But always there was the unsettling feeling of whispers in the forest. 

The search parties although spread out, all ended at the same place: the Bucegi cliffs.

Lady Romulus was adamant that Tristan would not throw himself from the cliff despite what the cruel princess had done. Tristan simply loved his mother too much for that. And she’d nearly convinced the searchers of this until someone found a broken branch with a smear of blood on it. Then they began to collect ropes to reach the bottom.

As Lady Romulus held her son’s lifeless hand, a dark vision touched her mind. She sensed, in a way, that only a mother could, the final minutes of her son’s life. The dark whispers. The ghostly chants. The tormented mind that had destroyed her son. She felt his love for the princess as he’d begun his feat of magic. She felt his swelling pride when the spirit arose. She felt a slight hesitation as he improvised, deciding in a fatal instant to bind the spirit to the rose instead of putting it back to sleep as they’d rehearsed. Then his mind had gone blank, overwhelmed with power and elation. And his love. His love for the princess had blinded him to the terrible events unfolding in the ballroom. Then she felt his shock and unbearable embarrassment as the princess berated him. The crushing feeling of hope leaving him forever. Then she felt his madness and there was no more to feel.

Until he flew.

Laying his hand across his chest, Lady Romulus folded her own as if in prayer. Everyone bowed their heads in silence. It was a silent prayer that Lady Giselle Romulus prayed that day. She prayed that someday she would find the means to enact revenge on Anastasia Dalca for the death of her son.










Chapter six











A Covenant Made





For days Lady Romulus searched the mountain forest.  

After laying her son to rest she had retreated into her study, locking the door. Her servants were ordered to leave food and drink outside. She’d eat when hunger drove her away from her research. 

In her study, stacked floor to ceiling with old manuscripts, books, and arcane objects, she toiled. She read long into the nights, checking stories, cross-referencing legends. Bit by bit, the trail exposed itself to her. She tranced deeply. She called on every spirit she could summon. Then the vision came to her mind, and she knew she was ready.

Now, days into her journey, she felt a terror build in her chest. She knew she was close. The dark forest was dangerous enough, the mountain paths treacherous, but her destination was pure evil. An ancient evil.

When the cave opening appeared, just before dark, her resolve nearly broke. She looked back at the way she’d come, willing her eyes to see the path of escape.

Don’t leave, old mother. A cold voice floated into her mind. You’ve come so far already.

Her knees buckled and she collapsed to the forest floor. “Great one,” she whispered, wringing her hands. “Do not destroy me, I beg, but hear my plea.”

You have already disturbed my sleep. I have heard your mumblings for days.

She began to rock back and forth, silently praying for the strength to continue.

Why do you seek me?

A movement in the dark drew her attention. She looked up to the mouth of the cave and there he stood.

Magnus the vampire.

Whether he projected himself to her or existed in an unmade state, she could not tell. But he did not appear to be all there. The shadows, as if to clothe him, formed what she could see of his body. His face, the impression of one, she could hardly bear to look at. But he was there before her now. And he was terrible.

A pitiful moan escaped her lips as the air rushed from her lungs. His darkness was so complete she felt its crashing weight upon her soul.

“Great one,” she muttered, “my son…”

Yesssss. He disturbed my sleep as well. Run, run, Tristan. Run, run.

She nodded solemnly.

Then he flew. Did he not, mother?

The thought of it racked her body with pain, but again, she nodded.

Why do you seek me?

Lady Romulus swallowed and looked up at the ancient evil that towered over her. “Revenge.” That single word gave her strength, and she lifted her chin ever so slightly. “I seek revenge against that horrible—”

Anaaaaa… Magnus spoke in her mind. The name slithered across it like a serpent.

“Yes,” Lady Romulus said. “That horrible Ana Dalca.” Her words gained strength. “She embarrassed him. Humiliated him! All in jest. All for her own amusement!”

Reallllyyy?

She nodded fervently, believing in her own lie. “Yes, it’s true! That horrible… that… that princess.” The word dripped like poison. “She deserves to suffer for what she did to my Tristan. I seek revenge. And I’ll pay whatever price you demand.”

Mother, I do not have any quarrels with Princess Ana. And what do you have to give that I cannot take if I wish?

Lady Romulus crumpled a bit at this statement. Her eyes searched the dark forest floor as if the answer were there, hidden in the decaying leaves.

You have disturbed me enough, mother. Leave now and I will grant you your life, but no more.

The thought of leaving with nothing was more than she could bear. The thought of having to face the townspeople, who were already gossiping about her troubled son, would surely be her end. Still looking at the forest floor, Giselle whispered, “Lucian… I can give you Lucian Dalca.”

The vampire was utterly motionless. The forest seemed to hold its breath at this bold statement. One way or another, she had just sealed her fate.

After several long moments, Giselle looked up. Magnus watched her intently.

False promises will not endear you to me, mother.

“The promise is true. I know where he gathers his secret herbs,” she said. “Princess Ana won’t venture into the forest, but Lucian will. I’ve followed him. I can lay a trap.”

During her research, Giselle had come across an old legend. In a diary entry from a local friar, the account of Magnus and Lucian had been recorded. For years, the townspeople of Dalcashire had whispered about the Dalcas: tales of how they’d come to power in the old days, unnaturally long lives within the family, and of course, of Lucian. The townspeople even repeated an unbelievable rumor that the Dalcas had been around as long as vampires themselves. No one knew how close to the truth this really was.

But Giselle did.

Upon reading the friar’s account of a great rivalry, one that literally pitted good against evil, she knew she’d found the secret to wining Magnus’ favor. For decades, perhaps even centuries, Lucian had sought to destroy the vampires. It seemed that the Dalcas were blessed with some gift for it. And now that she’d found Magnus, she believed the old tales were more than just rumors.

Lucian. My old friend. How is he?

“Ugly as ever!” the old woman cackled. She felt, or imagined, the vampire warm to her offering. “Gangly and stooped! Stupid and—”

Careful, mother. 

She felt a pressure around her heart and clutched at her chest.

He is a great adversary and deserves respect.

“Yes, great one.” She rocked and bowed her head. “He is powerful,” she whispered. “He put down a spirit-raised with barely a thought. I saw it.”

Magnus nodded.

And what of Ana? Does she show signs of… possessing the Light?

“The light? I… I’m not sure, great one. It’s rumored she dawdles away her time in her garden. And wishes to see the world instead of marrying.” Her voice grew bitter. “Which is why my Tristan is dead. She mocked him. In front of everyone. She shunned his power and… and… she’s not like us, great one.”

Really?

“She hates this land. She hates the old ways.”

Indeed.

“She, she…” Lady Romulus was far beyond reason now. Her mind, in a desperate attempt at redemption, had snapped, and she fell headlong into a hatred of her own making. “I—I’ve heard rumors.”

Rumors?

“Yes.” She nodded her head fervently, convincing herself of the bold lie. “I’ve heard that she does have the Light. And that Lucian is training her. Yes, he’s training her in his ways, to… to…” She was shaking badly now. “…to finish what Lucian began.”

I see.

Magnus considered the woman’s story. He was not fooled by the bold attempt to win his favor. But there was some truth in her words. The Dalca’s had been his bane for more years than he cared to remember. Perhaps he’d grown careless over time. Perhaps Ana did carry the Light. That possibility was all too real.

“Great one…” A shaky breath caused her voice to waver. “What of my request?”

Suddenly she was standing. Forced to stand. Then her body was moved up the path under a dark power. 

She hung in the air, feet dragging the ground, as she was pulled toward Magnus. He stopped her just feet away.

You will swear fealty to me, for as long as I wish it. And in that covenant, you will deliver Lucian to me. That is my price. In return, I will teach you. You will learn a terrible curse, born of my own blood, that you may lay at the feet of Ana Dalca. In this way, we will both achieve what we desire.

Tears of fear and joy spilled from the old woman’s eyes. She shook in terror. “Yes,” she whispered. “Yes.”

And the covenant was made.










Chapter seven











The Laying of the Curse





Weeks passed slowly after the terrible events of the ball. Princess Ana inquired repeatedly about the well-being of Lady Giselle Romulus. There had been little news of the woman’s health other than the fact that she ‘was grieving.’  

The princess understood that perfectly well, for she’d been plagued by many sleepless nights herself. Between nightmares of the screaming rose bush and the thought that she was responsible for Tristan’s death, she carried a heavy heart. She was also aware of many hushed conversations between her father and uncle, and feared she was the focus. In general, a quiet unease hung about the castle like a terrible secret that everyone knew but her.

The people of Dalcashire were more vocal on the matter. A large majority sided with the Dalca family, agreeing that the whole thing was a tragic accident. Others laid blame squarely on the princess and her harsh words, despite no one in town having heard them first hand. And several other groups of gossipers formed to wildly imagine variations of details. But in the end, they all agreed that bad blood now existed between the two families.

So it was with delight that Rosalie brought the news of a gift to Princess Ana.

“A gift?” Ana said, looking up from her book. She’d taken to spending more time in her bedroom. “From whom?”

“Lady Romulus,” said Rosalie, and handed the letter to her.

Princess Ana looked at the sealed parchment. A strong flowing script announced her name: Princess Anastasia Dalca. On the back, the wax seal with Lady Romulus’s imprint.

“How do you know it’s a gift?” asked Ana.

“The messenger said it was,” said Rosalie. “The gardeners are bringing it to the garden. Everything will be better now!”

Ana opened the letter and read the short note.

Dearest Princess,

I am an old woman now. I fear I have little time left in this world and I do not wish to spend it poorly. Please accept this gift so that our families may heal.

Giselle Romulus

Ana put the letter on the table and stood. “Show me.”

Rosalie led the way to the garden, chattering all the way.

“Has the king been informed?” Ana asked.

“Not yet, my lady. I came straight away to give you the news first.”

They entered the garden just as the gardeners were leaving. There in the center of a graveled path, stood a rose bush.

“Oh!” the princess said. “Oh my. It’s marvelous.”

“I’ll alert the king,” Rosalie said, and left the princess alone with her gift.

“Yes,” Ana said, absently, not realizing that Rosalie was already gone. “You should do that.”

Ana’s full attention was on the marvel in front of her.

In a wooden planter stood the most striking rose bush she’d ever seen. A tall, slender stalk twisted gracefully out of the dirt. Atop it sat a perfectly formed rose in full bloom. Its deep red color reflecting nearly black. The petals, shimmering with a strange iridescence, reminded Ana of silk. For a moment she wondered if the rose was real, it was so perfect.  

Ana bent to look closer.

“You are a marvelous creation,” she whispered to it.

She reached out to touch the delicate petals.

“You will be the— Ow!” she cried out, looking at her pricked finger. A small drop of blood welled up on her fingertip.

She put the injured finger to her mouth and sucked, looking for the thorn.

Just before she lost consciousness, she had the strange thought that the stem had bent to prick her.

[image: image-placeholder]Rosalie nearly crashed into Lucian as she flung open the doors of the library. She was so happy with the news she’d practically skipped the entire way.

“Oh!” she said, stopping suddenly. “Apologies, my lord.”

Lucian, having avoided the swinging door which would have toppled his cargo, sat a load of books on a side table. Many other volumes were scattered there.

“What is it, Rosalie? I have pressing matters.” He stooped over the volumes, scanning.

