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Prologue
 
600-odd Years Ago
The First Witch Caravan
 
Morgan
 
“Do your chores, Morgan. Don’t dally too long, Morgan. Go fetch some carrots for the soup, Morgan.”
I mimic my mother’s sing-song, nagging voice as I carry the heavy pail from the river back to our tent. With a heavy effort I set it down on the table. Then, sighing, I go check on the fire.
The tinder is barely burning. The wood’s not dry enough. I know I’ll be blamed for it, even though there’s nothing more I could do. 
It’s not like I can control the weather and cast last night’s rain away. 
With an envious look, I glance at the tent. A faint blue light surrounds it. Mother is giving her lessons inside.
I don’t understand why I’m not in there. I don’t understand why I’m relegated to doing these stupid, boring, menial chores!
After all, I’m old enough to learn, I turned twelve two weeks ago. Most other witches begin their training at seven, eight, or nine.
But mother has always shown a particular disdain toward me. She’s all smiles and sweet-talk when we’re outside and in the company of others. But at night, when I’m alone with my sister and her inside the tent...
Well, I don’t think she’s ever given me a moment of her notice. 
I look around the campsite. There is nobody else in sight. They’re all off in the village over the hill, peddling their wares and selling potions and elixirs to the gullible townsfolk.
Of course, none of them are really enchanted. Mother would never give any object of magic to a non-witch. 
She’s miserly enough with her own daughter as is.
An idea comes to mind. It’s not a very good one, and I know I’ll be in trouble if I get caught... but with nobody around to see, I don’t think the odds of that are very high.
I creep around the bank of the tent. When I’m close, I drop to my stomach and lift the back flap, just a tad, so I can see what mother is teaching my sister inside. 
They are seated across from each other on the matted floor. Mother has her back to me. My younger sister is facing me, although her eyes are closed. 
Both of them are very, very still. But I can see the different, beautiful weaves of magic swirling around them like long flags on the wind. The ribbons are all sorts of colors, from greens to yellows to blues to reds. Some are bright and shiny while others matte and textured. But all are equally stunning.
And the light that shows around the outside of the tent is the afterglow, the wonderful halo created when magic is being used. It is visible to all.
As I watch my sister make the weaves leap and dance, I am, as always, astounded by the beauty
of what we do. Well—what they do.
I have not once been given the chance.
Wielding magic without proper training, without the initiation, is strictly forbidden. And even though I have The Spark—clearly, I do, I can see all the magical flows—Mother refuses to teach me.
I don’t know why.
Suddenly an ugly spike of jealousy flares, directed at them both, but especially toward my sister. Why should she be allowed to learn while I’m stuck doing the tasks servants were made for?
That jealousy grows as I continue to spy on them. It grows and grows, until it becomes a tight, black knot of anger in my heart.
I decide then it’s best to leave. 
But just as I start to wiggle out, my sister’s eyes pop open. They fix right onto me.
I freeze. 
It seems that time slows to a standstill as she tries to decide what to do. I shake my head, silently begging her not to—
“Mother! Morgan’s here!”
My mother whips around, her eyes a blaze of fury. “Morgan!” she exclaims. “I told you before...”
With a quick flick of her wrist she directs a whip of Air at me. Even though I see it coming, I can do nothing to stop it. I flinch before it hits, then cry out in pain as it strikes me across the face.
Unbidden tears well in my eyes. That anger explodes into hatred for my younger sister as she giggles. How dare she!
I pick myself up and turn and run straight into the woods. I run and run, crashing through the foliage and shrubbery and not caring where I end up.
My foot catches an upturned rock. I yelp in surprise and fly to the ground. My face lands in the dirt, and pain springs to life in my ankle.
I lie there for a moment, crying, shaking, confused and angry and bitter all at the same time. I remember a time my sister and I were best friends. But when mother decided to teach her, just a month before my birthday, she became a veritable stranger to me. Now, the two of them always, always, always team up against me—and it’s hardly fair!
Eventually, I push myself up. I look around me, still trembling. The sky has started darkening overhead. The temperature has dropped.
I begin to shiver. 
I look one way, then another. As the light fades, the paths out of the forest look identical.
Fear creeps up my spine.
Some sort of animal scurries up a tree. I gasp and jerk away from the sound, heart racing. 
Cold now, and wet, I crawl to a nearby stump and huddle against it. I know there’s no way I’ll find my way back in the dark. Even if the moon were out in full, there wouldn’t be enough light breaking through the canopy.
“Stupid, stupid, stupid Morgan,” I mutter. This is my fate, racing away so close to sundown. And now I’ll have to spend an entire night in the woods!
I wish again that I’d been taught magic. Then I’d have nothing to fear. Then all it would take is a single spell. One spell and poof, my clothes would be dry again. Poof, I’d hold a small orb of light between my palms.
But nooo. All those powers and abilities are denied to me, for reasons I don’t understand—and haven’t been told—at all!
I try to find a more comfortable position against the bark, bringing my knees up to my chin while hugging them tightly for warmth.
 
***
 
I make my way back to camp the next morning, cold, hungry, miserable, wet, and dirty.
It’s fairly easy to find the grounds. The sounds of the returned members of our company can be heard far into the woods.
I also didn’t run quite as far as I thought.
Still, all of them go deathly quiet when they see me emerge. I swallow the lump of fear that suddenly forms in my throat.
They all know my mother is in charge of the caravan. They know she is not happy with me.
I spot my sister with a group of boys by a campfire. I shoot her an evil glare. I’ll get you back for this, I promise.
Then I enter our own familiar tent, where I’m bound to be scolded, yelled at, and humiliated for all to hear.
Mother is bent over a clay pot, packing the dirt in just so. She does not interrupt what she’s doing, neither does she acknowledge my presence.
I just stand there, one foot in front of the other, hands held together in front of me as a sort of shield for my body, and wait for the inevitable reprimand. 
But mother surprises me. When enough time has passed, and she’s deemed me properly uncomfortable, she straightens, turns, and looks my way.
“So you want to learn magic, do you?” she asks nonchalantly.
My heart nearly leaps out of my chest. This is the first time she’s spoken of that wish in years!
But I know the devious twinkle in her eye when I see it. She’s trying to bait me—I mustn’t show my enthusiasm yet.
“Only if you think I’m ready,” I say, trying to keep my voice as neutral as possible.
She laughs. “Ha! You would make a great lady in the court one day, speaking like that.”
Considering the supercilious way most of our caravan regards royalty, I don’t think that’s a compliment.
Fighting down the urge to fire back, I shift my feet and say nothing.
“So. Morgan. As a matter of fact, I do think that you’re ready. I think you’ve been ready for a very long time.”
Again my heart starts to pound. Strong, powerful contractions pulse through my body.
“Then why haven’t you taught me?” I ask, doing all that I can to keep the hurt from my voice. 
“Why have you been teaching… her?”
I don’t want to say my sister’s name.
“This is not about your sibling, but about you,” mother says haughtily. “One does not affect the other.”
Last night one did, I think sourly.
“So if I’m ready,” I try again. “Does that mean you’ll teach me? Is that why you’re not mad?”
Mother’s eyebrows go up. “Not mad? Sweet child...” she comes closer and goes to one knee so that our faces are level. “Sweet, sweet Morgan.” She touches my cheek. “I am not simply mad… I’m furious.”
Suddenly her grip shifts, and she grabs hold of my pigtail painfully. 
“You had me up all night worried sick,” she hisses. “You can’t imagine the things the others were saying about me after I let you get away. If I cannot rein my own daughter in, what right do I have to lead any of them?”
She pulls me closer. I wince against the pain. 
“You ran away. You humiliated me. Do you know how that makes me look? No? It makes me look weak. And weakness is never, ever, a quality to be ascribed to a witch.”
She lets go. The sudden break in contact makes me stagger back.
But while I’m still reeling from the pain, she flips a switch and is all smiles before me.
“No, Morgan, I will not teach you. I will not teach you today, tomorrow, or the day after. I will not teach you ever. Do you know why?”
Tears of hurt and anger come again, as she continues to crush my dreams.
“I will not teach you because, even if you might be ready, you do not possess the requisite qualities to be a witch. Magic is a powerful tool. And you cannot be trusted with it. Last night was a prime example. You are rash and impetuous. You act without thinking. You show very little empathy for others—” she clicks her tongue. “Do you even know what empathy means?”
Dully, I shake my head. Each word she says is another dagger through my chest.
“But all those things could be overlooked,” Mother continues, “if it wasn’t for your heart.”
“What’s wrong with my heart?” I demand suddenly, not knowing how to deal with all the roiling, tumultuous emotions inside.
“It is dark,” mother tells me. “It is dark, it is corrupted, it is cruel. It is black as night. I’ve watched you grow. Even as a child you made me worry. I tried to steer you the right way. But no amount of influence could fix what was already broken.”
She thinks I’m… broken? I nearly collapse into a full breakdown as the truth finally comes out.
“I realized a few years ago it’s not your fault,” she continues. “And neither is it mine. The truth of it is, you inherited all those vile qualities from your father. I see so much of him in you… and he could never be trusted with anything as important as magic, either.”
“He could… have learned?” I ask. This is one of the rare times she’s spoken of him to me.
“Of course not, don’t be stupid,” she snaps. “Only women can become witches. I am saying if… oh, never mind. You wouldn’t understand.”
And finally the injustice of it all becomes too much to bear. All the anger and all the hurt bubbles to the surface.
“I wouldn’t understand?” I scream. “I wouldn’t understand?”
“Quiet down,” she says. “Don’t cause a scene.”
“I understand everything. I understand it all just fine. I understand that you hate me—and that’s why you won’t teach me magic. Well, guess what? I HATE YOU, TOO!”
And I spin around and storm out in a blind rush. Mother calls after me to stop, but I ignore her cries. There’s only one person now I need to see.
I spot my sister giggling with one of the boys. Furious, betrayed, and with hot tears still in my eyes, I stalk up to her and grab her by the arm.
“Morgan, what—” 
I slap her. Hard, and straight across the face.
It feels good to get a measure of vengeance. 
She doesn’t stay startled for long. She jumps at me, and we both go rolling to the ground. We scream and scream and kick and pull. I get another good swipe at her face, this time using my nails to draw long gashes across her cheek. She cries out, twists her head, and bites my arm. Sharp pain rockets up the limb. I’m about to punch her right in the eye when a sudden force breaks us apart and lifts us into the air.
Mother has come out. Weaves of Air mixed with Fire make up the bonds that hold us. I can see them, I know what they’re like, and dammit, I don’t need to be taught to try fighting back!
So, in my all-consuming anger, I open my mind to The Spark. I feel it overcome me and lash out against mother’s spell.
Her weaves part as easily as if a knife’s been sliced through them. I fall to the ground. Momentary shock shows on mother’s face, but it’s replaced by immediate outrage. “How DARE you,” she begins…
She doesn’t get to finish. My anger and hatred has an outlet, now, and I don’t even think: I just act. I send a blast of Air her way, meaning to strike her as she did yesterday to me, but with perhaps a bit more strength…
Something goes wrong. The weave of magic morphs and spirals out of my control. Power lashes through me in a terrible fury, and I can do nothing to stop it. My weave of Air becomes encased by Fire, with a solid core of Earth inside.
The spell slams into her. She attempts to put up a shield in a desperate deflection, but the force of my blast is too great. It barrels right through her defense and strikes her square in the chest.
She’s flung up like a ragdoll. Mother is catapulted nearly a hundred feet in the air. Her body hits the ground and rolls grotesquely, skipping over itself again and again.
Terror seizes me as I realize what I’ve done. My grip on magic evaporates. I lose it completely.
Mother’s body comes to a limp stop far away. She does not move.
“Mo—mommy?” I whimper.
A crowd immediately rushes to her. I stand idle, in shock, in horror, as they run past me.
My sister is staring at me as if I’m the greatest monster she’s ever seen.
A circle builds around mother. Time slows to a halt as I watch the procession. I’ve gone cold and numb. Everything feels so far away. 
A man’s voice calls out. “She’s dead!”
My knees give way. I crumble down. I cannot comprehend the words, even though I know perfectly well what I’ve done.
“You killed her,” my sister whispers, equally stunned. “You...”
“No,” I say. “No, no. No.” I start to cry. “I didn’t mean to, I didn’t mean to do it—”
“You killed her,” she repeats. The words are stronger this time. “You struck out with magic, and you… you killed her.”
“No, no, no, no!” I bury my head in my hands and shake it desperately. Hot tears run down my cheeks. “No. I didn’t mean to. No. No, no, no, it was an accident, it...”
“I saw what you did,” my sister accuses. She stabs a finger at me. “It was her!” she yells out, calling to the crowd. “Morgan did it, Morgan killed mother!”
“No, I didn’t mean to, no, I...”
“Burn her!” somebody calls out. “Burn her, she’s a dark witch!”
“No, no, please, no,” I continue to cry. “Mommy, please come back. Please...”
“Burn them both!”
“They did it together!”
“They must be bound!”
Suddenly, a mob forms around us. I’m hoisted up by dozens of angry hands. My mind ceases to function. People jostle to get to me, and the cries of treason sound louder and louder. 
Madness is descending onto camp. 
Out of nowhere, a great fatigue washes over me. I can no longer hold on.
I close my eyes and give way to black.
 
***
 
When I come to, I hope desperately that what I remember last was just a very bad dream.
But when I feel the rope tied snugly around my wrists, feel the awkward angle at which my shoulders are wrenched back…. When I feel the stake digging into me from behind…
I know that it was no dream.
I open my eyes. My sister is bound across from me, staring at me with undisguised loathing.
“They’re not going to burn us,” she announces. “They’re just going to leave us here, tied up, when they depart in the morning.”
I shake my head, still holding out hope that this is all some horrible mistake.
“I untied myself while you were out,” she continues. “But I’m not going to untie you. You deserve to starve for what you did.”
Desperate, I start to babble. “Please. I didn’t mean to do it, you saw, you know, you have to believe me!”
She tilts her chin up. “I am never speaking to you again,” she says. “I hope you burned yourself out and can never use magic again. Even that won’t be enough for what you did.”
“No, please...” 
She turns away. “From now on, I have no sister,” she announces. “She was killed the same day as my mother.”
And with the last shred of light gone… with the only person who can vindicate me instead deciding to shut me out… I feel nothing but despair.
I start to cry.
 
***
 
The next morning I wake up and find my sister missing. It takes me a few hours, but eventually I manage to wiggle
out of the ropes.
The camp outside has been abandoned. Not a crumb of food remains. My sister, the only person in the world I have ties to, has forsaken me. I’ve lost my mother and my home. 
And I no longer feel any hint of The Spark.
I plod my way aimlessly from tent to tent, searching for supplies, searching for food, searching for… I don’t know what.
Searching for something that will erase from my mind the thing I’ve done.
But of course, there is nothing. I look about me and shiver. How am I to survive on my own? My sister, at least, has magic…
Finally, I reach the last remaining tent. The one I’ve avoided the whole time. 
The one that belonged to me, my mother, and my younger sister. 
On the table, I discover a note. Hope blooms in my chest when I recognize my sister’s handwriting.
It hasn’t been left there by accident.
 
Morgan,
Go east and search for the Soren clan. They are a small group of witches mother told me about. They might help you. 
This is the last time you’ll ever hear from me. Don’t tell them what happened, or they will kill you. 
It’s no less than you deserve.
 
She didn’t sign her name, but nonetheless I clutch the note to my chest. 
“Thank you, Cierra,” I whisper, and head toward the sun.



Chapter One
 
Eleira
The caves of the stronghold
 
I watch, as if from within a dream, as the Queen makes her return known to all the vampires of The Haven.
She stands at the very tip of the ledge overlooking the dark cavern where the humans were being victimized by the circle of vampires hungry for their blood. The smell of it, fresh from open wounds, is an intoxicating mix of sweetness and filth that stirs the vampire inside of me. 
While I am not at the mercy of its whims anymore, I cannot deny the appeal.
Especially after the amount of magic I’d done in the Paths.
A dark nimbus of malicious energy pulses around the Queen. I cannot see it as easily as I can see regular weaves. Nor can I necessarily identify it, and claim with certainty that I know it’s there. 
It is more of a feeling I have, an instinctual sort of understanding. The way charisma sometimes radiates from a single person in a crowd? The same sort of thing is happening here… 
But the dark orb is much, much more dangerous.
“You lose me for a few days and this is what you descend to?” Morgan demands of the vampires beneath us. Her voice echoes through the whole of the space. An edge that was never there before is now clear in her speech. “You are despicable. You make me sick.”
A vampire from the smallest circle steps forth. He is a Royal Court member. I do not know his name.
But the woman who stands beside him is Cassandra. I nearly gape when I see her. I have no idea how she got herself there.
“My Queen,” the unnamed vampire says. He bows formally, bending right at the waist in proper acknowledgment of her position. “This...” he opens his arms to take in the scene before him, “...is not as damning as it might look.”
Morgan shifts her stance. It is a subtle move, but it disrupts the air enough for me to zone in on what it is I feel when I conceive of the darkened aura surrounding her.
It’s the absence of the regular threads of magic.
The Elemental Forces are not visible unless woven into a spell by a witch. But as soon as my mind was opened up to magic, I developed an immediate, innate conception of them. Perhaps almost like a sixth sense.
They are always there, always in the air, those currents, always available for me to pull on.
But around Morgan? There’s simply a… void.
It’s like she repels the very forces she taught me to use. And when she shifted her stance, that’s when I felt the change cascade through the atmosphere.
“Tell me, then, the truth of how it looks,” Morgan says, sounding entirely unconvinced. 
“There was a rebellion,” the vampire says. “Some of the Incolam disagreed about how things were being run. Deanna and Carter helped fuel their dissent. They were about to go against the orders you left behind and feed on our humans. They would have killed each one. 
“I stepped in, along with my trusted friends on the Royal Court, and kept things from descending to madness. We’ve allowed the Incolam and Elite to feed on some—while keeping all of them alive.”
“So that’s what it boiled down to?” the Queen asks. “It was mere hunger that drove you to this?”
“With all due respect,” the vampire says. “Hunger is our greatest driving force.”
The Queen laughs. “Deanna is dead,” she announces. “And Carter will have a difficult time returning to us in one piece. Show me these rebels. Let us see if they will not cower before the new powers of their Queen.”
And with that, a lash of energy whips out from Morgan’s right hand. Again, it’s nothing I can feel or see directly, but the trace it leaves by slicing through the ever-present magical currents makes its path unmistakable.
The dark force hits the ruined body of the vampire previously struck down by Morgan. He convulses as if electrocuted. Then the energy flow stops, the vampire goes still… and after a moment, opens his eyes.
“I now hold the power of life and death,” Morgan announces. Her voice is soft, but it carries. “Only fools would oppose me now.”
And as the vampire we all thought was dead wobbles unsteadily back to his feet, an awed silence falls upon all the spectators.
From the corner of my eye, I see Raul scowling at the queen.
He is just as distraught with these revelations as I am.



Chapter Two
 
James
The Order’s secret, mountaintop facility
 
I wave a hand in front of my face to clear the smoke. Vampires can see in the dark, but our eyes cannot pierce the tiny, physical molecules that make up such a cloud. Standing at the gaping entrance leading into the mountain, I have no idea what I might find inside. 
Except for one thing. Smithson is there. I can feel his vampiric presence. There’s no mistaking that it’s him.
But the stench of ruined human blood, dirtied and burnt, is almost enough of a deterrent to make me turn away.
A scampering sound alerts me to Victoria’s arrival. I look back. She and April and Liana are pulling themselves up onto the ledge to join me at the entrance.
After telling me about Cierra, Victoria went back to retrieve the two girls.
The blood smell does not repel April or Liana. They are too young, too inexperienced, to appreciate the difference between fresh, vital blood, and blood that has been spoiled by virtue of being spilled from horrific wounds.
The fledglings’ eagerness to run inside and feed is so strong it’s like a palpable thing. I stop both of them from doing so by exerting a tiny bit of my influence over them. Not enough to make them feel it, but enough to keep them in check.
It’s a fine balancing act. Unfortunately, I cannot do the same for Victoria. 
“Smithson is in there,” she says. “I can feel him.”
“I know,” I respond. “That means he can feel you, too.” I look back. “He knows we’ve arrived.”
“He knows someone is here,” she clarifies. “He cannot tell who.”
“I think he’d have been close enough to you to recognize your aura,” I say.
The words come out bitter despite my not meaning them to. So what if Victoria took Smithson as her lover? She’s on my side, now.
But for how long? I wonder.
As more of the smoke begins to lift, the agonizing groans and cries of those inside become more urgent. Without the buffer present they are significantly amplified.
“You’ll wait here,” I command, “while I go in. Whatever disaster occurred, it does not involve us. We are here for one purpose. And it’s so close...” my claws come out, “… that I can taste it.”
I’m about to run inside, heedless of any danger that might be lurking, when Victoria stops me with a firm grip on my arm.
“I’m not letting you go in there alone,” she says. 
I bark a laugh. “If you come he’ll sense you, Victoria. I’m still shielded. Stay here. With Liana and April, you will serve as decoys. I will kill him fast and be done with it.”
“I don’t doubt that you can do it,” she says, “seeing as Smithson is currently so weak. But if you kill him now, who will tell us what happened?”
I stare at her in disbelief. “What does it matter what happened?”
“It matters a great deal,” she says. “Don’t be a fool. I warned you that the magical currents have been distorted. And if that really was Cierra…? We have much, much bigger problems to deal with than exacting revenge.”
“What do I care if it’s Cierra or not?” I scowl. “That doesn’t affect me.”
“Having the greatest dark witch who’s ever lived, who was long presumed to be dead, now back in our world doesn’t affect you?” Victoria sneers. “Even you cannot be so blinded by your desire for revenge as to not see the significance of that.”
“Magic is of no consequence to me,” I say rashly.
“Magic touches us all,” Victoria says. “What do you think the force is that animates us?”
“The vampiric essence,” I say. 
“You fool, it is all one and the same! Magic, the essence, it all comes from the same source.”
“So what?” I notice Liana and April hanging on our every word but press on regardless. “Even if that’s true, I see no reason to let Smithson live. You want him dead as much as I do!”
“Yes,” she agrees. “But not before he can give us information. Look at this place! Look at where we are. It’s obviously a secret facility of the Order.”
“The Order?” 
“The Vorcellian Order! Don’t tell me you haven’t heard of it.”
I give an indifferent shrug. “Such things do not concern me.”
“Unbelievable,” she mutters. “And here you are, with visions of raising your own coven. You expect the Nocturna Animalia to survive in this world?”
“They won’t just survive,” I cut in, irritated and impatient. “They will thrive. Now let go, Victoria, and let me finish what I came here to do.”
I snatch my arm out of her grip.
“Stay here,” I command. My eyes take in the other girls. “All three of you.”
“You are a complete fool if you think they will thrive with your head stuck under the sand,” Victoria mutters under her breath.
But I hear her. And that’s enough to make my anger flare. I spin back, ready to lash out…
The rock we’re standing on shifts.
It shifts, and then there’s a moment of silence, and then a massive roar comes as it shears away from the mountain.
“Run!” I scream. The rock jerks and starts to break away. I plant my feet and jump, flying through the air and grabbing onto the steady part of the mountainside for safety.
As the rocks fall, my three companions conduct the same move. They land on either side of me, gripping the steady rock and panting.
The sounds of the crashing ledge continue for seeming eternity. The splintered pieces hit the sides and break into ever-smaller fragments.
Finally silence comes. I breathe a sigh of relief. That was close.
Despite all of my bravado, I’ve developed something of a… distaste… for high places. It came after The Ancient freed me from Mother’s cell. The leap I had to make, so far from the cell into the churning river below has made a lasting impact on me.
“If that didn’t announce our coming…” Victoria begins.
“Don’t,” I tell her. “Just… don’t.”
I look into the hole that’s been blasted out the side of the mountain.
“Nothing’s changed,” I inform them. “You stay here. I’ll go inside and take care of Smithson. Once that’s finished—”
But then the faintest hint of a new vampire comes from inside. Her presence grows, becoming larger and more pronounced…
“He’s made someone else,” I breathe. I curse and then, not caring anymore if Victoria or April or Liana follow or not, rush inside.
Once I get past the barrier of smoke all I see is desolation. Complete and utter ruin. 
There are burning fragments of computer equipment on the ground. Littered everywhere are the bodies of men and women. Most are dead. The remaining few lie dying.
It’s absolute carnage. It’s like a bomb has gone off, or we’ve been dropped in the middle of a warzone…
“Cierra,” Victoria says from behind me. “As you can see, she cares nothing for human life.”
Even Liana, being as young as she is, and as entrenched in her vampire nature, blanches at the sight before us.
Movement catches my attention from behind a high-up railing. I jump there without thinking.
And come face-to-face with the vampire who thought I was dead.
Smithson.
He is in terrible shape. His clothes are burned, his face covered in char. He can barely support himself as he clings to the wall at his back.
“You,” he gasps when he sees me.
I know I have him now. That other vampire—his fledgling—is nowhere to be seen. My awareness of her is becoming dimmer and dimmer. She’s retreating, somewhere, to some distant part of this hidden facility.
I put her firmly out of mind. Smithson is the vampire I’ve journeyed so far to find. He is the one responsible for so much of my pain. He is the one who tricked me, then left me for dead…
I take a gloriously triumphant step forward, satiating in the fear I see in his eyes.
“Yes,” I say softly. “I’m still here.”
And with a savage roar I leap at him, crushing him against the wall like the worm that he is.
My hand closes around his windpipe. My fingers itch to dig into his chest and tear out his heart. The ultimate glory, the ultimate vindication, would then be mine.
Yet something stops me when Smithson doesn’t fight.
Why?
“Do it,” he sneers. “Kill me. That’s what you’re here to do, isn’t it? That’s why you’ve come.”
He coughs and then hawks a ball of blood up and spits it to the side. “End it, James. End my miserable life.”
Something is wrong. I can feel it. Smithson is cloaked, too, but even as such, he is significantly weaker than I remember.
Killing him now would bring no glory. It would be like stepping on a child’s sandcastle.
My eyes go to the red bite marks on his neck.
“Who is she?” I ask. “The vampire you made. Why, amongst all these people, was she chosen to live?”
“You think I’d tell you?” He laughs. “The Soren brothers’ arrogance knows no limits.”
I growl and tighten my grip on his throat. “I think,” I tell him in a whispered breath, “that you have no choice.”
“Every man can choose death,” he tells me. “And every vampire is the same. I’ve failed, and I have nothing left.”
I grunt and step back in disgust. “Talk,” I command. “Tell me what happened here.”
“So you want my secrets and my life.” He laughs. “James, oh, James, how I wish we could have met even a day ago. I see your rage, I would have been the equal to it. The battle between us…” his eyes take on a deranged glint, “…would have been glorious.”
“What is this place?” I ask. “Some hideout of The Vorcellian Order?”
Secretly, I hope I got the name right. I’d been so dismissive of Victoria when she told me that I barely remember.
Smithson gives no outward reaction. “It’s a place that is no more,” he tells me. “That is all.”
I regard him carefully. “Victoria wants me to keep you alive,” I say. “I’m still unconvinced. However—” I grab him by the front of his jacket and yank him forward “There is no sport in killing you as you are now.” I grunt. “Unlike you, I take no pleasure exploiting others at their weakest.”
When I let go, he falls like a toppled pile of hay. 
He laughs again from the ground. It’s a deranged sound, full of misery and anguish and hopelessness all in one.
What happened to him? I wonder. Where is the man who once commanded so much power?
Unless, of course… this is all an act.
I reach into my back pocket and take out the slender silver cuffs I had stashed there. I clamp them around each of Smithson’s wrists before pulling him up. 
I note the empty sheath on his belt. “Where is Witchbane?” I ask, a note of derision in my voice.
“Gone,” he says. His crazed laughter does not give up. “Broken into a million pieces with a single spell! After withstanding so much, after surviving even the Narwhark, the sword is no more!”
He sounds borderline delirious, almost crazy.
Is it the transfusion? I wonder. Did he give away too much of his own blood?
I open my mind, searching for the female he created. She is obviously weak, as a fledgling, and thus her trace is not very strong. I cannot feel her anymore.
At that moment, Victoria appears at the head of the stairs. Her eyes darken for a moment as she looks over Smithson. Then she ignores him completely and addresses me.
“The girls are feeding,” she says. “I couldn’t stop them. If you want to interrogate any survivors, it’s up to you to call them off.”
“Let them feed,” I say. “They need to grow.”
Victoria opens her mouth—then, considering Smithson, closes it again.
“Just remember what I told you,” she says after a moment. “Remember where they get their strength.”
“I’ll keep it in mind,” I note. I’m still not entirely convinced of the danger. Why should my strength be sapped as my fledglings grow stronger? It’s preposterous. 
I shove Smithson forward. He stumbles and falls.
I stare at the groveling vampire in disbelief. “This is pathetic,” I say. “Look at him! Even if he gave all his blood when he transformed her, he shouldn’t be this weak.”
Victoria frowns. She comes closer, then squats at his side and turns him over.
He groans.
“James,” she says slowly. “I don’t think he’s well.”
“Of course, he’s not well!” I snap. “The question is, what the hell’s the matter with him, and—”
Without warning, Victoria grips the two sides of his shirt and rips them apart. 
Over his whole abdomen is a dark, swirling bruise that just oozes with corruption.
Victoria gasps. I remain stoic on the outside.
Inwardly, I’m disgusted. 
“He’s being leeched,” she says.
I frown. “What?”
“Quick, help, get him naked!” she exclaims. She starts tearing off his clothes.
Smithson only groans, then giggles, then groans some more as Victoria’s hands tickle his body.
“What are you doing?” I ask.
Victoria doesn’t answer. Her face is knotted up in concentration. As soon as Smithson is stark naked on the floor, she presses her hands to either side of his face. A blue light surrounds her—faint, but undeniable. 
Slowly, she moves her hands down over his body. Once they pass over his chest, Smithson begins breathing hard.
“Cierra impaled him with something,” Victoria explains in a rush. “An object, a shard of glass, a tiny stone—something that could be too small to even see. But she linked herself to it, and now, she’s drawing on his energy to revitalize herself!” Victoria’s hands reach his knees, and keep going, over his shins, and down to his feet. “I’m trying to probe him to figure out what, and where. The bruise is a dead giveaway. We need to find it, and get it out of him. Fast.”
“Why?” I say. “Why should I care? Why should we help him?”
“Because if we don’t,” Victoria stresses, “Cierra will grow stronger. Look around you, James, look at what she’s done! She’s been assumed dead for centuries. There are legends about her! But witches are not like vampires; they don’t have eternal life. Yet somehow she’s held on and come back now.”
Victoria snaps her fingers. “The Order must have kept her alive. Put her in a coma, kept her stable, or… something. I don’t know what. But it backfired.”
“Clearly,” I sniff.
“I can’t guess how long she’s been awake. Maybe she’s been gathering strength, waiting for the moment she could escape. Somehow, though, I doubt it.”
Victoria’s hand hones in on a spot in Smithson’s thigh. “Here,” she says. “The object is here. We’ll have to cut open his leg and draw it out. It’ll be too small to see. Even for us.”
“Then how—”
“I can conjure it out with a spell,” Victoria answers in haste. She rolls her sleeves up. “But it will be painful. You’ll have to hold him down.”
“Fantastic,” I murmur. “Remind me again why we’re saving him? I didn’t want to kill him, not with him like this, but that doesn’t mean I’m itching to help.”
“You don’t get it,” Victoria hisses. “James, look past yourself and your petty vengeance for just one moment! How many people here did Cierra kill? She showed no qualms doing it. There’s a reason she’s called the Black Sorceress, and it’s not just that she uses a different type of magic. She uses spells that corrupt. She draws upon power that destroys. It’s not about saving Smithson. It’s about halting Cierra from expanding her might!”
“Fine,” I say. “Though I don’t see what we have to fear. Mother’s a witch, and so is Eleira, and so are you—”
“Just do it, James! Turn him over and hold him down!” 
I grunt in annoyance but do as she asks. I pin Smithson to the floor. He’s laboring beneath me, his body struggling against the darkening wound.
It strikes me as odd that the wound is not in the same place as the object Victoria spoke of. Then again, it’s not like I have this vast understanding of magic.
Victoria draws out a small, silver knife. It was hidden so well on her leg that I didn’t know she had it.
She’s more wily than I give her credit for. 
The glow extends from her into the blade. The aurora around it concentrates to a single point. 
Beads of sweat break out on Victoria’s forehead as she focuses.
I don’t even know why she wants me holding Smithson. In his weakened state, it’s not like he—
He convulses like a grounded fish.
Growling, I lean my weight onto him. 
Victoria in in a world of her own, her eyes focused narrowly on the spot on his thigh. She twists the knife and moves it this way then that.
Wordless cries of pain come from Smithson’s lips. They are terrifying. 
He kicks his free leg like a horse and tries to break away. He starts making savage animal sounds as he fights against whatever spell Victoria is using.
She digs the knife in deeper, opening up a hole in the side of his leg. The glow from its tip is no longer visible, lost somewhere in his muscle fibers.
Smithson struggles and kicks and fights and flails with a vigor I did not think he had left. It takes a sizeable amount of effort to keep him down.
He snarls, hisses, and twists his head to snap at me. It’s like holding down a wild boar.
The light around Victoria intensifies. It grows and grows, and then gives off a brighter, blinding flash. 
For the briefest moment my vision goes white.
When it returns, Smithson is still and Victoria is sagged back half a dozen feet away. She’s breathing hard. The silver knife in her hand is dripping dark red blood. 
I look at the man below me and then at her.
Slowly, she opens her eyes. She brings her free hand over the blade of the knife and closes her fist around it. She runs it slowly, carefully, along the metallic edge.
And then she opens her palm and upends the contents. 
A trio of small bone fragments, no bigger than a fingernail, fall out.
“Not one,” she says. She shakes her head in a mix of wonder and exhaustion. “But three.”
“Is that… impressive?” I ask.
“It’s unheard of,” she answers. She points at the fragments. “Look.” I turn my attention to them and watch as they slowly begin to smoke and turn to ash.
“They were hers,” she says. “Her own bones. That made the link stronger. And now that the force sustaining them has left…? Well, you can see what’s happened to them.”
“Wouldn’t the same thing happen to her?” I ask. “If the force was somehow removed?”
“Your guess is as good as mine,” she says. “I hope, yes.”
Smithson gives a feeble groan behind me. I look back. That wound is oozing with puss.
“What’s going to happen to him?”
“Given time, he’ll recover,” she says. She gestures over her own abdomen to mimic his bruise. “Now that the fragments are gone there is nothing sapping his vampiric strength. The blackness is not like the corruption that ruined Wanda.”
Smithson gives one last convulsion, straining against the silver bonds holding his wrists, and goes still.
“So we’ve kept him alive,” I say. 
“Yes,” Victoria agrees. “For now.” She looks over her shoulder. “Cierra will know that another witch interfered. I don’t think she’s strong enough to return yet, but when she does recover? I want to be far gone.”
With an exhausted sigh Victoria pushes herself up. “We’ll bring Smithson with us. He can tell us what we need to know. I’ll collect the girls, and—”
“Hold on,” I say, vaguely amused. “You forget who’s in charge here.”
“I think you’d be smart, right now, James, not to test me,” Victoria warns.
I have to give her credit. The vampire has spunk.
It’s what attracted me to her in the first place.
“You may be right on some things,” I say. “But you’re overlooking one critical fact.”
“Oh?”
“Smithson isn’t the only one who can tell us what happened here. His fledgling can, too.” I go to the railing and look out over the ruined facility. “We need to find her, and bring her with us, before we leave. Through whatever means necessary.”