“Yes, my lord.” She curtsied. “I just come to fetch the king.”

Lucian turned his head and eyed her over his glasses. “Fetch the king?”

“Yes, well… to bring some good news,” she said. “Princess Ana sent me.”

“News of what? The king is occupied.”

“Oh, I see.” She curtsied again. “Well, with the terrible,” she lowered her voice, “well… rumors of late, and the princess being so melancholy and all. Hardly leaves her room you know, the poor thing.”

“Spit it out, girl.”

Rosalie blinked in surprise. “Oh, yes, my lord. I thought it was wonderful news about the gift. And the princess sent me straight away to tell the king.”

Lucian straightened and turned towards her. “What gift?”

“The gift from Lady Romulus, my lord. It’s quite beautiful. The princess is in the garden with it now.”

Lucian broke and ran.

[image: image-placeholder]Hailing two guards, Lucian arrived at the garden minutes later. Nothing in his long life could have prepared him for what he discovered there.

Princess Ana lay on her back on the ground, writhing in a convulsive fit. A rose bush, black as death, stood over her, dripping with blood. Somehow in her convulsive state the princess had collapsed forward onto one thorny stem catching it in her mouth. It was wedged there with thorns, as if she’d tried to swallow it. She was choking on a rose bud lodged deep in her throat.

For a brief second Lucian froze, trying to understand what he was seeing. If his eyes weren’t betraying him, he’d swear the blood was coming out of the rose itself. And that was what was filling the princess’s mouth, instead of her own, from the deadly puncture wounds she’d received from the thorns.

He pulled a small dagger from his belt and deftly cut the rose stem from the plant. “Remove it!” He ordered the guards. “Beware the thorns! Don’t touch the plant.”

He rolled Ana onto her side and black blood gushed from her mouth. She coughed once and sucked at air. He readied himself. With new air in her lungs, a wracking cough exploded blood from her mouth. Just as her mouth yawned, he plucked away the stem. But the damage had been done.

Rosalie screamed and fainted.










Chapter eight











Evil Found





“But will she survive?” the king asked, pacing outside Ana’s bedroom door. 

Lucian had just come out to provide an update. “She’s been severely traumatized my lord,” Lucian said. It pained him to speak the words. “She is breathing clearly, and her heartbeat is steady.” He’d almost said, ‘surprisingly strong,’ but refrained from speculation. He wasn’t sure exactly what was wrong with her. “But she remains asleep.” The king looked at Lucian, searching for hidden meaning. “Which is good,” Lucian quickly added. “She needs to rest.”

“Was it poison?” the king asked quietly.

Lucian had been wondering this same thing for the last few hours. “If it is, my lord, it’s not like any I’ve seen before. The plant has been locked away in my study. I will study it tonight once I’m assured she is stable.”

The head of the guard appeared. A hard man with a stern face.

“What of Lady Romulus?” the king asked.

“Her home is abandoned,” the guard said. “The fire is cold.”

“Then she has fled.” The king said, trading looks with Lucian. “Wretched woman…”

“We confiscated some books,” the guard offered. 

“Why?”

The hard man fidgeted uncharacteristically. “They don’t look right, your majesty. There’s evil in them books.”

“Take them to my study,” Lucian said as he looked from guard to king. “I will uncover their secrets there.”

The king nodded.

“Yes, my lord,” said the guard. “Your majesty.” He nodded, spun on his heels and left.

Now Lucian began to pace the cold hallway. The king watched him carefully. Finally, Lucian broke his silence. “The old woman is powerful… or at least, a good teacher. Raising a spirit as Tristan did is no small feat. But I fear this rose bush is a different matter.”

“Why do you feel that?” the king asked.

Lucian thought back to the first image of Ana convulsing on the ground. Why had he thought the rose was bleeding of its own accord? Black roses were uncommon but not unheard of. And if Ana had accidentally fallen onto the bush, that could account for the blood on it. But there was more. Something deep in his mind said there was more. Ignoring the fact that the smaller bud was in her throat (and how does one fall that perfectly onto a stem?) the idea that he’d seen the stem pulsing, as if a vein where pumping blood into her mouth, would not leave him.

“Lucian? What are you not saying?”

Lucian turned and looked at the king. “I need to see those books. Ana is well tended by the physicians. I must look deep into Lady Romulus’ studies. I do not wish to lead us down a path on mere feeling along.”

The king nodded. “Very well. I will see my daughter now. Update me as soon as you can.”

Lucian nodded and disappeared down the dark hall.

[image: image-placeholder]An hour later the king entered Lucian’s study. Candles cast harsh shadows on the king’s face, artificially aging him. “What news?” the king asked.

Lucian leaned back in his chair and rubbed his eyes. He appeared to have aged more than the king in the last hour. His desk was cluttered with arcane literature.

“How is she?” Lucian asked.

“She still sleeps,” said the king. “Like the dead. She will not wake. What news?”

Lucian nodded as if he expected the answer. Then he spoke in a slow, measured tone. “The Lady Romulus has betrayed us, I fear. She has betrayed humanity.” He took Giselle’s books, one by one and turned them toward the king. “Most of these have to do with the old legends. You know of what I speak.” 

The king approached the desk. 

“Some are spell books, for she was looking for a curse.” 

The king sat. 

“But this one.” Lucian tossed the diary on top of the others. “Sets us on a different path.”

The king looked at the ancient leather hide that protected the small book. His fingers touched a nearly invisible imprint on the cover. It seemed familiar, but from a dream. A very old one. He opened it carefully, its ancient pages creaking in protest. On the first yellowed page, in tall, tight script was a single line: Jurnalul Fratelui Gheorghe. (Journal of Brother George)

The friar! The same one that documented a rivalry so old it had passed into legend. An unbelievable legend about the Dalca family and an ancient evil.

The king sat back in his chair. His eyes roamed the cluttered desk, trying to bring order to his racing mind.

For an instant the flickering candles froze, holding their collective breaths, suspending time in the dark room, snapshotting the two men’s faces before the precipice of hell.

“Has she found him?” the king finally asked.

“It would be prudent to assume so,” Lucian said. “My old nemesis.”

“Our old nemesis,” said the king.

“Magnus,” they said together.










Chapter nine











The Dark Gift





Lucian and the king spoke late into the night. Word had been sent to the physicians to notify the royal brothers of any updates regarding the princess. 

They hadn’t spoken of Magnus for many years. But now, with the pressing gloom that had settled about the castle, they wondered if that hadn’t been their most grievous error.

The Dalca family had dealt with Magnus and his type for a very long time, but always in secret. How the Light had been bestowed upon their family was now lost to history. And not all members of the family carried its power. But Lucian did, as did his fathers. And in turn, he sensed that it had been growing in Ana as well.

What it was to become now, inside Ana, no one could tell.

As in nature, all things must balance, night becomes day, young becomes old, love balances hate, and good opposes evil. Over time and through much reflection the Dalca family, from Radu and Lucian, back through their father, Nicolae, through his father, Stefan, beginning with his father Alexandru the Wise, the family had known that the Light was their burden to carry. They had been chosen to carry it, for something must balance the Dark Gift.

Magnus, however, hadn’t been bestowed with anything. He’d stolen it. An alchemist of most humble beginnings, Magnus made a name for himself in the dark arts, achieving great power. But the power was not enough. He wished for immortality. So, through a clever ploy, Magnus deceived Benedict, a Christian monk who’d been given the Dark Gift by Rhoshamandes himself, and drank of his blood, thus becoming a vampire. 

The fear for the royal brothers was that Magnus’s blood now coursed through Ana’s veins, having been delivered through a cursed rose bush, under the ploy of a peace offering.

“Will she survive it?” the king asked.

Lucian sat for a long time with his thoughts. His mind was searching, flailing, but the answer did not come.

“I know not the intent of the curse; therefore, I cannot say.”

“What can you say?” the king’s voice rose. “While my daughter lies there… dying. Is there nothing you can say?”

Lucian locked eyes with his brother. “I can say this. I swear to you that I will do everything in my power to find a cure, for your daughter, for my niece, for our Ana.”










Chapter ten











The Awakening





On the evening of the second day after Princess Ana fell under the curse, Rosalie quietly entered her bed chamber, shielding the faint light from her candle. She had not left the princess’s side and had taken to sleeping in the hall outside her door in case she suddenly awoke. 

Rosalie stoked the fire. The castle had grown cold of late; an early fall wind creeping down from the mountain. As the fire regained its strength, a pallid glow pushed back the shadows of the dark room. She picked up her candle and turned to the bed.

“Oh!” she cried out, stunned. “Princess? Where are you?” 

The bed was empty.

She stooped, scanning the dark floor, fearful the princess had rolled out of bed in a fit.

“Princess?”

She stood and cast her candle toward the four corners of the room. Nothing.

She put her hand cautiously on the bed feeling for any hint of warmth. She imagined it was there, but the room was cold. She couldn’t be sure.

The room darkened, the fire struggling to catch. She hurried to it and threw on a bit of straw and kindling.

There was a sound behind her.

She spun.

As the fire threw out light, Rosalie gasped and stepped back.

“Ohh…” she moaned, hand covering her mouth. “My Lady? Wha—what are you doing up there?”

In the flickering light, Rosalie saw Princess Ana crouching atop a large wooden wardrobe standing against the wall. She was watching her.

The princess, dressed only in a white night gown, crouched at the front of the wardrobe. Her slender pale arms hung between her knees, hands dangling over the edge. She leaned forward with glassy eyes; flickering flames reflected there.

“Puh… puh… princess?” Rosalie took two stumbling steps back.

“Are..?” She swallowed. “Are… ohhhh… princess please… what ails you?” She moved slowly towards the door.

Ana closed her eyes—an extended blink—as if trying to wake from a heavy sleep. She blinked again. Each time her eyes snapped open they were fixed on Rosalie’s exact position as she crept for the exit.

Then Ana’s nostrils flared. She smelled the room.

Rosalie backed against the wall as her free hand searched for the door latch.

Ana’s head began to roll slowly on her neck from side to side, her nose following some heavenly scent that had drifted up to her. Back and forth, back and forth, as if the new scent was a melody played on the air. 

She rolled her head forward, letting it hang against her open nightgown. Her scent was different, more primal in some way, ripe. Then she raised her face toward the high ceiling, arching her head back. Her nostrils flared again. A visible shiver coursed through her body, trembling the soft nightgown.

Then Rosalie noticed the strangest thing. Princess Ana’s toes were twitching rapidly over the edge of the wardrobe, tiny nervous twitches. It reminded her of a cat’s paws, fidgeting, right before it pounces.

Dropping the candle, Rosalie screamed and ran from the room.
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The Vigil Begins





The next morning Lucian entered the room. He’d sat outside the door since Rosalie had raised the alarm. Quietly he’d listened to the sounds of labored breathing, incoherent mumblings, pacing. Finally, in the early morning hours, the princess had worn herself out. 

Just as dawn broke, he entered the room, strode quickly to the window and pulled the heavy curtains shut. Today he would test his theory and make a definitive diagnosis.

He sat on the floor next to the high bed. “Princess?” he said quietly. “Can you hear me?”

A low moan answered him from beneath the bed. Ana had crawled there in her stupor.

“Wake up Ana,” Lucian commanded. Lighting a smudge stick of sage and juniper, he blew out the flame and waved its smoking end beneath the bed. 

“…uuuhhhh…” the princess moaned. 

He continued waving the incense back and forth beneath the bed. Soon, the cleansing smoke wafted up on all sides of the mattress.

“Uugghh… What is that?” Ana asked.

“You're awake,” he said, his voice gentle but tinged with concern. “Will you come out?”

A hand stretched out from beneath the bed. Lucian saw dirty and broken nails. At some point she’d been scratching the stone floor.

He rose and assisted his niece out from under the bed. He guided her to the edge of the mattress where she sat with eyes clenched, shut against the rising morning light. He pulled a chair close and sat.

His heart was broken.

Although the wounds to the inside of her mouth had begun to heal, her lips were still swollen, twisting her lovely smile out of proportion. The cruel thorns had taken their toll. Her beautiful olive-colored skin had begun to pale, its color washing out. Her long raven hair was matted with dust and clung to her; she’d been sweating badly.

“I smell the forest, uncle,” Ana whispered. Her eyes remained shut. 

A faint smile colored his face. “Yes, princess. A special mix just for you. Sage and—”

She shook her head. “No.” Her voice was small, breathy, but insistent. “I smell the forest… the leaves in the dirt… the roots… 

“I smell the worms.”

Lucian clenched his fists pressing them into his eyes. After several seconds, he removed them and was startled to see Ana’s eyes open, staring at him.

“I smell your tears, uncle. Why do I smell your tears?”

Lucian swallowed and took a deep shuttering breath. “Lay down, my dear.” He helped her beneath the covers. She allowed herself to be bundled tight.

When she was settled, Lucian sat on the edge of the bed. He cleared his throat and hardened his nerves. His voice was soft but stern. “A great cruelty has been done to you princess. A terrible curse laid upon you.”

“I hear the creatures of the night,” Ana said, absently. “They whisper to me on the wind.”

Lucian continued, although he doubted she understood his words. “But I swear on my life that I will find a way to break the curse.”

“They tell me secrets,” Ana said.

“Even if I have to pull Magnus from his rotting grave—”

“The moon bathes me.”

“—and pluck out his eyes—”

“I am the night.”

“—to see the path forward!”

“I am… elemental.”

Lucian broke. A shuddering gasp betrayed him. His head fell into his hands. A low moan was all he could muster.

“Fear not, uncle.” 

Lucian’s eyes sprung open as he felt hers inspect his face.

She peered up at him from her soft pillow, blankets pulled up to her chin. Her eyes were suddenly clear and full of understanding. “I know not what will become of me, but I see that you fear it. I will fight this… curse as you call it, if it pleases you, for I have the Light within me.”

Lucian’s eyes widened with surprise. Although he’d suspected the power was in his niece, he’d never spoken to her about it. “Yes,” he whispered, nodding. “With all your strength, fight it. Give me time to find a cure.”

“But I cannot say which will prevail. I feel the struggle building in me now. The core of my being is torn asunder, and I see not how it will mend.” 

Lucian stood, laying his hand on her covered shoulder. “You have given me hope, princess. And that is all I need. Fight as hard as you can. I will do the same. And remember, no matter what happens, I will always be on your side.”

The corner of Ana’s mouth curled up. Then she was asleep. 

Lucian strode from her room. Plans had to be made.

[image: image-placeholder]“Your Majesties,” Lucian began, his voice heavy. “Our worst fears are confirmed. The Black Gift has fallen over the princess. She has begun the transformation.”

The queen gasped, her hands covering her mouth.

The king nodded slightly. “What are we to do?”

“Fight,” said Lucian. “Stand vigil over the princess and help her fight. The Black Gift exists within her, yes, but she also has the Light. She can feel them both, which means there is still hope.”

[image: image-placeholder]Guards were set. Rules were made. And the family's vigil began.

Night after night, as Ana struggled against the rising bloodlust, new omens emerged. The forest grew restless. Wild animals, normally content with the velvety darkness, ventured out. Whispers were heard in the wind. And a blood-red moon hung in the sky.

Day after day, Lucian, Rosalie and a mute servant girl would enter Ana’s bedchamber. Lucian, with his back turned, would recite a protective spell, as the women bathed and clothed the princess. Ana would respond to Rosalie—when asked a direct question—as if from a deep hypnosis, eyes closed, but present. She ate little.

Bundles of Lavender were hung from the bed’s canopy in hopes of calming the princess during her daily sleep.

Lucian kept a record of the physical changes he observed, and more importantly, those he did not. Ana’s teeth showed no signs of change.

The door was modified to be locked only from the outside. Strange new bouquets of flowers were set in front of the door at night, garlic hidden within them.

The castle held its breath, as if awaiting a storm.

“The kingdom's peril grows,” the king said one morning. He stared vacantly at the town of Dalcashire nestled in the valley below.

“What have you heard?” asked Lucian.

“Rumors.”

“There are always rumors,” Lucian said.

“Not like these.”

Lucian arched an eyebrow in question.

After a long pause, and ignoring the inquiry, the king said, “That wretched woman has yet to be found. The hunters have searched everywhere.”

Lucian nodded and was silent for a long time. “Perhaps she is dead then,” he finally said.

The king arched an eyebrow in return.

“Or not,” Lucian offered. “I must replenish my herbs soon. And look for others which are just coming to strength. If she is still alive, I suspect I may find her thus.”

The king studied his brother’s face. “And Magnus?”

“Perhaps.” Lucian nodded.

“A trap then?”

“Expertly set and patiently tended,” Lucian said. He’d suspected a trap from the beginning, waiting for it to be sprung. But time had grown short. He could wait no longer.

As the nights wore on, terror within the castle grew. Ana's transformation continued, each night more terrifying than the last.

The battle for Ana's soul was underway, and the stakes had never been higher. The vigil had begun, and the family stood united, their faces etched with grim determination, their hearts filled with dwindling hope.

But as the nights passed, and the curse strengthened, a new horror invaded their minds. They wondered what they would be forced to do once Ana could no longer be contained.










Chapter twelve











Gossip





The wind bent the branches, causing them to tap a dire warning against the windowpane. Eadric, aged and weathered, heard the warning, for he slept little these days, and sat up in bed.  He no longer bothered checking to see if his wife had stirred. Her side of the bed had been cold for years now. He debated on getting up and stoking the fire, or laying back down, when he heard the cow. She’d begun to bawl. 

Swinging his legs off the bed, he cursed the covers as they clung around his thinning legs. His creaking joints protested at the sudden movement.

Outside, the cow bawled louder. Terror raising its pitch.

Hobbling into the front room with the cold fire, he grabbed the gun hanging above the hearth.

He turned towards the door.

Something screamed.

He froze. His hand hovering above the latch. That terrible scream was unlike anything he’d ever heard.

Setting the gun aside, he grabbed a lantern and lit it, turning the flame up high. He paused a moment longer, then flung the door open, holding up the lantern. Grabbing the gun again, he walked out into the cold night.

He squinted towards the barnyard, his old eyes trying to separate the shadows. “Ho, there!” he croaked. “Be gone and leave me be!” He wished his voice was stronger just then. A movement in the shadows caught his attention. It was low to the ground. A large, dark lump. He raised the gun with one arm. “I said—”

The shadow moved, a head, and a pair of eyes looked at him. The thing hissed a strange mewling sound.

He fired wildly and stumbled backward.

A shape sprung up from the ground and landed on a large boulder, crouching. It hissed again, then leapt into the dark forest and disappeared. 

The cow’s throat had been torn out.

[image: image-placeholder]On a lonely mountain path, Algur Thorne held up his lantern and inspected his horse’s hoof; it had thrown a shoe.

He silently cursed the blacksmith for his shoddy work, then stood up and looked around. He was familiar with the Carpathian Mountains but hadn’t been to Dalcashire in many years. He did not care for his current predicament.

Searching for the moon to estimate the lateness of the hour, he was disappointed to see only clouds. But given that he’d followed a blood-red moon the last two days, he wondered if not seeing it wasn’t better in some way. 

He looked around for the missing shoe, but quickly dismissed any hope of finding it. The horse had been limping down the rocky path for the last twenty minutes or so, but this was the first safe place he’d come upon to stop and inspect her.

He felt a heavy presence in the forest around him. He was a seasoned traveler and had learned to trust his instincts. His hand found the hilt of his sword and lingered. He concentrated on his peripheral vision, listening. A moment later he let his hand drop away. Still in front of his horse holding her reigns, he began to walk.

The lantern threw light a few feet down the narrow path, but it was quickly swallowed by the gloom. The only sounds came from his two boots, the horse’s four hooves, and the occasional rock that slid out from beneath them and skittered away. 

Until it wasn’t.

The horse heard the sound first, pulling against the reigns, trying to look behind it. He held her fast knowing that no blinder would prevent a spooked horse from bolting. If she spooked here, she’d likely fall down the mountain.

He stopped, letting his breathing settle. The horse snorted lightly behind him. Whatever was following them had also stopped.

The ancient mountain sighed and sent a moaning wind at him. Voices, little dangerous whispers, flitted just outside of hearing and comprehension. The night mocked him.

He resumed his slow walk, looking for natural shelter. When it presented itself, he would turn and fight his pursuer. Whoever, or whatever, it may be.

His horse snorted again and began to whinny. Algur pulled down hard on the reigns trying to control her. Fear showed in her rolling eyes as she shook her head, trying to break free of the reigns.

He quickened his pace down the steep path, hoping to keep the horse from bolting. He knew he’d have to release the reigns soon; he couldn’t control her and fight at the same time. 

But the thought was moot.

A flash of shadow caught his attention, then the horse reared up, jerking the reigns from his hand. It twisted toward its attacker. A whinnying shriek exploded from its throat as its hooves gnashed the air. Then it toppled over. In its instant of terror, the horse’s instinct was only to escape by any means possible. The black forest echoed with the crashing sound of the horse as it tumbled down the mountainside.

He was alone.

Algur dropped the lantern in shock. And just before its feeble light went out, he saw the face of his attacker smile at him.

[image: image-placeholder]The Witch’s Inn, in the town of Dalcashire, was full of patrons. As if moved by a mysterious tide, people had flocked to the dark and smoky meeting place to have a drink and discuss the strange tidings of late. Every seat was taken, and the latecomers stood shoulder to shoulder. But no one complained, the closeness gave them comfort.

Vasile Dumitrescu, the inn keeper, was glad for the business, but feared what it meant for the town. Mass hysteria could spread quicker than fire.

“Eadric lost a cow to the beast,” one woman stated. “Tore its throat out, it did.”

“It were a wolf,” someone said. “A loner.”

“Then why didn’t it eat it?” the woman countered. “That weren’t no wolf killin’.”

“I heard someone found a horse that fell right down the mountain,” a man said. “Never found the rider.”

“Babies,” a woman said. She held a mug tightly under her chin, nearly speaking into it. “I’ve heard babies have been snatched right out of their cribs.”

The evening had started with whispered rumors, but now they were shouted out as facts to be observed.

“And what of the wolves?” someone else said. “They’re movin’ more than usual. Damned things walkin’ right up to my door, they are.”

“Damned is right,” Petru Ionescu stated. He was a grizzled old tracker that had lived in the mountains since he was a child. “We’re all damned. For the old evil has risen again.”