Chapter Three
 
Dagan
The Crypts
 
Scowling, I force my way through the mass of vampires partaking in the night’s festivities.
The dining hall is overflowing with bodies. Before coming to me, the King must have announced an impromptu celebratory feast. Vials of blood are being passed around. Golden goblets are being filled from the central fountain, at the top of which, encased in glass protected by an unbreakable spell, is the most intricate decanter of The Ancient’s blood.
Before I had always assumed it was Riyu who cast the protective spell. This time, knowing what Logan reveals to me… I am not sure.
There is a transparent panel in the decanter showing how much of that most-precious blood is left. Once it runs dry, the fountain will stop flowing, the remaining human blood will be drunk, and then, festivities will end.
I stop in the midst of the teeming crowd and watch as the next bead slowly forms. The Ancient’s blood is thick, so it takes a long time for it to collect enough weight to be beckoned down by gravity. A drop once every half hour, no more. It all mixes in the fountain, where The Crypt’s vampires are free to have their fill.
I tower head and shoulder over everyone else. When a few of the already drunk vampires notice the direction of my gaze, they call out in excitement. A chant starts up, counting the seconds to the fall in our archaic language. 
The bead pulls from the tip. A hushed silence descends. The drop stretches, then breaks away completely and falls through the air. It hits the surface of the red pool in the fountain and mixes with the rest.
An enormous cheer goes up, and vampires greedy for more of the aphrodisiac fight and push to be the first to get re-energized blood.
I grunt and continue my way against the flow of the crowd. There are thousands here. There is a chance Riyu is, too… but I would not bet on it.
He never much liked the company of the usual vampires of The Crypts. 
And Riyu is the one I have to get to. He is not my most trusted acquaintance, but he is, for better or for worse, the only one positioned to give unique insight into what I saw with the King.
I nearly shudder in revulsion as the memory of the spell he cast in my room comes unbidden. Magic is unnatural enough as it is. In the hands of females, it is relatively… tolerable.
In the hands of males? It is an abomination of the highest kind.
My wavering loyalty to the King whom I swore my life to is the single biggest obstacle I have known in decades.
What do you do when the man you would have followed blindly into any battle, would have given your life for without thinking twice, shows himself to be such a… such a miserable disgrace?
I follow Logan not only because he is strong, but because he is also intelligent. He’d crafted the entirety of The Crypts with his bare hands. I was there with him from the start. The coven rose from absolutely nothing to being the most powerful in existence today. Of course, Logan’s mysterious procurement of The Ancient had no small part to do with it. 
That particular vampire’s whole presence is shrouded in mystery. I have no idea where he came from. No idea who he was before. I have no idea how Logan found him, or what our King offered him, to get him to agree to cooperate with us.
From my perspective, The Ancient had absolutely nothing to gain from aligning himself with The Crypts at the start. He had simply appeared one day. His coming was announced by Logan at a great ceremony. 
That was the first time he shared his blood. And from that moment on, the King made himself an absolute monarch. None would go against him, none would challenge him, not while he had The Ancient at his side.
In fact, the only vampire who rivals our King in strength is The Ancient himself.
I reach the far exit and finally emerge from the teeming mass. For the first time since entering the feasting hall I feel like I can take a proper breath.
I look down at my arms. Watching my fingers, I flex and unflex both hands.
The feeling has almost completely returned to my body. My fingertips may still be a little numb, but it’s no worse than having a muscle fall asleep.
Curious, how I can remember that affliction, even though I have not felt it since I was human.
I shake my head and continue on. Human. How strange. How peculiar.
How discomforting to think that I was once one of them.
Logan was the one who found me in a far-off village in Eastern Europe. I was the leader of a band of raiders. We’d just returned to our homes after a very… prosperous… journey across the mountains. 
We were settling down for winter, lying with our women, sharing the spoils of our victory, when we were attacked.
I remember that night like it was yesterday. 
 
The full moon is out. The girl sharing my bed was scarcely more than a child when I had left. But two years had developed her nicely, and I’ve always had an appetite for untouched flesh.
All the members of my company knew to give me the pick of the litter when we returned.
Now, she lies slumbering in my cot, a blanket covering her half-naked body. I look at the marks I left on her neck with my hands. How she struggled when I choked her. But in the end, she learned to like it almost as much as me. 
I turn back and walk to the window. The village wisdom always warned against making love under the light of a full moon. I am not a superstitious man, but even I know to listen to those smarter than me
Good thing what I did to the girl could in no way be constituted as ‘making love’.
A cool wind blows through a gap in the hut’s siding. The village fell into a state of ill repair while I was gone. Of course, since I’d taken all the most capable men with me, it would make sense… 
Still, I expected better. The boys who have turned of age in my absence should have taken up the gauntlet. Perhaps I’d been too lax with them prior to my departure. 
Well, all that can change. All that will change, now that I’m back. I’ve brought enough riches to build a village twice the size entirely from scratch. There is enough coin and gold and jewels in our sacks to sustain us for half a decade, maybe more.
Of course, I have no intention of staying still. Not for so long. I was born to roam, to fight, to raid and steal and pillage.
It’s not the end reward that excites me. It’s the process itself.
And clearly it doesn’t hurt that I am far and away the best swordsman who’s ever graced this land. One day, there will be legends told about me. One day…
The girl in my bed turns over. I feel her sit up. “Dagan?” she asks.
“Go back to sleep,” I grunt. I am in no mood to talk. Talk to women, and they have the nasty habit of developing feelings or some such.
I have no time for that nonsense.
Besides, tonight I am feeling a particular kind of wanderlust.
Without a word I move for the door. At the last moment, I decide to pick up my sword. I wrap the belt around my waist and clip it on.
“Where are you going?” she asks.
“Out,” I say. “I want you gone when I return.”
My voice makes it plain I will broker no arguments. 
She makes a stifled sound of hurt but otherwise does not protest.
I step out into the night. The cool air flows around my body with a welcoming caress. Night has always been my favorite time. When everyone else is sleeping, the predators prowl.
I have no prey in mind for this night, but that does not mean I want to stay still.
I head to the nearest hill. On the other side of it runs a river and down that river, a clearing of flat sand. That is the place I spent all my time as a boy. I grew fast, and because of that, could hold a man’s sword in one hand before others my age even had their balls drop. 
As I walk over the familiar ground, I find myself looking with fondness upon the peaceful landscape. There is tranquility here. And that inner calmness, the rock-solid steadiness, is what I’d learned to adopt as a part of me whenever I wield the sword.
My feet lead me to my old training grounds. I stand in the middle of the sand pit and fill my lungs with the fresh, pure, clean night air. Nothing out here but me and my sword. Nothing out here but the path to mastery.
I strip out of my shirt, unsheathe my weapon, and begin the slow, patterned dance of the Katta.
Within minutes my legs are burning, my arms heavy, and my back lined with sweat. But I chose the hardest of the Kattas for a reason:
After losing myself in the flesh of a woman, I wanted to do the same thing with the sword.
Each of my movements is slow, controlled, precise. I close my eyes and focus only on my muscles. My mind forms a link with them, an otherworldly type of awareness that I summon in battle on a dime. 
It is the secret of what makes me so skilled. Many claim to be able to connect with their weapon. Few know how to do it while connecting with themselves. 
The minutes blur together and soon become hours. One passes, then two, then three. Exhaustion set in long ago, but this dance takes nearly four hours to execute from beginning to end. I do not allow myself a single mistake. If I were to make one, I would start right over, no matter how I feel.
That is the type of discipline that separates me from the rest.
But I make it through to the end without failure. Then, once I’ve held the final pose for the required amount of time, I let go of my weapon, release the ball of sensation in my mind, and let all the fatigue I’ve kept bundled up crash into my body.
It hits me in an instant, and it hits me hard. My knees give way first. I drop to the ground, so slick with sweat I must look like I’ve just emerged from a lake.
I lumber onto my back. I spread my arms and open my eyes and stare into the sky, satiating in the raw, exhausted feeling crippling my body.
It takes some time before I feel strong enough to sit up. As I do, my stomach muscles contract almost painfully to complete the movement. I roll my head from side to side, stretching, then with a great heave haul myself up and regain my feet.
I turn back toward the village—and alarm grips my insides.
There is smoke on the horizon.
It’s only starting to billow, but its source is obvious. It’s coming from the huts I’d left behind.
Cursing, I start to run. But I know my body well enough to know that if I push at breakneck speed I’ll collapse before I get halfway. I hate holding back, but I force myself to slow to a trot. As I get nearer, the trot becomes a brisk walk.
Now I’m in the trees. I cannot see far ahead of me, but if I turn my eyes to the sky the smoke is only getting worse.
I pull my sword out and crouch low as I get nearer and nearer. The smell of burning wood reaches my nostrils. That is not what concerns me most.
The absolute silence is.
Nobody is screaming. Nobody is yelling. Even though the sun is coming up, not a single bird sings. The forest seems almost dead in its solitude.
That does not bode well for me.
I cross the final distance, keeping eyes and ears open for enemies. I emerge from the last line of trees and see the sight I’ve been dreading the whole journey back.
My entire village is in flames. 
I give a guttural roar of indomitable rage and rush forward. I don’t care who sees me or who hears me. If there are archers posted as sentries, let them shoot me down.
Yet I do not think they would be as cowardly as that.
I break past the first line of houses. The buildings burn. 
Where are all of my people?
Picking a door at random, I kick it in. The wood crashes against the floor. More of that acrid black smoke streams out. Coughing, I put my elbow over my mouth and plunge inside. 
The entire floor is abandoned. I break into the bedroom. The bed is empty, the floor aflame. Cursing again at the intolerable heat, I rush out.
Only seconds after I emerge the roof groans and collapses. My heart is beating fast. Had I lingered even a moment longer…
I don’t have time to worry on what might be or what would happen. I race from door to door, yelling for my people, breaking down the entrances where they are closed, looking through broken gaps where parts of the structures already fell.
But all of it is the same. I find no one. Nobody responds to my call. 
I am too tired, too dazed, too confused to comprehend why.
Finally, I reach my own little shack. The worst of the conflagration is behind me; still, the edges of the hut smoke just slightly. For whatever reason, the fire has spared most of my home.
I put a shoulder into the door and shove it open.
When I see the sight before me, the shock is too much. I drop to my knees and let my sword fall from my hand. I cannot even muster the strength to wail in sorrow.
Each one of the villagers is bound here. None are alive. 
They’ve all had their tongues cut out and their bodies impaled on strange metal posts. The scent of death is still fresh. 
Blood soils the floor. 
Men, women, children—none have been spared. I see the faces of the ones I'd traveled with. I find the woman I'd left in my bed. They're all here, and they've all been brutally murdered.
Who would do such a thing? Why?
As my wits slowly come back to me I realize the bodies are arranged in a pattern. They haven't just randomly been impaled. With hanging heads and limbs outstretched, they all point to a single spot.
The other door.
The one leading to the yard.
A cold rush of anger sweeps over me. My hand digs into the bloodied soil to pick up my sword. My fingers grip the hilt hard.
The fire continues to cackle behind me, but I know it will not spread. Whoever did this wanted me to see. They wanted me to find this horror. 
I push myself up. My body draws on its final reserve of strength. I plod through the middle of the floor, toward that last door. I reach it and heft my weapon in my hands.
Whatever is waiting on the other side will not be pretty. But having just lost everything the way I did?
I am willing to face any horror.
With one foot, I push the door open. 
It creaks on the hinge.
And there, standing in the middle of the dewy meadow is… a woman.
She’s wearing a back shawl but her feminine form is unmistakable. She’s faced away from me, still as a statue. Only the billows of the bottom of her dress give any movement to her form.
My eyes narrow in suspicion. This has to be a trap. 
Yet as I scan the surroundings I find nobody else. The clearing around her is completely empty. Its tranquility is at odds with the hell from which I’d just emerged.
I take a cautious, weighted step forward. 
Immediately, the ground seems to shift. I lose my balance and go down hard. 
The woman laughs. It’s a soft, nebulous sound.
Then she turns back to face me.
I blink and try to clear my vision. My eyes are playing tricks on me, because I can’t help but see this blue aura surrounding her. It’s almost like an angel’s glow, a full-body halo.
But I am not one to believe in God. I chalk the vision up to pure exhaustion. 
I try to stand. But as soon as I plant my other leg, the ground shifts again. All my coordination is lost, and I go tumbling down.
Once more the woman laughs. “Is that all you have?” she asks, her voice soft and mocking. “A pity. I’d expected so much more.”
“Who are you?” I grunt. The shadows of her hood prevent me from seeing the top half of her face. I’d almost go so far as to say that darkness is unnatural, but—once again—I have no faith in the occult.
And yet that blue nimbus continues to surround her. 
“You don’t know?” she asks. She steps toward me. Her feet don’t seem to fully touch the ground as she walks.
Again I try standing, and again, the earth harshly shifts. I cannot get upright.
But the shift does not affect the woman. With a start I realize that it’s not the ground that’s changing—but my perception of it.
What the hell is happening to me?
“You mustn’t bother,” she says. “I have no intention of letting you up.”
“You’re doing this?” I growl. I cannot hide the incredulity of my words.
“Yes, me, who else?” the woman asks. Her lips are slender but full and they form a pitying sort of smile. “Were you expecting an army?”
Again I reach for my sword. But now I am like a drunk. My hand juts out to where I expect it to be. It finds nothing but dirt and earth.
“Really, now,” she says, coming even closer. “You mustn’t try to fight. If I wanted you dead, warrior, I would have killed you like I did the rest.”
I spit to the side in defiance. “I’d like to see you try.”
Suddenly the glow intensifies, and an invisible force crashes into me. It knocks me back so far that I hit the outer wall of the house.
My sword is now completely out of reach.
The woman’s hand juts out. I can barely believe my eyes as my sword is lifted up and drawn to her hand. It floats through the air, as if pulled by strings of…
Magic.
The crushing force continues to press down on my chest, pinning me to the wall. All my muscles struggle against it, but it is as if I am bound by iron chains. I cannot break through whatever it is that’s holding me. 
And the woman approaches, surrounded by that horrible, mocking blue halo, holding my weapon. 
 “How I wish you would have been here when it happened,” she says. “How I wish you could have heard them scream, and cry, and beg for their miserable lives.” She comes close enough that I can touch her, and kneels down at my side.
Now I know the shadows are unnatural. Even from this close, I see nothing but darkness past her lips.
“I killed the children last,” she confides. “I gathered them all up, all of your pathetic people, and made them watch as I set fire to their homes. Some tried to fight.” She shakes her head. “They were the ones who died first.”
I strain with all the strength given to me, but I cannot move an inch.
“Then I picked the parents off, one-by-one.” She plucks at a loose strand in her sleeve. “I wanted to feel the children’s fear, I wanted them to know the warrior they so worshipped had failed them.”
“Who are you?” I rasp. The words grind out of me. 
She ignores the question as she brings her face close enough that I can feel her breath on my skin.
“The youngest died last,” she whispers. “And their final moments on this earth were filled with stark terror.”
I roar in an absolute rage, fighting against the bonds, and the force… snaps.
It snaps, it gives, and for a glorious moment I’m free. The woman gasps in alarm, but she does not move fast enough. The light around her winks out at the same time.
With my nearest hand I grab her by the neck. Her hood falls back, revealing a girl of no more than seventeen.
I don’t care. I wrench my sword out of her grip and am just about to plunge it through her chest when the light explodes again, and I am thrown viciously back.
Now she advances on me in a rage. “You dare?” she cries out. “You dare raise your hand against me?”
The shadows are back, her hood is up once more, and darkness swirls around her like a pulsating miasma. The sky seems to darken overhead.
I lift my head up—the only part of my body unbound by that force. Clouds are gathering above us. They come with such speed that I know she is responsible for them.
Rain pours down, an absolute torrent, and douses all the flames in the village. In seconds we’re drenched. The darkness extends out from her and seems to cloud the whole sky, though whether that is another illusion or the truth, I do not know.
“See my power, you fool!” she cries. Lightning flashes above her. “Who can call upon the elements but I? Who has taken the steps necessary to ensure eternal youth but me?”
She sounds crazy, maddened, deranged. It’s all I can do not to look away. My eyes are drawn to her like moths to a flame. 
It’s not just the things I’m seeing that are astounding. It’s her strength. I’ve come upon worthy adversaries before, and all of them have always radiated a certain presence, an absolute conviction in themselves and their talents and their abilities.
None hold a candle to what this girl is showing me now.
The rain falls in a cascade of fat, thick drops. I realize with a start that her robe is not getting wet. It doesn’t simply repel the rain—it seems to absorb it, to suck it up and thicken as it does.
Now I know I have gone insane.
But the girl—the woman—continues to advance on me. “I let you live so you could spread the word of what happens when you steal from a witch clan. The last town you raided belonged to me. The jewelry, the stones, the coin you took all belonged to me.”
She throws her hand out as if using a whip, and a sudden, crippling lash slams against my legs. I feel the skin and muscles tear with the slice.
She laughs. The glow about her deepens. An invisible noose wraps around my ankles, and I’m suddenly picked up, and flung again against the house.
I hit it with tremendous force. The air goes out of my lungs. A horrific pain explodes through my body. 
Bones crack and break.
As I slide to the ground, I realize vaguely that I have lost all feeling in my legs. She approaches me, triumphant in her victory. “There are stories told about you, you know,” she whispers. The clouds part, the rain lets up, and sunlight filters in. “Tales of the great seven-foot warrior. The master with the blade.”
She gives a sad smile. “Unfortunately, it looks like all of that has come to an end. I didn’t want you dead. But, in the condition you’re in, how will you live?”
She shakes her head. “Too bad magic does not heal. Otherwise, I would—oh, who am I kidding?” She giggles in maddened glee. “I would leave you there as you are even if it could heal!”
She turns away. The force holding me down ebbs away. But I can do nothing with my now-ruined body.
“Good-bye, great warrior,” she says. “I had hoped that you would be the first to start the tales about me.”
She walks away. 
I fight through all the overwhelming pain to call out, “Wait!”
She stops. She turns. Her lips quirk up in bemusement.
“Yes?”
“I would like to know.” I grunt. “Who it is that bested me.”
She gives a sudden, radiant smile. “My name is Cierra,” she says. “And my legend has just begun.”



Chapter Four
 
Dagan
 
I give a start as I break from my reverie. 
Cierra… the witch… her name matters not. That was the day that solidified my hatred of all things to do with magic. While I always had a cold heart, I would never have done what that witch did to any village. I may have raided and killed, even without discrimination, but I would never have tortured anyone so. I would never have, as a human, or now, as a vampire, gloried in the fear I can pull out of others.
But that witch was different. She was truly deranged. 
I’ve wondered, from time to time, what ultimately became of her. Our paths never crossed again, although I swore, as I lay there with my back broken and my life seeping out of me, that if I somehow survived, I would get my revenge.
 
The sun peaked high overhead that noon, cast in a cloudless sky. 
Three full days had passed since the massacre of my village. Three days where somehow, I’ve managed to hold on just enough to life to not yet succumb.
I dip in and out of feverish states. When my eyes close and I descend into sleep, I think I can hear the screams of the children as the witch killed their parents. I imagine their cries as they watched, helpless, as she cut the tongues out, one-by-one.
Had she really meant to spare me? Or was it simply luck that I had decided to wander off in the clearing that night?
No matter. I grow weaker by the hour. The small puddle of water at my side has long-since been contaminated with the blood of the killed villagers. The stench of death, of decay, of decomposition wafts from inside.
In and out I go, in and out, in and out, certain that the next time I close my eyes will be the final one.
But somehow my body refuses to give in. Maybe it’s the determination I feel, the absolute hatred I have, directed at the woman and all of her spawn. I was never one to believe in magic, but I saw what she could do with my own eyes. 
Somebody has to know. Somebody has to take up arms against such an abomination of nature.
Night comes. The fever gripping me reaches unbearable heights. I’m burning up. It is the one thing that actually masks the horrific pain. 
Perhaps, in an ironic way, it is the only thing still keeping me alive.
But the weakness is now so great that I have absolutely no doubt: I will not live to see the sun.
All the hate, all the determination, all the empty vows and promises in the world cannot save me from the reaper.
At this point, my suffering is so great that I would welcome the sweet embrace of death. 
At some point I realize that the moon has been lost behind a great cloud. I squint into the night but see absolutely nothing. A chill washes through me, contrasting against the constant heat.
Next thing I know, there is a man standing beside me.
At first I do not believe my eyes. I chalk his appearance up to a fever-dream. But when he kneels down and touches a hand to my forehead, I know that he is real.
His hand is cold. It is ice cold. So much so that it actually eases some of the fever I feel.
Another chill runs through me, this one more acute than the last.
Bright blue eyes blaze into mine. It could be my imagination, but I think they are ringed with red.
“This is your night of reckoning,” the man says. “I’ve been watching you from afar. You have an indomitable will to live.” 
His voice is smooth yet raspy. He speaks with an utter confidence and complete calm.
I cough in response, because that is the only thing I can do. My eyes roll backwards groggily.
“I told myself that if you survived the third night you would be worthy of joining me,” he says. He takes his hand away and looks up. “Yet there are hours left till dawn, and you are on the very precipice.”
“Who… what…” I murmur. My words slur together.
“I know you’ve seen her. Dagan. I know she spoke to you. I know she let you live. What I do not know—what gives me pause—is if she knows I am following her. If she kept you alive just to tempt me.”
I have no clue what he’s talking about. 
“Perhaps it’s a trick,” he confesses. “At first I thought this was a trap. The danger of that seems to have passed. That is why I said three nights. The question is… do I break my word to myself and bring you in? Or do I take the risk of losing you forever? You hold such potential, and yet…”
A sound comes from the bush. Abruptly the man breaks away. He crosses the space so fast he is a blur to my eyes.
I chalk it up to another affliction of the fever.
Yet a second later the man returns. “Only a fox,” he tells me. “Once a powerful sigil in these lands, unless I miss my guess.”
A sudden spasm takes me. Enormous amounts of pain shoot through my body. I cough and spit up blood. 
“You will not last until the morning,” the man says. “But you have proven your strength so far.”
He directs his gaze once more to the night sky. “So be it. The fates have spoken. I will bring you in. And together, we shall hunt the witch… and exterminate all of her kind.”
And suddenly the man’s head snaps down, his teeth pierce into my neck.
A hot stream of venom enters my body and makes me black out.
 
And that was that. 
It was how I was made a vampire. The blood given to me by my maker healed all afflictions and closed all my wounds. Together, we hunted the witch… to no avail. 
But the purpose of that dimmed in significance compared to the beauty of my new life. Such extravagance I had never known before. My body was still mine, yet altogether different. I became enraptured by all the new sensations I experienced. Most of all, I became obsessed with my new strength.
I gained a perception of myself I could never imagine before. My might with a sword became transcendent. If I thought I was good as a human, well, it was nothing compared to how skilled I became as a vampire.
And the fact that I had all these new senses and perceptions and abilities meant that the limits of what I could do expanded tenfold. I was no longer at the peak of my abilities, because now, there was room for me to do more.
Years passed, and the rest, as they say, is history. I had no problem following Logan because of how he made me. We shared similar distastes.
Yet now, with the new information he’d revealed to me…
I lower my head, hitch my shoulders, and hurry on. The sounds of the celebrations fade behind me. For the second time in days, I find myself in the quarters belonging to the worst of The Crypt’s filth.
Yet as I approach Riyu’s room, far, far away, I get the distant feeling that something is wrong.
Call it a sixth sense or a premonition. Whatever it is, that feeling has never let me down before. 
I slow my steps to a cautious walk. My mind scans the surrounding room for other vampires. Most are empty. Their owners are no doubt at the feast. But one or two are still occupied, which is pretty much what would be expected.
It’s not that, then. It’s something else. 
I reach Riyu’s door. I cannot feel the wily vampire on the other side, but I know why that is. He likes to set spells around his chambers to give himself more privacy. What he does in that privacy, I’d never actually wanted to find out…
I make a fist and bang on the door hard, three times, as is proper to announce my arrival.
I wait. No answer comes. That feeling of unease creeps down my back.
It feels like I’m being watched.
Of course that is ridiculous. There are none here who would spy on me.
Still, I cast a furtive glance over my shoulder. As expected, the hall is empty.
Scowling, I turn and knock again.
When a minute passes and no answer comes, I decide to take matters into my own hands. I use The Mind Gift to flip the lock and then push the door open.
Riyu’s rooms are empty. 
I curse. If he’s not here, and he’s not at the festivities… I mean, yes, The Crypts are enormous, and he could be anywhere, but those are the only two places where he could be rightfully expected.
I’m about to leave the room when Beatrice appears in the doorway.
I freeze. I hadn’t felt her approach. 
But I can feel her now. Which means she isn’t cloaked. Which really means that I’d let my guard down enough to let her catch me unaware. 
That is a dangerous state to be in knowing my new orders from the King.
“Ah,” she smiles. “Dagan. Looking for someone?”
I have to keep up appearances and act like nothing is wrong. I don’t want to set off her suspicions. 
“This is a matter of the First Guard,” I tell her. “It does not concern you.”
“On the contrary…” she steps into the room, and lets the door close behind her. “Everything to do with you and Riyu concerns me.”
My eyes narrow. “What do you mean? Why wrap us together like that?”
She gives a beguiling grin. “It’s what the little vampire wants. You are the greatest object of his desire. Or didn’t you know?”
My gut churns in disgust. That peculiarity was also something I never was willing to admit.
“If you’re looking for him,” she continues, “I can tell you, he won’t be found. He is assisting me with a project of the greatest importance. I can ask him to come find you, though, when he’s done. I’m sure he would love to hear that you came to see him.”
Her insinuation makes my skin prickle. I turn to the offensive. “What are you doing here, Beatrice?”
“That’s easy.” She smiles, and shrugs. “I saw you leaving the ceremony without so much as taking a sip. I thought to discover what could drive your attention away like that.”
“You followed me,” I growl. She and I are near-equal in strength, though that had not always been the case. I suspect she’s persuaded the King, with all her influence over him, to give her additional helpings of The Ancient’s blood.
Still, even if we are similar, I still have the advantage of rank and position. Few stand above me in the disciplinary hierarchy of The Crypts. The fact that Beatrice managed to sidestep all that by ingratiating herself to Logan matters not.
She still must defer to me.
“On the contrary,” she says plainly. “I think what happened is that our paths led the same way.”
I make a sound of displeasure in my throat. “Don’t play politics with me, woman,” I warn. I step forward, using my impressive height as an intimidation tactic. “We both know the leniency Logan has given you now hangs by the barest of threads.”
“Is that so?” she murmurs. “And what, I wonder, gave you that impression?”
She puts a hand on my chest and blinks longingly up into my eyes. 
I swipe her aside with contempt. “You think to win me over with your looks?” I sneer. “You will have to try harder than that.”
“Why so aggressive, Dagan?” she wonders. “We are alone here. None can tell what we do.”
No, so few know what you do, either, I think.
“You’re not still bitter about the blade I gave, are you?” She makes a pouty face. Then she sighs. “The real reason I’m here, Dagan, is that I wanted to offer you something… similar. But improved.”
“I do not want your weapons,” I say. 
“But you haven’t even heard me out.”
“Anything to do with magic is a corruption of who we are,” I say. “For a small time I thought it a necessity. Now I know better.”
“Don’t let one bad experience taint your entire perception of the field,” she mutters. 
It was a whole lot more than one, I think.
“What I want to offer you has nothing to do with magic in either way,” she says. “You said you came here on business of the First Guard. Well, as their lieutenant, who better is there to make decisions for the troop?”
“What are you getting at?” I ask. My patience with her is growing thin. It is not helped at all by knowledge of the King’s new order.
“I want to offer you a glimpse into what could be, she says. “You’ve heard the rumors of my experiments, I’m sure. Now, I want to show you what I’ve done so that you know the truth.”
At that, my interest piques. “Yes?” I say. I still make a point of looking past her, to the door. “Get on with it, and be quick.”
“The First Guard is limited in that they can only operate at night,” she says. “But what if you had an army of vampires immune to the sun? What if your entire host of saplings could brave those harsh rays without succumbing? What then?”
My military mind starts to hum with the possibilities. Such a fantasy…
Is impossible. 
“Nothing, then,” I say, harshly. “Vampires cannot be made to stand in the sun.”
“Ah, but Dagan… I am not talking about vampires. I am talking about hybrids.”
The ones Logan asked me to destroy?
“…Go on.”
“You know The Convicted. Morgan’s daft little experiment?” Beatrice laughs. “What I have done is a hundred times greater. My children… can withstand the sun. I’d like to show you, and offer you an army of such. An army that you and I would control.
“And the King?” I ask, testing her loyalty.
“Of course we are both sworn to him,” she says quickly. “His will is ours. But he has enough anxieties on his mind. He needn’t be troubled by such petty things.”
Already she’s trying to play me against him, I think.
But I can turn that to my advantage. I almost laugh. What luck! I thought that I would have to steal my way into Beatrice’s section of The Crypts.
Yet here she is now, extending an invitation. 
“Show me,” I say.



Chapter Five
 
Raul
The Stronghold
 
“It was a trick,” I say. “It had to be!”
I’m with Eleira and Phillip in the relative privacy of my rooms. Mother invited Felix, the apparent leader of the vampires we found feeding on the humans, for a private audience with her.
Geordam and the two guards have rejoined the others and are now following Phillip’s orders to re-secure the stronghold. The Haven’s vampires who dissented, who left to follow Carter and Deanna, have been locked out in the night… for now.
And the humans have been taken up from their dark and miserable space and been given access to the entire meeting hall, where once the Royal Court had assembled to decide their fate. Eleira and I ensured that they were all in good enough shape, that none had suffered debilitating injuries from the careless feeding. Then we led them up there, did a headcount, lit all the candles in the room, and locked them securely in.
Even now, we are no more than a few hundred feet away. The doors to my rooms are open, meaning we have a full view of the hallway. 
No vampire can sneak and try feeding on the humans without our knowing. 
But that matter is scarcely the most important subject of concern. 
Mother’s trick with the dead vampire is. 
“Eleira?” I look at the woman I love. “Don’t you have some instinct? Can’t you help us figure out what she did?”
Her hands open and close in obvious frustration. “She didn’t use magic,” Eleira says. “Not the sort that I know.”
Phillip’s eyes are dark and hooded as he regards us from his corner. “We all saw what happened in The Paths,” he says. “The magic Mother is wielding now is not the kind any of us have experience with.”
Phillip shakes his head. “It’s power, all right,” he says. “I’ve learned enough not to presume anything about magic. We all know how unpredictable Mother was when she felt her grip on power crumbling. Now…?” he trails off. “We must simply wait and see.”
“But we can’t take on that risk!” I insist.
“Raul,” Eleira says my name softly. “Even if we knew what happened to her… what could we do?”
I grunt. That’s the one thing that’s been looming over all of us.
With Morgan back, and seemingly in possession of a whole host of new abilities, who can stand against her? Who, if she begins to act out of control, can rein her in?
Nobody.
“The Royal Court has splintered,” Phillip says. “The Haven needs a ruler. It does not happen by committee. Our vampires need to be governed with a firm hand, if they are not…” he gestures around him. “… things like this happen.”
“Then we should be working together with Morgan,” Eleira says. “Not plotting against her!”
“That’s not what we’re doing,” I say. “We’re considering our options.”
“It sure sounds to me like that’s what we’re doing,” Eleira says. “What about the threat from The Crypts? What about the prospect of an open coven war? What about Beatrice’s horrible, deprived creatures, what about the prophecy, what about the King? His offer of truce was only until Morgan woke up! Now that she’s back, who’s to say he won’t just attack?”
She’s sounding more and more frantic by the second. I want to put my arm around her, to hold her tight and assure her that everything will be okay, but in the face of our adversaries, it seems an ill-timed thing to do.
“Only a few hours have passed,” Phillip reminds her gently. “Word of the Queen’s return will not yet have reached The Crypts. Even if they have spies infiltrating our coven.”
My head snaps to him. “Spies? Are you serious?”
He gives an obligatory shrug. “Assume the worst,” he says. “And prepare for it as if it’s true.”
I grunt. He’s taken on a new cynicism since adopting the role of Captain Commander. It is entirely unlike the Phillip I grew to know. 
But I do not think I’ll ever get that version of my younger brother back. 
“And what do we do about Carter?” Eleira asks.
“Mother seemed certain that Deanna is dead,” Phillip says. “How she would know that…?” 
He trails off again. He is in the room with us, but his mind is somewhere else.
“So is that it?” Eleira asks. “Everything we have left to do depends on the Queen? We’re all just sitting ducks until she calls us to her?”
“And she doesn’t yet know of anything we saw in The Crypts,” I say. “Not about the offer, or the invitation, or…”
“Do you think she will go?” Eleira asks. “Now that she seems strengthened?”
“One thing I know about Mother,” I say bitterly. “Is that she thrives on being unpredictable.”
And there is still the whole issue of the succession taking place before the next full moon.
A silence slowly comes over us as we each retreat into our own thoughts.
Eleira is the first to break it. “What I have to know,” she says, “is what connection Morgan has established with the Narwhark. And how it affects…” she falters for a second, “…me.”
“Agreed,” I tell her. I look at the open door. “How long has Mother been entertaining Felix in her chambers? It’s almost as if she’s doing it to spite us. She knows the importance of what we have to discuss.”
“Maybe not,” Phillip proposes. “When the demon stabbed her, The Haven at least had a semblance of order. She returned, and it became much worse.” He pushes off from the wall and strolls to me and Eleira. “It doesn’t matter that the disaster happened while we were trying to rescue her. She left with us in charge, more or less. In her mind, the failure lies with the three of us.”
Eleira makes a face. “That’s hardly fair.”
“And completely illogical,” I add.
Phillip spreads his hands. “That’s just the way things are.”
“Another half hour,” Eleira says. “We give her that long, then we go to her. And we demand answers.”
I give a wan smile. At least Eleira’s determination is back.



Chapter Six
 
Eleira
The Stronghold
 
We pound on the door to Morgan’s rooms, which has been unceremoniously sealed shut from the other side.
Phillip stationed Geordam and six more of his most trusted guards around the entrance to the meeting hall now housing the humans. After all the efforts we’ve gone through to protect them, it would be a horrendous miscalculation to let up now. 
We wait for an answer. I feel the shifting magical energies on the other side. Out in the hall, they are relatively normal. But past the physical barrier…
The door opens. Morgan pokes her head out. 
She smiles widely when she sees us. 
“Children,” she says. “About time you showed up. I’ve been waiting for you.”
I share a quick look with Raul. He’s got his poker face on, though, and it betrays none of his emotions.
The Queen opens the door wider and beckons us in. 
There, I find a tray set with three full goblets on the table. Otherwise her room is empty. Felix is not there.
I wonder how long ago he left.
“I set those for you,” she says, gesturing to them. The potency of the blood hits me with full force. I can barely restrain myself from running toward them and choking down each cup.
Phillip, for what it’s worth, seems to be even more tempted by the offer. His jaw locks up. His muscles go rigid.
“Please,” Morgan says. “Have your fill.”
“When did you get this blood?” Raul asks. Of the three of us, he seems the least tempted.
His mother winks. “You should know better than most of the hidden nooks and crannies of these rooms. Do you think I would have nothing saved for an emergency?”
Phillip’s composure suddenly breaks. He rushes over and grabs the first goblet and swallows it whole. His eyes take on a maniacal greed. He tosses the first aside and goes for the second. He has it at his lips in a flash. He starts to drink—
Halfway through he seems to realize what he’s doing. The cup drops from his hand. Blood spills all over the floor. 
He backs away, eyes wide with horror. “I’m sorry,” he says hoarsely. “I… could not…”
The Queen laughs and floats over to her son. “You’ve done nothing wrong,” she says. She scoops up the dropped goblet and hands it to him. “There is still some left. Drink up.”
With shaking hands, he takes it from her. “What about…” his voice is hoarse. “What about…”
“There’s plenty left for Eleira and Raul,” Morgan assures him. “I do not want my youngest to suffer from excessive thirst.”
Phillip nods, somehow relieved by the assurance, and drinks the remainder of the second cup.
Then he takes the third, and drains that one, too.
I share a look with Raul. There is no poker face this time. He is regarding his brother with open concern.
“Good,” the Queen murmurs. “I wanted you to grow strong.”
The magical energies continue their haphazard dance through the air. They are not visible to me, not unless I try channeling them, but I still feel the discomfort contained in their presence. There is no orb around Morgan, not like when she cast the spell in the pits, but it’s almost like those energies have a sense of the potential of disruption seething from her. 
It is not a welcome feeling.
“Other vampires are starving,” Raul says, no lack of anger in his voice. “And here you are, encouraging Phillip?” he growls. “If I didn’t know any better—”
“Oh, don’t be so hypocritical,” Morgan snaps. “You would be just as eager to feed, if it weren’t for Eleira watching.”
I shift a little on my feet.
“Like I said,” Morgan continues. “I have more. And no longer shall The Haven’s vampires be starved for blood. Blood is our lifeline. The villagers are the source. The Royal Court has shown their incompetence in my absence. So it’s time to take back control. I am staging the next Hunt. Felix is in agreement. I will not be persuaded otherwise. It is the only way to win back the rebels. Their discord has not gone on for so long that it cannot be forgiven. And above all, my son, we need to unify. Because, after what transpired in the Paths…”
She trails off, but I jump on the comment. “What happened in the Paths?” I ask. “I think you owe all of us an explanation. Phillip and Raul have my account—” I think back to that horrible, enormous creature trying to break free from the portal in the wall, and the Narwhark attacking it, “—but we all deserve a glimpse into yours.”
Morgan chuckles, amused. “My, but you’ve developed quite the fondness for command, haven’t you?” she asks. She gives a predatory grin. “I wouldn’t expect anything less from the vampire expected to inherit my throne.”
She walks over to her vanity counter and looks at herself for a few seconds in the mirror. She touches her face and sighs. “You would like to know everything that happened, wouldn’t you? I’m afraid I can only tell you parts.”
“Why?” Raul steps forward. “What are you trying to shield from us, Mother? We are all on the same side—and you don’t even know what we saw at The Crypts!”
“Well I’m sure you’ll tell me,” she says, no small amount of derision in her voice. “But forgive me for not wanting to spill all my secrets, given the circumstances of how I was brought back.”
“How did you get back?” I wonder. “After the Narwhark attack, we had no idea if you would recover.”
“That’s because you still know very little about magic, girl,” Morgan sneers. “There are many sides to the force. One of which, one that I had previously neglected, perhaps for fear of what it could do, perhaps for other reasons, proved vital in my return. But now it’s my time to ask you certain questions, children. The most important of which: how did you become so negligent as to let me be abducted in the first place?”
Phillip clears his throat. For a moment, he looks every bit the youngest son trying to justify his actions to his mother.
“It was a coordinated effort,” he says. “Between Deanna and Carter. I was so focused on protecting the Stronghold from an outside attack that I took certain… liberties… with your safety. I apologize. The blame falls on me.”
I stare at him in disbelief. “You were ambushed!” I exclaim. “How could you possibly be at fault? Nobody could have expected The Haven’s Royal Court to coordinate subversion.”
Phillip grunts. “Actually,” he says, “we should have expected exactly that. In the Queen’s absence a void formed at the top. Previously, Smithson filled it. With his betrayal made public, the position was growing increasingly unsteady. Eleira, when you and Raul left, the opportunists seized their chance.” He turns to his Mother. “Deanna tricked me,” he admits. “She pressed on my weaknesses. But she also said something I will not forget. She said she did it for Bradley. What do you know of their relationship?”
“Deanna had affairs with nearly all the male members of the Court,” Morgan says dismissively. “One in particular would not stand out in her mind.”
“I beg to differ,” I say. “If she would risk so much, give up her entire position, hell, it must have come from a deeper emotion.”
“What?” Morgan asks. 
I glance at Raul. “Love.”
The Queen scoffs. “Deanna was no more capable of love than a housefly. Besides, what she did or why she did it matters not. She is dead. She will not be bothering us anymore.”
“How do you know that?” Raul asks. “Did you see the body? Did you come across her somewhere in the Paths?”
“I know,” Morgan says loftily, “because it was her spilled blood that actuated the portal to the underworld—and what let Cierra summon the second demon.”