Gasps and murmurs rippled through the crowd.

“How do you know?” someone said.

“Is it true?” another asked.

Everyone knew that ‘old evil’ referred to Magnus. But no one would say his name. That was practically the same as inviting him into their homes.

“Aye, it’s true,” Petru said. “But it has a new face.”

“New face?”

“What do you mean?”

“The Princess,” Petru said. “She has been cursed.”

The crowd erupted.

“Lies!”

“Tell us!”

“Treason!”

“How?”

Vasile came from around the bar to calm the crowd. He didn’t want the inn destroyed by an errant rumor.

“Quiet! Quiet!” Vasile shouted. He pushed his way to the center. “What are you saying, Petru?” he asked. “There will be no lies about the princess told in here!”

Petru looked at Vasile, then over the crowd of faces. “This is no lie, I speak. It is the truth.”

“But how?” The crowd closed in around him.

Petru stood up and the crowd grew quiet. “You all know what happened to Tristan. It doesn’t matter we don’t agree on what caused it, but you know what happened.” The crowd murmured their agreement. “And now Lady Romulus is gone. The princess hasn’t been seen in weeks. And terror walks at night.”

“But that doesn’t mean—” someone started.

“I know the royal hunters,” Petru said. “I’ve seen them in the forest searching for the old woman.” He looked down at his hands, paused, then continued. “I’ve spoken to some of them. The princess has been confined to her chambers. The Black Gift runs in her blood. Cursed by the black magic of Lady Romulus.”

Cries and moans rose in the crowd. People shouted. People argued. People cursed the Romulus name. People prayed for the deliverance of Princess Ana.

“There is no cure for the Black Gift,” Petru said to the person who prayed for her deliverance. “We all know this.”

“Then what is to be done?” someone asked.

Petru looked back down at his hands. His eyes stayed there.

“You also know what must be done. It is the old way. She must be killed with a wooden stake.”










Chapter thirteen











Uprising





The rumor spread, fear growing with each telling. Doors were locked, windows shuttered, and the once lively town of Dalcashire grew quiet and suspicious. A shadow had fallen over the land, and the people were afraid. 

In the castle, the king and queen listened to the reports, their faces pale.

"What are we to do?" the queen asked, wringing her hands. “They think our Ana has done these terrible things. They think she is… that she is… a monster.”

The king grimaced at the word, but did not respond, for he did not know what his daughter was. Or what she was becoming. Each night, for Ana’s safety and their own, her chamber door was locked from the outside. Her room was on the second floor, its only window overlooking a precipitous drop to the river far below. It was inconceivable that she could climb down, and the king didn’t believe in the myth of flying vampires. But was she somehow still responsible for these strange killings? Or had they been perpetrated by some other monster altogether?

What he did know was that formal demands for the princess’ execution had been made to the royal family. A long list of supposed crimes had been attached to the demand. But the king would see himself dead before allowing such a thing.

“We must trust Lucian,” the King replied, though doubt tinged his voice. “He will save our daughter.”

But as the nights wore on, and the rumors spread, uncertainty grew. The people's faith in the royal family was wavering, and the castle, once a symbol of strength, now seemed fragile.

Ana's transformation was not just a battle for her soul; it was a battle for the very heart of the kingdom. The curse had reached beyond the castle walls, touching every corner of the land.

And it didn’t take long for the people to act. Torches and pitchforks in hand, they marched on the castle, their faces filled with fear and anger.

“Death to the vampire princess!” they chanted, their voices echoing through the night.

The castle gates shuddered under the force of their assault. Night after night the people came with their demands. Night after night they were repelled. But their numbers grew, people from neighboring towns had caught the fear and joined them. And the king knew that the situation was spiraling out of control.

“The gates must hold,” the king said. “We must give Lucian time.”

“But what of the people?” the Queen asked, her voice breaking. “They are afraid.”

“They are our subjects,” the king replied. “We must retain control until the crisis is over.”

But control was slipping away. Ana's moments of lucidity were growing shorter. And neither Lucian nor Rosalie could explain the dirt on her hands and feet in the mornings.










Chapter fourteen











The Siege





On the fifth night of the siege, the wooden castle gates were set afire. Although the iron-barred outer gate still held, it was beginning to weaken under the onslaught. It was only a matter of time before the castle would be breached and the mob outside knew it. 

Inside, Lucian worked frantically, his face etched with concentration. He’d forgone searching for a cure for the Black Gift, in lieu of a more desperate plan.

“We must flee,” he said, his voice filled with urgency. “The mob will not be held back much longer.”

The king's face was pale. “Is there no other way?”

“None that I see, my lord,” Lucian said. “I need more time, but there is none here. And, once the people know we have gone, they will abandon the siege.”

“And come after you,” the king said.

Lucian chuckled wickedly. “They will not catch me. That you can be assured of.”

“And the arrangements have been made?”

“Yes, my lord. I’ve been working on them for weeks now. Just in case.”

The king nodded and paced Lucian’s study. “But the journey is so long,” he said. “Months. How can you ensure she will not destroy herself in her mania? Or that her secret won’t be found out?”

“I have put the princess into a deep sleep, just today. A hibernation of sorts. She will not wake from it until she has arrived safely at her destination.”

“Her destination?” the king asked. “Not yours?”

Lucian hurriedly finished packing. “Her destination is my destination, my lord. But after the escape, we cannot travel together. It’s simply too dangerous. I fear Magnus will try to use our weakness to his advantage. And I don’t intend to make it easy for him.”

“And you’re sure that once she arrives at her— your destination, you can control her… night mania?”

A string of black pearls appeared in Lucian's hand, glinting in the dim light.

“Her life force is now bound to these pearls. The ritual was completed this morning. The princess willingly consented. I feared I’d waited too long to perform it. I thought that… that perhaps… she was too far into her transition to comprehend… or agree to the plan. But she was surprisingly lucid.”

Lucian paused here, wondering if the king detected the falsity in his story. But he was not guilty of telling a lie, merely of omitting all the facts. He knew the princess was lucid enough to understand—more than lucid enough. She had been coming into his mind for the last several nights. Whether it was before or after any nightly excursions, he could not say. But her voice had come to him as he lay awake searching for an answer. She’d told him that whatever happened, she loved him very much. She’d told him to not worry about her, for she was experiencing many wonderful things. She told him how the moon had begun to whisper secrets in her ear. And then she agreed to be put to sleep and bound to the pearls, for she understood he needed to have hope. And her love was strong enough to give that to him the only way she could.

The king watched Lucian’s face. He saw something hidden there but did not try to expose it. He knew Lucian loved Ana and would do anything to cure her. This desperate plan was everyone’s last hope.

The king nodded at the pearls. “You are sure of their power?”

Lucian stroked the string of pearls between his fingers. “They are imbued with the strongest magic I can muster. Because her life force is now tied to them, she’ll feel an overwhelming need to wear them. Her body will crave them as it craves air. But at the same time, the pearls will work to pull the… sickness from her. They will absorb the Black Gift as it seeks to consume her. They will work to slake any… bloodlust she may have.” This was the first time the brothers had spoken so openly about what the princess was capable of.

“Why does she not wear them now?” the king asked.

“She is under a powerful spell. It will keep her asleep for a long time. But I dare not combine the magic of the pearls on top of that. I cannot say what would happen.”

“The pearls, will they—?” the king started.

Lucian shook his head. “The pearls will never consume the Black Gift in its entirety. It continues to grow within her and always will. My hope is that the pearls help bring the princess into some state of… equilibrium. That they will help her to find a balance between the Light and the Dark that lives within her.” 

The king nodded; his face filled with resolve. “Then it is decided. You will leave post-haste. We will do whatever it takes to affect your escape.”

Lucian nodded. “Come say goodbye to your daughter. My carriage awaits. We’ll leave within the hour.”










Chapter fifteen











The Escape





The queen nearly fainted when she saw Ana being placed into the wooden crate. The stark image of a burial had overwhelmed her senses. Upon regaining her composure, the queen berated the king and his brother. A mother’s scorn was absolute. 

“My queen,” Lucian said. “I assure you it is the only way. Her journey is so long she can travel no other way.”

“But in a box?”

“She’ll remember nothing. She’s in the deepest sleep. She will not hunger nor thirst. And air holes have been drilled. The finest linens and silks will cushion her sleep.”

The queen looked unbelieving at the king. He nodded his consent. “It must be done.”

Lucian continued. “I have packed similar boxes and sent them ahead. Things that… that she may need in her new life. It will appear as if a large quantity of material from The Black Pearl Trading Company is being shipped. No reason for anyone to suspect otherwise.”

The queen looked at the box that sat in the back of a large carriage then turned and left. Her daughter was gone to her now.

Shouts could be heard from above. The mob outside was making another attempt at the gate.

“We’re out of time,” the king said. “I’ll show myself and make a plea for understanding. Make your escape when I draw their attention.”

“Stay out of arrow shot,” Lucian said.

The king shook his head. “They do not want to kill me. They are simply frightened.”

“Even so. A caged animal will fight.”

The king nodded. “Godspeed, Lucian. Send word when you can.”

“Yes, my lord.”

The king turned and went to face the mob.

[image: image-placeholder]A secret passage had been carved into the mountainside centuries ago. It was this passage that ran beneath the castle and with which Lucian made his escape.

Five minutes after the king walked onto the balcony to plead with the mob, Lucian ordered the secret dungeon gate opened. The path carved into the cliffside was barely wide enough for his four-horse team and carriage now loaded with its most precious cargo. He could hear the clamor of the mob above and behind him as he inched along.

He went slowly and in the dark. Although night was nearly fully upon them, he dared not light a lantern. He wanted to be clear of the castle before doing that. Once he was on the castle road—the main pass from the town of Dalcashire up to the castle, then winding off into the mountains—he would take the lesser traveled mountain passes. They were more dangerous, but he desired to travel with the greatest stealth for fear that someone, or something, would discover his plan and guess his destination.

“Hey!” someone yelled from above. “They’re escaping!”

And just like that the secret was exposed.

More shouting was heard. People cursed, although they knew not why.

Lucian looked up over his right shoulder. There, atop the sheer cliff where the castle road ran, a group of angry villagers stood peering over the side. He urged the horses on despite the narrow path. Rocks broke loose and tumbled over the side of the escape route. Some people ran back down the long road toward town hoping to find where the secret road came out. 

Several minutes later the carriage was off the mountainside disappearing into a thick stand of trees. The secret path did not connect directly with the castle road but lost itself in a forgotten stretch of forest. From there, Lucian guided the horses through a series of switchbacks, descending below, and around, the town, unnoticed.

Past the town, the forgotten forest was wild and deadly. As the land leveled a bit, Lucian urged the horses faster. The first step of their escape was complete, but now came the most dangerous. A long, cross-country journey lay ahead of them. And he could not tarry, for it was already late in the season for sailing. And by the time they reached the ship that would secret the princess away, it would be very late, indeed. And if he missed it, there would be no other captain willing to sail with such deadly cargo. If that happened, Lucian would have to try and cure Ana in a country that actively hunted and killed people who suffered her condition.

The forest was a labyrinth of shadows, the path winding and treacherous. Lucian guided the carriage, his eyes darting, his senses on high alert. Ana lay inside, still under the spell, her face a mask of tranquility amidst the chaos.

He ran the horses night after night, hiding most days. The first week he’d enjoyed the relative security of familiar surroundings. But as the days wore on, the land became less familiar, and he began to question his own plan.










Chapter sixteen











Death Awakes





In a shadowy cave deep within the Carpathian Mountains, Magnus stood over a cowering Lady Romulus. Her hands were twisted into knots on her lap as she knelt on the hard ground. Though it had only been a few days since he’d learned of Ana's flight from the castle, Magnus seethed at the thought of his prey slipping away. 

I delivered on my promise, mother. But what of yours?

Lady Romulus rocked in place; head bowed. Her eyes would not meet his gaze. "Great one, if I may say, perhaps this turn of events is not wholly without merit. The kingdom is in disarray, the people gripped by fear. Much has been accomplished."

Magnus' eyes flashed with anger. That was not our bargain!

The old woman felt pressure on the back of her neck. Although Magnus was several feet in front of her, it felt like a hand had just gripped the back of her neck.

Do not pretend to understand my desires!

She began to moan as her head was pushed slowly toward the stone path where she knelt.

I care not about the kingdom!

Her nose touched first. Her old joints popping. “…uuhhhh… …uuuuHHH…” she moaned.

My eyes watch kingdoms rise and fall!

The pressure increased. Her nose bent sideways as her mouth was mashed against the stone. “…peas… …ppEEAASSEE!” she screamed, her mouth unable to open.

Castles crumble to dust before me!

Her neck, tendons tearing, stretched out like that of chicken’s awaiting the axe. Her frail hands scrabbled against the ground seeking purchase.

Mountains age before me!

As the pressure increased on her neck, so did her crescendo. “…eeEEAASSSEE… …EEEE! …EEEEEEEE!”

Crack!

The sound of her breaking neck echoed through the cave. Lady Romulus was no more.

With a flick of his hand, Magnus tossed her aside like a spent chicken bone.

He walked out of the cave and breathed the night air. It seemed richer to him somehow. His skin prickled. His ears heard. His eyes saw. 

He would find Lucian himself, he decided. He’d slumbered too long in his cave. Far too long had he spent in this state of truce, ignoring Lucian until just recently. 

It was time to call the others.

[image: image-placeholder]Awake, my brothers and sisters. 

Awake and arise.

Our time has come again.

Awake.

And they awoke.

[image: image-placeholder]In a decaying castle south of Budapest, along the lower Danube River, the vampire Mihaela awoke. Her scarlet tresses shimmered over her pale shoulders.

I hear you, Magnus. Her inner voice purred in his mind.

[image: image-placeholder]In a lonely abbey outside Prague, northwest of Budapest, the monk Ambrosio stirred, licking his thin lips. 

Magnus?

His thoughts searched the dark void of his mind.

(Yes, brother. Arise.)

Are you coming to me, Magnus?

(Soon.)

Ambrosio opened his eyes.

[image: image-placeholder]And in a fog-shrouded manor hidden in the wilds of France, Isabeau Rochefort, the furthest from Magnus, lay in a deep sleep. When Magnus’s thoughts touched her mind, her eyes shot open. She gasped for breath as if shocked. His touch, even telepathically, was electric to her. Her nostrils flared as she arched her back sensuously. She was raw nerve and desire.

She sent no words back to Magnus. Her presence in his mind was enough.

As the answers came, Magnus' mouth curved into a cruel smile. Lucian and Ana would soon be his.

The vampires, called upon by Magnus, their maker, called upon beasts of their own. Bats chittered in their caves, waiting to take flight. Wolves howled and gnashed their teeth, sniffing the air. The other animals of the forests, feeling this dark energy, snorted, stamped and ran in circles. Fawns, frightened by the raw fear their mothers exuded, ran headlong into rivers and drowned.

Although the forests of Europe were vast, a deadly message had been cast into them. And like a stone thrown into the ocean, the ripple would eventually reach the other side. 

And the dark things heard.










Chapter seventeen











The Search Begins





The voice came so strongly into his mind Lucian jerked the reigns, nearly toppling the horses. 

(Lucian!)

It was late in the evening. He wasn’t sure what day it was, but knew they were weeks into their journey. He thought they were over halfway based on his reading of the stars but was less confident about the geographical signs the further west they traveled.

Night after night he pushed the horses harder, harder than the day before. Day after day he slept less, fearing what he could not see, what he could not conceive. His mind was a battered Lute, out of tune, strings stretched, nearly unstrung, and he feared a grievous error of judgment was hiding in his dementia.

“Yes?” he said wearily, then realized who had called his name.

Princess? He thought to himself. What’s wrong?

(The forest, Lucian. It whispers. It conspires against us.)

The horses had stopped, confused by the mixed signals in the reigns. Lucian worked on getting them moving again but at a slower pace. He feared he was near to running them to death, but he had little choice in the matter. The further they ventured from the safety of the castle, the more he thought his plan was folly. To compensate, he had soothed the horses with whatever magical incantations he could muster, sometimes feeding their spirits with what little energy he could spare from his own. 

The forest, princess? I don’t understand.

(You’re weary, uncle. Exhausted. But did you not hear the call?)

Lucian tracked back in his mind: five seconds ago, a minute, five minutes. It was all a blur. It was endless forest and rattling carriage. It was fear of discovery and timidity at the same time. He saw their undoing as black filaments of indecision invaded his thoughts.

I heard nothing, princess. What is it?

A long pause strung out. So long that Lucian wondered if he hadn’t dozed off and dreamt the words.

(He hunts us, uncle. He knows we have escaped, and he hunts us. He has called his… my… he has called the dark ones. They are looking for us.)

Lucian could not recall now if he’d ever spoken Magnus’s name to Ana. He doubted it but was unsure now, but he knew this was who she spoke of. The fact that Magnus’s blood flowed within her surely had created some type of link between them. Was that what the princess had heard? Was Magnus calling out to others like him, or who he’d made, seeking assistance? When Ana stuttered over what to call them, when she’d started to say ‘my’ was she thinking, ‘my siblings’?

He forced the thought from his mind. He simply couldn’t entertain the idea. 

We’ll rest soon. We are near a place of safety. At least for a little while.

[image: image-placeholder]The House of Magnus, the vampires created by the alchemist who stole the Dark Gift from Benedict, had been awoken by the one who’d made them. Although spread across Europe, their bond was stronger than any normal blood bond. It was fundamental to their being. And upon Magnus’ call, each one, Mihaela, Ambrosio, and Isabeau Rochefort, began searching for the image Magnus projected into their minds.

Mihaela searched the thoughts of the dark creatures that frequented the hills and valleys along the lower Danube. But she quickly sensed that the prey had already passed this area, heading unseen via strong magic to the west.

Ambrosio, far to the north, caught only a whiff of what Mihaela sent out. He would miss the hunt completely. But the fact that he felt no sense of the prey was still news to Magnus. It meant that Lucian had not turned north or traveled upriver. He was either heading southeast, possibly through Croatia, to the Adriatic Sea to board a ship, or he was taking a very long journey straight west, skirting south of the Alps. Perhaps he meant to lose himself in the great mountain range, but if so, he couldn’t hide there forever. Besides, the winters were brutal, and Magnus knew Lucian would not fall victim to poor planning.

Magnus had one chance left to capture Lucian and Ana. And it rested with the most unpredictable member of his family, Isabeau Rochefort.

As Magnus prepared to travel, he felt an uncommon sense of excitement building in him. Since partaking of the Black Gift so many centuries ago, he’d experienced every pleasure and emotion known to man, and many unknown. And when the vampire hysteria swept across Europe forcing him into hiding, he feared he would never feel excitement again. But the thought of his old adversary, the thrill of the hunt, combined with the possibility of where Lucian might be heading, had his mind spinning. 

Where are you going, Lucian?

He was careful not to project this thought into the wild, fearful that Lucian would change course if he felt his presence behind him.

Would you be so bold? Would you dare the winter witch to escape your beloved Ana to the New World?

As soon as the thought came into his mind, Magnus knew it was correct. That was why Lucian was traveling west. And it didn’t make sense to board a ship that still had to sail through the Mediterranean, the Algerian pirates were ruthless. No, Lucian would head west via the most direct route possible, south of the Alps. And that would lead him straight into France.

And France was where Isabeau Rochefort lay waiting.
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A Late Night Visit





In an abandoned cottage somewhere in the foothills of the Alps, Lucian rested fitfully. Ana had just warned him of the whispers in the forest and he’d decided to stop and rest. He had to settle his mind. Fortunately, the back of the cottage, facing the mountain, had crumbled away some years ago, creating a natural alcove for his carriage and horses. The road he’d traveled in on sat a hundred yards or more south, so the only chance of exposure was if someone walked out of the mountains right towards the cottage.  

He dared not start a fire so slept under heavy blankets on the ground just inside the collapsing roof.

His sleep was disturbed with whispers and black images. He knew the princess slept soundly in the crate in the back of the carriage, but he’d increasingly been worried about her condition. The plan had seemed reasonable when the panicked villagers were attacking the castle gate but was utterly ludicrous to him now, and his mind imagined terrible rot and decay taking hold of his beloved niece.

Sometime past midnight a shadow came down from the mountain, toward the abandoned cottage. Its movements were those of the forest and the mountain, steady and absolute. It would arrive at the cottage in its own time.

The sleeping horses alerted to the presence of the shadow but were soothed just as quickly. As if lulled by a soft whisper in their ears, they closed their eyes and paid no more attention to the shadow.

As if to protect the shadow even further, the low hanging moon closed its eyes by slipping behind a cloud. Complete darkness ensued. The shadow entered the abandoned place, stopped above Lucian, and leaned its shape over him. It peered down at him.

Something primordial in Lucian tried to wake him, but his subconscious fought back. His mind needed rest. A tug of war pulled at his mind, up towards consciousness, then back towards sleep. His thoughts stretched like cold tar. 

Then with a jolt his eyes sprung open. Suppressing a gasp, daring not waste a second on fear, his hand emerged from the blanket; a ball of blue light forming there. 

Before he could think, the shadow became whole. A foot pinned his arm down, extinguishing the magical spell. The used end of a wooden staff poked against his throat. His eyes focused on the white light that crackled near the top. In an instant that deadly power could race down the shaft, ending him in a brilliant flash. 

Then his attacker’s head came into view.

And he was looking at himself!










Chapter nineteen











The Solomonari





Ana’s mind woke with a start. It was a strange world she swam in now, neither fully awake nor fully asleep, but existing in a twilight zone, night almost overtaking day, but day never conceding. Perpetual twilight. And it was timeless. Regardless of the formality of it, she woke with a start. 

Perhaps she was alerted to the sudden activity from Lucian’s mind, because over the weeks of their journey, she’d become highly attuned to it. His mind, along with the horses, were the only living things she could latch onto, and it craved communication. In her magical isolation, she’d grown lonely, hungry for connection with another living being. And with that hunger, or perhaps because of it, her mind had begun searching further and further for others. 

Was this why she’d heard Magnus reach out to his house of horrors? Her half siblings? Perhaps. Or maybe it was just part of the transition. 

But on this night, somewhere in the wild, not but a split second ago, she’d heard (or felt) Lucian start awake. And he was peering into a horror.