Chapter Seven
 
Raul
The Stronghold
 
“Cierra?” I ask. “Who’s Cierra?” 
Mother gives a long, slow exhale. “Cierra,” she says, “is the dark witch who took possession of Eleira. She is the one whose burrow Eleira stumbled into as a little girl.” 
Eleira makes a shocked sound. “I haven’t told that to anyone,” she says. 
Morgan gives a grim smile. “Did you think you were not being watched? Long before Raul gave you that torrial ring, we had our eyes set on you. And with the ring, even if your presence did become diminished to us, you could never escape the folds of destiny as they encased themselves around you. Wherever you went, dear girl, you left ripples on the world. Those skilled in sensing them could easily sniff them out.”
“Ripples?” Eleira breathes.
“Exactly the same sort that you now feel around me,” Mother says. There is the barest hint of victory in her voice. “Surprised that I know of them? Don’t be. I’ve been on this earth for a very long time. I’ve made a point of expressing my vanity, but…” she gives a coy look, “…there is intelligence behind this pretty face of mine.”
Eleira sniffs but doesn’t object. I listen to the whole exchange, fascinated.
Every once in a while, I sneak a look at Phillip. His shifting demeanor has me concerned. He seems unstable. One minute he’s acting as Captain Commander, the next he is no better than a sniveling five-year-old boy.
I wonder if Mother couldn’t have tainted the blood with some sort of serum. I certainly wouldn’t put such tricks past her.
“Deanna’s blood was spilled in the Paths,” Mother continues. “The Paths are unique in that they lie closer to the demon realm than to our world. That is why they were reserved only for use to the most powerful of witches. Not for mere mortals. Simply going there is a danger in and of itself—though I doubt you recognized that before.
“You saw the crystals making up the walls,” Morgan continues. “The same sort that were used to create my throne. Making new torrials is of course not as simple as carving out a chunk of rock from the sides and bringing it back. But the Paths in and of themselves provide a special conduit for magic. Its expression is enhanced there. Spells come easier. Those attuned to the energies can take hold of a whole lot more than they would otherwise be capable.”
“I thought something like that,” Eleira murmurs. 
Mother nods, then keeps going. She looks at me when offering the next explanation. “Cierra had a link to the Narwhark, through Eleira. With both the demon and the girl in the Paths at the same time, the enhancement of magic made it significantly easier for the dark witch to exert her influence. But Eleira—since I taught you how to shield your mind, you have not weakened in that defense. Even Cierra could not penetrate it.
“Yet she could—and did—channel her flow of magic through the Narwhark. 
“But that isn’t all. Cierra was always fascinated with the dead. She perfected the act of corrupting the flows of the ordinary Elemental Forces and transferring them into something more… sinister. More to her liking. More to do with the—
“…dead,” Eleira finishes in a whisper. “Cierra exploited the Paths to channel magic through the Narwhark, didn’t she? But to do her tricks, she needed fresh blood.”
Mother does not look happy at being interrupted. But she nods in a pre-emptory way, regardless. “That’s right,” she says. “Cierra needs a surrogate. With the Narwhark developing consciousness and fighting back against the control the dark witch exerts, and you shielded from her, she needed someone—something—fresh.
“So she tried to summon another demon.” Eleira starts pacing the room, deep in thought. “But summoning a demon requires blood magic, doesn’t it?” she asks.
Mother nods. “And to summon a demon the size that she tried? It required a lot of blood. Vampiric blood. All the blood contained within a body.”
“That’s how you know Deanna is dead,” Eleira says. “Her spilled blood in the Paths gave Cierra the catalyst that she needed.”
“Unfortunately, yes,” Morgan answers. “And I know it was Deanna’s, and not Carter’s, because I felt its flow though the inverted strands of magic Cierra was casting.”
“How did you find us, though?” Eleira asks. “How did you come awake?”
Mother shows her teeth. “The Narwhark,” she says simply, “does not want to be controlled by the Black Sorceress.”
“So when it stabbed you,” I put in. “It didn’t try to kill you.”
“No,” the Queen replies. “It wanted to link itself to me. Because it knew, I suspect, that I could help it resist Cierra’s influence. It rescued me from Carter and Deanna’s grasp. Although I have only pieced together bits and pieces of the actual event, based on the memory the demon implanted to me.”
Phillip, having now seemingly regained a bit of his composure, steps to the forefront. “I don’t understand,” he says. “Is the Narwhark no longer a foe? Is it on our side, or is it still a threat?” 
“It attacked the second demon Cierra tried to summon,” Eleira says. 
“Yes, but I commanded it to do so,” Morgan says. She addresses my brother. “And for the question of loyalty… the demon has no side. It is not so intelligent a creature as that. All it knows, all it wants, is to be free of the link it has to Cierra… and then to do what it will upon the world. But the difference between its behavior before and the behavior we can expect in the future is that it has a link to me now. That makes all the difference. Unlike Eleira, I can actually tell where the Narwhark is and what it is doing.”
Eleira makes a vampiric sound of displeasure in her throat.
“Oh, it’s no fault of yours, dear girl. You are simply not experienced enough.”
“The other demon was so much bigger,” Eleira says. “How was the Narwhark able to defeat it so easily?” 
Morgan almost laughs. “Nothing about the victory was easy, I can promise you that.”
“You know what I mean,” Eleira grunts, exasperated. “The size difference was immense.”
“The new demon that Cierra tried to summon was big, yes, but it was slow. She knows she made a mistake with the Narwhark. They are natural predators, in their world, and as such are highly intelligent. Cierra needs a demon easy to command, easy to control. One that will not fight against her the way the Narwhark does.”
“So she brought forth a different kind,” I say. “Slow, dumb, yet strong?”
“Yes. Except the one thing she did not count on was my being there,” Morgan says. “If she had managed to get the demon out, it would have started demolishing all the Paths. She would have them destroyed, so that they were impassable for any but her.”
“Why?” Eleira asks. “Why would she do that? Who is she? What does she want?”
Morgan looks at her sadly. She opens her mouth, about to say something… then changes her mind and looks away. 
A spark of curiosity lights in my mind. What is Morgan hiding?
“Mother?” I press.
“Cierra and I… we knew each other, once,” she admits. “Long ago. I will say no more.”
The atmosphere in the room dips ominously. 
Phillips rouses firsts. “That’s all well and good,” he says. “But it doesn’t help us deal with the problems that were facing The Haven before. The wards are still down. We cannot go above ground, cannot leave the stronghold. We’re still under threat from The Crypts.”
“Actually,” I say. “That’s not exactly true.”
Quickly, I relate to Morgan the offer that Logan made. She considers it all in quiet contemplation. 
When I’m done, she looks at me, searching my eyes. “So, he wants me to come to him, after all these years?” she asks. 
Then she barks a laugh. “Ha! His arrogance has grown leaps and bounds if he expects I’ll obey. To come to him as nothing more than a sniveling dog… no.” She shakes her head. “No, it is nothing I will do. I will not degrade myself, nor the sanctity of The Haven, by giving in to him and begging for him to spare us.”
She looks right at Eleira. “They might have greater numbers,” she says. “But we have the one prophesied to lead. And girl… it is far past time that you do.”



Chapter Eight
 
Eleira
The Stronghold
 
The next few hours pass in an absolute maelstrom of commotion.
Once Morgan made her intentions clear there was no stopping her. She wants The Hunt to take place tonight. She wants the wards to be resurrected tonight. No more would there be talk of waiting for the next full moon for either of those things.
Raul pulls me aside when Morgan goes to collect all The Haven’s vampires and announce her intentions. He seems particularly troubled. 
“Are you certain you’re up for this?” he asks. “I don’t know much about magic, but even I don’t think it’s safe. The full moon was of such importance before. Now, she’s just abandoning it? Why?”
I shake my head. “I don’t know,” I admit. “But the Queen seemed certain it no longer matters.”
“It has to do with her new powers, undoubtedly.”
I nod and don’t say a word.
“I don’t like it, Eleira. It’s putting you up to too much risk!”
 “The Queen has returned with a new sort of determination, hasn’t she?” I ask. “It makes you consider what actually happened to her in The Paths.”
“Did you notice how she didn’t seem particularly surprised when you told her about Logan’s offer?”
“It’s almost like she knew it was in the cards,” I say. “Almost like she was aware of it even before I said a word.”
I press my lips together in thought. “Raul?” I venture. “Something… happened to me, while we were in there. In the Paths. It may have happened to her, too.”
“Yes?” he asks.
“Right as the other demon was trying to climb out,” I say. “I saw a sort of… vision.”
He doesn’t laugh. If anything, his face becomes more serious. “What sort of vision?” 
“I don’t know. A bad one. Of the future. A future,” I clarify. “Somehow, I think that’s the one the dark witch wants.”
“What was it like?” Raul presses. 
I shudder in memory. “Horrible,” I answer. “Death and destruction everywhere. The Black Sorceress was in full control of the Narwhark. Except that it had taken on its full form. And it was a slave to her, and there was so much fire, so many screams, so much death…”
I trail off. Even reliving the memory is frightening.
“When did this happen?” Raul asks. “Right when the other demon came?” 
I nod.
“I didn’t see anything.”
“You can’t do magic.”
“Right.”
I look around. “What if Morgan glimpsed a version of the same thing? What if that’s the reason for her haste?”
Raul grunts. “She’s right in that the sooner we get the wards up, the sooner we’ll be in a position to take a step back, think things through, and actually plan what we have to do next,” he says. “As is, right now, we’re so pressed for time. I didn’t know if you feel it, but it’s like a noose has wrapped around my neck.”
He stops and looks me deep in the eyes. “I’m still most worried about you.”
I bristle. “Raul, I can handle myself. We’ve gone over this.”
He shakes his head. “You don’t know what you’ll have to handle. Neither of us do. The full moon was vital to the ceremony before. No one has any idea of what the succession is going to be like. But by not waiting for the right time, we are putting you at horrendous risk, and—”
“Raul,” I say, trying not to lose my temper with him. “Relax. I can handle myself. And I mean, sure, I may not like the new forces Morgan is using—but they’re related to magic, and I’m comfortable with that. And besides, these are infinitely better than the alternative.”
Raul swallows. “The vision that you saw, or the future that Logan and Beatrice promised?”
“Either of them,” I say.
“So what about the humans?” he asks. “We’ll have just abandoned them, won’t we? We save them from The Convicted only to have them fed upon by our own vampires in an act of rebellion? No sooner do we put a stop to that than the next Hunt is announced…” he trails off, putting a hand to his head. “We cannot win with this, can we?”
“No,” I say, a touch of sadness entering my voice. “I don’t think we can.”
“And they’ll think we only further betrayed them,” he continues. “We’re yanking them to and fro, aren’t we? There isn’t anything else to be done.”
“Once the wards are up, we can set about re-establishing a bit of normalcy in their lives,” I say. I look Raul in the eyes. “I didn’t think I would ever admit this, but maybe the way your Mother has kept the villagers has been for the best. The less they know about the outside world… the better off they’ll be.” I sigh. “That’s such a horrible, awful sentiment, isn’t it?”
“It is,” Raul agrees. “But it comes with a kernel of truth.”



Chapter Nine
 
James
Inside The Order’s facility in The Rockies
 
“So, he’s bound to be absolutely bloody useless to us, isn’t he?” I grumble, peeking my head back toward Smithson.
He’s barely standing, being led forward by April and Liana. His head lolls around, but at least he manages to support his own weight.
Barely. Both his arms are draped around the two girls, and they have theirs under his shoulders. It’s like leading forward a drunk.
“How long did you say until he recovers?”
“I didn’t,” Victoria snaps. She’s been moody ever since casting her spell and eliminating those fragments from Smithson’s body. “I don’t know how long, James. It’s not like we’re exactly in charted waters here.”
I suppress a scowl that tries to come up, and instead force a smile. “At least the Black Sorceress isn’t coming after us.”
“Ha-ha,” Victoria says drily. “Small good any of that will do. You do realize who you’re talking about, don’t you?”
The reverence Victoria holds for this other witch is nothing that I feel. Yes, I can see the destruction caused by her escape… but that only intrigues me. It doesn’t make me nervous. 
Maybe that speaks more about the sort of vampire I am than anything else.
“We need answers, James,” she continues. “Smithson and his fledgling are the only ones who can offer that.”
“You’re right, I know,” I say. I expand my mind once more, searching for the runaway’s presence.
I still do not feel her. 
“What I don’t understand,” I say, continuing down the convoluted tunnel leading deeper into the heart of the mountain, “is how she could have gotten so far away as to have basically… disappeared.” I grunt. “The bloodlust should have brought her back to the foyer. You saw what it did to April and Liana. And they’ve had the benefit of feeding already.”
“Um, we’re still here,” April says, a touch imperious. “Don’t talk like we can’t hear you.”
“And you don’t tempt me to use my influence to silence you,” I bark. Ever since regaining her strength, April seems to have become absolutely determined to take liberties with me as much as possible.
I may have allowed that in the bedroom… but now, especially when we’re in front of an audience, I cannot be seen to tolerate such behavior.
It sets a bad precedence for Victoria and Liana. 
April glowers at me but says nothing.
Good.
“How far could she have gotten, anyway?” I ask Victoria. 
“She knows these passageways better than we do,” Victoria volunteers. “But even as such…” she shakes her head. “We should have overtaken her by now. Or at least—at least—have been able to sense her.”
I know that doesn’t say much for our predicament. “So what, we just keep going? There’s no way she could be hiding herself from us.”
“Maybe she’s dead?” Liana offers.
Victoria and I both look back at her. “What?”
“Dead.” The young girl blinks. “You know, no longer alive?”
“Yes. I know what it means,” I snap. “What I don’t understand is why you would suggest that.”
She gives a casual shrug. “It just seems like the simplest explanation. You could sense her before. Now you cannot. She didn’t feed. So maybe—maybe she just died.”
“Somehow, I doubt that,” I grumble.
“The possibility does make sense.” Victoria considers. “If Smithson made her while he had Cierra’s bone fragments leeching his strength, the whole process would have been unconditionally perverted. Perhaps she did just succumb.”
I shoot the blonde a dirty look. “You don’t really believe that.”
She hesitates. “No,” she admits after a moment. “But it would make things simpler.”
I growl. “You’re the one who wanted to complicate things in the first place.” I jerk my head toward Smithson. “Least of all, by keeping him alive!”
“He’s essential,” she insists. “Do you not see this place that we’re in, James? How many vampires knew about it before we got here? I bet I can count them all on one hand. Who can tell what things the Order’s learned, what knowledge they’ve uncovered? The organization was originally established to eliminate magic from the world. Yet now, somehow, they’ve loosed the strongest, most dangerous witch who’s ever lived onto us.”
“How you know all this about them, despite being alive for significantly less time than me, I have no idea,” I say under my breath.
“Some of us spend our time wisely,” she says, a smug sort of smile playing on her lips. “Others just whittle it away.”
“Watch it,” I warn.
She holds her hands up. “I didn’t mean anything by that.”
“Right,” I grumble.
We reach a fork. The tunnel leading left is made entirely of steel. The one leading right… of a mix of that—and silver.
I go absolutely still. The girls behind us aren’t yet attuned enough to their abilities to sense the significance—or recognize the danger.
Victoria picks up on it right away. 
She takes a step toward the tainted passage. “Interesting,” she murmurs, holding an arm out.
I come beside her, then step into the tunnel. Only the slightest bit of silver is in the wall, but it’s enough to make me just a little queasy.
“Now, why would they do that?” I wonder out loud. “If for no other reason than to ward off vampires?”
Victoria shakes her head. “There’s not enough silver to threaten us.” She steps past me. “Smithson ran The Order, so he knows as much. Then why put silver in the walls at all?”
I glance back at the nearly-unconscious man. “For once we agree,” I say. “Keeping him alive can provide us with answers.”
“So, which way do we go?” Victoria asks.
I consider. Once more I expand my mind, searching for the fledgling… and fail to find a single trace of her anywhere.
“She wouldn’t have picked up on the threat posed by the metal,” I say. “But if she knew anything about the construction of this place, she could have gone there, anyway, hoping to throw off our pursuit.”
“That’s if she knows we’re coming after her,” Victoria puts in.
“Right,” I say. “Yet I have a feeling that somehow, she does. She isn’t running by accident.”
“She could be running from the witch.”
“Unlikely. If I were her, if I were newly made and just coming to grips with my powers… I’d go after the witch. I’d try to hunt her down.”
“Then you’re a bigger idiot than even I have given you credit for,” Victoria says. “There isn’t anything she could do more dangerous than that. And since she survived the attack—well, she’s not stupid. She knows who was responsible and the carnage Cierra caused.”
“Why don’t we split up?” April suggests.
I turn on her harshly. “What?”
“Well, there are two ways,” she says. “We’re not exactly defenseless. Each of us can stand up for ourselves. If we all stick together, we’re just losing ground. Split up, and the odds are better of finding her. Whoever she is.”
I note the trace of bitterness in April’s voice talking about the new female fledgling.
“That’s actually not a bad idea,” Victoria offers. She gives me a wry glance. “That is if you approve.”
I mull it over for a minute. I don’t like the idea of having either April or Liana out of my sight… but I like the idea of losing this fledgling even less.
“Fine,” I say. “Fine, yes, let’s do it. IT’s not my favorite option, but it’s one we have to take.”
“Perfect,” April perks up. “I’ll go with you, and—”
“Nu-uh,” I cut her off. “You go with Victoria. I’ll take Smithson and Liana.”
“But—”
“Don’t argue.” Sometimes it feels like I’m dealing with a child. “Liana has had the least experience with vampires. And I’m the strongest of all of us. She and I will look together. You and Victoria will do the same. Between the two of you, I’m sure there’s enough courage and strength to do what needs to be done.”
“Courage and strength,” Victoria mutters under her breath. She’s gone ice-cold all of a sudden, too. She jerks her head stiffly toward the other end of the fortress. “Come on, April. Let’s leave our coven’s leader—” again, that bitterness is there, “—and see if we can ‘t find this fledgling before he does. With the girl and this half-conscious deadweight, I’m sure we’ll have no trouble ending up ahead.”
I press my lips together in the semblance of a scowl. I’m not thrilled with her tone or her attitude. 
But before I can scold her for it, she takes April by the arm and quickly strides the other way.
Liana hops up to me. Smithson, in a semi-conscious daze, wavers unsteadily on his feet.
“You just wanted me to yourself, didn’t you?” she asks, her voice dripping with innuendo. She cozies up to me and runs a hand over my chest. “I’m so glad you got rid of the other girl. I think—” she gives a mocking gasp, “—I think she’s jealous of what you and I have.”
I have to admit, I am vaguely amused by Liana’s forthcomingness. “And what is it we have?” I ask.
“Isn’t it obvious? A connection.” She bats her eyelashes at me. “You could have killed me. But you let me live. You wanted me at your side. No—you needed me. I know. Such things are obvious.”
“You really do think that, don’t you?” I murmur. “Well, keep flattering yourself, darling, but I don’t play favorites. All of the Nocturna Animalia are of equal importance to me.”
“Riiiight.” She rolls her eyes. “And that’s why—”
With a sudden groan, Smithson loses his balance and topples over. 
I curse. Maybe I should have made Victoria take him. 
But I didn’t want to let him out of my grasp. No more than I wanted to leave Liana with Victoria, who is obviously jealous.
Ah, such pettiness. But I can’t say that I don’t love the attention.
Liana sniffs as I get Smithson back up. “What’s wrong with him, anyway?” she asks, crossing her arms. “Isn’t he supposed to be like, this fearsome commander? And aren’t you vampires supposed to recover fast?”
“In most cases, yes,” I grunt. I put an arm under Smithson’s shoulder to hold him upright. “Right now? Not exactly.”
I cast a look at the metal surrounding us. “Tell me, Liana. Do you feel anything in the wall?”
She makes a funny face. “In the walls? No. Should I?”
“You heard me and Victoria.”
“That thing about silver?”
I nod.
She shakes her head. “None of it affects me.”
“Oh, it affects you,” I assure her. “Silver is the bane of every vampire. The problem is, you’re too young to feel it. You do not yet appreciate the threat it poses.”
“If you tell me to be careful,” she says. “I will. One hundred percent. Like I said, James…” she sashays up to me again. “You made me. I owe everything to you.”
“Keep saying that and it’ll go to my head,” I warn her, only half-jokingly. “And if you think me full of myself now…”
“I don’t.”
“Well, Victoria certainly does,” I say.
“What is it with you two?” Liana asks as I start down the long hallway. “I can’t figure it out. No matter how much I watch, or for how long…”
I have to laugh at that. “How long? Sweetheart, you’ve been a vampire for less than a fortnight. Hell, less than a few days.”
“So?” she asks. “All it takes is a single look to figure out there’s friction between you. A few hours in your company is enough—”
“Wait,” I cut her off, sticking out my hand to stop her. “Wait, I think I feel something.”
Liana tenses.
I do, too. I focus my mind on the far reaches of the passage. 
And there, just for a second, I feel a… ripple.
“It’s her,” I say in a rush. “I felt it, she’s there!”
“Really? I didn’t feel anything.” Liana sounds doubtful.
“Do you trust me, or not?”
“Of course!”
“Then she is this way. But somehow she’s hiding. She’s shielding herself—or using something to mask her presence.” I stop and consider. “There’s no way she should be able to do that. Even if she were a witch. A cloaking spell cannot be cast on yourself.”
“Are you sure of that?” Liana wonders.
“Positive. But I—”
Suddenly, the ripple of her presence comes again.
It’s like she’s hiding underwater and surfacing only for the briefest gulps of air. 
“I don’t want to leave you here, alone, with him,” I say, taking in Smithson. “But the best chance of catching her is if I go forward myself. She won’t feel me coming. And we have her in our sights. Dammit!” I curse. “I wish we hadn’t split up prematurely. That was—”
“I can handle myself,” Liana offers. 
I look at her. “Are you sure?”
“Have you seen me hesitate, even once, in my feeding?” She shakes her head, her glorious mass of hair rolling side-to-side like a mane. “I can handle Smithson. Look at him!” She almost laughs. “Does he look like somebody who could cause trouble?”
I think on how dangerous it is to underestimate the man… and what happened to me last time I did.
But I have to catch his fledgling. My allegiance is torn.
“Go,” she says. “You’re faster, and I’ll follow, even if I do have to tug this big lug of a vampire around.”
I smirk… then dart in, give her a quick kiss, and dash off.
If anything does happen to her, I tell myself, then all that means is she’s not worthy of the Nocturna Animalia.
It’s a small consolation, but there it is. 
I run down the winding tunnel at breakneck speed. I don’t feel a hint of the fledgling in front of me anymore—but at least I know now that I’m on the right path.
That bit of silver in the surrounding walls distorts my senses just enough to make me have to dedicate a disproportionate amount of mental energy to my footwork. The silver around me doesn’t increase as I go along, but the additive effect of it continuously pulsing into me is taking its toll.
The sooner I get to the end, the better it’ll be.
I turn my concentration to tracking the other woman. I’ve gone so far that I can no longer feel Smithson or Liana behind me. But at least the way has been straight. I’m at no risk of losing myself underground. 
Another sort of irrational fear I’d developed over the course of these last few months thanks to Father.
I see an opening up ahead. There are lights on all around. I run faster, then come to a skidding halt at the edge.
There’s a whole factory of machines before me.
What they’re building… I have no idea. It looks like a half-assembled hull of an enormous ship. But what use would a ship be so high in the mountains?
Suddenly I get a scent of her. Again it’s just the most subtle of waves. But it gives her location away.
She’s hiding on the other side of the empty hull.
I leap down and land softly on my toes. My feet don’t make a sound as I stalk my prey. Curiosity bubbles up at how she’s managed to hide her essence. It’s nothing a vampire should be able to do on her own.
I round the corner—and am blindsided when I come face-to-face with a woman pointing a gun at me. 
“One move, vampire,” she sneers, “and you’re dead. Who are you? Why are you following me?”
The assumed, natural command in her voice instantly makes me more interested. But the gun is something it takes all of my will not to laugh at.
I quirk an eyebrow, nodding at the weapon. “Really?” I say. “You think a bullet is going to stop me?”
She takes a hand off the gun and brings it to her scalp. In a single clean sweep she yanks her black wig off.
Underneath, under the smooth, lightly stubbled skin, are intricate markings, glowing red.
“No a regular bullet,” she says. “One made by hand, by me.”
She is either an absolute fool for being so unwavering in her confidence… or she has something backing that confidence up.
And she knows that I am a vampire, too. 
“And what makes that so special, I wonder?” I muse. I still haven’t taken a step from my spot.
I know I can overtake her in the blink of an eye. She is newly made; she has no conception of how fast we really are. If she so much as tries to bend that trigger finger, I’d be on her in a flash. The gun would go skidding from her hand before the bullet so much as left the
barrel.

But the time for aggression is not yet. 
“What is your name?” I ask.
“Why?” she counters. Behind the act of bravado is some very real fear. There must be. I note the way her breathing isn’t quite so steady, the way that she shifts her stance, although imperceptibly, even as she has the gun pointed at me.
“I want to know who Smithson made,” I tell her. I start to gesture at the markings on her skull—but she hefts the gun up the moment my hand moves.
I leave it at my side.
“I’m not here to kill you,” I say. “If that’s what I wanted, it would have already been done.”
“You’re here to make me your prisoner!” she snarls. “I know what you vampires do. I’ve heard how you treat others.” She spits to the side. “I hate you!”
Now amusement trickles up through me. I want to laugh. “Darling,” I tell her, “don’t you know, you are one of us?”
“I will never be like you,” she snarls.
And with that, she attempts to pull the trigger.
My reflexes propel me forward in the blink of an eye. The bullet wizzes by, nearly grazing my skin. Its velocity is much faster than I would have expected, but I avoid it regardless. 
I crash into her. Together, we go down. I expect it to be easy to hold her there—but she puts up one hell of a fight.
She snarls and grapples with me and, somehow, nearly matches me strength-for-strength. I pin her arms on either side of her head. Nope, it doesn’t work. She breaks out of my grip and thrusts me away by the chest, then turns over and tries reaching for the gun.
With one foot I kick it away. It goes skidding across the cold metal floor. The woman hisses in frustration and turns her attention back to me. 
For a moment that seems to stretch for a lifetime, we grapple for advantage. Her fangs come out and she tries to sink them into my neck. An old move, that, and one I am easily prepared to deflect. But she surprises me when she feints one way with the bite, and then brings her leg up to kick me off.
I fly back, righting myself just in time for the landing, and my anger flares. I refuse to be made a fool of by some newly-made fledgling! In a rage I descend upon her, knocking her off her feet as she starts reaching for the gun…
It’s not a question of instincts anymore—she is actually a trained fighter. If I’ve been holding back for fear of hurting her, I abolish that inhibition now. I am stronger than her, of that I have no doubt. But she’s had some type of martial arts training that makes her a worthy adversary. 
We grapple and fight and struggle for advantage. Mine lies in staying on the ground. If I can subdue her, there isn’t much she’ll be capable of doing.
I get her arms locked behind her back. Just when I think that’s going to be enough, she blindsides me:
The strange markings on her skin explode in a flash of light, and suddenly holding her burns, as if her skin itself has become silver.
The pain makes me cry out in surprise. I relent on my grip but don’t let go completely. Yet somehow she wiggles out from under me and slips her arm from my grip. She makes a fist and jabs it at a precise point on my neck.
I didn’t know vampires had weaknesses… but that spot seems to be mine. Sharp, blistering pain shoots through my body. I holler, more in surprise and indignation and embarrassment than anything else, and the woman breaks free. 
She goes for the gun once more. But I am closer. I scramble up and cut her off, reaching it before she does. On a whim I point it at her…
She comes to a dead halt.
Once more, surprise takes me.
If she is so fearful of the weapon, but not of me…
“Who are you?” I demand again. This time there is nothing but cold anger in my voice. “What do those symbols on your skin mean? Why are they glowing?”
She gives a bitter little laugh. “I’d rather die than answer your questions,” she tells me. She pushes her chest forward to expose her heart. “Go on, then. Do it. Shoot me. Kill me in cold blood.”
I growl in frustration. “I do not want you dead,” I retaliate. With one hand I motion behind me. “I have others coming. Can’t you feel them?” 
She hesitates just enough to let me know that, yes, she can.
“Smithson is my prisoner,” I continue. “He is the one I came to destroy. But objectives have since changed. Now, I need to know what happened here—and what this place is.”
“Why?” she counters. “So you can exploit our secrets? You think I would give even a single word of what I know away?”
“I think,” I say, looking at the gun, “that you have little choice in the matter.”
“There is always choice,” she mutters. 
And in a blur of movement, she withdraws a silver stake from her side and tries to plunge it into her heart.
I make a strangled sound of alarm as I fly at her. My hand catches her wrist just before she can break skin.
She fights me, trying her damnedest to impale herself on the point—but all my instincts come roaring to life.
And those instincts, for a change, have everything to do with ensuring somebody else actually lives.
We struggle for an eternal moment, two dancers locked in the strangest embrace. Her determination to end her life is clear on her face. 
“Vampire,” she hisses. “Bloodsucker. Let me go!”
“No.” I grunt. Inch by inch I force her hand away. In the back of my mind I wonder why she has not yet used that strange and unnatural power to fling me away—but I am thankful for it.
A flood of left-over strength surges through my limbs, and that’s enough for me to win out and knock the dagger out of her hand.
She gasps, then growls, then, in an absolute rage, tries to claw at my face.
But I was expecting that. And the prelude to this fight had gotten my blood boiling. I deflect the new attack and wrap myself around her. I pin her arms in a powerful lock behind her body.
Then I clamp my last pair of silver manacles over her wrists.
With that done, I let her go, then push her forward. She stumbles, doubtlessly flooded by the strange new sensation the silver imparts onto her, and falls down.
I take a series of deep, labored breaths. I did not expect a newborn vampire to ever—ever!—put up that much of a fight.
Before I can think of what to do next, the sound of footsteps coming closer reaches my ears. I look up and see all three members of my coven—plus Smithson—at the railing above.
Victoria takes one look at the woman—and gasps.
“Those markings,” she says.
I pounce immediately. “You know them?”
She nods, then swallows. “I do. They are branded at the age of seven to the daughters of the highest ranking members of the Crusaders.” 
“Crusaders?” I ask. 
“You don’t know?” 
I shake my head.
“The Crusaders are an organization of humans dedicate to one thing: The complete and utter annihilation of vampires worldwide.”
I scoff. “That’s laughable.”
“No,” Victoria says. “Not so. They are a parallel group to the Order, formed in the same era. With one major difference.”
“Yes?” I ask. “What’s that?”
“They do not fear the occult. They had witches on their side. Those markings—” she gestures at the woman on the floor. “Offer a type of protection. The runes give power to one in possession of them. In a way, they imbue their magic onto a person.” Victoria shakes her head. “I would venture to say that this fledgling, whoever she is, is the very first Crusader to become a creature of the night.”
I whistle, then pick the fledgling up. She has given up the fight. All the energy seems to have drained out of her. 
“You’ve just joined some revered company,” I whisper in her ear. “All of us are a band of misfits. And all of us are in some ways the firsts,” I shove her forward. “I’m going to have one hell of a time extracting all sorts of knowledge from you. But, what am I saying? You need to feed!”
I bite into my wrist and press the little wound to her lips. “Smithson may have made you, but I claim you first. You are now a prisoner of the Nocturna Animalia. We will have to break down your mind. Only when you accept who and what you are, will I allow you to come forward and join us as a free member of the coven. But after what Victoria said… I suspect we’ve got a long journey ahead.”
She hisses something vile and reprehensible, with the blood pooling at her lips. But no matter her courage, no matter her will-power, no matter her self-restraint… a fledgling vampire will never be able to turn down blood as ripe as mine.
And so a triumphant smile is fixed on my lips when instinct wins over, and she takes the first sip.



Chapter Ten
 
Eleira
The Stronghold
 
As the hours pass and bring us closer and closer to nightfall, an awful sort of apprehension comes over me.
I don’t know what to expect tonight. So much has happened so quickly—and it isn’t even close to being over yet.
Morgan has managed to quell the rebellion. About half of The Haven’s vampires who sided with Carter and Deanna have scattered. The rest, when they heard of the Queen’s return, quickly did an about-face and pledged their renewed allegiance.
She took them in before the sun rose—but has kept them in a separate wing of the stronghold. I don’t know what she is going to do with them, but, considering all that I’ve learned about Morgan, I don’t think forgiveness comes carte blanche.
As for the rest of the Incolam and the Elite? They seem to have regained their vigor after learning that the Queen was to restore the wards tonight. Not in a week, not at the next full moon… but tonight.
As much as I wish I could say I expect things to go off without a hitch—I know that there is always the potential for something to go wrong.
The only sort of consolation I hold right now is that one of the many threats facing us has been neutralized.
With Morgan’s link to The Narwhark, it will not prey upon the vampires of The Haven anymore.
It struck me as odd how fast so many of the vampires accepted the Queen’s explanation of her new link to the Narwhark. She announced it. They took it as fact.
No ifs or buts or doubts anywhere.
I wasn’t there when it happened. Morgan and Phillip coordinated to collect all the vampires themselves. I, at last, got to spend a tiny bit of quality time with Raul. 
But as much as I loved being held in his arms, having my hair stroked, hearing him whisper sweet nothings into my ear… we got no more than a fragmented half-hour. Then we were interrupted by an urgent knocking at the door. Raul answered and found Geordam there, who said something in a rush that I obviously was not meant to hear.
I made no attempt to eavesdrop, but the end result was that Raul quickly turned back, told me he had to go, and then just… darted.
That struck me as fishy.
Maybe it had something to do with the Queen’s announcement, maybe it was something else, but all things considered, I was left feeling empty.
Not to say that I wasn’t grateful for our short time in private. But it ended so abruptly…
I sigh, and look at myself in the mirror. “Better get used to that reflection, Eleira,” I whisper. “It’s never going to change.”
At one point, the thought would have excited me… but now, it’s just another burden atop the mountain of responsibilities that I face.
I glance at the clock on the wall. It’s an old timepiece, probably from a century or two ago. The hands have long-since stopped moving. But one thing I’ve found, since being made immortal, is that I’ve developed an uncanny ability to precisely guess at the exact time. I don’t need a watch to know how many minutes have passed…
Or how many hours remain until my expected coronation.
I’m filled with all sorts of worries and angst about it, despite the brave face I put on for Raul before. The succession was supposed to link me to the great throne torrial. Is that still the case? Or have things changed now that Morgan has re-emerged with her new type of magic?
And, honestly? I feel dreadfully ill-prepared to take on rulership of this coven. I was brought here to be Queen… but there is no way Morgan will relinquish power now. 
No way at all, not after coming back and wresting it to herself again.
The only outcome is that I will be a surrogate. That Morgan will use me for my powers, link me to the torrial, have me cast the wards… and be done with me. 
In truth, that is not such a bad position. I feel a part of The Haven, even if the majority of its vampires make no effort to hide their disdain for me.
But I don’t need their approval. I only need—or want—Raul’s.
And with him securely on my side, I am actually more than ready to face the world.
The other thing is that if Morgan is the one who links herself here, if she remains in her position of power, she will be able to rebuild The Haven into what it was before the attack. Of course, I will want a say in it. But her experience is something of spectacular value, no matter what.
Moreover… she is infinitely better prepared than I am to defend this coven against a future attack. I have to remember, above all, that no matter what happens at the ceremony tonight, the biggest dangers are still ahead. The larger threat comes from The Crypts, and Logan, and Beatrice.
What we’re doing here, now… what we’re potentially doing, is only a transitory maneuver that buys us back some of the safety and comfort we had lost. But it does nothing to address the larger issues: the prophecy, for example, or Logan’s greed for the human world.
I shiver. The Prophecy. 
I go to the table and write it out, as best as I can remember. I try to glean some sort of insight that I might have overlooked before:
 
She comes, she comes! Child of the Stars, born of the sun, she, the breaker of bonds, shall extinguish the darkness that rules her kind and unite them all, casting them into a world made new by night eternal!
 
I shake my head and consider it. In all the ways it could be taken… it makes one thing clear.
And that is, Logan’s hunger for earthly dominance actually comes from a script highly revered by these supernatural beings.
But how much of the prophecy is set? How much of the future is predetermined? Am I merely a pawn, a cog in the wheel of time, helpless to affect things? Or does my will and morality come into play as well? Can I actually prevent some of the horrible ideas that part of the prophecy predicts?
A world made new by night eternal. There does not seem to be anything clearer than that.
Where is the silver lining in all this? I keep looking… but come up null, time and time again.
Maybe it’s not the whole world, I think. Maybe casting The Haven into night will be enough.
But they wouldn’t need me for that. Morgan did it herself before.
No, this prophecy speaks of something bigger, grander… more important in scope.
I sigh and push myself up. I look around the empty room.
How is it that now that I’m a vampire, and have seemingly endless time in front of me, do I feel the most pressed for it?
The truth lies in my new responsibilities. There is nobody else who will take them from me. It all comes down to my capabilities, my willpower, my choice.
Sometimes, in moments of reflection like this, I feel like I am absolutely floundering.
I can’t stay here. The room is too cramped. It’s too still. It’s too silent.
But where can I go? April is gone. Raul is God-knows-where. Phillip is doing something with Morgan. My one-time friend Patricia is dead, and I don’t exactly have any other allies amongst the vampires here…
Then it strikes me. Cassandra! She’s somehow gotten in with the leader of the half of the Royal Court who did not side with Carter. And she’s been part of The Haven much longer than I have.
Maybe she’ll be able to offer some perspective on all this.
I leave the room and hurry through the unlit hall. The torches that have previously lined the corridors have all been put out. Presumably, to make it clear to the humans that they are not welcome to roam beyond the sphere of the meeting room.
Not like any would be eager to break off from their group and venture into the stronghold of vampires alone.
As I walk down one winding passage after the other, I feel the presence of the Incolam in their rooms around me. Also, despite the darkness, there’s a sense of a weight having been lifted. Maybe it’s just my imagination, maybe it has nothing to do with anything, but somehow, I doubt it.
I’ve become much more attuned to the shifting currents within a place as a vampire than I ever had been as a human.
Whether that sense of ease is premature or not, it’s hard to tell. But it comes from a combination of the Narwhark no longer being a threat, coupled with the Queen’s—The Haven’s rightful ruler’s—return.
I make my way to the wing of the stronghold where most of the Elite have been given rooms. A chill passes through me as I walk by Carter’s room. I always thought he was slippery and was never eager to trust him. Now that he’s shown his true colors, I know how right those instincts were.
I wonder, now, whether the letter from my mother could have been a forgery. It was so heartfelt, though, that I doubt it. There were also references to things that only she would know…
At the thought of my family my heart breaks. I’ve become so wrapped up in this whole vampiric existence that I haven’t had time to give them more than a passing thought. 
I’m almost positive I’ll never see them again. Not my mother, not my father. A reunion, were the stars ever to align, would only be too painful.
No, the best I can hope for is coming back to the house where I grew up in the night… hoping to steal a glimpse of Mom or Dad through a window… and leaving without ever telling them the truth of what I am.
Because for all that my mother professed to know… I can never imagine her coming to terms the fact that I am a vampire. An unaging vampire, at that.
Which really, really ties my hands. Even if I were to consider revealing myself to them and making contact—I only have a year or two left to do it. I don’t want to come upon them ten years from now with the exact same face they remember me having at seventeen.
It would scar them horribly.
And that is assuming that all the dangers facing The Haven and our existence here are simply resolved.
I scoff. I’ve become too cynical to think that anything can be that easy.
I sigh. Mother’s letter put it best. A clean break was essential. It was written by her, it was not a forgery, now I know. I know it deep in my very heart of hearts. The wisdom imparted upon me there came from a sentiment rarely found in the world. My mother had the ability to see things that way. Few others do.
So the window for seeing my parents, for actually talking to them, embracing them, giving them one last, final goodbye—it is very, very narrow. And I’m not going to shirk my responsibilities here, I’m not going to ignore all the things that have fallen on my lap, just for the chance of a self-indulgent visit that will probably wound all of us more than it will help. 
I just hope Phillip finds a way to pass my own letter back to my mom. I doubt it’s the highest of his priorities now… but he gave his word.
Finally, I reach the upper levels of the stronghold. Conversation flows out from a small gathering behind an open door. There’s even a lamp or two lit inside. 
Just because vampires can see in the dark does not mean we do not appreciate the greater detail that having light gives. 
I look around before approaching. The other doors are closed. I can feel some of them occupied, but I have not yet learned to distinguish one Elite’s essence from another’s well enough to tell who’s there. My eyes will have to guide me on that.
And I have absolutely no idea how to find Cassandra aside from asking one of these vampires if they know where she it.
I push the door open all the way. Conversation dulls as soon as I enter. All faces turn to me.
None of the expressions are exactly welcoming.
I recognize one or two members of the Royal Court, along with some vampires I spotted in the ring encircling the humans. There’s a game of cards being played on the table. Multi-colored chips are stacked beside each participant’s hand.
Looks like I’m interrupting a poker game.
I clear my throat, finding it uncomfortably dry. I am stronger than all of these vampires. All of them should defer to me. 
Why, then, does being stared down this way make me feel so off-balance?
One of the unknown vampires stands up, and it’s clearly a disdainful motion. He almost makes it seem like he’s doing me some huge favor by climbing to his feet.
“Princess,” he drawls. “What can we do for you?”
At one time, I might have expected snickers to come from the gathered vampires. But at least now they recognize my strength enough. 
“I’m looking for Cassandra,” I say. 
The standing vampire frowns. “Never heard of her.” He gives a bland look at the others. “Have you?”
Murmurs sound from around the table, all expressing the same sentiment. 
But then a chair scrapes from off to the side. Another vampire stands up. “The new fledgling?” he asks.
The vampire who answered me first glances back at the other. “What do you know of her? Come here! Don’t stay in the shadows. This is the Queen’s appointed successor. We must show her proper respect.”
I can’t tell how much of that is said sarcastically and how much is honest truth, but at this point, I scarcely mind.
The other vampire shuffles over. He’s weaker than any in the poker circle. That must be the cause of his hesitance.
“Yes,” I say, in response to his question. “Cassandra was recently made.”
A few of the vampires who’ve been studiously trying to stay out of the conversation now perk up with interest. 
“Well, what do you know? Speak up, tell Eleira,” the first vampire commands.
The other one runs a hand through his hair. “Not a lot,” he admits. “I mistook her for a castaway. I thought she was a spy left over from that other coven the Queen let into our home.”
From the bitterness in his voice, it’s easy to tell he disapproves of the decision.
“What happened?” I ask.
“Felix claimed her for himself,” the vampire says. “You’ll have to see him.”
“Where do I find him?”
The vampire sneers. “My, you really have a lot to learn about our coven, don’t you?”
I stand taller, showing him, and everybody else, that I won’t be a pushover. I don’t exert my vampiric strength, but I do make my spot in the world known.
That small gesture is enough to make him hold his arms up in defense. “I did not mean to offend. I know you’ve got the Sorens on your side. But if there’s anything they’re lacking, it’s an understanding of the Incolam.”
I blink. “The Incolam? I thought you were all the Elite?”
The second vampire gives another lazy shrug. “Elite, Incolam, who can even tell the difference?”
“Careful,” the first vampire hisses. “Remember who you’re speaking to!”
“I’m giving the girl a chance to form her own opinion, dammit,” the vampire growls. “Ever since she got here she’s been shielded by the Queen and her sons. I accept that she’s bound to be our next leader. But I will not pretend that all in The Haven is right.”
That bit of force in the weaker vampire’s words sparks my interest. “What’s your name?” I ask him.
“Tudor,” he replies.
“And Tudor, you are… Elite? I haven’t seen you around before. Of course, like you said,” I twist my lips, “I have been shielded.”
“The Elite? Gods, no. I’m Incolam. Though I do, at times, keep them company.” He glances at the table. “When they’ll have me.”
“Carter sided with those who were the most pretentious members of the Elite and Royal Court,” the first vampire explains. “His ilk are not invited to our table. We are slightly more… welcoming, here.”
My eyebrows go up in a vague hint of amusement. “If this is you being welcoming,” I say. “I wouldn’t want to know what open hostility would be.”
And that, for some reason, breaks the tension. A few at the table laugh. I feel an instant easing of aggression that had been building up. 
Even the first vampire smiles, and offers his hand. “My name is Luther,” he says. “These are all my friends. Even this rapscallion.” He nods affectionately at Tudor.
“If you’re looking for Cassandra, then Felix is your best bet at finding her,” Tudor offers again. “I can bring you to him, if you want. There’s only one place he would be.”
“Oh?” I ask.
“Felix is a scholar,” Tudor explains. “All his time is spent in the library.”



Chapter Eleven
 
Eleira
The Stronghold
 
It seems there are more secrets in the stronghold than I had ever accounted for.
When Raul and I were looking for information that might help the Queen after she was stabbed, I was under the distinct impression that we were in the only library of the compound. But apparently, private ones have been erected all over—places where the Elite brought their personal inventory of books.
At some points, I get the feeling that all these vampire are a lot more cultured, a lot more educated, than they would present themselves as. It’s almost like they feel they have to upkeep appearances and play into the stereotypes of being cold-blooded, merciless killers.
In truth? I think they are as diverse and interesting as any group of individuals gathered anywhere. They all have their own quirks and personalities. They all have their secrets and dreams. 
The more time I spend in their midst, as one of them—not isolated as I am when with Raul or Phillip or the Queen—the more I am able to appreciate those differences.
And, of course, the more sympathetic I become to their plight.
They are ageless but not invincible. They have flaws and concerns, and worries. They are, in short, not unlike so many of us.
And as I grapple with that understanding, I feel a growing determination to both make myself known in The Haven… and to defend the sanctuary as my own home.
Suddenly, it thrusts the importance of what will take place tonight into a whole new light.
Tudor and I reach a pair of doors. It seems like every journey I take leads me to one set or another. He knocks. We wait. After a moment, a dignified-looking vampire steps out.
“Yes?” he asks. “May I help you?” He notices me. “Oh. Eleira.” He bows his head in respect. “I presume you have come on the Queen’s business?”
“And this is where I leave you,” Tudor says. “My turn’s coming up at the game. I don’t want to miss it.”
“Thanks for bringing me this far,” I say. Then I turn to Felix. “Actually, I’ve come on business of my own. I heard you’ve taken Cassandra into your care. And I…” I hesitate for a brief moment, wavering under his scrutinizing stare.
“…I wanted to come see her.” I finish calmly. 
Dammit, it’s not my fault that Felix resembles one of the most intense and frightening professors I had first term at Stanford!
Felix, for what it’s worth, only looks vaguely amused at my slight stumble. He smiles and opens the door wider. “If you want to see Cassandra,” he says, “you should come in.”
“Thank you.”
I walk into his room—which, as Tudor implied, is actually a library. Great stacks of books line the walls. I stare at them, lost in momentary wonder. “How is it you managed to get all these here?” I ask.
He closes the door gently and pads up to me. “The books?” he asks. “Simple, really. I had some of my constituents run out and retrieve them from my stores in the treetop apartments.” He winks. “When Carter and Deanna fractured, and the vampires loyal to them abandoned the stronghold, I thought it the perfect opportunity to have it done. Also, that way I could have one or two of my people on the inside of Carter’s group.”
“Spies, you mean?”
It seems to me that the deeper I go into The Haven, the more mysteries I find.
“Yes, of course, but there is little need for them anymore. With the Queen’s safe return, things are slowly falling back into order. And we have the ceremony to look forward to, tonight.” His eyes sparkle. “Your grand coronation. How exciting it must be.”
I narrow my eyes at him, slightly. Is he mocking me?
He sense my shift in mood. “You don’t think so?” he asks quietly. 
I don’t know how much I am willing to reveal to a vampire I just met—even if he does seem to hold the esteem of the group of vampires on my side.
“It’s… all a lot to take in,” I say, not committing one way or the other.
“Ah,” he says. “Of course. You’re still so young, and I sometimes forget how recently you were made. Your strength exudes from you in spades. But there’s also your own steadiness. The way you handled the doubters at the last meeting of the Royal Court, for example.” He chuckles. “That left quite an impression on me.”
“Is that so?” I smile a little, feeling a bit better about myself.
“Oh yes. Few would have had the courage to stand up to so many of us. You showed then that you have the right temperament to rule. In truth,” he steps closer and lowers his voice. “In truth, that was when I made the decision to commit fully to you. You, of course, could not have known it at the time. But I said I would help the Princess, in anything she needs, when and if the time came.”
He steps away and walks over to his desk. “I don’t expect you to take me on my word. In fact I’d be disappointed if you do. You seem smart enough to hold a healthy skepticism of everything you’ve been fed. That, in and of itself, is a mark of high intelligence. And for that alone you have my esteem.”
My head threatens to spin from all these sudden compliments. “Did I really make that much of an impression?” I wonder. I shake my head. “I would have never thought.”
“I know.” He smiles again in a gentle, almost fatherly way. “But one thing you must get used to, Eleira, is that you are always being watched. I’m not saying that to make you paranoid. I simply mean that your actions and words, intentional or not, will forever more be recorded, scrutinized, and debated. A flick of your hair, a roll of the eyes. Small subtleties in your expression that you would never have attributed value to before will now be under the most minute of microscopes. That, unfortunately, is the reality of court life. You must do with it what you will. If you permit me…” his eyes become gravely serious, “…I will help teach you some of what I know. A few tricks I have picked up over the years. Give me but six months, and controlling your actions to make sure they mean exactly what you want them to mean will become as natural as breathing. It’s not quite magic,” he chuckles, “but it does have a sort of liberating power to it.”
“Can you really tell so much by someone’s body language?” I ask. “That seems…”
“Farfetched?” he finishes. 
I nod.
“It might not be the most exact of sciences… but certain gestures and mannerisms have universal meaning.” He shrugs. “Even so, that is not even the most important bit.”
“What is?” I ask.
“Knowing how others perceive those actions,” he says. “Knowing what they think each one means. So it’s not so much empty voodoo and hocus-pocus as it is intelligently presenting a front to others that gives them the message you want them to get.
It is exploiting their presumed knowledge and prejudice and using it to your advantage. Quite a useful tool, too, if I may offer my opinion.”
“I think you have a right to,” I murmur.
“Would you like to sit down?” he asks. He gestures across from him.
“I came here for Cassandra,” I remind him. I take the back of the chair and pull it from the table. “But yes, for now, I think I will.”
“Excellent,” he says. “Please, rest assured that she will be here shortly. By your countenance, Eleira, I would say that you think yourself ill-prepared for tonight…?” He trails off. “Forgive me if I am over-stepping.”
“No, no,” I say. I sigh. Nothing about Felix sets off any instinctual alarms. He actually seems to be completely genuine in his desire to help.
“Be as critical as you can be,” he tells me. “Don’t take anything on blind faith. That is the best advice I can give you without having my personal opinion interfere.”
“I want to ask a question.”
He nods. “Go ahead.”
“How long have you been in The Haven? How long have you been one of the Elite?”
“I was part of the coven from the very onset,” Felix tells me. “I’ve gone through all the highs, and all the lows, which that entails.”
“And do you… trust her?” I wonder. “The Queen, I mean.”
Felix hesitates. “She certainly is a complex character,” he admits. “But over the years I’ve come to believe that her heart is in the right place. Sometimes her vanity gets the best of her. As does her pride. Couple those with a fickle temper, and you have the makings of a capricious ruler.” He lowers his voice and leans forward. “Understand, Eleira, how much trust I am placing in you just by revealing this. If the Queen got word of it, she would prosecute me for treason.”
He leans back, having given the warning, and returns to ease. “But you asked an honest question, and you deserve an honest answer. The Queen can be whimsical at times, yes… but she has done a good job considering all the circumstances. She has her flaws, as do we all. So long as we account for those, and react accordingly, The Haven under her rule can truly be a sanctuary. And it has been, for many years.”
“I don’t think the vampires whose souls she severed would agree,” I murmur.
He looks at me thoughtfully. “How much do you know?”
“I know there have been more than just the ones in the paintings that were on display in the castle,” I say. 
“Ah.” Felix contemplates things. “I see.” 
He considers it for a moment.
“I take it you’ve seen the other room, then?” he asks.
I nod.
“Then you are better prepared for what is to come than I first thought. Who showed you, if I may be so bold?”
“Carter,” I blurt out without thinking. Then I inwardly curse. I shouldn’t be so readily giving such information away!
“Carter, Carter, Carter,” Felix mutters. “He seems to have his fingerprints everywhere these days, doesn’t he? Well, when he did… how did you react? Have you told anybody else?”
I shake my head. “You’re the first. I figured since you are part of the Royal Court, you would know about it already.”
“Indeed I do. But it is a closely-guarded secret amongst our members. Morgan—forgive me, the Queen—made it clear that any who spread word of it to those not of the Court would suffer similar fates.” 
He sighs. “So, yes, at times she can be heavy-handed. She is a proud woman. The only way you can get her to do something you want is to nudge her in that direction and make her believe she came up with the idea. Force does not work with her. Her walls come up. She becomes extremely defensive. If you corner her, she will lash out. As those vampires in the other set of paintings woefully learned.”
I frown. “What do you mean? Carter told me they were runaways.”
Felix’s eyebrows go up. “Did he, really,” he wonders. “Well… I guess they can be framed that way, if looked at under a certain light. It’s not a lie, exactly. But neither is it the whole truth.”
“That’s kind of what I thought,” I say. “So many of The Haven’s vampires live in absolute luxury. Why would they want to get out?”
“Oh, there are many reasons for that, dear girl,” he tells me. “Least of all is simply a change of scenery. Yes, it’s true that the Queen forbade vampires from leaving the coven once they’ve naturalized as part of us. But such an extreme punishment for a simple runaway attempt?” He shakes his head. “Even for her, it would be excessive.”
“So, what did they do?”
“They were lured Outside by a rivaling coven. There was a time when The Haven wasn’t the most prosperous one in the region. Other, smaller covens existed, too. Some of their leaders were jealous of our prosperity. Others simply envied the peace that we had. The equilibrium that existed between us and our humans. All vampires are driven by the instincts that blossom inside of them when they are made. Our vampiric essence, if you will.”
“Yes, I know all about the essence,” I quip.
He smiles. “You’re a sharp girl. Yet you wouldn’t believe how many of our kind turn a blind eye to the wonder of their creation at first. How many fail to appreciate, or even think about, the enthralling nature of the Dark Gift.”
“I guess not everyone is a scholar,” I say wryly, looking around the room.
Felix chuckles. “True enough. Especially those who are made and then thrown into a chaotic world with no guidance, no teachers, no mentors.” He gestures in an off-handed way to the far wall. “Most of the vampires, for example, who were made out there.
“As I was saying,” Felix continues. “All of us are driven by the same guiding force. But you must remember how few of our kind were actually criminals before they were made. Most, I presume, thought themselves as fairly ordinary men. And women,” he adds hastily, giving me a look.
“But as soon as they are turned, these new, awful instincts erupt inside of them. They become murderers. You, most of all, should know how difficult that is, being so close to your own transformation.”
“That’s right,” I say softly.
“The Haven vampires had the privilege of first being chosen as worthy and then being made. And we had our humans, the villagers. We always had The Hunt. We had the bloodbanks, for those who were opposed to killing, at first.
“Now that you are on our side you can understand how being made a vampire does not fundamentally change you. Yes, your perspective shifts. Your character traits are amplified. But you are still you. You do, to a certain extent, exert control over your own actions. 
“Vampires made outside The Haven go through the same moral struggles that you did. The same ones we all face when we are newly made. Yes, I understand that the bloodlust takes hold of a fledgling, and makes it near impossible not to feed, to sustain the dark force… but what happens after? What happens the following night, once a vampire is satiated, once the thirst is gone, and once they are forced to come face-to-face with what they’ve become?”
I shake my head. “I never thought it was such a prevalent struggle.”
“All of us think our own trials are unique. In many ways, they are, but not in this. Some new vampires are keen to fully embrace their nature. Maybe they’ve been oppressed in their human lives and now lust after new power. But even that loses its luster after a while. So the internal struggle that accompanies being turned is universal. And we are uniquely positioned here, in The Haven, to guide new fledglings into their new identities, to make them come to grips with who they are and with the new desires ravaging their bodies. Not all are so lucky. Not all have that privilege. And so, many on the Outside, who were made, look upon us in The Haven as shielded, protected from the harsher world—while we were, have no doubt—but they looked at us in a mix of ugly jealousy and resentment and hate.”
“What does that have to do with the portraits, though?” I wonder.
“I’m just getting to that. There was a time, early in The Haven’s creation, that the Queen welcomed those from the Outside. The Elite are all part of her original band. Some have joined our ranks over the long years, but most newcomers were relegated to being part of the Incolam. 
“No, after a time, it became known, and expected, in fact, that any new vampires made in North America would make the pilgrimage to us and ask for entry. This went on for maybe sixty, seventy, eighty years.
“It ended when the first traitors colluded against the Queen.”
I’ve never heard this history before. “What happened?” I ask, rapt by genuine fascination. 
“The Incolam were increasing in number every year. But what the Queen thought were disjointed stragglers when she let them in were actually part of a concentrated effort by the weaker covens to undermine us. They sent their vampires here in a slow trickle. One or two came every few years, each claiming a different story and seeking sanctuary. The Queen granted it to them.”
“But they were colluding against her,” I say.
“Precisely. The link was not discovered for some time. Carter, in fact, was the first to bring up the possibility. That is part of the reason he’s remained on the Court, despite his constant disagreements with our ruler. The Queen is loyal, sometimes even to a fault, and I believe she felt she owed him for turning her attention to it.”
“You were being infiltrated,” I say. “But why?”
“To learn our secrets. To bring information out to the covens these vampires first swore allegiance to. Remember that it was a different time back then. There was no technology of the sort we enjoy today. The human world was fragmented: the vampire one, even more so. Nothing of the sort could have happened in this era. But the experience made the Queen—indeed, it made a great many of us—extremely wary. That is why there was so much anger for letting the Wyvern coven in. And why the Queen was blamed so harshly when that whole venture failed.”
“But the attack wasn’t related to the coven,” I say. “They know that, don’t they?” 
“Few really care about truths, Eleira,” Felix tells me. “The events are linked to one another, securely, in their minds.”
I nod slowly. “So what’s the story of the vampires in the portraits?” I ask. “The real one?”
“The vampires in the portraits that Carter showed you,” Felix says. “The ones who had their souls severed entirely from their physical bodies? They belonged to the group who infiltrated our ranks. The Royal Court watched them, after we were alerted to the trickery. When they tried to run, we caught them—and used that as evidence of their crimes. So they were sentenced, and the Queen did what she had every right to do. Because, Eleira, those vampires all violated the sacred trust placed upon them when they were allowed to join rank with us.”
I shiver. I still hate the idea of such a cruel punishment. Better to kill them outright than have them suffer for eternity. 
“You’re troubled,” Felix notes. “You do not think it was the right choice.”
“I don’t know enough to make a fully-informed decision,” I say. “But overall? No. My gut tells me that…” I trail off, suddenly embarrassed that I would give such a feeble explanation for feeling the way I do. 
“It tells you what?” Felix presses. “Your natural tendencies are just as important to access as being ‘fully-informed,’ I assure you.”
“It tells me no,” I say with a sigh.
Felix nods. “That’s what I thought. And I agree with you.”
I blink. “You do?”
 “Don’t think for a single moment that I was complicit in letting it all occur. But you know what I told you about the Queen. Once her mind’s been made up… once she has made a hard choice… she will not be dissuaded. And this was a grave insult to her, a slap in the face, a rebuttal of all her generosities. It is what closed our borders to others. In a way, I think it is what made the Queen start to distrust the Royal Court.”
We’re interrupted by a soft, almost timid knock on the door. 
The elder vampire looks up. “Cassandra’s here,” he says with a sudden smile. “And I think you’ll be very interested in what she has brought back.”



Chapter Twelve
 
Carter
The Paths
 
I take the last of the three-thousand, three-hundred, thirty-three steps. I stop, pivot, and wait for the portal back.
Nothing happens.
My teeth grind in frustration. Emphatically, I stomp my foot on the ground, waiting.
Nothing.
This is the sixth time the trick has failed me.
Maybe others would give up. But I have full confidence in that I know what I’m doing. I’ve devoted decades of research to studying the Paths. The way out, this metaphorical escape rope, was assured to reveal itself after one took the necessary steps!
But that is not happening to me right now.
My mind works feverishly. I must be doing something wrong. I must! The Paths are infallible, the magic that creates them pure, and the mechanisms by which they operate are grounded in mathematical fact as physics!
And yet… and yet something is going wrong.
I can take full blame. I can take full responsibility. If I was sure it was only my mistakes that were holding me back…
But that confidence is wavering. Six times I’ve tried the procedure. Six times it failed.
The only thing I can think of is that the fall, the descent, into this part of the realm is why I cannot escape.
I refuse to look back over my shoulder, for fear of seeing the forsaken city again. It’s haunting me, trailing me wherever I go. Maybe it is the cause of the mishap. Maybe it is what stops the trick from working.
If it’s always the same distance behind me, am I really taking the three-thousand, three-hundred and thirty three steps? Or am I simply walking in place, no better than a gerbil on a wheel?
Again frustration mounts. I refuse to let it take complete hold.
But, of course, there are other things preying on my mind.
The mysterious disappearance of Deanna’s body, for example. By all rights it should have been right where I left it. Nothing about this otherworldly plane expedites the process of vampiric decay. When one of our kind is killed, then yes, over time, all that of the body disappears. But that happens over a matter of days, of weeks, not… hours.
Unless time is skewed here, too.
I tilt my head up. I cannot see the top of the cavern. It’s covered by that thick mist. The one that makes routine escape impossible. The one that thwarts all of my efforts to return to the outer world.
For a brief moment of insanity I almost envy Deanna. At least she found her way out. 
But then determination takes hold. I will not be made a victim of this place. I will find my way out, and curse all those witches who created this realm! The miniature city, the fog, the strange, floating fall… none of it makes sense, and none of it was ever hinted at in any of the tomes that I procured and read on the subject.
Maybe book knowledge has failed me. But my own instincts, my own observations, my own insights about his place have yet to be tested.
I fix my eyes on a far point on the wall. If I can make it there without stumbling… I’ll know that at least I am not running in place.
I take my first truly determined step toward it, focusing, concentrating hard. My foot touches the ground. I push off and take the next step. Then I do it again. Again, and again, and again.
I dare not look back. I remember what happened last time I did. Perhaps that is the trick of this place: maybe it requires absolute faith in what you’re doing. 
Maybe, otherwise, you are doomed to wander, lost, forever. It could be the test designed to trap those with weaker minds and less faith in their abilities.
I don’t know. I am essentially grasping at straws here. Nothing I’ve done could have prepared me for this… this catastrophe.
Because, so far, it’s been nothing short of a disaster.
I keep my eyes straight forward, approaching that distant spot. Every step I take has a solidity to it. Each one receives my full attention, all of my concentration, my entire vampire might.
I’m not just thoughtlessly walking toward the spot. I am doing so with full conscious effort.
Step, pivot, push. Step, pivot, push.
The wall ahead seems to be getting closer.
The first hints of triumph start to rise up in me. I push them down without mercy. I cannot gloat in my success yet. I cannot be over-eager, cannot assume victory when every time before, I’d failed.
What an odd position for a vampire of my strength to be in. I’m little used to failure.
Maybe this is the price I pay for being too arrogant. Everyone needs a little reminder, now and again, of their own flaws.
I grit my teeth and keep going. Such defeatist talk ill suits me. It does not match who I am—nor what I aspire to become. If anybody knew that I harbored such doubts…
Without willing it, laughter bubbles out from my throat. There is nobody around to know! Nobody around to care! There is nothing really grounding me here at all.
In the Paths, I might as well not exist. If I am doomed to wander endlessly down here; is that a type of death?
Gah. I shudder. Morose thoughts, nasty thoughts, bad thoughts.
And yet isn’t this exactly what purgatory, in the Christian religion, is defined as? A place that traps a soul in between two worlds, not quite here and not quite there, and that soul stays conscious, ever-cognizant of its own suffering?
I close my eyes briefly and shake my head. No, I cannot allow such desperate thoughts to take hold of me. They are—
I stagger to a halt the moment my eyes come open.
The wall has just shifted a hundred yards farther away from me.
Alarm flares. A tugging compels me to look back. To glance over my shoulder, and see that damnable city behind me, and lose all pretense of control—
I fight the urge down with blistering ruthlessness. This place is meant to play tricks on me. It is meant to do things to the mind.
I am sure of it, and because of the assurance, I starkly refuse to succumb.
It’s obvious I was not meant to ever be down here. The Egyptian witches who designed this place must have had their own secrets. Maybe—no, not maybe, definitely—the miniature city behind me houses them.
I lost concentration for but a moment, and that was enough for this place to alter.
But what kind of reality am I in, where the laws of physics no longer apply? Or, perhaps, more accurately, I am dealing with different laws altogether. Ones that have not been discovered or been exposed in the real world.
The Paths… gah. I shudder again. A trickle of sweat forms on my neck. This place has so many possibilities, it holds so many secrets… but I am blind to them all.
If only I could do magic. If only I had somebody with me who could give some insight into what is happening here. Damn, even the Queen would have proven useful at this point!
I don’t look back. I cannot allow myself to. That has been my failure every single time so far. That has been the deterrent halting my escape.
The three-thousand, three-hundred, thirty three steps have failed me. Down here. There is a disturbance—there must be!—between the crater where the city is and the other level of the Paths. The one that I had professed to know so much about…
If I had a witch, if I had somebody who could do magic, here with me, I would combine that with my superior knowledge of the place. Surely, then, I would not be in such a predicament. 
But no matter. I cannot succumb to that folly of wishing for things that do not exist. That is the path to misery. And I cannot allow my mind to travel down that treacherous road. 
In reality…? In reality, I am stalling. I’d lost concentration and that let this place change shape.
Two ways of looking at that. The first is with despair. The design of this level is obviously meant to trap someone down here.
But the other… the other is with a sense of optimism. After all, if this place reacts to me… isn’t it only logical that I can influence it in such a way as to benefit me?
I don’t have a witch. But I do have my wits. And no matter how much the distortion plays havoc on my mind, I will not succumb to despair. 
Yes, so I lost focus as the wall shifted away. What of it? I have nothing if not unlimited time to regain my concentration and head forward again.
So that is what I do. I focus my gaze on a spot in the distant rock. And forcefully, methodically, I begin my trek there, one step at a time. 