Ana realized with a strange amazement that she was very close to ‘seeing’ out of Lucian’s eyes. Whether from a dream or hallucination, she couldn’t tell. Maybe she’d gone mad. But when she’d awoken with his startlement in her mind, she didn’t hear words, she saw images. Somehow her mind was processing the images that his eyes were taking in. And he was looking at himself.

She’d awoken to his heart pounding, but it was slowing now. She’d felt the adrenaline—male adrenaline laced with fire that only comes from deep within—course through his veins. She basked in its warming power. It was electric. Then she felt a sense of wonder.

[image: image-placeholder]Lucian, staring up the rod of power, past the crackling light, gazed upon his own face. Then, understanding dawned upon his mind. His shoulder muscles relaxed back towards the earth. If this thing had meant to kill him, he’d be dead already. So now he was curious.

He squinted his eyes to focus upon the image of the face. The image squinted back.

He tilted his head, a dog trying to follow a simple parlor trick. The image tilted.

Slowly, he raised his other arm, the one not pinned, and waved at the creature that was now waving back at him.

Both faces chuckled at each other simultaneously.

“Boo!” they said together. 

Then the shadow creature, who had stolen Lucian’s face, straightened and stepped back. 

Lucian propped himself up on one elbow. 

The other Lucian face, the one reflected in the standing shadow figure began to dissolve. At that moment, either by chance or provenance, the moon came out and cast an ethereal blue light over the figure. He was magnificent.

“Sylvanar?” Lucian asked.

The enigmatic figure smiled.

Sylvanar stood before him, a melding of human and forest, as if the woods themselves conspired to give him form. He was nearly seven feet tall. His eyes shown with an unfathomable shade of green and flickered with an inner light. His hair, a flowing mane of auburn and russet, cascaded down his back like a waterfall of autumn foliage.

His clothes were a tapestry of earth tones—vestments woven from the very elements of his woodland home. The fabric looked like a patchwork of bark, leaves, and vines, magically held together. The staff of gnarled oak, which had just recently been at Lucian’s throat, was crowned with a luminous crystal that seemed to capture the moon’s essence.

Tattoos of ancient runes snaked up his arms, disappearing beneath his sleeves. And in the now glowing moonlight they shimmer softly, a living lexicon of his magical incantations.

As the moon brightened, the trees seemed to bow away, as if the forest was acknowledging him. His presence was simultaneously comforting and unsettling, like the forest itself—a sanctuary that commands respect and exudes an air of untamed wildness.

Sylvanar was a member of the secretive Solomonari. A small but powerful group of human-born mages. Being part priest and part wizard the Solomonari were both revered and feared throughout Romania and the surrounding lands. They were expert weather-workers, being able to call forth or disperse rain as needed. Their knowledge of healing herbs was unmatched. And they were generally benevolent. But their shape-shifting abilities often led to more sinister rumors amongst the people.

Sylvanar, adopting his own face now, nodded at Lucian then walked past the prone man. He was interested in the contents of the carriage. 

Lucian stood up and addressed the silent figure. “It’s good to see you old—”

Sylvanar, touching the carriage lightly, spun on Lucian, his staff flaring with a warning light. He felt evil in the wood. Turning his back to the interior of the cottage he watched Lucian as he walked slowly backward, staff raised before him, feeling his way along the carriage.

Lucian raised his hands cautiously, watching Sylvanar. “Hear my story, old friend. I come seeking help. It’s Ana.”

A flash of surprise rippled across Sylvanar’s face, then faded. His eyes were fixed keenly on Lucian as he listened to the wood of the carriage. It told a strange tale. 

He continued his journey around the carriage, looking only once through a small window. He learned all he needed through his touch. And he listened intently. Coming back around to the horses, his staff dimmed. He patted the horses. When he did, he seemed to rustle as if the wind had blown the leaves of his being. The horses neighed softly.

Finally, he spoke. “You bring evil to my lands.” His voice was strong but quiet. It was of the forest.

“No,” Lucian said quickly. “Not evil. She has the Light; it is strong within her. My niece has been cursed by the evil one.”

Sylvanar nodded. 

“You are a noisy traveler, Lucian. I’ve heard you coming for days.”

“I flee in haste,” Lucian said. “I must find a way to remove the curse. Can you help?”

Sylvanar shook his head. “I cannot cure what ails her. But I can nourish your horses.” He rubbed the neck of one horse and whispered something in its ear. Then looked back at Lucian. “And you, perhaps,” he added. 

“I’m grateful for any help you can give.”

“Light a fire,” Sylvanar said. “You are safe this day.”

Lucian gratefully struck a fire in the old hearth and prepared a meager meal.

Sylvanar tended to the weary horses the rest of that evening, stroking their necks and whispering secrets to them. As he went from one horse to the next, they seemed to slough off their weariness like an old coat of fur. Early in the morning, as the sky lightened, he fed them copious amounts of grain and apples he’d collected from the forest. Then, one by one, he took them deep into the forest and let them drink from a spring he'd caused to appear by striking the ground with his staff.

By midday, the team stood ready for the remainder of the journey. Lucian looked at his team in amazement. They looked better than they did before he started this journey.

“Now,” said Sylvanar, “it is your turn. Go into the forest and drink from the spring. Despite how noisy you’ve become I trust you can still follow the trail of four horses?”

Lucian smiled. “I can.” 

And he did.

[image: image-placeholder]The men spoke about pleasant things the rest of the day, letting the conversation wander from species of bird to how the apples tasted. It was the final piece of Lucian’s recovery. Then, as the sun began to set, Sylvanar changed the topic.

“He has left his lair,” Sylvanar said. “The one who hunts you. He travels this direction.”

Lucian only nodded, as he checked the harnesses.

“And someone awaits your arrival.”

Lucian looked up at this statement, a question in his eyes. How did Sylvanar know what his destination was?

“Even your dreams are noisy,” Sylvanar said. “You must take better care at keeping your thoughts private.”

“Do you know—?”

Sylvanar shook his head. “I know not who awaits you, only what it is. Magnus is behind you, but one who Magnus made is before you.”

Lucian’s mouth became a tight line. He nodded his understanding. “Then I must be sly.”

“I can assist on the journey,” Sylvanar said. “You will travel in a mist of my making. Your horses will be unaware, but your movements will blend with the forest as if you are the wind. You will go unobserved.”

“I am very grate—”

“But,” Sylvanar interrupted, “once you arrive at your destination, you will be exposed. It is then you must ready.”

“I understand,” said Lucian. He climbed the carriage. “Thank you.”

Sylvanar nodded, then raised his arms. He spoke a strange incantation. Lucian felt the air shimmer as the hiding mist enveloped them. 

“Godspeed,” Sylvanar said.

Lucian snapped the reigns and the carriage leapt forward. 

And somewhere in the dark, a vampire waited.










Chapter twenty











Dark Voices





Lucian traveled unhindered for the next week. Sylvanar’s blessing proved most effective. Lucian watched in awe as he passed the occasional traveler who would look in his direction, squinting, but never see him. It was as if they’d heard a sound, or caught a glimpse of movement, but could not focus on its location. Some would scratch their heads. Some would cross themselves against evil. But he was never observed directly. 

Crossing into France, Lucian felt both elation and trepidation. The closer they got to their destination, the more he feared the unknown. And the more he feared for Ana’s deliverance.

[image: image-placeholder](I feel them, Magnus,) Isabeau said, staring out a window. She’d been trancing, night after night, searching for the image Magnus had sent her. She’d finally caught a feeling of them.

I am coming, Magnus replied in her mind, but have been delayed. Do not let them escape.

(They will be yours.)

Isabeau stood and grabbed her cloak.

[image: image-placeholder]As Lucian reached the start of the Charente River, he began to cast out his own mental signals. He’d saved his strength for the final hour, and that hour was very near. He’d made arrangements to meet a smuggler who would sail them down the river to the town of Rochefort, a small fishing town which sat at the mouth of the river. It was from there he’d planned to smuggle Ana and the other things he’d sent before them onto a ship. Once the ship was on its way to the New World, he'd follow in a second ship, sailed by men in his employ, keeping a watchful eye on her journey.

[image: image-placeholder]Isabeau Rochefort, sitting astride her monstrous steed, looked down upon the town that was her namesake. The Port de Rochefort, originated by her great-grandfather, had served as a port of refuge for fishing vessels. Strategically placed inside the curves of the Charente River, it provided protection from the strong Atlantic winds. Now the port bustled with ships being made ready to sail out into the great Atlantic Ocean.

Isabeau smiled in the darkness. Magnus’ prey was making its way to one of these ships, she was sure of it. What a shame it would be for their escape to end within sight of salvation, she thought. Spurring her horse into the dark forest, Isabeau called to the creatures of the night. She would not take any chance of not finding them. 

And the night creatures answered.

[image: image-placeholder]On the banks of the Charente River, Lucian waited nervously for his contact. He’d sent out mental signals all night, and searched the surrounding area, but to no avail. He knew he had little time to waste.

When he heard the first wolf howl, far to his south, he paid little mind, but when the second wolf responded from the north, he took notice. He was on the north side of the river.

Lucian spurred the team from their hiding spot and steered them towards the main road. By doing so he’d break his cover but hoped to compensate for that with faster travel. Just as he did, a third wolf joined the chorus. It was behind him, to the east. He was being boxed in.

The horses broke into a full gallop. 

The wolves howled in unison.

Lucian began the final leg of their journey as they raced towards the town of Rochefort. 

[image: image-placeholder](Lucian, I hear them!) Ana said in his mind.

I can handle the wolves, princess. At least Lucian hoped he could. If the pack wasn’t too large.

(I hear them all, I mean. There are many eyes searching for us. And she awaits our arrival.)

Lucian was surprised by this. It was becoming clear that Ana was tapped into something he could not hear. What it meant for their journey he could not tell. But he feared to think who she may be.

As if announcing her imminent arrival, a dark shadow swooped from the sky and clung briefly to the head of one of the lead horses. It was as if its head was suddenly smoldering with smoke. The horse jerked and tried to rear up, but its harness kept it in pace. Then the shadow, or a second one, attacked from the other direction, clinging to the head of the other lead horse. Now both horses panicked together, pulling them off the main road. Lucian fought the panicked team, trying to keep them from overturning.

He righted the team and urged them on. Causing a small ball of light to appear in his hand he cast it out and above the team. It enveloped the horses in a moon-like glow. The wraith-things flew away from the light, fluttering off into the night.

(Wolf!) Ana said as movement caught Lucian’s eye. Gnashing teeth as long as daggers glinted in the moonlight. He had just enough time to raise a pistol and fire, but he’d led the shape too much. The shot missed. The large outline of a wolf widened the distance between itself and the carriage but kept pace with the team. It intended to shadow the team on the remainder of their journey.

Princess, what do you hear? Lucian’s voice was strained, but Ana didn’t need to hear it to understand the stress he was under. She felt it radiating off him.

Then Lucian and Ana heard a new voice in their heads. (Princess? You are far from your lands to be considered a princess. Perhaps you can be a servant here. A servant to Him.) 

It was Isabeau.










Chapter twenty-one











Burning Birds





The horses thundered through the night. Lucian urged them on ever faster. The countryside slid away in streaks of black and gray. 

(Lucian,) Isabeau said. (You cannot run. This is my land. Come to me and you will not suffer.)