Chapter Thirteen
 
James
Somewhere in the Rockies
 
I lead the way down from the mountain, all members of my coven following me. Our two prisoners are in tow. 
The woman—Sylvia, I learned her name is—has been stubbornly mute. Victoria and I conducted a hasty search of the facility to see what more we could find… but, unfortunately, there was little of interest. 
Most of the Order’s possessions were destroyed in the blast. 
I would have liked to remain there another night, at least, but Victoria insisted on leaving. After confirming with Sylvia that yes, the black streak we saw shooting out of the mountain really was Cierra, the Black Sorceress, Victoria immediately decided we had to go. I would have argued… but, seeing the state we found Smithson in, and equating his condition with fallout from the fight with the witch, I saw reason behind Victoria’s argument.
Cierra could come back at any time. Not that she had reason to, as far as I could tell. But the mere chance of it meant that in staying, we risked getting the Nocturna Animalia involved with her… and that was not something I was willing to do.
Yet.
“We should kill her,” Liana hisses at my side. Ever since seeing me feed my blood to the former Crusader, Liana has become particularly petty. “She’s going to betray us if we keep her alive.”
I glance over my shoulder at the young girl. So certain, I think. It’s a wonder that she can be so absolutely convinced of her opinion despite having her eyes open to the supernatural world for less than a few days.
“We’re not going to kill her,” I say in annoyance. “She’s our prisoner, Liana. We won’t give her the opportunity to betray us, either. But I’m not throwing away prematurely the knowledge that she has.”
“You sound like her.” Liana shoots a nasty look at Victoria. “How much knowledge can a vampire take from a human? You are the one with all the experience. You are the one with all the years of life!”
“Maybe so,” I murmur, stepping around a sharp rock jutting out from the mountainside, “but Sylvia belonged to both the Order and the Crusaders. The marks on her skull—those alone might prove invaluable.”
“So snap a picture, then cut off her head!” Liana scowls. 
The intensity of the suggestion surprises even me.
I stop and look my youngest fledgling in the eye.
“Sylvia is our prisoner,” I say firmly. “She is not to be harmed.”
For good measure, I add a lick of vampiric influence and direct it at her.
Liana wilts visibly under the pressure. “Fine,” she grumbles. “But it doesn’t mean I like it.”
“Nobody said you have to like it,” I remind her.
She scowls and goes to join April. Seeing as Liana hasn’t shown any particular affinity for the other girl, I take that as a measure of how angry she is with me.
I can’t help but sigh. Who knew that ruling a coven would amount to no more than glorified baby-sitting at the start?
Victoria goes still up ahead. One of her arms shoots out, motioning for us to stop.
We all do. Smithson, still reeling from the operation, nearly loses his balance and topples over.
I grumble under my breath about the vampiric serum taking too long to heal him.
Then I pick my way over to Victoria. “What is it?” I ask.
“The forces are being disrupted again,” she says. “I can feel them shifting in the air. It’s like they’re rebelling against whatever she’s doing—” Victoria nods down into the distant forest, “—down there.”
I chance a look back at Sylvia, who’s feigning disinterest but obviously trying very hard to listen.
I grunt and use the Mind Gift to nick her in the back of the head. She gasps in surprise and touches the spot. I exert my vampiric influence, pulling her toward me, while at the same time growling, “Come here.”
Grudgingly, she makes her way over. The stare she directs at me is full of hatred and vitriol. I only smile in the face of it.
“Sylvia,” I tell her sweetly. “We will hold no secrets from each other. You want to know what Victoria has to say? I give you unfettered access.”
I gesture grandly at the petite blonde.
“But you have to know that we expect equal honesty in return.”
Sylvia crosses her arms. “I’m not saying anything,” she mutters. 
I perk an eyebrow up. “A very poor choice, dearest,” I tell her. “I thought both you and Victoria could collaborate. You seem to hold Cierra in such high regard.”
Victoria hisses at me. “James! What are you doing?”
I turn and face her. “You’re telling me about the Elemental Forces. I care nothing for them. But Sylvia seems to be exactly the right person to bring those issues up to.”
“You can’t trust her,” Victoria stresses. “She isn’t bound to you in any way!”
“Except in the way that a weaker vampire must respond to a stronger one,” I say. “We’ve taken the silver cuffs off her wrists and let her walk loose. Perhaps it’s time to reinstate them?”
Sylvia gives a visible shudder but keeps her opinion to herself.
I look at her. “You’re not a fan of the idea?”
Unconsciously she rubs her wrists. I feel a spark of triumph rise up inside me.
“Tell us what you know of the Black Sorceress,” I say. “Is she as much a threat as Victoria seems to think?”
When Sylvia doesn’t respond right away, I fire a bit more of that vampiric influence at her to ease her tongue.
She sputters out a series of curses, most directed at me, but then gets to the point. 
“Cierra is the strongest witch alive, and she uses dark magic. Whatever threat Victoria conceives of her pales in comparison to the truth.” Sylvia shoots a spiteful look at the other vampire. “How can she know anything about her? She wasn’t the one to keep her under constant surveillance for ten years. She wasn’t the one to lose her sister to the Sorceress!”
“Ten years?” Victoria mutters, seemingly in awe. 
“Or longer,” Sylvia says with a snarl. “All for naught, now that Smithson’s allowed her to escape.”
I detect an even angrier undercurrent in her voice when she speaks of our other captive vampire.
I step closer. My two girls, Liana and April, watch us all from afar. “Smithson was your leader,” I say. “How can you speak of him that way?”
“A leader?” Sylvia snorts. “You saw what happened to the Order.” She looks down at her slender, pale, arms. “You know what he did to me. He made me into this… into this… this monster!” she exclaims. “Why? Why couldn’t he just let me die? Better that than to wallow in misery for eternity! Better that than to be a damned creature of the night!”
“You see!” Liana butts in. “You see, she does not value the Gift! We can’t trust her. We should kill her!”
“Quiet,” I snap. “We’re not going to make any rash decisions.”
“Death would be a mercy,” Sylvia murmurs. The ugly, despicable desperation behind those words makes me want to vomit.
“Enough of this,” I say. “Victoria, you can feel the Forces. Tell me: does Sylvia have The Spark?”
Victoria looks taken aback that I could even ask such a question. “No,” she says. “No. Of course not.”
“Then what about the markings on her skull? You told me they belonged to the daughters of the highest ranking Crusaders.”
“Don’t you dare speak of my family,” Sylvia warns. 
I can’t help but laugh at that. “Oh? Or what? You’ll throw a fit?”
Before she can reply, I direct a powerful torrent of my influence at her. Her knees buckle under the sudden onslaught. She falls awkwardly and holds her head in pain. 
“James,” Victoria’s voice is low and urgent. “Stop it! She isn’t some beast you can beat into submission!”
I look at the fiery blonde… and sigh. 
“You’re right,” I mutter. I stop the flow, and even go so far as to walk over and help Sylvia up.
She recoils away from me the moment she’s upright. “Don’t touch me,” she spits.
I hold my arms up in mock surrender. “If that’s what you want…”
I’m just toying with them, all of them, because these women all know that I am the one true leader here.
I turn back the way Victoria was looking. “If you’re concerned about the Forces,” I say, “we’ll just go around. We need to make it back to the plane before sunrise. From there, we’ll fly to…” I hesitate for a moment, racking my brain for a destination.
In truth, I never planned this far ahead. I thought we’d come here, kill Smithson, and then sort of wander wherever the wind takes us.
But that was before I made Liana… before we found out about the Black Sorceress… before we saw the destruction brought unto the Order… before Sylvia… and most of all, before I decided to let Smithson live.
“Go where?” Victoria demands. “We can’t just let Cierra run wild!”
“Why not?” I snap at her. “She had nothing to do with me. We’ve already picked up enough tag-alongs as is. We fly…” I spin around, come to a stop, and point out at random. “There. In that direction. We fly north.”
The further away we get from Mother and The Haven, the better, I think.
Victoria balks. “North? You want to go north? There’s nothing up there but ice and snow.”
“Exactly,” I say. “All the better to regroup and figure out where we go from there. The Nocturna Animalia need a home base. There aren’t any covens in British Columbia or the Yukon. We go there.”
“You can’t just cross the border into another country on a little plane!” Victoria exclaims. “James, are you even listening to yourself? Liana will have been reported missing, there’ll be a search for her. What, are you just going to show up at customs with two prisoners and—”
“No,” I cut her off. “Give me credit, Victoria. I’m not that thick. We fly up to Washington. We land and cross the border on foot. Easy enough to do for creatures with our gifts. And then we lay claim to a new piece of land, and we make it ours, and that is where the Nocturna Animalia will rise!”
“…and we just leave Cierra here, forgotten,” Victoria grumbles. “Smart, James. Real smart.”
“Cierra,” I hiss, growing increasingly impatient, “has nothing to do with any of us!” I fling a finger out at Sylvia. “And don’t you dare protest that.”
“We unearthed Cierra in an underground lair in British Columbia,” the woman says softly. 
I spin on her. “What?”
She nods. “That’s where she was found. If you take us north… I have a feeling she will follow.”
I curse under my breath.
Then something Eleira said comes back to me. “What a minute,” I breathe. “Cierra—she’s a dark witch. Could she be the same one… who took possession of Eleira?”
Victoria gives a start at that. “I felt something when I had my link to the girl,” she says. “But I had no idea…”
“Are there any other dark witches alive?” I am directing the question at both Sylvia and Victoria. “Any others that you know of?”
“There are lots of witches out there.” Sylvia gives an unconditional hitch of her shoulders. “They’re scattered, though. Clans no longer exist. The odds of one of them stumbling upon the information required to learn black magic…” she shakes her head. “Is miniscule. There are no others. Cierra is the only one.”
“Of this you’re sure?” I press. “Victoria, what do you think?”
“As far as I know, she’s telling the truth,” Victoria says slowly. “But only one person would know for certain.”
“Smithson,” I say, pre-empting the grand reveal. “Of course. If he was in charge of the Order, as he kept tabs on all the supernatural…” 
I trail off, then look all the women around me in the eye, one-by-one.
“Coincidences don’t exist in our world,” I announce. “Especially not when concerning one touched by prophecy, as Eleira is. She said she found a witch’s lair in British Columbia. That is where Cierra came from.”
On the spot, I make up my mind. 
“That’s where we go, then,” I say. “Sylvia and Smithson will lead us. I want to see this lair for myself.”
“You can’t be serious!” Victoria exclaims. “James, no. That’s madness! What do you hope to achieve? It’s one thing to turn a blind eye to the Sorceress—but entirely another to invite her to us!”
“Who says I’m inviting anyone?” I ask. 
April steps up to me. “I’m with James,” she says. I don’t know if the girl actually believes it, or if she just wants to go against Victoria. “Let’s go see the origin point of this witch. Maybe we can learn something, who knows?”
“You’re both mad,” Victoria mutters. 
Sylvia, having refrained from speaking this whole time, jumps in, too.
“I hate what I’ve become,” she tells us. “I hate what Smithson turned me into. I never thought, ever, in my life, that I would collaborate with vampires.”
“You did it with him as your commander,” I remind her.
She shoots me a nasty look, then keeps going. “But if there’s one saving grace in all this, it’s that I can help get Cierra under control. For no matter how much I loathe vampires… what Cierra did to my family in the Order makes things personal for me. I’ve watched over her for too long to simply let her go, now.”
“Why did you have her?” I ask. “What was the Order’s purpose with her?”
Sylvia looks at Smithson. “Only he can answer that for you,” she says. “Our commander has his secrets. I was never before in a position to question him… but after the catastrophe he led us to? I am now.”
Beside her, Smithson gives a pitiful moan. 
She looks at me. “I will help you find the lair,” she promises. “But I ask for one thing in return.”
“You’re not exactly in a position to make requests,” I say. “But I’ll humor it. What do you want?”
“That, when the time comes…” her eyes take on a steely look. “You will let me destroy her. You will let me end the Black Sorceress’s life.”
“I think,” Victoria continues, before I can speak, “that we will all agree to that.”



Chapter Fourteen
 
Raul
 
The few precious moments I got to spend with my girl were so much better than anything I could have hoped for. It was a scant half hour, no more, but I will treasure that time indefinitely and forever.
It’s too bad that I had made arrangements with Geordam to interrupt us on business of seemingly utmost importance in advance. Being called away like that was an integral part of the alibi I’ve now adopted… but I wish he hadn’t come right on the dot.
I give myself a shake and refocus my thoughts. I’m being stupid. I only made those arrangements for Eleira’s benefit. I can’t regret them now due to a growing desire for self-indulgence…
I look both ways, out from the line of trees, and—neither sensing nor seeing anyone—make a dash for the abandoned elevator entrance of the massive redwoods.
Geordam came and called me away on urgent business, but that was just to give me an opportunity to sneak out of the stronghold undetected. Phillip’s order still stands, of course. Just because Carter’s vampires were against it does not mean the ones who stayed do not respect the Captain Commander’s word.
And anyway. As soon as our vampires got wind that the Queen was back, they were all-too-eager to jump over themselves to show her that they never questioned her authority.
Mother’s showing of bringing that one vampire back from the dead quickly spread through the ranks and gave her a great, mythical status.
But the interesting thing, to me, is that magic is not supposed to heal. Only vampire blood has that property. From my understanding, magic is a force bound by certain rules, much the same as gravity or electromagnetism or nuclear power.
That is: it’s an extra force of our dimension. Undeterminable to most, immune to study by regular scientific instruments, but not altogether unlike the other ones that hold our world together.
So it is not ”magic” in the romantic sense, I don’t think. Hell, something as simple as the telephone would have been viewed as the most powerful witchcraft in the era I was born! 
No, the one thing I’ve learned, if nothing else, in my many years of life is that this world is bound by certain rules, and those rules are immutable. 
Which means that Mother either discovered an altogether new force… or that the show she put on was simply an elaborate illusion.
It is my greatest hope that it turns out to be the latter.
I hit the elevator button, then grunt in irritation when it doesn’t light up. Figures. But I was so used to having electricity providing constant energy to the vampire apartments in The Haven…
No matter. It’s not like I can’t just use my vampiric gifts.
I look up, pick a spot on the tree, and leap toward it. My claws hook onto the bark. Quickly, I scale the distance to the residences. 
Of course, the doors are locked, but with nobody watching it doesn’t take much to pry one open.
And then I’m in.
I take a deep breath and relax as I take the first peaceful steps into my home. I didn’t realize how much I would miss this place, were it barred to me. Which, unfortunately, it has been… but not for much longer.
I go to the nearest window and look up at the sky. The sun had dipped past the horizon just minutes before I made the run here from the stronghold. It’s not quite night yet, but waiting that long allowed me to make the short journey without suffering any sort of discomfort.
Not that I wouldn’t willingly put myself through anything, really, if it meant that Eleira stayed safe. But there’s a difference between purposefully putting yourself in harm’s way and doing so out of necessity. I could have gotten here sooner, but if the sun were up, then no way I could do what I intend to do next.
I enter the hallway, pick the right direction, and set off at a brisk pace.
First to my rooms. None of the Incolam dared enter when they brought their books into the stronghold. So there are a few volumes still here, to do with the constellations, that might yet prove useful.
I grab a bag from the closet and quickly stuff the books inside. Along with them go the charts, parchments, and diagrams that I have studied. The ones that show the final alignment of the stars as it should be when Eleira inherits rule.
With that done, I exit my room… then change my mind, and go back in again.
Just to be safe, I conduct another search of the premises with my mind, expanding the vampiric influence to test if I can sense any other’s presence.
I am, thankfully, still all alone.
I make my way over to the secret safe hidden behind a wardrobe, spin the dial in the proper combination, and pull open the door.
Inside, completely insulated and in perfect condition, are three vials of the most valuable human blood I’ve ever possessed.
Three vials of Liana’s blood. 
They’ve been maintained pristinely
for all these years. I attribute that mostly to the small stone torrial locked away with them. Mother gave it to me centuries ago, telling me what it could do. Obsidian in the safe prevents the magic from leaking out and being sapped. The fact that the safe is in my room ensures that none would dare attempt to break in.
I pick up one of the vials and shut the safe door. It is a completely hermetic container—I can smell nothing of the sweet, powerful blood inside.
That bodes well for me. Having even a scent of it might bring a whole storm of memories back—memories that I want nothing to do with now that Eleira is in my life.
But, moreover, I don’t want to be tempted into drinking the blood. It’s been a very long time since I’ve properly fed. I can hold off the thirst without much effort… so long as the temptation isn’t staring me in the face. 
The one vampire who cannot, however… is my brother Phillip.
The vial is for him. I suspect—although that suspicion is so strong as to be cemented nearly as complete fact—that Phillip has been secretly feeding. Nothing else can explain his astronomical rise in strength. Neither can anything explain the bouts of irrational behavior he’s displayed recently… other than a pervading, all-encompassing hunger.
His forebrain and hindbrain are in constant battle as he’s always thinking about food.
I don’t know where he’s gotten blood… but I won’t press him on it. He is my younger brother, and I do care for him.
I just hope Liana’s blood is potent enough to stave off some of the hunger that the blood he gets hasn’t satisfied.
I tuck the vial away and continue to my true destination, the Queen’s own study chambers.
Mother hasn’t spent much time there in recent years. But I hope to discover one thing above all else:
Plans for tonight’s succession.
One thing that is still unchanged is that the ceremony must take place at the birth of a new day. It will occur no earlier than midnight.
It means I still have some hours left.
I slow my pace nearer my destination. It’s oddly comforting being back in the treetop apartments. Eerie, too, given how still and quiet they all are. But they lend a sense of familiarity to me that has been radically missing these last few weeks.
Weeks? No, it hasn’t been weeks. Has it? All the days, all the nights blend together in my mind. Ever since the castle fell, time has become nothing but a nuisance. Couple that with the disastrous wound I took in battle, and the darkness I had to struggle through in the aftermath…
Well, you tell me weeks, days, months, I wouldn’t know. I can’t tell the difference. To a vampire they’re all one and the same. 
Unless there’s pressure to get something done, unless there’s an artificial squeezing of time, unless there’s a deadline, unless there is…
Father’s ultimatum.
After tonight we’ll have a much clearer view of things. If the wards come up, The Haven will be protected.
But… at what cost?
Admittedly, I knew little of Mother’s plans at the start. That was my folly, my weakness, my own shortcoming. How I wish now that I had paid more attention then.
But not in a million years did I expect to fall completely, absolutely, irrevocably in love. Not with the woman brought in to be Mother’s surrogate. Not after having my heart shattered by Liana. 
Maybe I was too much of a cynic. But such traits are in my nature. They were there long before I was made into a vampire. A pervasive skepticism and an unimpressed attitude defined what little I recall of my human years.
And now I am about to pay for my
mistake. Eleira says she’s up for it, Eleira says she’s accepted her fate, but the truth is… she knows so little.
That’s not to demean her or her intellect. I’ve seen the extraordinary power of her instincts. She’s sharp and smart, quick to grasp concepts, as evidenced with her rapid-fire learning of magic… but for all that, she is still no more than a child. A baby vampire! It takes years for newborns to accomplish as much as Eleira has in her short time with us. No matter her innate talents and capabilities, she is still woefully short on experience.
And that, I fear, is her biggest weakness. She is blind to things, not because she wants to be, or chooses to be… but simply because she doesn’t know any better.
She hasn’t had the benefit of residing with the same group of vampires for centuries.
That is why Mother’s quick decision to hold the succession tonight scares me. She was adamant, for as long as I’ve known her, from the very moment she revealed some of her plans, that the succession ceremony has to take place on a full moon.
I look out the window at the sky. The moon is just a sliver up there. We’re not even close to the proper alignment.
I don’t know enough about magic to determine why the phase of the moon is so important… but I do know the value we place in the constellations. All of prophecy is bound around them. 
So it’s only logical to assume that Mother’s former insistence on having a full moon was grounded in something very, very important… and that the abolition of that requirement means the ceremony that is to take place tonight differs greatly from the one that was originally planned.
That is why Eleira’s readiness scares me. She could say no, she still has the power to refuse. I would back her a million times over if she wills it.
But the unfortunate truth is that if I even hint at her backing out, it will accomplish only the opposite of my goals. She will sink her heels in and become obstinately stubborn about going through with it regardless.
It will only make her most determined to prove herself and face the challenge head-on.
But I have no illusions that Mother is planning something tricky.
I open the door to her study, using the key I’d swiped from the stronghold. This is where I can find answers… I hope.
With blazing speed I run around the room and grab every single book, document, and parchment there is. I place it all up on the grand central desk, flip the first open, and start to read.
This time, unlike the time I was with Eleira in the library, I have no qualms about using my superior preternatural abilities to speed through the written words. My mind works as fast as it can, absorbing every little piece of information in the books.
There is talk of magic in some… but none of it is directly relevant.
With a grunt, I set the final book aside. I look once more out the window at the sky. Only five minutes have passed. 
Next, I turn to the ancient manuscripts from centuries ago.
On some of them I recognize Mother’s precise, sharp handwriting. There are notes in the margins and around the blocks of text. But again all this is useless. Nothing gives me what I ache to know!
Going through all these documents takes another ten minutes. In the back of my mind I feel the clock ticking, I still have hours left, but this is not an auspicious start.
I wish I could have asked Phillip to pull up whatever he has on the elaborate computer systems. But all of them have been taken offline in the aftermath of the battle with The Convicted. We couldn’t have the sudden appearance of electronic activities give our location away to government agencies.
I turn my attention to the final stack. This one contains Mother’s notebooks. Some of her most private writings.
I hope I can find something about the succession here. 
Without another thought, I dive in.
But to my disappointment all I find are strange, long-winded ramblings. About things of no consequence to me. There’s nothing there about magic or her abilities, or any of her plans…
With an exasperated growl I push away from the desk. Of course there isn’t anything here. Why should there be? My mother wouldn’t just leave her most secret plans lying around, unguarded, in notebooks. But I had hoped…
Foolish to hope. I scold myself. Remember that always.
I get up and make a sound of disgust. This was a stupid plan. The odds of me coming out of it with any new information or knowledge were slim-to-none. It reeks of desperation.
But of course I’m desperate. The woman I love is about to fling herself into deep, murky waters she knows nothing about.
In my frustration I slam a fist against the desk. “Dammit!” I scowl. “Dammit, dammit, dammit!’
I hear a click and spin around. 
Behind me, a tiny trapdoor has popped open.
 It’s embedded into the floor of the room. It’s so perfectly seamless that even with my superior sight I managed to overlook it completely. 
Could the little racket I caused hitting the desk have been enough to trigger it?
I approach it warily. There is no other explanation for it having come open. Yet, would Mother really have a hidden entrance here with such a flimsy defense?
And then it hits me: the wards! Much like they erected a protective barrier around The Haven, they must have had some influence hiding secret passages that Mother utilized. Perhaps it was all linked to the throne torrial… who knows?
Yet those conjectures matter not. The only thing that does is that this is a passage that leads somewhere… somewhere secret.
I crouch down beside the trapdoor and ease the lid up. Immediately, the musky scent of old paper greets me. My eyes pierce the darkness, and I see inside. 
That door leads to a little well, or chamber, no bigger than the room provided in one of those construction site portable toilets.
I glance around, then jump in.
Clouds of dust erupt around me as my feet hit the floor. Nobody’s been here in ages. Circular shelves run all around the room, all filled with ancient documents. 
In the back of my mind, a huge spark of disbelief flares. Could it be that luck has smiled upon me for once?
I pick out a scroll at random. More dust, ancient dust, puffs up. I wave a hand in front of my face to clear it away and begin to read.
Right away, I know I’ve hit the jackpot. These are the same sort of writings I was exposed to when I’d taken up studying the stars. Written in the same hand, even!
Not by my mother, of course, these predate her…
But this is the repository of all things to do with prophecy! The writings of the ancient witches, of the one who had the Sight, they’re all in here!
Excitement takes me. I wasn’t expecting such a windfall. And at a time when the outlook seemed so bleak! It’s almost like a real-life version of deus ex machina. 
Incredible.
I doubt I’m going to find anything of the ceremony in these scrolls. That is Mother’s domain. She is the one who set up the throne torrials in the first place.
But what I do discover here, as I go from parchment to parchment… is the absolute depth of conviction these witches had of the prophecy. 
Most of the writings are cryptic. And Mother did not hide much from me. The star alignments she spoke of were exactly what is written here.
And yet…
And yet, I can’t help but feel like I’m missing something. Some vital element, some sort of clue. All those parchments are here for a reason. Mother stowed them away for a reason… yet they do not reveal much. Perhaps it’s simply that I don’t know what I’m looking for.
An uncomfortable itch develops at the base of my neck. The more time I spend here, the less time I have with Eleira before the ceremony. I was hoping to discover something useful about it… something that might hint at how it will look… but I’m coming up null.
That bit of frustration threatens to flare again. I should not be victim to any of this! 
At the very least I’ve learned of one more secret place. Maybe there is some use to the knowledge contained down here.
But it does not directly apply to me.
I look up at the gaping trapdoor above me, then do one more cursory scan of the scrolls in this cramped space.
Out of the blue, a particular one on a high corner catches my eye. 
While all the rest have a thick coat of dust on them—or did, until I reached for them—this one is less grimy. In fact, it looks like it’s been recently disturbed. 
With a bit of chuckle I take hold of it and pull it down. What an obvious clue. Sherlock himself couldn’t have had an easier time with it.
As soon as I have the parchment in my hand, a feeling of… power… washes over me.
I stop and frown. Had I imagined it? 
I look at the scroll. There are runes scrawled all over it. Exactly of the sort I saw inscribed in Mother’s torrials.
And the likes of which were there in The Book of the Dead. 
So, this is one of the few in here that have to do with magic.
But what use is it to me? Am I really going to find anything about Mother’s plans tonight? Anything that might help Eleira?
Not that I can tell.
This whole venture was doomed to fail from the start. It was a stupid thing, a ridiculous thing, to expect to stumble upon anything useful with nothing more than a bit of sleuthing. 
I do one last scan of the document. I cannot read a thing. No wonder. 
Still, I tuck it under my arm as I jump back out the little storage room. Even if I can’t read it, there are others who might… and I have no plan to just leave it lying around where it can so easily be discovered.
Clock’s still ticking. Midnight looms ever-nearer. It’s beyond time for me to get back to the stronghold, lest my departure be discovered.
As fast as I can, I arrange all of the Queen’s belongings into the same position they were in when I came in. Then I close the trapdoor, take one more look around to make sure I’m not forgetting anything, and finally lock up. 
I shake my head, half in disappointment and half in disgust. Even when the idea to come here in search of more information sparked in my mind, I had a feeling I would not be overly successful. Now, that that has all but been confirmed…?
At the very least, I got to see the treehouse apartments again. They are very much important to me. 
I take the quick way out and soon find myself running back to the stronghold. I have the one parchment, the one scroll, hidden beneath the flap of my jacket. And in my other coat pocket, I have that special vial of blood.
At least, because of that, the expedition will not be deemed a complete failure. Eleira would doubtlessly be angry if she found out that I’ve kept this other woman’s blood for so long…
But nothing compels me to tell her. Besides, she said it herself: she doesn’t want complete transparency so much as she wants full honesty. I appreciate that. And if I am taking slight advantage of it at the moment, so be it.
I’m doing it with her best interest at heart. 
I’m lost in my own thoughts, paying no more than a cursory attention to my surroundings, when suddenly, that jolt of power rips through me again.
I go shock-still. In fact, I nearly drop the parchment in surprise.
Because, this time, there was no doubting it: the power came from it.
Carefully, slowly, I unravel the scroll and hold it out before me. 
Some of the runes are oh-so-faintly glowing.
Immediately, I tense up. That blue glow is all-too familiar to me now. Quickly, I do a scan of my surroundings. But I am still all alone, out here in the night, in the depths of the woods and of The Haven.
So what is triggering the glow?
I lay the parchment carefully on a dry boulder. I put two stones on either end to hold it down, then step away.
Part of me expected the glow to evaporate once I broke contact. But those runes continue to give off the effervescent light.
Uncanny.
For the second time tonight I wish I had Phillip with me. He could at least make out some of the meaning behind the runes. But for me, they are entirely a foreign language. Nothing helps me figure out what they mean.
The power I felt, though, is undeniable.
For a second I debate leaving the scroll behind. I have no idea what compelled me to steal it. Only that it seemed important, perhaps. But working with objects of magic is like dabbling with dark forces while being completely blind to them. This parchment can do anything, really—I have no idea. I don’t feel threatened by it, of course not, but carrying it back into the stronghold when it’s obviously been actuated by something seems like the absolute perfect way to attract unwanted attention from the Queen.
Yet there is importance to it. Instinct tells me that.
I bring both hands behind my head and breathe out. What am I doing, dawdling here like this? The surge of power was undeniable, yes… but I don’t think it has anything to do with me.
My eyes go up the center of an enormous redwood… and when they reach the top, a jolt of alarm hits. 
The moon is visible again. But now it’s nearly half full.
I stop and gape. There was just a sliver of it in the sky a scant hour ago! And now it looks like it’s in the waxing gibbous phase.
The glowing intensifies.
A wind picks up in the distance. It howls through the tops of trees and sends dry needles spiraling down. I shiver as it slices through my coat. Not from the cold, mind you, but from a sense of… foreboding.
Slowly, as if emerging out from a great lake of lava, I feel the presence of one other supernatural creature descend upon me.
I turn around. I cannot see him through the trees, yet his proximity is undeniable. The flavor of knowing is unlike any else I’ve ever experienced. 
“Who’s there?” I call out. “Who walks these woods?”
There’s no answer.
The feeling expands and threatens to take over. I know I’m not coming face-to-face with just a regular vampire. This is someone else, somebody not of The Haven coven.
My back muscles tense. The wind continues blowing, sending the ends of my jacket billowing. Once more I look up at the sky and find the moon even larger than before.
A great sense of unease takes me. It is almost like a nausea. Something is happening here, something obviously to do with magic, and it is nothing I can control.
“I’ll ask one more time,” I say, making my voice purposefully firm. “Show yourself! Tell me who you are. If not…” all my claws come out, “…I will have no choice but to consider you a threat.”
Could it be The Ancient? I think. Could it be some vampire from The Crypts?
No answer comes, but the feeling of darkness, of malice continues to expand.
“Last chance,” I warn. “Reveal yourself! Or—”
The words die on my tongue as a great albino hound emerges from the woods. 
The dog is monstrous. Its shoulders stand level with mine. If it stood on its back legs it would easily dwarf me. Its fur is perfectly white, white as snow, white as winter.
Two red eyes gleam into me from above an enormous muzzle.
I take an inadvertent step back. It is a creature of the night, I know its presence the same way that I do any vampire’s… but I’ve never heard of a turned animal before.
“What are you?” I whisper.
The hound takes a step forward. To my utter fascination its paws leave no mark on the dirt. No matter the weight of its body—and it must be immense—it leaves no impression on the forest floor.
Its eyes do not drift away from mine as it approaches. Every step it takes is slow and methodical. There is a slumbering intellect in its gaze, a sort of latent beauty.
The hound approaches me, and though I feel no fear, I do get a sense of great respect.
When it’s close enough for me to touch, it stops, and turns its head in the direction of the laid-out parchment. Moonlight streams through the canopy. The light has gotten stronger than before. I chance a quick look up and see that the moon is now almost completely full.
“Incredible,” I murmur.
In a sudden leap the beast jumps for the parchment. It has it between its jaws before I can react. 
And then, with the runes still glowing, it dashes toward the far line of trees—and simply disappears. 
I give a start and run after it. But the dog is gone. It’s like it went through an invisible portal, some hole in reality, or… something.
The feeling of pressure, of danger, of power that came with its approach evaporates, too.
I blink a few times and shake my head, rightfully dazed. I know vampires, I’ve dealt with witches… but animals with this sort of presence? 
It takes me an extra moment to register the fallen darkness. Confused, I look up…
And see that the moon is no more than a sliver again.
Alarm ripples down my spine. None of this is right or natural. At the same time, a murky suspicion forms in the back of my mind, to do with the white hound…
Strong vampires influence weaker ones with their presence. The dog had undeniable strength. 
Perhaps more strength than even I do.
Could it have manipulated me into bringing out the scroll?
I wish I could say that is just a fearful fantasy… but it is not. Nothing else makes sense. The way the trapdoor opened, seemingly by fluke, the way that particular parchment called out to me, even the impulse I felt to stop here and spread it flat on the rock…
And what about the jolt of power? What about the inexplicable surge I felt when holding it?
I don’t like it. The possibilities of being taken advantage of that way… the possibility of being insidiously manipulated that way… it’s nothing a vampire of my strength should ever be threatened by.
There are no coincidences in the preternatural world. The dog’s appearance must be linked to the succession mother has planned for tonight.
Like a fool, I’d left Eleira alone. Panic threatens to overwhelm me, I’m reacting—reacting too much—but the convoluted sequence of events has me frazzled.
I turn and take off toward the stronghold at a run. This whole expedition was ill-advised. But if I can make it back and join Eleira before moonlight… that’s what I have to do.
I cannot leave her alone now, at the most important time.



Chapter Fifteen
 
Carter
The Paths
 
The first few are easy. My gaze is fixed, my sights are set. My concentration is there in full. I am like an arrow shot straight from a bow, aimed directly at its target.
But then… about a dozen yards from where I started… the city behind me begins to exert its pull.
This time, there is no mistaking the effect. It is subtle and somewhat insidious, but experience being on the receiving end of the vampiric influence—and shielding myself from it—alerts me to the sensation.
I stop and, without letting my gaze waver, refocus on the spot I have to reach.
I step forward. The pull from the city becomes even stronger. It’s like an itch, perpetually out of reach, that compels me to look back. If I were to just turn my head… if I were to simply focus my attention that way…
No. I force those thoughts out of my mind. This is the spot I had failed last time. Now I know. This is where my concentration lapsed, and I closed my eyes, and I was throttled back to the start.
This time I am not making that vital mistake.
Ignoring the pull behind me, I plod onward. Each additional step I take is a magnitude harder than the last. The city beckons, it takes all the impulse control I have not to turn around.
If I do, I’ll be lost. No. I have to break out of its control. I have to break free of its influence. I have to—for if I don’t, I will be doomed down here forever. 
Step, pivot, push. Step, pivot, push.
Again and again I repeat the process. My mind is wholly consumed with reaching the end point. I push aside any doubts, and those creeping uncertainties, and trek forward. 
The spot on the wall comes closer. Closer, and closer and closer.
Now a sort of resistance pushes against me. I feel the force acutely in my front. It’s almost like walking into a headwind.
It’s a resistance, a thickening of the air that makes my steps so much harder. Almost as if… almost as if the city does not want me to get away.
Ridiculous, of course. Such a thought does not belong in the mind of an intellectual like me. This miniature city is an inanimate thing. It has no will of its own. It cannot be trying to control me!
Yet that is only what logic tells me. A logic that was developed up, outside, in the other world.
Not a logic that has any place here. 
Who knows the sorts of powers are imbued into the foundation of the city here? If magic is in full force all around me, is it really so ridiculous to think its influence might extend that way?
No, I tell myself. It is not.
My mind has to be open to all possibilities. I cannot preclude anything for being too outrageous. There is no such thing down here. 
I take another few steps toward that distant wall. Not once do I look away, although the urge is unrelenting.
And because I don’t… the wall actually comes closer.
Those misty tendrils of triumph start to form inside me again.
Now each step forward becomes an exercise in agony. The force I am fighting against intensifies. I have the distinct impression that I am doing something that is not meant to be done, through nothing more than sheer power of will.
My concentration doubles. It has to, because that invisible force grows with every step. All my instincts turn against me. All of them, for whatever reason, beg me to turn back.
But it’s more than that. They do not merely beg but cry out and plead and compel. They hammer against the inside of my skull with unrelenting intensity. 
I ignore them, grit my teeth, and plod on.
Even though there is nothing physical that I can see or feel around me I still get the distinct impression that I am struggling against an enormous snowstorm. That is the best way to describe it. That force is like a wind buffeting me back, blowing at a hundred miles per hour. It is the same deterrent, the same obstacle… maybe even one worse.
All in your head, Carter, I remind myself. Dammit, it’s all in your head!
I’m less than twenty paces away, now. That unnamed force grows ever-stronger. Each step is harder than the last. I’m assaulted from all sides. Something tries to break into my mind, to make me give in to the temptation lurking behind me. Something hammers at my brain like the unrelenting pounding of a storm. Something makes my vision blur and become misty, only to have me force it back into clarity.
Something…
Something attacks me, from all angles, from all sides, and I have to beat it down into submission while remaining absolutely unwavering in my purpose, in my goal.
I am no more than ten feet away. 
So close. So close, that I can almost touch it! If I were to just extend my hand…
No. Not yet. The force buckles, it gives, it relents, for a split second. In that interval I stagger forward, a new desperation taking hold, a desperation that has been growing this entire time but I’ve been determined not to accept.
And then the force snaps back into place, slamming into me with a renewed intensity, a redoubled effort. It rages against me, and I can all-but feel its fury, feel the menace in its presence, feel the threat of absolute violence if I do not give in…
With a savage snarl I toss it away, chuck it back with all my might, and take the last few steps that bring me to the wall. 
My hand latches onto the cool, smooth crystal. The moment I make contact, the menacing force disappears. It disintegrates, it dissolves, it’s gone in a flash of an instance as if it had never been there in the first place.
And now, finally, steady against the far wall, I dare to turn my head and look back.
The city, to my extraordinary relief, is a safe distance away. It did not move with me. I’ve broken free of its grip!
Those tendrils of triumph evolve into full-on flumes. 
A tiredness takes hold of my body. I ignore it. Instead, I steady myself against the wall and, not daring to let go, cast a scrutinizing look about me and around the place.
For a moment, I see a sort of… shimmer… surround the city. It’s like the faintest effervescent dome. It reaches almost to the wall, but not quite.
The end of it lies right at the spot where I felt the struggle against the force most acutely. 
I allow myself the ghost of a smile. Looks like whatever magics were contained inside could not beat me, after all.
I turn my attention upward. So long as I am outside the influence of that dome, I think I can make it out.
Last time I’d tried climbing I did it on a cliff close to the city. I’d done it where I was still trapped in that other-earthly dome.
I reach for a handhold and pull myself up. I do it slowly, and when I’m there, I pause. I tense, searching for the feeling, waiting for that itch that begs me to turn around…
It doesn’t come.
Only then do I allow myself to laugh. I did it! I made it out of the forsaken hole. All it took was a little bit of concentrated effort, nothing more. And from here… why, from here, I am confident in my ability to return to the proper part of the Paths. In fact, come to think of it…
The mist that had stopped me and Deanna from falling likely was a manifestation of that orbed dome.
I will have to investigate it again… in time. That city houses secrets, and secrets, especially those laid down long centuries ago, always hold great power.
But first, I have to make my way back to The Haven… and see just how much I’ve missed.
I touch the necklace I stole from Deanna and begin to climb. No matter what I find on the outside… I’ll be ready. If Phillip and Raul and those fool Sorens want to implicate me in the crime, just let them try.
The necklace gives the perfect alibi. And the Royal Court, no matter the splintered factions, gives me a sympathetic jury.
Oh, yes. When I make it all the way out… none will dare accuse me of my crime.