Another wolf joined the hunt, larger than the first. Lucian smelled the panic rise off the horses, a rank odor of sweat and fear. It was all he could do to keep them under control.

The wrath-shadows still swooped toward the horses but were repelled by the light Lucian had conjured. Swarms of insects rose up and flew into the horse’s nostrils and eyes. Growls and snarls floated on the wind. They were surrounded by hidden assailants.

Then, Lucian caught sight of Isabeau.

High up the hill to his right, bathed in moonlight, sat Isabeau upon a giant steed. He knew it was her the instant her cold gaze fell upon him; it was an effect of having the Light within him. Lucian gaped at the figure in disbelief. Either the horse was enormous or Isabeau was tiny, for by the dimensions of horse and rider—assuming she was of normal height—he’d estimate the horse to be nineteen or twenty hands tall. It looked completely black in the moonlight, aside from its fiery red eyes.

He watched as the giant horse reared up, pawing the air. Then the night was filled with a high-pitched scream. Whether the sound was from the horse or some other hellish creature he didn’t know, but he could barely stand the sound of it. His entire team began to buck and thrash at the terrible noise.

Isabeau kicked her horse and headed down the hill, straight for the carriage.

Lucian knew the true fight for Ana’s salvation had just begun. He reached behind his head, found a lever near the carriage roof and pulled. Through the mechanism of a hidden wire, a latch on the roof of the carriage was released and a four-sided silver cross sprung up on a spring. At two-feet tall it wobbled only once, the spring being stiff, then began to spin like a gear in a clock. A second later, another ball of light floated from Lucian’s hand and surrounded the cross. It had the effect of casting hundreds of images of silver crosses out and around the fleeing carriage. 

The wrath-things shredded and reformed in the air trying to avoid the holy light that sparkled in all directions, rendering their potency useless.  A wolf yelped as a white-hot cross was branded into its fur. It ran off into the forest to lick its burning hide. Swarms of insects caught fire in mid-air, dying with a sizzling pop when a streak of silver light cut their swarm in half, then by half again. But most importantly, Isabeau drew her hell-horse up short giving the carriage a wide berth, unsure how to deal with this holy weapon.

Up ahead in the distance, barely visible through the trees, Lucian glimpsed lights. They were close to their destination.

(Kill them!) The voice of Magnus echoed through their minds. (Kill them before they reach the town!)

The town? The question sprang into Lucian’s mind. Is the rumor true then? The town of Rochefort is somehow protected from vampires? They cannot cross its borders.

Just then, another hellish shriek pierced the night air; Isabeau screaming in anger. Lucian looked up the hill in time to see the hell-horse rear up and spin as if mortally wounded by the sound. 

As Lucian raced down the open road, he realized what must have been the cause of the horse’s terror. Isabeau stood on the back of the saddleless horse, her bare feet seemed to be clutching its back as if with claws. One hand gripped its long matted mane, wrenching its head from side to side. The other hand was held high above her head where a swarm of whippoorwills circled. Their haunting song churning the air as the swarm grew.

Then like a thunderhead, the cloud of birds was loosed upon Lucian and the carriage, flying at them under no control of their own. As the birds closest to the carriage were hit with silver light, they burst into flames. One by one, the tiny birds ignited and fell from the sky. Soon, a fiery cloud of birds could be seen gaining on the carriage, a rolling cloud of gnashing beaks and burning feathers. An inferno song echoing into the night: “Whip oh will!”

And although the holy silver light cut its enemy down, the swarm was too large. In a matter of minutes, the birds made it to the silver cross; the bird behind gaining an inch more than its companion in front who had just burst into flames and fallen, all the while singing their haunted song, “Whip oh will! Whip oh will!” 

And through mass sacrifice, the birds began to fall upon the silver cross, halting its movement and dimming its light.

Lucian felt the holy light dim behind him, then go out, as the smoldering pile of birds overtook it. How many birds did it take to consume the holy light? He dared not think about it. But for weeks to come, any traveler who journeyed this way would walk wide of the charred trail of feathers, wondering what horror had occurred here.

A mile to go? Lucian thought frantically. Two at the most? He tried to calculate how fast a horse could run a mile, but with the heavy load of the carriage, and the exhaustion of fear sapping his team, it was a fool’s errand to wonder. All he could do now was run his team until the end.

When the holy light went out, he felt (more than heard) Isabeau resume her pursuit. During the entire episode of The Burning Birds, somewhere in the back of his mind he’d heard Magnus’s voice, Kill them! Kill them before they reach the stone! And she’d kept pace with the carriage, high up the hill, looking for a chance to do just that.

The hell-horse screamed in fury and pain as Isabeau ran it headlong down the steep incline toward the forest road.

A mile? A half mile? Lucian prayed this to be true as he searched desperately for whatever stone may mark the line of safety.

Briefly he considered trying to reach back and clear the pile of birds from atop the cross but quickly dismissed it as folly. The panicked and exhausted horses were galloping in a full stupor. The slightest movement could send them careening off into the river which slithered its banks back and forth near the road. He did, however, risk a brief glance up the hill to his right to locate his pursuer. And he saw a terrible sight.

Isabeau stood atop the galloping hell-horse, but in a more animalistic form. Her feat, which had twisted into large talons, clung to the sides of the horse’s shoulders. Blood flowed freely from its back. Her torso was naked, tattered remnants of her blouse hung from her in shards, the result of sprouting wings. Her hands (claws) grasped the horse’s head for balance. Blood foam flew from its nose. Her leathery wings were stretched out, rippling in the air. She was poised, hunched, wound tight, ready to leap, and with the assistance of airflow overtake them and end this chase once and for all.

Lucian looked back at the road and for an instant thought his mind betrayed him. He blinked his eyes and looked again. He saw an incredible sight, two flickering points of light, perhaps less than a half mile away, one on each side of the road marking the edge of town. The protective stones would certainly be there!

At the same time, he saw Isabeau and the hell-horse slightly ahead on his right. They’d hit level ground just forward of him and were veering hard to their left. They’d meet on the road in less than a hundred yards.

Then, a flash of movement appeared in the corner of his right eye. Very close. He feared a wolf was now his undoing, having caught up to them under cover of the burning birds. But when he looked sideways, he was surprised by a face. 

His own! 

A dark figure on a horse galloped next to him, and it wore his face. Time seemed to stop as Lucian’s exhausted mind grappled with the image. Surely some final demonic trick from the monster Isabeau. Then the figure reached a long arm to the roof of the carriage. Lucian felt the carriage rock as the pile of birds were pushed aside and the silver cross was ripped from the roof. It immediately began to glow again. When the face came back into view, it was melting. Lucian’s face was melting away from the stranger’s head. Then it smiled.

Sylvanar!

The stranger beside him was Sylvanar, who had briefly borrowed his face twice now in the last week, but who now held the fiery silver cross. Because the holy light had continued to burn, the pile of birds upon the carriage roof had caught fire. In his terror he hadn’t realized it. Nor had he realized Sylvanar had been following them for several days. Upon pulling the cross from the smoldering pile of birds, it showed even more fiercely than before, for evil was very close and his magic still clung to the object. Sylvanar gave a quick nod to Lucian, held the cross high, and urged his horse forward. It veered to the right, a head-on path with Isabeau. Arrows of silver crosses cutting the night once more.










Chapter twenty-two











The Carmilla





Lucian briefly saw Isabeau pull the hell-horse up short. Its hooves thrashing the air as beams of silver light burned its flesh. She was shielding herself from the light with its body. Then she turned the horse to retreat up the hill.  

Sylvanar followed.

A moment later Lucian and his precious cargo roared past the torches marking the outer edge of the town of Rochefort.

In the following weeks, the townspeople of Rochefort would speak in hushed tones about the strange things they’d find on the forest road outside of their town: the charred remnants of thousands of birds, the layer of insect ash that blew over the ground, the thrashing tracks of beasts that littered the hillside. But the strangest thing they’d whisper about was the oversized hoof prints that led off into the forest. Two giant horses ridden at a maddening pace. And the rumors of a great battle that occurred there.

Slowing the horses gradually, Lucian began to take inventory of his carriage. The fire on the roof was out. One horse was limping, now that the pace had slowed, but would survive. 

Princess? Are you there?

A long moment of silence passed.

Ana?

(I am here, uncle.)

Her voice was sluggish.

Ana, what’s wrong? What ails you?

(I know not. What has happened? I am so tired.)

Rest my princess. Just close your eyes and rest.

Letting the horses slow to a walk gave Lucian the chance to focus on reinforcing the sleeping spell he’d cast over her at the castle. Even though he could not see her, he felt her body willingly accept the magic slumber. He waited a few moments, then probed at her mind. Nothing. It was if she was suddenly dead to the world.

The first part of their journey was over, but the longest, and most dangerous, was about to begin. He hoped the sleeping spell would hold during the next part of the journey. Sailors were very superstitious. He needed her to be silent during her time on the ship.

Worry not, princess. You are safe.

At least for a little while, he thought, trying to hide the final words from her. At least for a little while.

[image: image-placeholder]An hour later, in the dead hours beyond midnight, Lucian stood in the shadows of an old grist mill. Miraculously, they’d arrived just hours before their ship was to set sail. The carriage and team of horses were hidden in a thick stand of trees within Lucian’s sight. 

He scanned the cluster of vessels that floated silently in the port. Many of them were local fishing boats, seaworthy to perhaps a mile or two into the ocean. Only two actual ships were docked here, which was why he’d chosen this place. Being smaller than most ports in France, the Port de Rochefort did not see the military traffic like others. And being hidden just inside the curves of the Charente River, as well as the bay, it wasn’t well known. And Lucian appreciated that fact as well. But what gave him the most comfort was the ship he stood looking at, and her captain.

The Carmilla was a short, stout sailing vessel, well suited for fast journeys across the Atlantic. More importantly, her captain, Captain Blackburn, had an adequate reputation—enough to avoid suspicion—and could leave unimpeded. But like all men, he had his weaknesses. And Captain Blackburn was in a weakened position now. He needed to make this run, regardless of the cargo he carried. And Lucian would hold him to their accord.

From his well of shadows, after assuring himself all was clear, Lucian gave the signal, a nearly imperceptible motion. And the transaction began.

Silent men, nearly shadows themselves, came out of hidden places around the ship. If there was one thing Lucian understood about sailors, it was that they knew the hiding places within ships. There was nowhere on a ship you could hide something that a sailor could not find. That’s why it’d been imperative to swear these men to a blood oath, for which they would be paid handsomely. But the penalty for breaking that oath would be deadly.

The work was finished quickly. Ana, lying peacefully in her crate, slumbering, was loaded aboard the Carmilla along with other similar crates. Lucian was ensured the crates were stowed in the driest part of the cargo hold, that wouldn’t rouse suspicion.

And with that, his work was done. He gained his carriage one final time and drove his team to a barren cliff which stood above the harbor. There he could watch the ships depart the port. He could also quickly board his own ship which would be ready and waiting at a hidden dock. Then he’d follow Ana to their new home.

[image: image-placeholder]Later that day, as Lucian watched the Carmilla leave the Port de Rochefort, he wondered what the events of the last several weeks had done to Ana. 

The deep sleep he’d put her in at the castle should have kept her dreamless. His hope was that she’d go to sleep in her home and wake up thousands of miles away in the new world without any recollection of the journey. But that clearly had not happened. Somehow, as the Black Gift had coursed through her veins and the Light fought it, her mind was able to travel outside the confines of the sleeping spell. She’d not only been able to speak to him telepathically, but she’d heard things he could not. What had she felt during their long escape? Had she somehow felt the death of Tristan or the anguish of Lady Giselle? Had she felt the evil of Magnus or the depravity of the beings he’d made? Were those creatures truly her siblings?

Would Ana have turned on him, her own uncle, had he not put her into the deep sleep? Would the Castle Dalca have become a haven for evil?

Why had Sylvanar let them pass, unhindered? Surely, if he’d felt true evil in her when he touched the carriage, he would not have helped them escape. Or was that Sylvanar’s way of ridding his lands of her?

Had she felt the power of the silver cross? Would she have been burned by its holy light? Was she drawn to the dark power of Isabeau? Did she feel the deaths of the night creatures? The birds?

These questions, and many others, would haunt Lucian the rest of his life. But one question would haunt him more than any other.

What would Ana become? 
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Carmilla - Chapter 1



October 1979, New Orleans





“The storm,” said Lucy. “It’s getting worse.” 

She held back the curtain of the second-floor window, peering into a darkening sky. There were no bars here to obstruct her view, only a kaleidoscope of raindrops.

“I thought I heard something knock against the window,” she said, almost to herself. With a child’s lack of grace, she pushed lank blonde hair away from her hazel-eyed face; a few freckles already dotted her nose. She was neither beautiful nor ugly but had a hearty, good-natured look about her cheeks. Nearing her twelfth birthday, she had become awkward in her movements. Budding breasts and widening hips announced an early puberty.

In a tidy kitchen, just off a comfortable living room, a tea kettle struggled to sing. She’d heard it many times, spitting angrily into the air, but it was nearly sung out now. 

An old voice beckoned her. “Come away from the winda, child.” Nana Irma said. “And pitch another log on the fire. I’m drawin’ cold.”

Nana Irma had been drawin’ cold a lot lately, Lucy thought. And she didn’t seem to be as robust as she used to be. Certainly not like when Lucy was a little girl. When she was little, she imagined Nana could make the sun set with a nod of her head, or the moon rise with a flick of her finger. Flowers would sprout out of the ground overnight, bread would rise instantly and the bowl of fried potatoes always had one scoop more than anyone could eat. Nana had even saved her from a rabid dog with a garden hoe once.

But that magic was nearly gone now. In fact, a large piece of it had recently left. And when it did, Nana seemed to have shrunk overnight. But funerals had a way of deflating even the strongest person. And it had only been a month, after all.

Lucy let the curtain drop, but not before fingering the embroidered design on the inside corner. All of Nana’s curtains had something stitched onto them like this. Mostly she thought it was just a design, but sometimes—on cold nights when rain spattered the windows—she imagined there were messages stitched there. Secret messages that could only be read from the outside. Nana had never explained the designs fully when Lucy had asked about them. “Just a bit of good luck,” Nana would say. “Nothin’ for you to worry over now.” And the conversation would end there.

The second floor was drafty tonight. The storm was seeing to that. A late October storm, sneaking up from the Gulf of Mexico had been building for several days. The rain had started earlier in the day as ominous clouds piled up over the Crescent City. New Orleans was in for a gale.

Pitching two logs onto the fire, Lucy sent sparks cascading up the chimney. She watched as they flickered out of sight, one by one, sometimes several at a time. 

Where do sparks go when they die? She wondered.

Do they light fires in heaven? 

Can mama see the sparks? 

Is it cold in heaven? 

These thoughts, and many others, had plagued Lucy’s mind the last several weeks. It had all been so sudden. The wasting disease that had taken her mother happened so quickly. The doctors hadn’t known what to do. By the time they’d recommended a specialist, it’d been too late. Mama had sparked out, but not like a bright ember up the chimney, more like a lightbulb whose electricity had slowly been dialed down. Then off. 

A gust of wind buffeted the house, causing the walls to complain quietly. The window rattled again, pulling Lucy’s attention back to it. For an instant, she thought she saw something beyond the glass, something other than a rain-distorted view of the neighborhood, but couldn’t be sure. The incessant kettle beckoned her.

She absently turned and walked to the kitchen. There, the sputtering thing sang its feeble song. Like most things in this old house, it’d had a good life, wore its battle scars proudly, and was doing its best now, but was tired. Its song was nearly at an end. Just like Nana’s, Lucy feared.

She poured the steaming water into two, slightly chipped teacups, dropped in teabags and carried the tray into the living room. Setting the tray onto a glass-covered coffee table, she went back and poked at the fire.

“Sit child,” Nana said, as she dipped her teabag up and down. “You gonna fidget the whole night?” 

Lucy jabbed the logs a few more times, then leaned the poker against the brick. She sat on the other end of the ornately flowered, Victorian sofa, pulled a crocheted Afghan over her knees and up to her chin, and sighed.

The fire threw orange flickers into the dimly lit room. They jumped, helter-skelter across the floor, up and over furniture, then into the gloom. There, in the dark, they disappeared; perhaps dying the same death as the sparks up the chimney. 

“What do you think happened, Nana?” Lucy asked.

Nana sipped at her tea and looked at the fire. “About what?”

“You know,” Lucy said, pulling the blanket more tightly around her legs. “About mama.”

“She went to heaven,” Nana lied. “Like all mamas do.”

Lucy looked down as one of her fingers poked up through the loose knit of the Afghan. “But why so soon? She wasn’t sick. I mean, she was hardly ever sick a day in her life.”

Nana Irma rubbed her hands as if a strong cold had settled into them. Firelight flickered over her creased face, highlighting years of worry. Those years had dug harsh creases, creases of knowing, creases deep enough to hide family secrets. 

Old women were like that, carrying hard-earned knowledge silently on their faces. But not all secrets were meant to be kept silent. Sometimes they had to be shared. 

Somewhere offshore a ship’s horn sounded a faint warning. The October wind swallowed it whole and carried it away. 

Was it October already? Irma thought. How had it come so soon? It had been summer for so long. Yes, she’d had an amazingly long life of summers. But she now feared that was at an end. Not just her life, but that of her family. That of her granddaughter’s. She feared a year of Octobers was now upon them. And she had so little time left.

“Did you hear that?” Lucy asked, ear cocked toward the hallway door. “I think someone is knocking downstairs. Who would be—?”

“Pay that noise no never mind,” Nana said, sharply. “It’s just the wind.”

The hallway door in question sat at the top of an enclosed stairwell that ran down to the front of the house. The door at the bottom of the stairwell—after a short landing—was the outside door that opened to the street. The landing also had a door that went into the downstairs apartment below them, but that had been secured with padlocks long ago.

The house was modest but better than most in the area. Irma called the upstairs floors her apartment, despite owning the entire building. The first-floor rooms—where she and her late husband had started their family while renovating the top—had also been a separate apartment once, with actual renters. But several years ago Irma had stopped renting it. That was the year the bars had been put over the downstairs windows and the doors padlocked. Her daughter, Marguerite, had tried to convince her to sell and move in with her and Lucy, or at a minimum move to the first floor. But Irma knew there was still a secret to be told. So, for that reason, and despite her aging knees, Irma had refused to move downstairs.

“What is it, Nana?” Lucy coaxed. “What’s wrong?”

Irma suddenly felt as if the hour had grown late. 

Why’d I wait so long? She wondered.

A brief tinge of panic tightened her chest at the thought of not having enough time to tell her story.

(Because the secret was meant to be Marguerite’s burden, not Lucy’s. Not yet.) 

I’ve been weak.

(Perhaps the burden already is Marguerite’s.)

No!

Irma clenched her hands and began to rock a little. Then she sighed and spoke.

“Did your mama ever talk about our family?” Irma asked her granddaughter.

“You mean about Papa after he died?”

“No, child,” said Irma. “About your way-back family. The ones that come over on the boat.”

Lucy’s mouth curved down at the ends as her bottom lip puffed out. “No mam,” said Lucy. “I mean, they came from all over, I heard. So, not that I recall.”

“No, not the ones that came in later,” Irma said. “The very first ones. As far as we can trace back. The Gagneuxs.”

Lucy shook her head but eyed the window when she did. The rain was starting to come down harder.

“There’s something about that family—our family—that you need to know.” Irma finished her tea and inspected the bottom out of habit. Before the invention of teabags, she was used to looking at her tea leaves, watching for omens. She shook her head. Silly, she thought. Then sat her cup down.

“Most of what I’m going to tell you has been told this way for generations, from mother to daughter. But… not until a certain age. It pains me to be tellin’ you when it should be your mama sittin’ there listening. But it’s got to be told.”

“I’m almost a woman now,” Lucy said with innocence. “I can—”

Irma waved her granddaughter quiet. “Just listen child, it’s hard enough already. And when I heard it—of course your grandpappy didn’t believe a word of it—he had to go off and research about it. Find out what he could. And he found out alright. Bits and pieces. Enough to fill in some gaps. Enough to send him to drinkin’ and…” Irma wrung her hands again and cleared her throat.

“Our story begins in…”












Carmilla - Chapter 2 (partial)



August 1780, France





The Port de Rochefort in Southwestern France lay utterly quiet in the early hours of an August morning.  

A man cloaked in shadows observed the silence. He’d been standing there for several minutes, but was so attuned to the dark, he was nearly a shadow himself; only his eyes betrayed any movement. His tall, gaunt figure cast a crooked, crawling profile against the stone wall behind him. If his shadow had been observed, one would think it had been cast from more than one person.

The man sniffed the air with two flaring nostrils. He smelled the nervousness of the four black horses hitched to his carriage and silently bade them silent. Their rolling eyes searched the darkness for their master, but they held quiet. His will was powerful. He had gone to great lengths to make his plans and keep them secret. He would not risk everything now with haste. Another minute of silence passed, then, with an imperceptible motion, he signaled. The transaction was to begin.

Nestled inland on the Charente River, the port town had easy access to the Atlantic Ocean but was hidden from ocean view by fog and river bends. The people of the town preferred it this way. The recent war with England and the current involvement with the American Revolution meant the larger ports of Brest and Toulon were commandeered for wartime naval logistics and heavily guarded. The Port de Rochefort was not.

The Charente River and its main tributary snaked into the French countryside for hundreds of miles, providing a natural passageway for all manner of things to be smuggled into the Port de Rochefort and aboard small, fast-sailing ships. Once outside the mouth of the Charente these pirate ships—and their cargo—would disappear into the vast Atlantic. The man in the shadows knew this. He had planned well.

The two-masted brigantine sat sleek in the water; its square sails stowed tight for a few more hours. The ship was shorter than others of this style, but still stout enough to withstand the long journey. Barely fifty men would be needed to sail it, and of those, only a handful were present now. This versatility—and the easily bought silence of these few men—was important to the man in the shadows. 

Only the undulating fog betrayed the smugglers as they worked, they were silent as the night. Boxes were moved, cargo was stowed, and oaths were taken. Finally, just past four bells the deed was done, and payment was made. Now the ship named Carmilla could begin its long journey, carrying its precious cargo to the new world.

The man in the shadows cast a final look over the small black ship, then boarded his carriage. With a jerk from the horses, he disappeared into the darkness, never to be seen again.
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