Chapter Sixteen
 
Eleira
 
Cassandra gives a small gasp when she sees me and nearly drops the wrapped-up bundle of cloth in her hands. 
Felix makes a noise akin to a soft chuckle. He stands, pushing himself up elegantly from the desk.
I look at Cassandra. She cannot stop staring at me.
“I heard you were strong,” she musters. “But I never thought… never imagined… that you would be this powerful.”
Felix comes by her side and puts an arm on the small of her back. He leads her into the room. She needs his guidance, for without it, I fear she would shirk away.
“It’s quite intimidating for her to come into your presence, as a fledgling,” Felix explains gently. “Remember that she is still just coming to grips with her own powers.”
I recall the conversation I once had with Patricia, when I had to goad her into taking a drink of blood from the Queen’s stores for her own sake. She seemed so utterly cowed by me then… and she had been a vampire for years! 
Instinctually, I probe Cassandra’s strength. She’s only in the early stages of her transformation. So of course it isn’t much. From what I remember of Patricia,
they are similar.
So Cassandra’s natural reluctance to come closer makes sense. Funny how that works: as a human, when she was more vulnerable, she could stand up to the strongest of us. Now, as a vampire, the hierarchy forces her to defer.
“Raul made you,” I say. An ugly bit of jealousy flares up on the words. I push it down and force a smile at Cassandra. “So you’ll grow strong.”
She nods, unhearing. She seems to almost be star-struck by coming into my presence. I wish there was something I could do to negate that—some sort of switch I could flip that makes my strength less potent, less domineering. I have no need for Cassandra, or other weak vampires, to be stuttering and stumbling around me thanks to the natural deference built in to our species. 
Unfortunately, the closest thing that comes to that is the cloaking spell that was cast onto James. And I do not know the weaves for it—nor what other effects it might have.
“Eleira and I were just discussing plans for tonight’s ceremony,” Felix informs Cassandra. “So you’ve come at a most opportune time.” His eyes hone in on the small cloth bundle in her hands. “She’ll be very pleased by what you brought me.”
I sit up straighter, piqued by curiosity, as Cassandra deposits the bundle on the desk.
“What is it?” I ask.
Felix smiles and pushes it to me. “Open it, and you will see.”
Slowly, I peel away the layers of cloth. When the final one comes undone, the object is revealed. I give a hiss and jerk back.
“Where did you get this?” I demand.
Sitting there, on the table in front of me, is a gem encrusted goblet that is all-too-familiar to me.
It is the same one into which Victoria mixed all our blood when she preempted the transformation.
Felix’s eyebrows go up. “You are familiar with it?” he asks. There’s genuine surprise in his voice.
“Yes I’m familiar with it,” I tell him, angrily, through gritted teeth. “And don’t act like you don’t know! Why else would you say it would interest me?”
“Because it is an object of power, and you are a witch,” he murmurs. “Eleira, trust me, I meant no offense.”
Cassandra watches the exchange with a frightened expression on her face.
I look into Felix’s eyes… and truly find no ill-will.
I give a resigned sigh and relax some of my tense muscles.
“It’s probably my fault,” I mutter. “I over-reacted. It’s just—the goblet is the same as I was forced to drink from in The Crypts.” I give another sigh and a small shake of my head. “But how would you know, you weren’t there. And I never told the story to anyone.”
“Do you mind if I ask what happened?”
Quickly, I relate to him the ghastly experience. I don’t do it because I fully trust him—I would be a blind fool to put my faith in any vampire after having known him for only a tiny bit of time—but because I want Cassandra to know that neither my power nor my strength was something that I actually sought. 
“Fascinating,” Felix says when the story’s done. “I had no idea. I understand how it must have frightened you, then, seeing this goblet reappear. I assure you that was not my intent. The truth of the matter is that this is not the same one.”
“Of course it’s not,” I mutter. “I was being stupid thinking it so.”
“But what you so eloquently explained demonstrates exactly what the goblets are for. They are part of a batch of sixteen, molded many generations ago. Made at a time witches and vampires were in league with each other—when there was a mutual respect between our kind.” Felix’s eyes take on a saddened look. “A respect, I fear, that has been very much lost since the vampire covens rose to prominence.”
“Weren’t there always covens?” I wonder.
Felix shakes his head. “No. There were bands of vampires that traveled together and shared their lives and experiences with each other, to be sure… but there were no covens. They are a modern invention, in truth, popularized by none other than our Queen.”
My eyebrows go up. “Really?” 
Felix nods. “Morgan brought the idea from her birth into one of the five great witch clans. Covens seem a matter of course to all those brought into our world after her creation. But in the time before…?” Felix shakes his head.
“Vampires are nomadic creatures, and they shun the company of others. It is in our nature to want to be alone. The basis of how we feed necessitates constant travel. At least, it did before The Haven was established. And at the same time came The Crypts, and after that, a whole host of smaller covens have come and gone, each trying to mimic the fabled prosperity we enjoy here.” He coughs. “I’m sorry. That was enjoyed here.”
“That I will bring back again,” I swear. “After tonight.”
“You are nothing if not determined, Eleira,” Felix notes. “That bodes very well for your success.”
“So why the goblet?” I ask again. “What does it have to do with anything? How did Cassandra come across it?”
“The goblet is an artifact of an older time,” Felix says. “Traditionally, the making of a vampire—of a fledgling—required a great sacrifice on the part of the maker.”
I furrow my eyebrows. “What do you mean?”
“A fledgling draws power from her maker,” Felix explains. “When one vampire makes another he passes a portion of his essence on. The vampiric force, that ethereal substance which animates us and gives us all our powers, does not come from an infinite pool. When one is made, that power is sapped from the creator. 
“That is why, for example, only vampires of a certain strength are able to produce fledglings. Here, in The Haven, that distinction belongs solely to the Elite.”
“I didn’t know that.”
“No? Did you think the cut-off for joining our ranks was some arbitrary measure? No, no. The Incolam are labeled such because they cannot make more vampires. It is also why the Queen keeps members of the Elite so close to her: so that she can monitor our ranks, and ensure that no humans are inadvertently—” he casts his eyes to Cassandra, “—converted.”
My brain works at a frenetic pace to soak up all of this new information. Does that mean Raul gave some of his power away to Cassandra when he made her? What about James, and April?
“The truth is, of course, that many of The Haven’s members are simply ignorant of that fact,” Felix continues. “They do not think of making fledglings because the Queen forbade it. I doubt many even know that they cannot.”
“So how does all that work?” I wonder. “How much power does a vampire pass on? I thought we gain strength when we feed—”
“Yes, of course, feeding properly opens up the avenue of reaching one’s full potential,” Felix says. “But the power of the vampire—your own vampire strength—is set at your creation. It is cemented by the first feeding. From that point on, every time you feed, you simply embrace more of your vampiric self.”
“But that makes no sense,” I say. “It means that I would be drawing strength from…”
James, I want to say, but the sudden eager gleam from Felix’s eyes makes me change my wording mid-phrase. 
“…someone else.”
Felix motions to the goblet. “Except, in your case, your maker was spared. Because you drank blood that was held in one of sixteen.”
“But if the vampiric essence is a finite source,” I say, “then how does the goblet spare—”
I cut off with a gasp. Suddenly, all the dots connect in my head. 
The connection between magic and the vampire’s gift. My blood, staining the pages of The Book of the Dead. Felix referring to the goblet as an object of power, a torrial…
“This is a contra-torrial,” I whisper, fear taking hold of me. “Activated by blood, drawing on dark magic. Isn’t it?”
Felix’s eyes positively shine. “In that, my dear,” he says, “you are absolutely correct.”



Chapter Seventeen
 
Cassandra
The Stronghold
 
I listen to the exchange between Felix and Eleira feeling like a fly on the wall. Either they have both forgotten I exist, or—more likely—I am so far beneath them that they don’t deem me worthy of notice.
With a forceful grunt I cut off that line of thought. I hate the vampire hierarchy with a blazing passion. I hate feeling constantly oppressed, no matter what I do, no matter how I act, in the presence of others stronger than me.
Above all, I hate the timidity that it instills in me. I was never afraid of speaking my mind to a vampire before. As a human, I could direct my hatred toward my masters without feeling internally conflicted about it. 
But now all that has changed. I should feel freer as a vampire. Yet I feel like a prisoner of my own mind. Even something as simple as walking into the same room as Eleira makes me pause. Her strength is astounding, and the meekness it forces out of me is absolutely staggering—even if neither one of us wants it to exist. 
But such is the hierarchy, and we are helpless to affect it.
It’s like a tightness wrapped itself around me, the moment I stepped into the room. And now, I’m forced to defer to her in all respects. Even something as simple as making proper eye contact is impossible, with me bound by these chains.
“No,” Eleira says, shaking her head. “No, it can’t be. A contra-torrial? No, no, no…” 
She trails off. She looks truly frightened. And then, in a small voice, she adds, “But it is. Isn’t it?”
Felix nods. “Vampires and witches cooperated once, in my time… but that was a relationship struck with witches of the dissenting ordeals.”
“I can’t believe it.” Eleira says, her voice hoarse.
“Believe it you must. For I was there. I was one of those vampires entrusted with a goblet. It is how our Queen has it in her possession. It is what she intends to use with you, tonight.” 
The jolt of those words makes Eleira sit straight up. 
Good for you! I want to say. But the damnable hierarchy prevents me from so much as uttering a single syllable. 
“That’s why she’s so certain of succession plans,” Eleira says. “You saw her, Felix. You saw what she did to the vampire who proclaimed her irrelevant.”
“I did,” he agrees.
“She struck him down and then rose him up again,” Eleira continues. “It wasn’t through the sort of magic that I know.” She gulps, and looks at the cup. “It was through the other half.”
Fighting with all my will against the deference, I manage to look up and squeeze out a forced, “Can I say something?”
Both Felix and Eleira give a stare, almost as if they’d forgotten I was there. Felix gives an obliging smile. “Of course. Go ahead.”
The hierarchy compels me to look to Eleira for permission, too. She gives a quick nod, followed by a tight smile.
“I don’t know the difference between a torrial and a contra-torrial,” I begin. “And I know even less about the types of magic you are talking about. But I can offer a unique perspective of the humans who’ve lived here.” Stringing so many concurrent words together feels like paddling upstream in a stretch of angry whitewater rapids. “The Queen is the absolute monarch, and while the humans feel like we live under vast oppression, yes, we also have her protection. In our—” I cough, changing my words, “—in their eyes, she is the only reason and semblance of order governing The Haven’s village. She is the one to set the rules. With all this… turmoil? That’s been ripped out and turned over on its head.
“I know that Eleira is meant to inherit rule. But few of the humans do. They’ve been left in the dark. Whether that’s purposeful or by mere omission…? I don’t know. But I do know that if they wake up tomorrow and find Eleira newly crowned and Morgan out of her position of power… well, they’re not going to revolt exactly, they don’t have the numbers to do so, but they will not be easily persuaded to accept the change.”
Felix smiles in a reassuring way. “I understand your concern for your friends,” he says. “But frankly they are of little importance now.”
“No,” Eleira cuts him off. “No, they are not. Whatever capacity I find myself in tomorrow, I’ll be in a better position to improve their lives.” She looks at me. “I promise, Cassandra, I will do all that I can to make it happen.”
I shy back, without willing it, because of the awful mismatch of power.
Eleira winces. “You don’t need to be frightened of me,” she says gently. 
Felix reaches out and places a hand on her arm. “She can’t exactly help it,” he says. “Weaker vampires can go against the hierarchy for short bursts, at times, but only once they have full control of their powers. Only after they’ve been in the blood for many, many years.”
“It’s going to take years?” I whisper, cowed back again. The tiny little speech I gave seems to have sapped whatever reserve of defiance I had left. 
“Under ordinary circumstances, yes,” Felix says. “But I did not send you for the goblet without reason.”
My eyes narrow in forced suspicion even as a tiny ray of hope blooms inside. “What do you mean?”
“As I was telling Eleira, a fledgling draws on her maker’s strength. The infusion of human blood only gives you the substance needed to realize your powers. And you were made by a very powerful vampire, indeed. So you will rise in status quickly.”
“She’s going to draw on Raul’s powers?” Eleira asks. 
“She would, yes… if left to her own development. We are blessed, however, in that we have the cup.”
“You want to activate it and offer it to her, don’t you?” Eleira asks. “You want to spare Raul his strength.”
Felix looks right at me, then at Eleira. “Unless you’re opposed.”
“I don’t feel like I have enough influence to offer a true opinion.”
Eleira considers for a moment… and shakes her head. “You know exactly how the contra-torrial works?” she asks him. “You know that it draws on blood magic?”
“Of course,” Felix answers. “I was the one to present it to our Queen.”
“And it’s not… it’s not going to damage her?” Eleira asks. “It won’t harm Cassandra, will it, in any way?”
“Not if the proper ritual is observed.”
Eleira considers it some more. She looks at me. “The Queen wanted you to be with us,” she says. “I don’t know why, and I don’t know anything of your past. But I owe you so much for saving Raul’s life. Blood magic—I will admit, it frightens me. It makes me uneasy. But I will not stand in the way if this is what you want.”
“Cassandra?” Felix asks. “What do you think?”
I shake my head, not truly following along. “Raul will be the one to derive benefit,” I say. “Won’t he? Eleira, it should be your call, then. Or his.”
Felix shakes his head. “By doing things this way, you will bypass many of the wasted years that take place when you first come to grips with your powers. This goblet is powerful. It infuses you with the inanimate force that sustains all of us. It changes the source of it, redirects the flow, so that your strength does not come from the vampire who made you but form the Elemental Forces themselves.”
“No.” Eleira shakes her head. “That’s not right. Blood magic does not draw on the Elemental Forces. It takes its powers from somewhere else.”
Felix’s eyebrows go up. “Of this you’re certain?”
Eleira shoots him a wry look. “I am the resident witch here.”
He spreads his hands. “Fair enough. I was never privy to the inner-workings of such things before. All I know is what the witches who refused to close the portal to the other world—the ones who made the contra-torrials in the first place—told me. I do wonder, though…” he taps his lips, and looks at the goblet, “…how we’ve managed to use it all this time without knowing how it really works.”
“It serves its purpose, I’m assuming,” I offer. I surprise myself by speaking out loud.
Felix chuckles. “Yes. We can’t deny that.” He looks to me once more. “So. What say you?”
I hesitate, and look to Eleira. “What do you think?”
I know what I think, and what I want, but in the presence of two such powerful vampires I need both their consent. And permission.
“It’s up to you,” she tells me. “I can’t put myself in your shoes.”
“And it will spare Raul?” I ask again. For how he helped me, I have a soft spot for the vampire prince. 
“It will allow him to carry on as he is, yes,” Felix says.
“Okay,” I nod. “Okay, then I want it. Okay, let’s do it.”
“Splendid,” Felix tells us. “Just in time, as well, to have the cup primed for the succession.”



Chapter Eighteen
 
Riyu
Beatrice’s torture cell
 
 It takes hours for me to get the strength needed to push myself up. 
My whole body is shaking. At first it was from rage, and anger—how dare Beatrice betray me! But that lasted only as long as it took for her to turn that horrid light on.
With a shudder, I look up. I see the lamp, high above the silver bars. Much too far to reach. Too far to affect things, too far for me to save myself…
Is this what she’s been doing to her so-called children down here all this time?
I shudder, and then I curl up into a little ball. I huddle into myself, feeling the worst kind of misery—the worst kind of hopelessness.
I had thought the lashes I’d received on Dagan’s orders were bad. But they were nothing, nothing compared to the torture here. 
My mind goes back, to many years ago, and all those awful nights I spent in the Red Keep.
Back then I was still a human. Now, as a vampire, I should be better equipped to handle such pain…
But I am not.
No, right now, I feel none of my gifts at all. My sense of the Elemental Forces is cut off by the obsidian in the silver bars. My vampire strengths are all useless to me because of the silver. I do not have the physical strength to simply bend the bars out of shape and escape—but even if I did, I could not do it, because they are silver.
A more wretched, miserable position I could not imagine for myself.
And to think. To think! I walked straight into this trap. If I had even a modicum of my usual common sense I would have seen it coming from a mile away. But I was reeling with anger at Dagon, maybe even with anger at myself.
Of course, the other vampire would not return my affections! I’d seen him with our women multiple times. And it was a slimy, desperate, disrespectful thing for me to do, trying to see if I could coax him into intimacy with me.
Maybe that disgust was what resulted in the cognitive dissonance that allowed me to fall so far.
And Beatrice. Beatrice! That conniving, scheming, lying, manipulative hussy! All this time she’d played me like a fool. I should have known better than to trust her. Alarm bells should have gone off in my head as soon as she told me how she approached my request for help with Dagan…
But no. I can’t go too far down the rabbit hole and succumb to absolute despair. Not yet. Not so soon.
I owe it to myself and, at the very least, to my Father’s legacy, to prove I am worth more than merely being someone else’s pawn.
My resolve starts to build again. My mind, so long consumed by pain, begins to work again, to chip away, trying to find some means of getting me out of this mess.
Once more, I look round the cage. This time I look at it not through the eye of a prisoner, but of one who’d built it.
There has to be a weakness here somewhere.
Pulling on my entire reserve of strength, I push myself up to my feet. I wobble as I rise, but then I catch my balance. 
A minor victory, but at least it’s a start, I think.
Again I look up. The source of that awful light is ten, maybe fifteen feet away from the ceiling bars. I can see through the glass shielding, into the actual cone that holds the lamp.
I purse my lips for a minute, thinking. The rays that fell on me were not ordinary UV. Even one hundred percent pure UV light would not have caused that much agony. And my recovery from the blast was unusual in that it took a surprisingly long time… but did not call upon my vampire healing abilities in any way.
That is, the light felt like it burned… it actuated all the pain sensors in my skin… but it did not actually physically harm me.
Not, at least, insofar as I can see.
I examine my hands again and start that soothing habit of running my fingers over my knuckles. Soft, delicate, feminine bones. Smooth, untarnished skin.
No, the light definitely did not do harm to me physically. Knowing Beatrice, she means it solely as an instrument of torture.
But torture for the mind.
I take a cautious step toward the closest set of bars. I reach out and hold my hand a scant inch away from them. I can feel the silver’s effect running up my arm. It’s almost like a magnetic force, pushing me away…
But there is not enough silver here to addle my senses. Once I’d gotten over the initial exposure, my mind was fine.
Also interesting, that.
As for the obsidian? Nothing gives any indication of its presence—aside from the complete absence of the Elemental Forces in the air. In a way, the emptiness is almost peaceful. Under different circumstances it would be, given the raging, tumultuous nature of the flows that had marked the Elements before.
Such comforts are of small use to me now.
I do a hasty but thorough search of the little cell but come up with nothing unexpected. So far, it is exactly what it purports to be.
A vampire’s prison.
Yet one of the main gifts I’ve acquired over my life is the ability to extricate myself from even the most inauspicious situations.
The key, as it always is, lies in my mind.
Practicing magic has let my mental muscles flourish even when my body lagged behind. I made sure not to expose too much of that to anybody else. The less they know about the true degree of my intellect, the better.
It’s always advantageous to be underestimated by folk.
So even this little recovery time that Beatrice has granted me? It works in my favor. Now that I’ve had a taste of the worst of the light… I can steel myself and prepare for the second onslaught, when it comes.
I can lock away the part of my mind that feels most pain and distance myself from it while still acting as if the rays affect me as much as the first time.
It’s not much to go on, admittedly… but right now, it’s a start.
I go to the exact epicenter of the room, sit down, cross my legs, and assume a meditative pose.
Some minutes later, I hear the sounds of someone approaching. 
At first I think it is Beatrice. Who else? But as the footsteps get louder, I realize that their rhythm is not hers.
My heart almost stops in my chest when I realize that the cadence is one that I am intimately familiar with. In an instant, I leap up, heart pounding with excitement…
Dagan’s form appears from out of the darkness.
He blinks in surprise when he finds me on the other side of the black veil. “Riyu?” he grunts. “What the hell?”
Without a second’s pause he leans down, grabs the bottom of the cell door, and hauls it up. His face twists in pain as he fights against the silver.
I don’t need more than the thinnest space to break out. As soon as there’s a big enough gap I surge forward, and roll out of that horrible, awful cage.
The Elemental Forces slam back into me so hard I nearly waver.
They are more frenzied than before. I can feel them battling each other for position in the air. Fire fights Water, Earth struggles against Air. They surge and flare like lightning in the heat of a thunderstorm.
I’ve never felt anything of the like. Usually they are tranquil, calm, and in complete harmony with each other. Now, it’s like they’re screaming for an escape.
Before they can overwhelm me I shut off the part of my mind receptive to them. Now their dissonance softens to a dull roar. Anybody less skilled in magic than I would doubtlessly struggle with that much cacophony in their head.
But, as my one-time teacher in the Red Keep said… what I lack in raw magical strength I make up with in intellectual ability.
I turn my attention on my Lieutenant, who is openly troubled by the sight of me.
Without willing it, I shy away.
“Riyu.” His voice stops me in my tracks. “Tell me how you ended up here.”
I swallow and start to relate the story. I tell it all—from Beatrice’s use of the herb to make the numbness seep through Dagan’s body, to the antidote she gave me to make it stop. At this point, I see little need in leaving any of it out—not when it has become clear just where Beatrice’s loyalties lie.
The only thing I neglect to mention is the reason I asked for Beatrice’s help… and my own feelings for the impressive man now standing in front of me. I see no reason to alert him to that peculiarity.
Dagan listens to it all without a word. But his expression darkens as I go on and on.
Finally, when I get to the part where Beatrice shoved me in the cage, he cuts me off with an aggressive hand slash through the air.
“I’ve heard enough,” he tells me. “The King is right. Everything you told me serves to confirm his doubts about Beatrice.”
“Doubts?” I ask. “What doubts?”
“Are you loyal to me, Riyu?” Dagan asks.
“Yes,” I pledge. “After all I’ve revealed, how could you think I’m not?”
“I’m going to indulge you, then. You are part of the First Guard, and I require my force to do what I was asked. The best…” he looks up over me, his eyes taking on a faraway glaze, “…the best is to keep those in the know as few as possible. But given what you’ve experienced, coupled with your considerable talents…” He looks at me again and nods. “You will be the one I take on.”
A little spark of excitement comes alight within me at the unexpected praise. Dagan is usually very miserly with such words. 
“The King entrusted me with a secret mission,” he says. “If I reveal the purpose to you, you will be bound to me forever. One slip, one wrong word, and you will be killed. I personally will see to that.”
I nod and stand straighter, emboldened by his faith in me. “Tell me what you want.”
Dagan actually gives a lopsided smile. “The irony is, the King gave me the same proposition. In a way, I am breaking his trust, revealing it to you. But as you’ll eventually learn, I have my reasons. Do not judge me for reneging on my word now.”
I haven’t the slightest idea what he’s referring to, but I feel more energized with every word. “I told you before, Dagan. No matter what, I am yours to command. Forever and always, through and through.” I go to one knee in the formal position required of one of my rank. “I vow my life to yours. Your words, your voice, is what I answer to. Yours, above anyone else’s. Yours, before any others.” I look up and meet his eyes. “Yours, before the King’s.”
“Get up,” Dagan grunts at me. “If you had given that vow even a day ago, I would have had grounds to persecute you for treason. I would have done it, too. But…” conflict shows on his face. “Things have changed in The Crypts.”
I stand. “Tell me what happened. What did the King want?”
“The King,” Dagan says, “ordered me to destroy all of Beatrice’s creations. And he told me…” his eyes stare into mine, “…to get ready to kill her, too.”



Chapter Nineteen
 
Dagan
The Crypts
 
With Riyu at my side, we do a quick search of Beatrice’s underground facilities. Discovering nothing useful, except for the other cages where she keeps her creations, we set about systematically exterminating each and every one.
The buggers prove surprisingly difficult to kill. 
I approach the first of the cells with my sword drawn. The creature inside is a hideous, wretched thing. Its skin is translucent, and it snarls at me as I come close. Its limbs are long and horribly thin, the bones jutting out at odd angles. 
It scampers to the far reaches of its small enclosure as I ready myself in front of the bars. All the hair it once possessed is gone. Were it not for the tiny, shriveled up genitals between its legs I could not even tell if it were male or female.
The King was right when he labelled them abominations.
“Ready?” I ask Riyu, steadying my sword. The point of it is aimed right at the creature’s neck. 
The little vampire nods. “If it gets past you, I’ll strike it down with Fire.”
“With the way you described the Elemental Forces behaving,” I note, “let us hope it doesn’t come to that.” Absently, I pat the little vial of fish juice in my pocket. “No vampire has gotten past me yet. I’m not about to let this pitiful worm become the first.”
Riyu nods and hits the button that undoes the lock to the silver cage.
With a grunt, I heave the door up and barrel into the enclosure. The silver bars bang shut behind me.
I am alone with this… thing.
For a moment, it regards me. And then it opens its mouth and screams.
The sound is high and shrill and takes me entirely by surprise. I stagger back, clamping both hands over my ears. The scream pierces my eardrums and rattles my brain. It makes it impossible to think, impossible to focus. I never thought this would be a weakness, but I can do nothing against the sound waves. 
Then the creature’s jaw clamps shut. It cuts off. In a rage, I roar, ready to sever the thing’s head from its body—
It moves with astonishing speed.
One moment it’s in front of me. The next it’s darted to the other side of the cage. I could never have guessed such a miserable creature capable of moving so fast. 
I spin around and explode toward it. Again it just waits until the final moment… and simply darts out of the way.
Now I start getting very angry.
I know Riyu is watching, and this sort of performance is humiliating. I shift my longsword. Then, thinking better of it, toss it down.
Only hand-to-hand combat will allow me to destroy this thing.
My claws come out. The vampire instincts all kick in. I expand my mind, searching for this wretched thing’s presence.
I find only a void.
Shock ripples through me. Where this creature is—the place it occupies in space—has only a rift.
Again it opens its mouth, readying to emit that horrible noise—
I don’t let it. I didn’t use all my agility before. With the sword no longer weighing me down I close the distance to the creature very quickly. Only the first bit of sound reaches my ears before I’m on it. 
My hands jut out. One of them finds the creature’s throat. A sort of disgust washes through me as I feel the slick, almost slimy texture of its skin.
The thing howls at me, scrambling to break out of my grip, but I am utterly relentless. I squeeze harder, then let my claws pierce into the neck.
I thought blood might spurt out… but instead a disgustingly thin vapor is emitted. 
As it leaves the body, I start to get a sense of the vampire I’m holding. It’s weakening before me, dying before my eyes.
My muscles flex as I grab the creature by the skull. It tries the scream again, but with its broken windpipe the sound no longer affects me.
With a savage roar I jerk my hands apart, tearing the head right off the body. Ligaments of the spine stretch and snap. Vertebrae break. More of that vapor hisses out, and then, just like that, it’s done.
The energy in the room palpably shifts. I feel something akin to a suction, exerted by the corpse below me. With a grunt I drop the head and step away. 
Then I watch, wary, as a dark mist starts to flow inward from the outer reaches of the cell. The dark tentacles pool around the body. 
“Dagan!” Riyu hisses behind me. “Get out!”
I do not move. The mist entrances me.
I watch as it thickens and starts to roll over the body. It is like seeing an infestation of termites descend on a fresh piece of wood. The effervescent vapor that leaked from the body mixes with the strange black substance and forms almost a barrier over the misshapen form.
“Dagan!” Riyu insists. “You need to get out!”
With a start I realize he’s right. I spin back. He’d already released the mechanism that will let me escape. I heft the cage door up and quickly sweep under it to join him on the other side.
The moment I’m through a blistering outside force slams into me. I see a blue light explode around Riyu. His face is screwed up in concentration, his hands jutting around in sharp, intricate motions. 
“What are you doing?” I growl, as the force pulses into me and compels me to step back. My shoulder blades hit the back of the cage. “Riyu!”
He doesn’t answer. If anything his concentration doubles. He mutters words I cannot understand. The unusual force pounds into me, pushing me away, coursing through my body—
And then it stops. The light around Riyu winks out. He staggers sideways, and almost falls. Anger seizes me, and I’m on him in a flash. I grab his arm. “What did you do?” I demand. “What was that all about?”
He takes a moment to compose himself enough to speak.
“The vampire,” he says in a trembling, unsteady voice, “tried to switch bodies with you.”
I glare at him. “What?”
“Beatrice—she did something evil. Something absolutely vile.” Riyu looks more shaken than I’ve ever seen him. “She stripped the souls away from these creatures… but made their bodies remain here on earth.”
I shake my head. “That doesn’t make sense,” I growl. 
“I had to cleanse you,” he says wearily. “I had to eliminate the seed. You were carrying it. The vapor, that mist you saw come out of the creature’s body? You inhaled it, and it became a part of you.” Riyu exhales a long and tired breath. Then he shakes me off. “Let go, Dagan. I have proved my worth.”
The amount of command in that request surprises me. With an irritated grunt I release him. “So now what?” I ask. “Am I infected again, is that what you’re telling me?”
“No.” Riyu shakes his head. “I destroyed the parasite before it could latch onto your blood.”
“That’s what I felt?” I question.
“Yes,” he nods. “But it took an enormous amount of my power. I don’t think I’ll be able to do it again.”
I look around at the entrances to the other cells. “You will have to,” I say.
“No.” He shakes his head. “You are too vulnerable. After the link that formed and was broken with you and that weapon… well, your body is like a sponge. It’s receptive to any outside force that can do what this one tried.”
“So what do you suggest, then?” I ask, with no small amount of sarcasm. “We’re not going to simply walk away. You know the King’s orders.”
“I do,” he agrees. “And that means there’s only one avenue for us to continue this venture.”
I look at him. “And what’s that?”
“I will be the one to kill these things.”



Chapter Twenty
 
Riyu
The Crypts
 
Of course I’d lied to Dagan when I told him the story of his vulnerability. But he swallowed the lie hook, line, and sinker. 
The truth is, I could not stand him being humiliated the way he had been in the first cage.
The lieutenant is a proud commander. He bluffs and boasts his way through most uncertainties. He’s been able to do it successfully, so far, because he’s never faced much he could not handle on the basis of raw strength.
But when I saw Beatrice’s creature move… when I saw how its screams affected Dagan… I knew that he would react badly. 
He’d dropped his sword and gone after it with his bare hands. That was a stunning miscalculation. Without the weapon, it meant he’d have to come even closer to the thing. It put him at risk of whatever else the creature had up its sleeves. He tossed away his reason and acted in the heat of the moment.
That has no small part to do, I suspect, with the fact that I was watching.
Worse, I was helpless to affect things from the outside. The damn obsidian in all the cages ensured that.
And no matter what happened between us, or what happened to me, I still very much care about Dagan. If harm befell him because of my presence, I could never forgive myself.
Better take the metaphorical bullet than risk him being hurt.
So I made up the convoluted explanation on the spot. My mind is still not fully recovered from the torture. As such, it was not as sharp as it usually is. The eloquence was completely missing from my speech… but it was enough to get Dagan to agree to my proposal.
The physical blast of magic I’d directed at him probably did all my convincing for me. It was also entirely a sham—but he had to believe that there truly was a danger he could not overcome before he would consciously accept my help.
I know how much it wounds his pride to do so.
So that guilt that I would harbor should something untoward happen to him is what compels me to lie. My whole life has been one great act after another, in either case, so it’s not like I had a lack of experience with it.
But now, as I ready myself to face the next creature, a few tiny strands of doubt take root in my head. If Dagan—an accomplished warrior—struggled with the kill, what chance do I have to do better?
I glance at the muscly vampire. All I do, all I’ve done, is for him.
“We let it out,” I tell him, reaffirming our plan. “And here, I will strike it down with magic.”
Dagan looks at me incredulously. “It just saw us destroy one of its kin,” he says. “Why would it come to us? And if it gets past—it will be loose in The Crypts.”
“There are enough vampires there who can destroy it,” I say. “The key is to do it discretely.”
Dagan grunts. “We should kill it the same way we killed the first.”
I give him a sharp and disapproving look. It’s nothing I thought he’d react to before…
But now things are different. The dynamic of our relationship has started to shift.
He holds his hands up and relents. “I know, I know,” he says. “You’re worried about the vulnerability.”
“I won’t be able to extricate the disease from you again,” I say firmly. “But I am immune to it because I can stop the attack when it comes. You are blind to magic. So you cannot.”
He makes a sour sound of displeasure in his throat. “Let’s get on with it?” he asks. He bends down and takes hold of the bottom of the door. “Ready?” 
I nod. 
With a grunted heave he pulls it up.
The poor, wretched creature in the cell simply lifts its head and looks at us. It does not move.
“Told you,” Dagan says. 
“Ah, but you forget one thing,” I remind him.
I reach over and flip the switch that activates the spotlight high above.
The creature, half-dead, already dying, perhaps not even conscious, starts to shriek. The smell of burning flesh drifts to my nostrils. Even so I cannot feel even the faintest bit of pity for it. Killing it would be putting it out of its misery, and ending this sanctimonious experiment.
I turn the light off. The sound cuts off. The things gasps and heaves and stares at us, wide-eyed and pleading. 
“It’s not going to come out,” Dagan observes. “Keep the gate open. I’m going in.”
“No!” I exclaim, but then it’s too late. Dagan steps inside. 
And as soon as he crosses the threshold, the being comes alive. It leaps to its hind legs. Its hideously empty eyes start to double in size. A thin, serpentine tongue swishes out and swirls around the thin, transparent lips.
I’m trapped by indecision. Dagan is the fighter, he is the warrior, the one who actually has a chance in hand-to-hand combat. If I follow my lieutenant in, I will only make a mess of things. The damn obsidian casts a protective orb around the cage which magic cannot penetrate. So—
But even those thoughts take too long compared to the speed with which Dagan moves. He’s on the creature so fast it has no chance to react. Not like last time. Dagan’s claws tear into the creature’s chest. He rips out the heart.
Then, with a sound of disgust, he tosses it aside as if it’s some small thing, wipes his hands on his vest, and casually returns to me.
“Surprised?” he notes when he sees me gaping at him. “Remember that I did not gain rank without reason.”
“But the first time,” I begin.
“Was a rare mistake. I underestimated the creature. This one did not have that advantage.”
I nod.
Dagan spreads his arms. “Aren’t you going to cleanse me?” he asks.
Behind him, the dark mist is just starting to cover the ruined body.
I shake my head as I trigger the mechanism that bolts the entrance. “There’s no need,” I say. “This one made no attempt to penetrate you.”
Dagan scoffs. “An interesting choice of words,” he notes. 
A horrendous blush forms on my cheeks. I turn away and busy myself before he can notice.
“Come, Riyu,” he says. “There are four more of these creatures that require our attention.”
 
***
 
We make short order of the rest of the hybrids. When it’s done, and there are six decomposing corpses in the cells where once there were tortured vampires, Dagan turns to me. 
“I know you did not have to help,” he says. “You had every right to go against me, against the order, and run to the King. I am…” he searches for the right words, “…grateful that you chose to help.”
I stare at him as if I’ve never seen him before. I’ve certainly never seen this side of him before. 
“Of course,” I say. “Dagan, you know I would not betray you.”
“It’s not about betrayal,” he says slowly. “It’s more about… faith. Trust… in what you are doing is right. Trust in your leaders. Trust in the King.”
Again, he hesitates. 
“I made a point not to get involved in the personal affairs of my soldiers,” he says. “But I find my thoughts drifting the other way when it comes to you. You are the King’s son.”
I wince. 
“Even if he refuses to acknowledge you as kin. I know the truth of it. As does The Ancient.”
“Why are you telling me this?” I wonder. “Why now, all of a sudden?”
“Because times are changing,” Dagan says. “Darkness is rising. You said it yourself: the Elemental Forces are incensed. There’s been a disturbance to the equilibrium. I think…” he pauses, lowers his voice, and speaks in a whisper. “I think I know the root cause.”
My eyes narrow. Never, ever, had Dagan been so forthcoming. Nor has he ever seemed so conflicted. 
Something is weighing on him. Something big. 
“What are you trying to tell me?” I ask.
“I don’t expect you to believe me,” he replies. “Given all the—damn—all the hardships you’ve faced.” He runs a hand through his hair. “Damn, this is difficult. Just listen, Riyu, and let me explain. Don’t say anything until I’m done. Okay?”
I nod, growing more and more intrigued—and wary—by the minute.
“The truth is, I know your magical ability is stunted.”
I make a fake expression of shock. He grunts in annoyance. “Don’t do that,” he says. “I know you know there’s a block, even you’re though you’re not supposed to. You’re too smart to have come all this way and not realized it.”
“Fine,” I grumble. “That might be true.”
“Moreover, I know why it’s stunted. I was there when it happened. When the King gave the order. You remember nothing of it, do you? Of course you don’t. It was in the vulnerable moment between your full transformation and your first feeding. That is why you haven’t been able to break out of it. That is why you never will. It’s ingrained in you, Riyu. It’s a vital part of who you are.”
He shakes his head. “At the time, I agreed with the King’s choice. A male vampire with royal blood should not be given the extra ability afforded by unfettered access to magic. You’d become too dangerous. We did not know who you would grow up to be. You could have developed into a maniac, a psychopath, somebody unstable. You could have been an enormous threat. To the stability of not just this coven—but to the entire vampire world.”
“That’s a bit of a stretch,” I murmur.
“Back then we had no way to know,” he continues. “And for that—for limiting you—I am…” he grunts again. “I’m sorry.”
My eyebrows go up. “What?”
“I’m sorry, damn you,” he growls. “Do I need to say it twice? It’s damn humiliating already.”
I shake my head. “I was surprised, that’s all,” I say. “You caught me off-guard.”
“Well, there you have it. But even that is not the point.”
“What is?”
“The reasons for my being complicit in your neutering have not changed. I still believe magic is a strain upon the world. I think it is a force that cannot be trusted. It only takes one maniac or fool to do something that will assure the destruction of our time.”
“Do you think that’s me?” I ask, not quite following along. 
“No,” he says. “Not you. You’ve proven yourself to be sound of mind. Despite your… perversions.” 
Involuntarily, I take a small step back. He knows?
He continues on. “The problem is your Father,” he confides in me. “The King. He told me—showed me—what he’s been working on.”
A horrible sense of understanding forms. “Yes?”
“He showed me…” Dagan’s voice dips lower. “He showed me that he taught himself blood magic.”



Chapter Twenty-One
 
James
Washington state
 
I maneuver the plane down into an abandoned airfield near the border of British Columbia. 
At least we’re not going to Mexico, I think ruefully, considering the increased difficulty we would have slipping across that border undetected. There are other vampire covens in operation there.
Luckily, we are going the other way.
We touch down. In the back of the plane, Victoria is watching Sylvia, while Liana and April are both guarding Smithson.
Despite their initial misgivings, the two girls seem to have developed a bit of a chemistry. That bodes well for me. I need the Nocturna Animalia to be one cohesive unit. Especially at the start. Those first few members are most important because they will set the stage for the coven’s prosperity for the rest of its time on earth.
If I have it my way… that time will be ever-lasting. A time of glory for my coven, a time of absolute might! A time while I rise above both my parents and prove myself to be the most capable vampire ruler on earth.
My lips quirk up in a smile at such thoughts. Of course I have illusions of grandeur. They are part of the vampire condition. 
Moreover, they are part of the James Soren condition.
The plane rolls to a halt as I turn the engine off. “April,” I call out. “Come here.”
The girl pushes herself up and glides over. I can all but feel her pride at being singled out amongst all the rest. 
I have to say, I could easily get used to the amount of respect. 
“Yes?” she asks sweetly when she comes up to me.
“How are you feeling?” I ask. “Strong? Capable?”
She flips her hair back and seems to stand a little taller. “Always,” she says. 
“Good. I have a special mission for you.” I lower my voice and cast a look back at the others on the plane. “I want it to stay between us, however.”
She gives a solemn nod, instantly more serious. “Of course.”
“When we cross into Canada… there might be a time I’ll need to go away. I’m not sure yet. But if I do go, nothing we need to do changes. As the first of the Nocturna Animalia, I’d like to leave you in charge.”
Her eyes widen. “Me?” she asks. “Not… Victoria?”
“Victoria is stronger, but she is not fully of our coven,” I say. “We will continue to work with her as we’ve already done, and I will listen to her advice. She has certain experience unique for any vampire. However! She is not committed to me as strongly as you or Liana.”
April makes an undisguised sound of disagreement at mention of the other girls. 
Perhaps their friendship has yet to flourish to the extent that I hope.
“There’s a city—a small town, really,” I continue, “north of here. Way north. Up in the Yukon. Carcross. Have you heard of it?”
She shakes her head. “Never. Should I?”
“I wouldn’t expect you to. It’s not exactly a hotbed of activity. But there are certain… rumors… that I’ve heard related over the years. About a supernatural force present in the vicinity. Now—” I give a small, sour laugh, “—I’ve never put much faith in it, but it did pique my interest. When I was part of The Haven, a Prince there, it may have been unseemly for me to go investigate. Mother would have never allowed it. And the Elite would have made a fuss about one of the royal family taking an extended leave. Now, however?” My eyes gleam. “Now, things have changed. I am my own vampire. I go where I want. I am the only one in charge of my fate.” 
I trail off. I don’t know why I’m divulging all of this to her, except for the fact that it feels good to hear myself talk.
For what it’s worth, April soaks all of it up with eager readiness.
“The point is,” I finish quickly, “I might need to disappear for a short bit of time. Have no fear that I’ll abandon you. I wanted to give you a head’s up. That’s all.”
She nods slowly. “Okay.”
“The others will accept your command because I will give the order for them to listen. I’m telling you now so you have a chance to prepare yourself. There’s a big difference between acting like you know what you’re doing and actually being responsible for others. I want you to get ready for that possibility. That’s all.”
She smiles. “I think I can do that,” she tells me. She looks over her shoulder at Victoria. I know there’s no love lost between the two of them. 
“Truth be told?” I confide in a low voice. “I intend for this to be a test of Victoria’s oath. You and Liana I know are loyal. You are bound to me by virtue of your creation. No such bonds hold her. I suspect she is on our side… but with someone as cold as she is, you can never know.”
“Oh, I understand,” April says. “Don’t worry, James. I won’t let you down.”
I spoil her with a smile. “I know you won’t.”
 
***
 
We wait out the remaining hours to nightfall and then make our crossing.
Sylvia proves more cooperative than I would have imagined. She makes no fuss about being handcuffed, nor does she protest when I stuff a gag into her mouth. I could simply silence her with my vampiric influence… but it’s always seemed more symbolic to do things like this with physical objects.
Once the party is ready, I give directions, and we steal across the border.
It proves deceptively easy to go across. The Canadian-American border is the longest unguarded border in the world, after all. And it’s not like the border guards are on the lookout for refugees.
Still, I feel a tangible relief when we make it to the other side. Smithson is still only half-lucid. His abilities were my biggest concern. If we ran into an actual patrol guard, he would have prevented us from making a speedy getaway… which meant the only thing we could have done was attack… and that would have been far too messy for my liking. 
But we manage the entire venture without incident.
“We need to get as far as we can before daylight,” I tell my group. “We’re still limited by our baggage.”
I shoot a look over at the incapacitated Smithson to make it clear who I mean.
Victoria steps up to me. “Perhaps it will be better,” she offers wryly, “if we get our fledglings fed.”
At mention of feeding, both April’s and Liana’s eyes light up.
So do Sylvia’s, no matter how she tries to hide it.
I consider the suggestion. It certainly is tempting to let them run free…
“No,” I say. “They fed last night. We need to move. Not dally.”
Truth is, I’m only rejecting the idea to demonstrate to the others who’s in command. I have no qualms about them feeding—it’s a good call. 
Yet sometimes a leader must put his own priorities first to reaffirm he’s in control.
“A wise decision,” Victoria murmurs. 
We start moving.
Despite the two prisoners, we go fast. It’s easy to stay out of the popular areas in the vast, uninhabited swaths of British Columbia. I lead my group to that distant airfield that my brother and I maintained.
Gods, the time I worked with either Raul or Phillip in pure collaboration seem a lifetime ago. But it’s not more than a few years. Hell, a few months, back when we moved in unison to abduct Eleira.
I smile to myself in fond memory of that time. My, but how far things have progressed since then.
We reach the airfield. I expand my mind, reaching out with its full capacity to make sure we’re alone. 
We are, of course. I’m just about to cut the connection off when suddenly I get the briefest inkling of someone else.
“Get back!” I hiss, spreading my arms and motioning back to the trees. “Somebody’s here.”
Immediately, a tension ripples through the company.
“The Black Sorceress?” April breathes. 
“No,” I say. “I don’t think so.” I look at the only other experienced vampire in our group. “Victoria. Expand your mind, see what you can find.”
She furrows her brows in concentration… and shakes her head. “We’re clear,” she says.
I nod slowly. “I would have sworn so, too,” I begin. “But…”
Just then the briefest flicker of the sensation comes again. I tense up.
“I felt it,” Victoria admits. “Do we know if it’s a friend or foe?”
I grunt and shake my head. “The wandering vampires of North America never had a favorable opinion of The Haven. I doubt there are any who know what I look like. But still.” I glance at the others in the group. “We need to be ready for hostility if I’m recognized as a Soren.”
Victoria nods slowly. “Liana, April, and I should go first, then.” 
I blink. “What?”
“I’ll go with the two girls to the airfield. Whoever’s there doesn’t know us. We’ll claim to be wanderers, castaways from an unnamed coven. I’m not known on this continent. The two girls are obviously fledglings. That way, we stand no risk of you being identified.”
“They know this airfield belongs to The Haven,” I say. “It’s the only reason the planes stand untouched.”
“We’ll claim to have just stumbled upon them,” Victoria suggests. “Entirely by accident. If there’s somebody out there, best you’re not the first one they see.”
I grunt and motion for them to go.
Victoria takes the two girls and ventures forward. I’m left alone with Sylvia and Smithson. 
A few minutes after they’ve gone, Sylvia stirs. 
I look at her. “Yes?”
She shakes her head. “Nothing.”
I give a predatory smile. “I want to know what’s on your mind.”
“Why? Just because we’re allied doesn’t mean I’m going to reveal everything to you.”
An eyebrow goes up. “You think we’re allied?” 
“You need me if you wish to take down the Black Sorceress,” she says matter-of-factly. “Yes, vampire. I’d say we are.”
That earns a chuckle. “You’re a vampire too, huntress.”
“Not for very long,” she murmurs. 
From anyone else I would have expected that declaration to be accompanied by a hint of dejection, of futility. But in her words I hear something else:
Conviction.
“What do you mean, not for long?” I ask. “You’re immortal. You’re going to be like this forevermore.”
“The sun destroys vampires,” she says. “And the Crusaders have other means.”
“You’re wrong,” I shake my head. I think back on my time as Father’s prisoner. “The sun inflicts on us enormous pain, but we linger. Even if our bodies are disintegrated, we still remain. After the vampiric essence has been fused into your soul, it can never be removed.”
I take a step toward her, fixing her with a strong and unrelenting glare. “You are one of us, my pretty. Maybe those humans deluded you into thinking they could take out vampires. Maybe the Crusaders succeeded with ones who had long-since given up on life. We have a term for those lost ones. 
Forsaken
. They fail to reconcile their animalistic nature with who they want to be. So they give up and wander the earth, until they are thin and pale and wretched and weak. Some do seek the fire, or the sun, you’re right. But they all find out, in the end, that such excursions only accomplish one thing.”
Defiant, she asks, “And what is that?”
“An extension of suffering,” I say. “A long and slow journey of self-inflicted pain. Of agony, of misery. But our bodies were meant to thrive and endure. So a vampire never dies. He just… changes form.
“Whatever your Crusaders accomplished can’t have been much. Willing vampires may have been caught by your means. But no functioning creature of the night would ever have fallen into the hands of humans.”
“You speak as if you know,” she says. “But you know nothing, James Soren.”
“Prove me wrong,” I say. “Try it. I dare you. Consciously throw your life away. An attempt at that will be the quickest way of evoking the vampiric half. The thing you risk is truly losing your humanity…”
Sylvia neither falters nor backs down. “I’m not looking to end my life, you arrogant ass! Who said anything about self-destruction?” 
“You implied it.”
“You’re wrong, James. I can think of only one reason for that. Willful ignorance. You fail to see the world for what it is. You claim the vampiric essence fuses itself onto my soul?” she shakes her head. “No, no. It had not a fusion so much as a latching. You don’t know what the vampiric essence is because you’ve never studied it. What do you think we did in the Order?”
“Nothing you did in the Order compares to living the life of a vampire,” I snarl.
She laughs. “I beg to differ.” She touches her skull in an unconscious gesture. “You are blinded by your strength. But I see that strength only as weakness. The ‘essence’ you so fondly speak of is nothing more than a parasite. It hooks itself onto a person’s life force and sucks it out. But what is stolen can be returned. What is latched
on can be restored off. What’s more—” 
Suddenly, she falls silent. She seems shocked to have told me so much.
All it took was a little nudge in the right direction using my influence.
“Are you suggesting,” I say, my voice low and dangerous, “that there is a vampirism cure?” 
She shakes her head and looks away. “No. I did not say that.”
“You lie!” I accuse. I fly to her and grip her by the arm. “That is what you meant, that is why you are not frightened. You think that you can actually…” I nearly laugh, “…actually rid yourself of vampirism!”
She stares at me, defiant, resisting. 
That rouses my anger. “Answer me,” I demand. I shake her by the arm. “Tell me what you know!”
“The others are coming back,” she says.
I look that way and mutter a curse. She’s right.
I go retrieve Smithson. He’s standing frighteningly still beside a tree, vacantly rubbing his arms, staring out into nothing.
I take hold of him and haul him forward. “What’d you find?” I ask Victoria when she arrives.
“Nothing,” she says. “There’s nobody there. That bodes well for us. The area’s clear.”
“What is it we felt, then?”
She opens her palm, and a cluster of tiny red gems shine in the night. 
“What are those?” I ask. 
“Components of some sort of ceremony,” she says. “We found them around markings in the ground. They are all torrial—but weak.”
“Let me see those,” Sylvia says. 
Victoria looks to me for permission. I give a stiff nod. She hands them off.
The former Crusader picks through the jewels. In the back, April and Liana whisper to each other in hushed tones. 
“Do you know anything of them?” I ask.
Sylvia looks to me on the verge of saying something… then changes her mind and shakes her head. “No,” she says, extending her arm to give them back to Victoria. “They’re nothing I am familiar with.”
“Victoria?” I ask. “What do you think they are for?”
“It’s only a guess,” she prefaces.
I grunt. “That’s fine, get on with it.”
“There are native tribes in the area. Such cultures have always been more attuned to the spiritual forces of the world than those in modern civilization. My suspicion is that somehow, they found out—or suspect—that the airfield belongs to creatures who are not human. The marks and the stones are meant as wards to protect against evil.”
I snicker. “How perfectly quaint.” I do one last scan of the surroundings and, finding no one, make up my mind.
“Time we go, then. The sooner we are flying toward Cierra’s lair, the better.”



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
Phillip
The Stronghold
 
“Tell me what happened with Deanna,” Mother asks.
I stop short, nearly missing a step. “Excuse me?”
“Deanna,” Morgan repeats casually. “You fell victim to her, did you not?”
Her eyes shine with an erstwhile zeal.
“I wouldn’t say that,” I tell her stiffly. 
“Then how was it that she was able to abduct me? She played you, Phillip. She took advantage of the vulnerabilities that you possessed before.” Mother gives a carefree smile. “While you resisted the vampiric allure, you made yourself less of a man.” She laughs. “Why do you think your brother James has such a voracious appetite?”
Anger flashes in me at mention of James. I take an aggressive step toward her. “How dare you bring him up after the fate you sentenced him to?”
Mother looks up at me, blinks in an innocently beguiling way, and pats my arm. “James would have been put through a trial,” she confides. “I would never have made him join the ranks of The Convicted. Not truly. But I had to know where his loyalties lay.”
I think back to the time she shackled me in silver for helping Eleira escape.
“Somehow, I find that hard to believe,” I tell her drily.
She steps back. She considers me for a moment. “You really have changed, Phillip,” she says softly. “I wanted it for you. You know I did. But never did I think you would embrace it so… thoroughly. Tell me, did you enjoy my blood?”
The off-hand remark catches me by surprise. “What?”
Mother smiles. “My secret stores. I know you raided them.” She gives a quick, dismissive gesture of her hand as I start to protest. “Don’t deny it. Why try? I don’t need to see the empty bottles to feel the link that’s been triggered between us.”
I eye her warily. “Link?”
“Of course. I wouldn’t have left that blood unprotected.” A momentary glow surrounds her, and dark sparks cackle in the halo. “Did you really think that it was regular human blood you were drinking? There is a reason you found it so irresistible, you know.”
My gut clenches in apprehension. “How much do you know?” I ask softly. 
She gestures around us. We are in an unoccupied, cavernous room deep beneath the bowels of the stronghold. “I know all there is to know,” she says vaguely, “about my kingdom.”
I grit my teeth in frustration. I know how Mother loves to speak in generalities and riddles. 
But now, at this time, it’s too little. It’s unacceptable, given everything we face.
Given the imminence of the succession taking place tonight.
I decide to shift the subject away from me and to more appropriate matters. “Why did you bring me here?” I ask. “You said we need something to prepare for the ceremony.” I look around the empty space. “There’s nothing here.”
“Ah, you cannot really be so blind, can you?” she chastises. “Phillip, Phillip, Phillip. How long will it take you to learn that things are now different between us?”
Without warning, a red bolt of light explodes from her open hand. It strikes the far wall and blasts through the rock. The room shakes as stone comes crumbling down.
A moment later, all is still. There’s a cloud of dust blocking the now-gaping hole. What lies on the other side, I cannot tell.
I scowl at the Queen. “Was that really necessary?” I ask. I keep my voice firm, steady, and unyielding… but inside, I’m beset by a trickle of fear. 
When Mother cast the spell—there was no blue glow. And in the moment just before… I saw a stream of black flecks swim across her eyes. 
She gives me a devilish look. “No. But it’s fun, isn’t it?”
Before I can respond she’s moved on. “Come on, don’t delay.”
Grumbling to myself, I follow her to the opening.
I have to wave a hand in front of my face to clear away the dust. On the other side of the wall is an ancient passageway. 
Unsurprising, given all that I’ve seen.
What is surprising are the marks I see carved into the walls. They are like the runes in the Book of the Dead. I thought those were exclusive to the realm of witches. What are they doing here?
“The stronghold has many secrets,” Mother says, as if reading my thoughts. “Some of which are known to the Elite. Others, to the Royal Court. A few, to our family. But most…” again comes that devious smile, “…only to me.”
She steps over the rubble and begins down the exposed tunnel. “Come.”
I catch up to her and keep in stride. “You asked me to come with you for a reason,” I say. “I want to know what that reason is.”
“Well, to show you what we’re capable of,” she says. “To counteract some of the fear growing within you. You’re concerned with what Raul and Eleira were told in The Crypts.”
“I feel no fear,” I bluster.
“Right.” I can almost imagine her rolling her eyes. “There’s no need for pretense with me, Phillip. I am the one who breastfed you as a child, you know.”
I miss a step. There’s one admission I never thought I’d hear.
Morgan gives another soft laugh. “I know you’re concerned about the revelation to do with… well with everything.” She looks over her shoulder at me. “And you have full right to be. You are the Captain Commander. Your duty lies in protecting The Haven. I’ve made the task unnecessarily difficult for you in recent weeks. But don’t worry. That will soon be remedied.”
“When Eleira raises the wards, you mean,” I say. “That is still your intent, isn’t it? Those plans have not changed.”
“If you’re alluding to something,” she tells me, “then don’t bother. I hate when you dissemble. Just say it outright.”
“Fine.” I step over a large crack in the floor. “I want to know what happened with you in the Paths. I want to know how you came back to us. I want to know what you did with the demon to nullify it as a threat. But, most of all, Mother—” I step in front of her, cutting off her path and looking straight into her eyes, “I want to know the type of magic you are using. It is no natural force.”
“My, my,” she mutters, clearly amused. “Is that all?”
“Don’t taunt me,” I warn. I pull my shoulders back and stand to full height over her. “You may be strong, but you no longer have absolute rule. The Elite, the Royal Court, all of them will demand to be heard.”
“And you think I want to tolerate that?” she asks breezily. “After what you’ve seen me do, do you think I’m still going to answer to them?”
“You need our vampires on your side,” I tell her. “You cannot simply force them down as before. An iron fist will not do. There needs to be diplomacy.”
She smiles. “I am giving them Eleira,” she says. “The new Queen will be responsible for that.”
I snort. “I’m sorry. I find it very hard to believe that you would relinquish your powers. Just like that.”
“You think I would throw away everything we have waited so long for?” she questions. “You think I would have doubts, second thoughts, about it, now?”
Her voice is rising. She is starting to sound angry.
“The attack on our coven forced your hand,” I say. “All I know is that Eleira is not yet ready for the responsibilities we wanted to thrust on her. The transition should have taken place over years. Decades. Now, everything is moving so fast. She hasn’t been given enough time to adjust. She thinks she knows us, but she has only been a vampire for a blink of an eye. For the tiniest, most inconsequential moment.” I reach into my pocket and, on a whim, take out the letter she gave me. “Do you know what this is?”
Morgan blinks. “No. I’ve never seen it before.”
“It’s a letter,” I inform her. “A letter Eleira wrote to her mother. Somehow, somebody else had been in contact with her family. Somebody else delivered a message from Eleira’s mother, to her.”
Morgan reaches for it, but I snatch it away. “I’m not letting you read it,” I say. “I value the girl’s privacy.”
“Then what are you doing with that letter, pray tell?” she asks thinly. 
I cross my arms in clear defiance. “Eleira asked me to deliver it for her,” I say. “That is something I intend to do.”
“Oh, how noble,” Morgan mocks. “Will you wash her feet, give her a backrub, too, when she asks?” She makes a disgusted sound in her throat. “Your constant need to appease the women around you sickens me.”
“This has nothing to do with that,” I say. “It—”
“Oh, really?” Mother cuts me off. “Then tell me, dearest… why have you kept Raul and Liana’s secret all these years?”
For the briefest moment, I falter. She knows?
I try to cover it up as fast as I can, but Mother picks up on the gaffe. 
She wouldn’t be half the ruler she was if she couldn’t read others so easily. 
“I—didn’t…” I begin.
“Oh spare me,” she says. “I know exactly what you and James colluded to do. Did you really think I was so blind, that I would let something like that take place in my own coven? Of course not.” She taps her lips. “But I kept my mouth shut, because I knew how much it would hurt Raul if he found out. And how it would destroy your relationship with him. The Royal Family needs to be strong, my son. We cannot have fissures in our group. I stayed silent, only for your benefit. So before you condemn me as this horrendous, irredeemable monster in your mind, just remember… all that I did, all that I’ve done, and all that I do… amounts to that purpose.”
She can’t know the whole truth, I think. There’s just no way!
“Doubtful?” she asks.
“No more than I should be,” I mutter.
She waves the issue aside. “I didn’t bring you with me to talk about that. Betrayals and loyalties we can discuss after the ceremony has taken place. After Eleira has embraced her rightful role and position amongst our people, as predicted by the stars.”
“The ceremony has to take place on a full moon,” I say. “If there’s one thing you made clear to us over the years, it’s that.” I look up at the roof high above us. “Tonight is not the proper night.”
“You know,” she says, “before my rebirth in the Paths, I would have granted you that. But even prophecy can be forced. What better way to do it than with the power of magic?”
“What do you mean?” I ask. 
“What do you think?” 
“You don’t want to know what I think,” I say darkly. 
“Believe me, Phillip. You can accuse me of anything at all. It won’t change my impression of you.” She faces me in full. “So let’s lay off the subterfuge, shall we? You know more than you should about the elemental forces. You know of the stars. You were the one to expose Eleira to blood magic.” Her eyes shine. “So tell me what part of this frightens you most. The fact that I am channeling dark magic… or the fact that you know you can, too.”
Instantly I suck in a sharp breath. “I—”
“Don’t try to deny it,” she sneers. “You are my son. The powers of witches are hereditary. You don’t think I sensed the power in you? Why did you think I cared so much if you resisted the call of your nature or not? I saw, Phillip, what you were doing to yourself. All the time you spent sleuthing around, all the time you spent studying the Elemental
Forces… of course you had a purpose. You craved power, but you denied yourself it. In a misguided attempt you tried to supplant one sort of gift with another. You needed an outlet. You could not fight the vampire inside you forever. The base instincts inside you were boiling. The pressure was building until your little act of resistance was no longer enough. Willpower was no longer enough—Oh, don’t look at me that way. You know it’s true. 
“What’s more, it’s nothing lamentable. If anything, you should be applauded. I should be thanking you, for you are the one who opened my eyes to the possibility of blood magic.”
“What are you talking about?” I ask softly. We’re treading dangerous ground. “My research was hypothetical. It was all academic! I never tried, nor wanted to, channel magic!”
“Ah, and now you betray yourself,” she murmurs. “Even if you think you did not want it, you clearly did. Something drove you to those pursuits. You are not so naïve as to claim innocence in this. Are you? Will you try to play me as the fool and say you are immune to the call of nature? What about the times you succumbed to your thirst while I was unconscious? What about that?”
Suddenly, it dawns on me what we’re really doing here. “You brought me down here to sabotage me!” I exclaim. “You were waiting to spring this up, all these defamations, these baseless accusations…” 
“Come, now.” She clicks her tongue. “You cannot call them baseless and keep a straight face. Each one, to the letter, is true.”
“I cannot do magic,” I state flatly. “That much is true.”
“Wrong,” she says. “Blood magic can be learned. Your mind is already receptive to it. As is your subconscious. They are both primed to accept, both by circumstance and by birth. All it would take is the slightest… push—” She steps up to me and nudges my arm, “—and you would be off.”
“No,” I start to say. “It’s not—”
But then I cut off, because at that exact moment, a wave of dizziness hits. 
I stagger back. My shoulders hit the wall. I try to focus on Mother, on my surroundings, but my head is spinning. Some external force, something I cannot see or explain, barrels down on me, exerting an unrelenting and inexplicable pressure all over my skin.
My vision swims. I try to focus. But my whole body feels like it’s on fire. My heart beats three times its regular pace. I feel the thudding in my chest. Heat, heat collects in my body, pooling in my core, until it’s so much as to be unbearable. I need to be rid of—
Mother laughs. “You see? You see, Phillip, how easy it is for me to send you over the edge. A tap is all it took!”
Through my hazy vision I glare at her. I will not be taken advantage of again!
With a gargantuan effort I push off the wall. I fight through the nausea, through the sickness.
I take a looming step toward the Queen.
She smiles, poised as always, and gives a tiny wave of her hand. “Enough?” she asks.
Suddenly, a grueling suction is exerted upon me, and all that dirty energy is drained away, leaving me raw and dry.
I force a hand out to support myself against the wall.
“What was that?” I gasp. “If you think you can play games with me—”
“No games,” she says. “I had to prime your body. To prepare you for what has to be done.”
A horrid suspicion forms in my gut. “And that is?” I ask.
“Why, I can’t channel enough dark magic on my own for Eleira to go through the succession. I’m going to need you—whether you will it or not.”



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
Eleira
The Stronghold
 
Cassandra stares at the goblet of blood set before her, wary. 
“It will work,” Felix assures her. “The blood has been mixed and infused.”
She nods and reaches out.
Her hands tremble and she takes it by the sides. She brings it to her lips—
“Wait,” I interrupt.
She stops, suddenly, and looks at me. Her eyes are haunted.
“You don’t have to do this,” I say. The whole time, I’ve had this niggling feeling that she only consented to appease me. “Not yet. The time isn’t right.”
She looks at me sadly. “What choice do I have?” she asks softly.
And then, without further hesitation, she drains the goblet. 
Right away I tense. I want to feel the influx of magic—to feel the dark energies swirling around and taking hold.
But I am blind to them.
Felix does not move his eyes away from her. He places a hand on her arm and steers the goblet back to the table.
“How do you feel?” he asks.
I remember the bloodlust that took me when I was coerced into Victoria’s ceremony. The hunger was undeniable. It was obliterating. It was all-consuming, so much so that I even attacked nearby vampires…
“The same,” Cassandra murmurs. She gives an uncertain look my way, then frowns. “Is anything supposed to be different?”
“Do you feel hungrier than before?” Felix asks. 
Cassandra swallows, then shakes her head. “No.”
“It should come,” Felix says. “Give it a few minutes.”
The three of us wait in a very tense silence.
But as the seconds tick away, it becomes glaringly obvious that drinking from the goblet did not have its intended effect.
“Anything?” Felix asks after another span of time.
Cassandra drops her gaze. “Nothing,” she answers. 
“Don’t be ashamed,” I tell her. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”
Her gaze flashes to me, and for a glimmer of a second, I see such ferocity in her eyes. “I know that,” she hisses.
Then, suddenly, the hierarchy seems to reassert itself, and she looks away. “I’m sorry.”
“You don’t need to apologize—” I start to say. But Felix gives me such a look as to make me cut off mid-phrase.
“I don’t understand,” he murmurs. “This is the same goblet that we used every time a member of the Elite gave blood. It should have affected her instantaneously.”
“Maybe we did it wrong,” I say. I touch the gash on my wrist, which I’d cut to fill the cup with blood. “Maybe it’s because of how I was made, that makes my blood incompatible.”
“Impossible,” Felix mutters. “Still…”
He pulls the goblet toward himself, cuts a line along his forearm, and lets his blood drip in. 
When it’s finished he pushes it to Cassandra. “Try it now.”
The first time, we had decided to use my blood because it was stronger. The thinking behind that was that maybe it would infuse Cassandra with enough strength to stave off that chronic bloodlust that was bound to plague her once the transformation took hold.
Cassandra looks to me for permission. I give a hasty and impatient nod. That was the other reason we’d decided to use my blood—that maybe it could eliminate the extreme deference she displays. That it would get her to her full capacity sooner, and no longer would she be a sniveling weakling.
She picks up the goblet again. Once more, she brings it to her lips. She has her first taste…
Immediately, a change washes over her. Her eyes narrow. Her body tenses. Her muscles become rigid as she hastens to down the drink with amazing speed.
When it’s empty she slams it on the table. “More,” she demands. “I need more!”
Felix is quick to comply. He slices another cut on his arm and fills the goblet with blood. I start to feel the energies surrounding it. But I am still incapable of sensing this type of magic in its current form. 
The second serving is gone as quickly as the first. This one seems to satiate Cassandra only a slight bit more. Her body is still stiff and searching. She requires more sustenance. 
“Hold,” Felix murmurs. “Just wait…”
In a blinding flash Cassandra’s vampire flares to life. I feel her presence explode outward like a shining beacon. 
In fact, she is so strong that I am nearly pushed back. The enormity of her presence is massive. I never thought I would ever see a vampire gain strength so quickly.
“Incredible,” Felix murmurs. 
Cassandra’s claws come out. She grips the table with all her might. They scratch into the surface, leaving deep marks.
Her already-tense muscles tighten even further. She looks across the room, in control and yet somehow out of it. She makes eye contact with Felix, then with me.
She is no longer cowed by us. 
But she is also struck by wonder. Vampires do a phenomenal job hiding their true feelings. Hers are plain on her face. She looks around, as if seeing the room for the first time—as if coming alive for the first time.
I remember, of course, all the beautiful sensations that took me when I culminated in my transformation. Light became brighter. The black became darker. I could see everything with such exquisite detail. The smells, the sounds, the most subtle shifts of the air, all of those sensations were a feast for my senses. 
My first time with this was ruined by the circumstance of the trial. But Cassandra is in a safe place. She suffers no such detainment.
“It’s… glorious,” she whispers. 
In a flash, she’s on her feet and on other side of the room. She laughs, spins, then runs back to us. 
She moves so fast, and with so much natural grace, that even I am astounded. When I’ve seen other vampires run and use their speed, it seemed simply a human gait that was sped up. With Cassandra, it’s like she’s crossed some other sphere, accessed some other reservoir of potential. Her movements are so much smoother and more fluid than anything I’ve seen.
They make me stare at her in awe.
She gives a joyous laugh and does another lap of the room. Her hair splays out behind her head. She leaps through the air and lands dozens of yards away. 
“Enjoying yourself, are you?” Felix quips.
Cassandra is back at the table in an instant. Her cheeks are flushed, her eyes bright with unbridled joy.
“I’m sorry,” she says, sounding only a little abashed. “The freedom…”
“It’s quite understandable,” Felix assures her. “You’ve just transcended the vampire hierarchy with breakneck speed. A minute ago, your rank made you amongst the lowest. Now, you’ve been catapulted to a level of strength reserved for the Elite.”
Cassandra stares at him, in open wonder. “I’m not… Incolam?” she asks.
Felix gives an indulgent smile. “Not anymore.”
She turns immediately to me. With one hand, she reaches out and almost touches my arm. “I’m not terrified of you anymore,” she says. 
I smile at her in return. “You never should have been.”
“I know,” she says. “Eleira, I know you’re kind, and sweet, and thoughtful. I respect your intelligence. And your humanity. When I was still a human I did not fear you. I knew you were good. But when I was turned…”
She shudders. “Even being in your presence felt like an affront to nature.”
“I’m glad we don’t have to challenge that anymore,” I say gently. 
She smiles. Then she looks at Felix. “Thank you,” she says. “For taking me in. For protecting me. For giving me this… this gift.”
“It wasn’t I,” Felix reminds her. “The Soren Prince deserves the credit.”
She gives a little gasp. “Raul!” she exclaims, as if newly remembering. “What’s he going to feel, is he going to know—”
“Relax,” Felix cuts in. “Raul is fine. The goblet protects him now. I must say, Cassandra, you are strong. It is good for us all that you did not draw upon Raul’s abilities for this. He would have been crippled.”
I swallow despite myself. “Surely you’re exaggerating?”
“I wish I were.” He shakes his head. “I am not. You feel her, too. Having seen many transformations, from both sides, over the years has given me unique insight into how much surrendering this much power would have drawn out of Raul. To make Cassandra so powerful—he must have infused her with a tremendous amount of his blood.”
“I was on death’s door,” she says softly, “when he saved me.”
“And this,” Felix takes the rim of the goblet, “helped you return the favor. You are not bound to him anymore.”
“I don’t understand why it took your blood to make it work,” Cassandra says. “What was wrong with Eleira’s?”
“Perhaps it has something to do with the way she was made,” he opines. “Since she drew from another set of goblets, her source of power was diverted. Maybe that is key—maybe the goblets require a vampire’s blood which is pure.” He turns to me. “Did you notice anything?”
I shift in my seat. “Magical, you mean? No. I didn’t feel even one iota of power. The goblet works through means that are invisible to me.”
“I feared that might be the case,” Felix says. “Nonetheless, our first task has been accomplished. Cassandra—you may leave us now.”
He directs just the smallest, most subtle flick of command at her when he says that. I pick up on it. I doubt Cassandra is in any way attuned enough with what she’s become to do the same.
She nods and turns away. 
“You may wait with the others in the library,” Felix informs her.
“Yes,” she agrees. “I’ll do that.”
She walks out and closes the door.
“Why—” I begin.
“No time,” Felix says quickly. As soon as Cassandra’s gone his entire manner changes. “I feared this as a possibility. But I did not think it would happen yet.”
I screw my face up. “What are you talking about?”
“The goblet. It draws its power from a finite source. There is a pool of dark energy that was brought by witches into this world. From the demon realm. It is what contra-torrials run on.”
“You said you didn’t know anything!” I accuse. 
“A white lie,” he says. “We had to get Cassandra fixed, then we had to get her out. I had to know for myself how much power still remains.”
“I don’t understand,” I say. “Explain.”
“The Queen will use the goblet at the ceremony,” Felix says. “With you. But in its current state, it will fail. She will not be harmed. But you—you could be killed.”
A chill passes through me at his words. “I don’t believe you,” I bluff.
“No? What reason would I have to lie?”
“How would you know so much about dark magic?” I say. “You began all this with the caveat that you have seen very little.”
“Another lie,” he says quickly. “I’ve been alive two centuries longer than the Queen. I know her ancestry. I know the line of witches she belonged to.”
“So?” I ask. 
“So,” he says, “they were all, to the one, drawn to blood magic. They practiced the regular sort in the open. But in private… well, in private, they were part of the dissenters. Their clan was tainted by corruption. It seeped in to affect both their morals and their minds.”
“You have no proof,” I say.
“This is not an accusation but a statement of fact,” he says briskly. “Besides… isn’t Morgan’s recent behavior enough for you?”
“You mean after she came back,” I clarify. 
“Yes,” he says. “When you and your group retrieved her from the Paths, she came back changed. I picked up on it immediately. You sensed it too, I’m sure.”
I hesitate.
“The danger with blood magic, Eleira, is that it corrupts,” he stresses. “You know the old saying: absolute power corrupts absolutely. Well, the magic we are dealing with is much worse. I’ve seen it claim many witches before their time.” He waves a hand in the air. “The benefit of being immortal.”
“But you say it’s a threat to me. Why?”
“Because Morgan does not intend to use the goblet to transfer her powers to you. She’ll try to steal yours for her.”
An uncanny understanding starts to form in the pit of my gut. “That is a dangerous accusation,” I say slowly. 
“But it is the only one that makes sense,” he counters. “I want to see you thrive, Eleira. I know you are the one destined to lead us. Morgan will attempt to change that fate.”
“Everything she’s told me points in the other direction,” I say. 
“Oh? And how much has she revealed? Was it her forthcomingness that made you seek me out today?” He shakes his head. “Or was it worry about the ceremony?”
I shake my head, trying to come to grips with the revelations. “But she knows I’m on her side,” I tell him. “She wouldn’t just—”
“Believe me,” he cuts through my words. “She would. She would do just about anything to cling to her power. She thrives on being in control. Why would she just give it up?”
“She told me once, a long time ago, that she would train me,” I say. “I thought…”
“You thought what? That she was being genuine?” 
I shift in discomfort.
“I do not fault you for wanting to believe,” he continues. “But I have experience with both vampires and witches for seven centuries. Our true nature never changes.”
“And how do I know you’re not simply trying to turn me against her?” I ask. “Why should I trust you, when I’ve spent less than an afternoon in your company?”
“Don’t trust blindly,” he says. “But weigh all the facts. Then, consider your options. I am not telling you what to do, Eleira. Only you can make that choice.”
“Then what are you telling me?” 
“The things that are of importance to you. Things that have been hidden, forgotten, or lost, in the turmoil.”
I give him a very skeptical look. “Such as?” I ask. 
“Such as,” he draws out the words. “Cierra, the Black Sorceress? The one who took possession of you? She is not just some random witch.
“She is our Queen’s own sister.”



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
James
In the skies of the Pacific Northwest
 
“It’s a false peace, you know.”
I look over my shoulder at the newcomer to the cockpit. Victoria is standing at the threshold.
I give her a curt nod, granting her permission to come in, and continue flying the jet.
She leans against the curved aluminum wall. “Smithson won’t be browbeaten forever.”
“I don’t need him cowed,” I say. “I need him capable and talking. He’ll tell us many things which would otherwise be lost.”
She considers me for an uncanny, long moment. “You mean to use her,” she says, finally. “Don’t you?”
I blink. “Who?”
“Oh, don’t play dumb, James,” she snaps. “It’s obvious who I mean.”
“Her could refer to anyone,” I point out. “I’ve got a bevy of beauties to choose from. Liana. April. Sylvia. Hell, even Eleira.” I wink. “And I’m not forgetting you.”
She smacks me. Not hard enough to be insulting, but with enough force to let me know she’s not kidding around, either. 
“I meant the Black Sorceress,” she says.
“Oh.” My mood instantly sours. “Her her.”
“Yes, her her,” she repeats. “You think she can help the Nocturna Animalia somehow.”
“And what if I do?” I demand, immediately going on the offensive. “Mother has Eleira. Father wanted the girl, too. You yourself say Cierra is most powerful. Well, she’s never met a vampire like me. What better way to guarantee my coven’s strength than with the protection of a witch?”
“You saw how it turned out for Smithson,” she offers softly. 
“He was a fool for staffing the Order full of humans. What did he think would happen when she awoke? I, on the other hand, know what it will take to win her over.”
Victoria scoffs. “You can’t win her over, James. You don’t know what she’s like. The stories…” 
“Forget the stories,” I say. “What do they matter to me? All I know is what I’ve seen. The destruction in the Order, if all that is by her hand…” I trail off and almost salivate in greed. “We need her on our side.”
“You assume she has a side. Never has she served anyone but herself.” Victoria shakes her head. “To be able to preserve her body, to extend her life for all these years, without the vampire essence… that’s incredible.”
“Exactly why we need her.”
“You’re not listening!” Victoria snaps. “Cierra can’t be controlled. She can’t be corralled. Whatever you’re hoping to discover at her lair will prove useless to you. The Black Sorceress is corrupted by the magic she wields. She won’t bow down to you! She won’t bow down to anybody!”
“Then we’ll contain her, trap her, imprison her, until she agrees to help.” I turn a hand over and very casually, extend my claws. “Remember that we are all immortal.”
“Immortals can be destroyed,” Victoria says. “Look at Smithson!”
“An arrogant fool,” I repeat. “He has some knowledge that will be of use to us. But once that’s exhausted, he will be killed. Mark my words.”
“Funny how you speak of killing a vampire seconds after declaring us immortal.”
“Both are true.”
Victoria stands up. “Just… don’t rush into things, James. I know you’re a man of action. Sometimes—here, and now, especially—caution is warranted. 
 “You’ve been warned.” She leaves the cockpit. 
 
***
 
We touch down half an hour before the rise of the sun. I take a deep, cleansing breath of the pure mountain air once we’re outside.
Ah, this is what I’ve always wanted. I look back at all the members of my coven and can’t help but beam with pride. Here I am, in the glorious forests of British Columbia. The Haven is so far south that it might as well not exist. The Crypts, on another continent, feel even less relevant. 
Here, now, I am free. I am finally in control of my own fate. No more pansying up to Mother, no more crawling on hands and knees before the King.
Here, finally, I am my own man. Even more than that—I am my own leader.
“We have thirty minutes to get to cover,” I announce. “The cabin Eleira used as a little girl should provide excellent protection against the sun.” I lick my lips and turn my head to regard all of my coven members. “What’s more,” I say. “If we find humans inside… we can all feast.”
April’s and Liana’s eyes light up at the suggestion. Sylvia scowls, but in a too obvious way. It’s clear she is only pretending to be disgusted based on her prior morals as a mortal.
Only Victoria looks taken aback. She mouths a warning—“No”—but I ignore it.
“Come,” I announce, starting into the woods. “I will lead the way.”
I take off and the others follow. Even Smithson doesn’t lag too far behind. Of course, he is escorted on both sides by my two precious fledglings… but his strength seems to finally be returning to him. 
That makes my mind race in all kinds of exciting directions.
Ten minutes later, we’re nearing the small plot of developed campgrounds. My senses expand to take hold of any living creatures near us. I feel the curious squirrels in the woods, unaccustomed to the presence of their preternatural brethren. Sometimes I feel like those half-witted animals have more in common with my mind than humans do. If for no other reason than their great reliance on their instincts. They are in tune with nature in such a way that no anthropological being can be.
We vampires are somewhere between the two ends of the spectrum.
Their curiosity tells me they have no reason to be afraid. They are unused to us, but they can tell that we are predators of a higher kind. We do not pose a threat to the rabbits and squirrels and foxes of this world. 
Unless starving or desperate that is. Lucky for all of us involved, my coven and I are none of those things.
I come to a stop at the last line of trees before the ensemble of cabins. Four of them in total. Peak tourist season has passed, so they are all empty—except for one.
The groundskeeper’s home.
I motion for my vampires to gather round me. I have to direct my influence at Sylvia and April and Liana in order to get them to comply. The scent of the lone human in our vicinity has their attention shifting.
“The man inside,” I say softly, “could be more use to us alive than dead. Cierra’s lair is close by. We could interrogate him about what he knows.”
“Are you suggesting sparing him?” April says, suddenly haughty. “What happened to—”
“Quiet,” I bark, cutting her off. “I’m not going to abide your protestations. Victoria, I want to know what you think.”
“Finally, you smartened up enough to make use of my intellect,” she murmurs. “You’re right, the man can help lead us to the lair—”
“I know where Cierra’s lair is.”
My eyes shoot to Sylvia, who’s suddenly spoken.
“Do you, now?” I ask.
She nods. “Yes. I’ve been here before. I remember this place.” She gives a sudden shiver. “I remember the first witch who ventured into Cierra’s domain and how that journey destroyed her mind.”
“Hmm,” I say.
“James, we’ve only got minutes before sunrise,” Victoria reminds me. “The weaker vampires will want to be inside.”
“Right,” I grunt. “And the human?” 
“Let him live, for now,” Victoria says. “We’ve all fed. We’re all satiated.” 
Not quite, I think.
I haven’t been willing to admit this, not even to myself, but as soon as my fledglings had their most recent fill of blood, I felt my powers… drain away.
It wasn’t significant, mind you. At first I consoled myself by saying that I was being paranoid, imagining things where none exist thanks to Victoria’s unwanted warning.
But over the last few hours I’ve become more and more certain that I was imagining nothing. I do feel weaker. Only slightly so, but still…
“We can’t risk him waking to find us and raising an alarm,” I bluff. “Victoria, you take everyone and get them into the darkest room possible. Maybe one of these cottages has a basement. I don’t know. But it is there you will spend the day.”
“And what about you?” Liana wonders.
“I think, if nothing more, I’ve earned the right to feed,” I tell her with a wink. “I’m going to take care of the proprietor. Besides, don’t you worry: the sun doesn’t bother me much.”



Chapter Twenty-Five
 
Raul
The Haven
 
I race into the stronghold only to find the halls eerily empty. 
I can’t help but be afraid. Not for myself, certainly not, but for Eleira, and the succession, and the strange, bizarre experience I had outside.
The hound, the moon, the parchment. All of them are connected, and all of them have to do with whatever Mother is planning tonight.
I run at breakneck speed to the assembly hall where the humans are kept. I blaze past the guards, who offer no protest when they see who I am.
I rip through the doors. My loud entrance startles some. The torches surrounding their gathering lend a gloomy atmosphere to the room. I wish we could give them electricity. 
When the humans recognize me in the dim light, murmurs of “Raul” and “The Prince” begin making the rounds through them. Some of the more intrepid villagers step forth.
“Have you brought news?” one asks.
“I need to find Eleira,” I answer. “Has she been here?”
“We haven’t seen her since she left with you,” he answers.
I curse under my breath. Just as I turn to leave, a voice stops me.
“Wait,” I woman says. “We’ve been locked here for hours. We have no idea what’s going on. Please—are we ever going to go home?”
Slowly, I rotate my body to face her. The earnestness in her speech catches me completely by surprise.
“Home?” I ask. “You mean the village.”
“Yes,” she nods. “Nobody’s told us what’s became of it. After the attacks… after we lost so many in the fight…” she looks to be on the verge of tears. “Please. Raul. We have to know. What’s going to happen to us?”
For the first time I look at her—really look at her, her and all the other humans—and see them for what they are.
Frightened, fragile beings. Caught in the gaping mass of something much larger than themselves. What do they know of civilization, of modern technology, of the real nature of the world?
Nothing. They know nothing, and that saddens me. For the first time I see them not only as beings to be pitied, but also as creatures who are… worth more.
Worth more than the life we’ve given them. Worth more than the cruel conditions we keep them in. They are the proverbial prisoner’s in Plato’s cave. Their entire conception of the world is what we give them.
And all they know is that tiny, pathetic, medieval village where Mother allows them to roam. The one that I set fire to, what seems like centuries ago. The one that I single-handedly almost destroyed.
Knowing what I do, I could say that I would very nearly prefer to be one of the deceased humans than one of the ones still living. At least then I would be free from the hell we subject them to.
I vow, then and there, to change things for the villagers, as soon as the throne is secure. I will make their lives great. They live in the company of some truly magnificent beings. As vampires, there is no way we should be threatened by the prospect of opening the eyes of our humans to the world.
That is what I will do. I will reveal to them this glorious earth and expand their sights far, far past the boundaries of the decrepit village. 
Of course, first, The Haven must be made secure.
“The wards around The Haven have fallen,” I tell the woman. A series of gasps from the others meet the proclamation. “When our sanctuary was attacked, the magical object that gave the power was broken. But tonight there is a succession meant to welcome the new Queen.”
“Eleira,” the woman says in a breathless gasp.
I nod. “Yes. She will take power from Morgan.” Assuming everything goes according to plan. “When she does, she will resurrect the wards, and our land will once again be safe. That is when you will be allowed to return to your homes.”
“So soon,” the woman murmurs. “Th-thank you. Thank you! I will not forget this kindness, Prince.”
My mouth almost quirks up in a nasty smile before I can stop myself. I have to remember what I look like to her, through her eyes. To be seen smirking at the word kindness would be taken the wrong way.
Instead, I say, “I will do more for you in the future. That I promise.” I make my voice louder. “I vow to you all! The humans of The Haven shall be elevated to positions undreamt of before. You have been the lifeline of our coven. It is beyond time we vampires start treating you fairly.”
But first, I think, I have to make sure Eleira gets through the succession alive.



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
James
Deep in the woods of British Columbia
 
I stroll out of the tiny, inhabited cabin with fresh, lurid blood pulsing through my veins.
The man inside was in his mid-forties and in excellent shape. The riffles and hunting equipment taking space around the walls of his little place told me he was an avid outdoorsman. When I sank my teeth in his slumbering form, he woke up immediately, and put up one hell of a fight. 
He fought me all the way to his last breath. And even though no human can ever match the strength of a vampire, this man’s attempt was impressive.
If I hadn’t been so conscious of Victoria’s warning against turning more humans, I wouldn’t have hesitated to make him one of us. He would have been a fine addition to the Nocturna Animalia. As the blood flowed from him to me, I knew all the hardships he had endured. I knew his courage and his indomitable will. 
A man more determined to live I have never fed on. It was a ghastly shame to waste his potential. 
But, again, such is life. And I would much rather see myself grow stronger than let my power ebb away.
I walk through the thin tendrils of sunlight toward the cabin Victoria chose for our group. I endure the sensation of the sun, I endure it all, as I wait for the new blood in my body to infuse me with strength.
I reach the triple flight of stairs to the porch, take hold of the wooden railing, and wait.
I feel… energized, yes. I feel… invigorated, as I always do after a feeding.
But I do not feel stronger. Not quite.
My body thrums with the new nourishment. But it does not transcend to the levels I am used to. Not yet.
That, in and of itself, alarms me.
Maybe it’s just the sun, I think. Vampires are not meant to endure its rays.
I’m letting Victoria’s fancies get the better of me. I did not lose any of my powers when I made April and Liana, no, of course not! Such a thing would be ludicrous. Why should I weaken when I give others the serum? The vampire essence is an infinite source, it has to be. And yet…
And yet a small niggle of doubt exists in the back of my mind. What if I did give my powers away? What if I did weaken myself by making April and Liana?
But the concept makes absolutely no sense! Vampires grow stronger over the years. Not weaker. We are entirely unlike humans in that every passing year fills us with more energy, more vitality—not less. There is no downward spiral for me or my kind. We are strengthened by age, and never before have I heard of any limit to such strength. Hell, look at Phillip! He’d forsaken human blood for so long, and yet as soon as he started drinking again the whole process became expedited!
So why would I entertain the notion of losing my strength now? I’ve done nothing untoward. If vampires were not meant to create fledglings, none of us would have been given the ability to pass our powers on! We would not have the serum embedded in our fangs, and neither would it be so easy to convert others!
Ah… but the way my mind drifts to the naturalistic fallacy. Just because “nature” intended it does not mean it’s right. 
Besides, we are, to the one, absolute aberrations of nature. 
I wait in the morning sun a little bit longer. My skin burns, but the pain is nothing compared to what I was forced to suffer as Father’s prisoner. I am becoming more like Victoria now, taking perverse pleasure in the pain…
The front door swings open. Victoria glares at me. “What the hell are you doing?” she accuses. “Get inside!”
I take one wistful look behind me and enter the cabin. 
As soon as the door is shut the feeling of pain cuts off. I take a quick glance around. The living room has been hastily restructured to block sunlight from streaking in through the windows. The blinds are drawn, and furniture has been pushed up against the cracks. 
I look at the fledglings, who are fast asleep on the floor. Even though they’re out of sun, they are not yet strong enough to resist the sudden onset drowsiness that comes with day.
It takes years and years and years of being a vampire to learn to counter that.
But I notice one missing, and immediately am hit with a jolt of alarm. 
“Smithson,” I say to Victoria. “Where is he?”
“He was starting to become… uncooperative,” she says. “So I had to tie him up. Come. I’ll show you.”
I scowl at the back of her head but say nothing as I follow her down the stairs.
Turns out the cabin does have a little basement. And, sure enough, there in the far corner, a snarling Smithson stands with his arms chained behind him to a metal pipe. 
“I could have broken loose the moment you set me here,” he hisses at Victoria. “I did not do it out of respect for him.” 
He looks at me.
“Respect, or fear?” I wonder out loud. I walk behind him and see the silver handcuffs binding his wrists. “You might have been able to break the pipe, yes,” I say. “But what would you have done with those?”
“My feet can carry me far, even if my wrists are bound,” he tells me. “But I don’t want to run. Tell your whore companion that I am not against you. If I willed either of you dead, you would have been in the ground long ago.”
“So confident,” I murmur. I look at Victoria. “There’s absolutely no love lost between you two, is there?”
She gives a sly shrug, then shakes her head.
“You’ve finally recovered enough to speak your mind,” I tell Smithson. “That’s good. I was wondering how long it would take.”
“I recovered long ago, but played along to see what you would do,” he states. “Do you think I could trust you not to stab me in the back if you thought me in full capacity? Now that we’re here, however, you need me alive.”
I tap my lips in thought. “Victoria,” I begin, “what do you make of this? Do you think our dear friend recovered and acted like he was still sickly? Or is he bluffing now, trying to make himself out to be stronger than he is?”
“I’d say it’s the latter,” Victoria replies, not a hint of hesitation in her words. “The former Captain Commander always liked to make himself seem more capable than he really is.”
“I share your opinion,” I say. “Now, I want the truth. What was the little spat that ended with him being down here?”
“He began claiming ridiculous things,” Victoria says. “He says we were mistaken to have come here, that Cierra would never return.” She scoffs. “He called your authority into question.”
“And you helped put him in his place,” I say. “That’s very considerate of you, Victoria. You have my thanks.”
She looks at me as if she doesn’t know whether I’m being sarcastic or not.
I address Smithson. “Why do you say that Cierra will not come?”
He laughs in my face. “She is not stupid enough to return to the place where we found her! She has only hate in her heart. I’m certain she made provisions before she laid down to rest. Any magical artifacts she might have kept here have long-since been taken away. We hold all of them in the Order! No, James.” He looks me in the eye. “Cierra only knows one thing, and that is revenge. She will take the fight to the Order. She will uncover our other facilities and attack.”
“You wish to give a warning?” I ask.
He scoffs. “The Order is more sophisticated than that. The moment the mountaintop compound was attacked emergency preparations sprang into place. The other hubs are as secure as they will ever be.”
“Then what do you want?” I wonder.
“I want us to go to her!” he emphasizes. “We cannot lay a trap here and wait. She is too smart to fall for that. You saw the damage she did to my complex. Do you think the three of us can hope to detain her?”
“Perhaps detainment isn’t what I intend,” I say. “Maybe I want to make her an offer of protection.”
Smithson laughs again. “You? Why would she listen to you? I made her the same offer. I told her the Order’s wealth was at her disposal. I said that she could have access to our political might, to the immense, interconnected network of professionals all over the world. Do you know what she did?
“She burned down the most precious facility in the world. That’s what she did. So tell me, James. If she said no to me… whatever makes you think she’ll say ‘yes’ to you?”
“For one, the fact that I did not imprison her,” I say with a sharp grin. “Two, the fact that I am sworn enemy with the one who did.” I wink. “I have a feeling she’ll come around.”
“You poor, poor, delusional bastard,” Smithson says. He looks toward Victoria. “And what do you think? You, at least, have some measly ability with The Spark. If James isn’t going to listen to me, at least he might listen to you.”
“Victoria and I have discussed this plenty of times,” I fib. “She and I are in full agreement.”
“Then the pair of you are damned,” Smithson says. He lifts his chin up to expose his neck. “Do it, then. Rip my throat out. End my life. Because what you intend is suicide, and you’re sentencing us all to death, sooner or later.”
My claws come out. “You have no idea… how tempting that is,” I say in a dead whisper.
I take a step closer. My fingers itch to dig into his chest and crush his still-beating heart.
But a second later I find Victoria’s hand on my shoulder. “James,” she says simply. “No.”
I look at her. And then I look down. I realize my whole body is trembling. The pent-up rage I harbor inside for Smithson has almost caused me to lose control. 
With his foolhardy offer, I’d nearly come to the point of no return.
With an extraordinary effort, I force my claws to retract. “Put your head down,” I say in disgust. “And don’t give me reason to kill you again.”
“I did not think mercy was in your heart,” he comments.
“I let you live once, didn’t I?” I snap. “I did it for a reason. Think on how you will appease me when you see me next. For when night falls… we are going to Cierra’s lair.”



Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
Riyu
The Crypts
 
My mind grapples to make sense of what Dagan has revealed to me. 
My Father, wielding magic? The King, debasing himself enough to learn the foul art?
It’s unthinkable. Worse than that: it’s dangerous.
I don’t believe for a second that he is strong enough of mind to be trusted with it. Magic, of the sort I know, with the Elemental Forces, is dangerous enough. When you add the uncertainty of dark magic, with all of its corruption… it becomes something significantly more dangerous.
I don’t know much about my Father, aside from the brief glimpses he’s given me. The extent of my knowledge starts and stops as that of his lowliest subjects.
But I have someone with me who knows much more… who’s been privileged to a whole host of insider information that I never dreamt of having access to.
“We’re clear,” Dagan says from his vantage ahead. “Come on.”
Quickly, we hurry across the empty, cavernous hallway symbolic of The Crypts.
There is a vault door on the other side. Dagan has led me to a level of the fortress I’ve never seen before.
“Beatrice tricked you by baiting you with something she does not—and has never—had,” he says. “This is the true repository of torrials. All the objects of magic are kept here. Don’t worry—” he shoots me a particular look. “This time, there’s no trap.”
He inserts a key into the lock and pushes the door open. The enormous stone slabs move smoothly on their hinges. 
We step through to the other side, and I’m greeted by a mountain of treasure.
The room is vast. It stretches out far, far in front of me. The sides are lined with all sorts of curious objects. Some are stone carvings, others glass vials. Some are made of pure white marble, while others look as if they’ve been carved from blackened driftwood. There are tiny utensils and a smattering of coins. I see miniscule figures no larger than my thumb, and all sorts of other intricate shapes.
The objects could not be more diverse. And yet there is one thing they all have in common:
Each of them has a reservoir of magic inside.
Dagan closes the doors behind me. I keep staring about in wonder. The Elemental Forces, which were so chaotic before my imprisonment, are in complete harmony here.
I take a few awed steps forward. “This place is incredible,” I murmur. I hold a hand out in front of me. “How is it that you’ve accumulated so many?” 
“The King had me do it as part of a secret assignment,” Dagan says. “All the times I left The Crypts, I was going around the world searching for one thing.” He gestures around him. “These.”
“But you don’t have The Spark,” I say. “How could you have known what was a torrial and what was not?”
Dagan tugs on a tiny necklace and pulls out the smallest blue stone, hanging on the end. “I have a Finder.”
“Oh wow,” I whisper. I’ve heard of such objects… but I never knew them to be myth or reality. 
“I’ve never seen it on you before,” I say. 
“I only put it on when I leave,” Dagan answers. “You know my feelings toward magic. The less I have to do with it the better.” He grunts. “Doesn’t seem like I have a choice anymore, though.”
A spark of annoyance jolts up in me. “Magic isn’t all bad,” I say. “I can’t understand your distaste for it. I’ve helped you with it many times. Without magic, we couldn’t have penetrated The Haven. We could never have taken the Paths. Without magic, you would have never survived—”
I stop. The look Dagan gave me as I kept talking was increasingly dangerous.
I’m walking a fine line here between impropriety and respect. Just because Dagan confided a terrible secret to me does not mean I have free rein to say anything I want. 
Nor do I have freedom to challenge him.
“I would have never survived what, Riyu?” he asks, in a very dangerous tone.
“The Crypts would not have gained so much power were it not for magic,” I murmur under my breath. “That’s all I mean.”
“You may be right,” Dagan continues, “but it does not mean I have to like it any more. You have no idea what pain magic caused me, Riyu. So do not speak with the intention of changing my mind. For as long as I live I will see it as a scourge upon the earth.”
I nod. “I hear you and obey.”
He grunts. “Such a primitive concession.”
“So then,” I say. “Why were you asked to gather these?”
“I thought it was because the King shared my distaste of magic. I thought they would be kept here until, at some point, they would be destroyed. Once The Crypts rose up and took dominance over the other covens, we would not need them any more.”
“When I helped bring James into The Haven,” I say, “I had no idea so many torrials were within our grasp.”
Dagan gives a wry chuckle. “Few do.”
“But none of these are equal to Morgan’s staff, or the throne,” I say. Quickly, I take rudimentary stock of all the objects in the room. 
No, in raw strength none of these match.
“So why did we come here?” I say. “What do you want me to do?”
“Arm yourself,” he tells me. “If the King is wielding blood magic, there has to be a deterrent. We are not going to go against him now. I hope not to ever have to resort to that. But we need to be prepared. Look.” He glances at me. “I won’t pretend to know how magic works. It is an area I am purposefully blind to. I respect what it does, but I view it as a rabid thing. It’s unpredictable. In the wrong hands, it can do so much harm. Magic destroys, Riyu, it does not build.”
It can, I want to say. 
Wisely, I keep my mouth shut.
“So far the King has not given me any reason to suspect that he is using it irresponsibly. But how much do I trust him? How do I know he will do what is right for our coven’s vampires? Everything we have worked so hard and so long to develop may yet fail.”
“I know what you mean.”
“Good. The fact that you’ve been here must be closely guarded, Riyu. You understand that?”
“Of course,” I bristle. “I’m not reckless.”
“So then go, have your pick. Find a torrial that will help, should the time come, fight back against the King.”
Dagan exhales and looks around. “It is here where we stilled your innate abilities, Riyu. Here where you were prematurely stunted. The chamber looked much different back then. And in either case, precautions were taken to make sure you wouldn’t remember…”
“I don’t,” I say.
He nods. “I know. The point is that things have come full circle. Your ability to make full use of your power was taken away. It is my hope, that with one of these objects, you will be able to make up for it in some way.”
He turns away, and goes back to the door. “I suspect this might take you quite a bit of time,” he says. “I will stand guard outside and make sure you are not disturbed. Once you’re done, we’re going to track Beatrice. I don’t believe for one second she has remained in The Crypts after discovering her foul offspring killed and you sprung free.”
I nod. 
Dagan opens the vault doors and is on the other side. Just as he’s about to shut me in, I say, “Wait.”
He pauses and looks down at me. “Yes?”
“Don’t be startled if you cannot enter before I’m done. I’m going to seal the doors so that the Forces cannot escape. If you need something urgent, knock five times in this pattern.” I demonstrate the knock against my thigh. “That way, I’ll know it’s you.”
Dagan repeats the pattern and seals me in.
The moment the doors close I open my mind to the Elemental Forces and weave the intricate pattern that will fully encase the room. I draw on as much magic as I can. The whole process takes a good ten minutes. My back is dripping with sweat from the concentration required. But then it’s done, and I release my hold on the Elemental Forces, and feel suddenly… free.
I want to laugh. I want to dance. The magic in the air is so pure, so strong, and so wholesome. This is what I had expected a torrial repository to be. This, and so much more. 
My hands itch to explore every crevice of every item visible to me. I want to know them all. I want to uncover all their secrets! This is an unimaginable boon, an absolute treasure-trove for the imagination…
With a supreme effort of will I force my arms down. My former teacher, the unnamed witch, warned me of the dangers of drawing too much from the source. Even with these torrials here to buffer the flow, there’s no telling what too much excess power flowing through my body would do.
I am still far from full capacity. The lashes I received as punishment, followed by that horribly harsh light in Beatrice’s prison cell, continue to affect me badly. 
That is no small part of why I had to place the seal on the door. I’d maintained appearances for this long, but I have no idea how much channeling through these magical objects will take out of me.
Besides which. The power and capabilities of these torrials are unknown. They are a complete black box.
I wish I had the foresight to search the library for that book Beatrice and I showed James when he was still with us. The one written by ancient witches, the one with descriptions of so many torrials. Of course I’d combed through it over the years, being naturally fascinated with all things magic… but I paid scant attention since I did not expect myself to ever come face-to-face with such riches.
In a calm, straight line, I walk all the way to the end of the chamber. I reach the far wall. I do it without wavering or losing focus once.
I do it without glancing and being tempted by the torrials around me once.
Good. I have to be confident in my own abilities to resist temptation before I take hold of the first of these objects. 
I turn back and slowly walk to the center of the room. It is there that I stop, take a deep breath, and call upon all the forces known to me.
Earth. Water. Fire. Air. All four forces make up the enormous ribbons flowing through the world. The currents are strong and swift but at the same time gentle. So long as you do not resist the ways they want to go, they will let themselves be guided.
But it cannot be forced. That is the most important distinction between my brand of true magic and the darker, more malicious one. With blood magic, everything is forced. Everything that’s done is a crude facsimile of what should naturally be flowing and smooth, almost like art.
I turn my attention to the object nearest me. It looks like a turtle shell made of polished stone.
I pick it up and flip it over. Right away I feel the reverberation between my Spark and it. Right away I feel the flow of power begging to be directed through it.
That is how torrials work. They cradle the flows of the Elements into a set path. Weaving complex spells requires amazing dexterity. Torrials do away with that. They direct the flows exactly as they’re needed to do one specific task.
This turtle shell… I am not certain, but I think I know what it will do.
I pluck the thinnest strand of Fire from the air and direct it into the shell. As soon as the weave touches it, the torrial lights up. It gives off a dull, reddish glow from the underside.
The glow expands from the size of my fist to the size of a soccer ball and keeps going. The energy contained within the sphere is palpable as it grows larger and larger, encompassing my whole body. The little turtle is feeding an enormous amount of Fire into it.
Suddenly, it stops, and then, like an elastic band, snaps back into my body. I gasp as the weave sears into my skin. The natural vampire inclination to fight and resist has to be tempered down.
I have to give way for the torrial to do its work.
The tightness grows stronger and stronger, making it difficult to breathe. My chest becomes constricted. My limbs feel as if they’re being wrapped by vines. The tightness increases, growing stronger and stronger, until abruptly… it ends.
All of a sudden, my skin feels utterly indestructible. Neither silver nor the sun can touch me now.
I look down at the little turtle shell. It emits only the dullest glow. So long as I am in contact with it, it will continue to draw on Fire and use it to cast its protective shield onto me.
Smiling to myself, I tuck it away. Then, to test things, I let go of my hold on the Elemental Forces… and my smile widens as the shield remains in place.
I can see the faint aura surrounding my body when I look down. I wonder if others would be able to see it also.
I doubt it. One, it’s probably only visible to those with The Spark. Two… well, two, it is definitely reliant on the turtle shell torrial.
Already this venture can be deemed a great success. I know how Fire works. I know all the things it would be able to shield me from. The sun will not hurt me while the turtle shield remains on my person. Neither will silver. Beatrice’s horrible torture cell would have had no effect on me had I had this torrial at the time. 
The most curious thing, however, is the fact that Beatrice was never let into this room. If she had been, I’m sure she wouldn’t have had such an earnest zeal for extracting The Haven’s two grand torrials for our coven. She would have made use of the ones available here without risking all we did to mount an attack.
No, this is a reserve known only to Dagan and the King. Perhaps to The Ancient, as well… though that vampire is a complete mystery to my mind.
Satisfied with my initial spate of good luck, I move on to the next torrial and gently probe it with the thinnest strand of Air.
It lights up and flares to life almost immediately. Hastily, I pull away. I have no idea what this one does, but for it to react so violently to such a gentle probe is telling of its power. I don’t want to upset the balance that exists.
And so I make my way from one to the next, carefully examining them all for hints of what they might have been designed for. None is as obvious as the turtle shell.
The great irony lies in the makeshift weapons I find. Small ivory daggers and enormous longswords and golden arrows. All of them are shaped into weapons of attack… but that is a diversion. For when I probe them with Air, the most used Element in violent spells, not one of them responds.
So they’re shaped for the offensive but actually designed for something else. Very telling. And very, very intriguing. 
If I had my way I’d gladly spend weeks—months!—here, exploring all the possibilities.
But right now, I do not have the luxury of time.
So any torrial that I cannot tell the purpose of on first glance is discarded quickly. In the back of my mind I feel the pressure of the ticking clock. Dagan is standing guard for me out there. I don’t anticipate any vampire will venture to this level, not when it’s clearly marked as off-limits to all but those in the King’s inner circle… but still.
I don’t want to put him in a jeopardized position if I can prevent it.
So I hurry from one torrial to the next, hoping to come across another one that will help in the fight against blood magic, should the showdown ever come.
In the end I gather a total of three. The turtle shell is one. A small, orange pendant the second. And a carving of a fox-head etched deeply into a black stone, the last.
The shell is still exerting its effects on me. 
The pendant, likewise, responds to Fire. It shapes the flow into a malevolent, enormous sword that can be expanded or shrunken at will. 
I’m not much of a swordsman, but even I could benefit from it.
The fox-head, though… the fox-head is most interesting.
It requires a certain dexterity to use. There are four tiny points around the shape, each meant for the most precise strand of the Elements.
When I feed them in the proper way, it shimmers.
It shimmers, it shifts, and all of a sudden I feel as if I transcend time. 
As I look around me now, I can see the motes of dust swirling around in the air at a fraction of their usual speed. The most subtle shifts
of the Forces become known to me. I see them with much greater depth—much greater understanding—than ever before.
It is as if I’ve stepped into a warp zone where the flow of time has slowed dramatically. Taking a step forward is accompanied by the strangest sensation. My body moves, I physically transcend the space, but it feels like I am both in my new location and the spot from whence I started. 
Almost like a phantom limb, except it was a phantom… body.
That experience is enough for me to immediately shut off the flow of magic into the torrial. The moment I do everything speeds up. A ripple washes through my organism as the phantom Riyu jolts into me, and we are joined once more.
To call that experience unnerving would be the understatement of the decade. But it intrigues me. And so I keep the fox-head torrial to investigate further, later.
Finally satisfied, I go to the massive vault door. I concentrate once more and peel away the barrier of magic I had set.
Immediately, the Forces begin to rage.
I stagger back. The disturbance catches me off guard. With a supreme effort, I block off the part of my mind that is susceptible to them.
Only once that’s done do I open the door and see Dagan standing across from me
He’s leaning against a pillar, looking almost bored. But the minute I come through his eyes hone in on me and an alertness takes over.
Immediately, the magical forces start to rage. 
“Did you find anything useful?” he asks.
I nod. “Yes. And not a moment too soon.” I sweep a hand through the air. “The Forces are chaotic again. Somebody nearby is using blood magic.”



Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
Carter
Deep in the Paths
 
I come up to the point in the distant crystal wall where the exit is supposed to reveal itself to me.
I take the final, three thousandth, thee hundredth and thirty-third step. I complete the maneuver with the appropriate turn.
Then, I wait.
A breath of relief escapes my lips when I see the portal forming. The Paths have done a number on my confidence. I was not entirely sure of my ability to navigate them anymore.
But it was the wretched city that did it. I should not make the mistake of misattribution. It was not my knowledge that failed me, nor was it the veracity of the pages I’d studied that cast things into doubt. It was the fall into the mist, and the demon, and the cloud through which I had started to think I could not ever escape.
Just before I step through the opening I touch the necklace in my pocket. It gives me the perfect alibi. I will tell the Royal Court, rightly, that Deanna was the one who kidnapped the Queen. I was not a co-conspirator. I was the hand of justice, who chased her down and delivered her to her fate.
Why else would I be fool enough to return to the stronghold, were I not on The Haven’s side, I will claim.
So, happy to finally be free of this nightmare, I step into the portal, and let it bring me back.
A sensation of utter cold washes over me. A harsh dizziness hits. The connection between my mind and body strains and snaps. I exist as two entities, separated from each other, yet somehow linked. A wind howls past me, and I get the impression of hurtling forward at an incredible speed. My body is stretched out, forward and back, left and right, in all directions, really, until I lose even that smallest, most intangible sense of self.
And then everything snaps back into place, and I’m myself once more.
I blink, dazed, disoriented. When I look in front of me confusion hits.
I am not in the Queen’s hospital ward. I am not in the stronghold. I am not in The Haven, nor am I in any place that I recognize. 
No, instead I’m in some grimy underground cave, a fissure above me open to the night. I look up. The stars are on full display but I cannot see the moon.
A cackling laugh makes me jump and spin around. 
I come face-to-face with a hideous, ancient woman. Her skin is wrinkled, crackled, and old. Hard, deep lines emphasize the creases around her eyes, on her forehead, down her cheeks. If it weren’t for the sharp spark of ability in her gaze, I would dismiss her as senile.
She must be eighty, ninety years old! And here she is, facing a vampire, facing one of her natural predators, without a hint of fear. 
My mere presence should be enough to humble her!
Yet there she is… laughing as if I am the greatest joke in the world.
I take a step toward her—and find myself suddenly unable to move. The air around me has solidified into a stifling little box, no bigger than a phone booth.
My fangs come out, and my body tenses.
“No, no,” the woman cackles. “We will have none of that, little vampire.”
I stare at her in awe and terror as the force holding me in place condenses around me. It concentrates at my neck, and then it starts to push up, against my fangs, and forces them back into the retracted position. 
“Ah,” she sighs when it’s done. “That’s so much better. Don’t you think?”
I struggle with all my might against the constructed tightness but absolutely cannot break free. 
I’ve never known anything to be the anathema of vampirism except for one thing.
Magic.
“You’re a witch,” I growl, and surprise even myself when my lips move with the words.
I thought the force would have stopped it.
She nods, and the smirk widens, showing a hideous row of ugly, broken, yellowing teeth. “What gave it away?”
“You interfered with the portal,” I accuse. I level my voice, trying to sound unaffected. “You brought me here with your power. Why?” 
“Oh, you’re a deductive one, aren’t you?” she mocks. “How refreshing it is to meet a sharp young vampire.”
“Young?” I can do nothing to keep the disbelief from my voice. “Why would you call me young?”
She smiles once more, almost fondly. And takes a few steps to me. Her gait is uneven, almost pained. But her face remains a stoic mask, hiding her discomfort.
She reaches me and touches my cheek. I want to snarl and twist away. The gesture is so painfully demeaning. It’s like something I would do to April, or Cassandra, or any of those naïve women below me.
The balance of power here has precariously shifted. I cannot tell where I stand with this witch.
It’s a dangerous position with one who has subdued me so easily.
“You’re young,” she explains, “because you were made after I was born.”
I stare at her. I don’t know how to respond. Maybe she is senile?
Humans do not live past a century. Yet here is a witch, decidedly human, claiming to be older than me.
The proclamation is almost ridiculous enough to make me laugh. But I force myself to adopt a tone of utter gravity as I reply, “That cannot be true.”
“No? You think only vampires have accomplished the feat of eternal life?” She grins wickedly. “There have been no witches to compare to me. None have ever dared to dabble with the powers I control. Tell me, little vampire, when the last time you felt so helpless before a human was?”
I cannot answer, because the force doesn’t let me move my lips.
“You think I would be jealous,” she continues. “Of your powers. Of your gifts. Of the ease with which you and your kind traverse around the world. Of your precious beauty, of your strength.
“But the truth? Of course, the truth is that all your gifts are bought with borrowed blood. I have nothing but disdain for you awful creatures. Vampires are the lowliest of the species. They are parasites, blood-suckers, and always, always, supremely arrogant. 
“I’m here just to put you in your place.”
My eyes narrow. “What place is that?” I force out, struggling against the force
“Deep, deep below the earth,” she sneers. “Where you will be exterminated and your foul seed never allowed to spread. But that will take time. For now, I consider you and me to be allies.”
“Allies?” I scoff. “You’re delusional.”
“Not so. I know who you are, little vampire, but do you know who I am?” 
I look at her, keeping my face entirely placid. 
“Thought not. I am Cierra. The greatest Black Sorceress the world has ever known!”
On the declaration a burst of light explodes from around her and blinds me. My skin screams in agony but I can do nothing to protect myself.
A second later, the light is gone. I gasp, fighting through the lingering sensation of pain. A particular spot on my body aches above all: a tiny point just below my sternum. I cannot look down to see the cause, but the pain is there, it’s acute, it’s blistering…
Cierra’s eyes are fixed on the very spot. Her lips move as she mouths words I do not hear. In the most subtle of ways I feel my power draining out of me. It’s almost like the reverse of taking blood. There’s a slow dulling of the senses, a sort of haze that overcomes me. Cierra’s mouth keeps moving, and I grow weaker and weaker. My muscles, which only seconds ago were straining against the force around me, give up the fight. My perception of the surroundings lessens. I no longer see quite so clearly, or quite so far. 
Anxiety comes over me. I am as helpless as a newborn lamb. The pain in that one spot grows. It multiplies, until it feels like there is a beam of pure UV light directed at me.
And then Cierra stops. She straightens. The bonds around my body do not let up, but the pain slowly starts to ebb away. 
She takes a step back. The moment she does the force dissipates entirely. I’m free!
I move to lunge at her, desperate to see her dead, but all it takes is a flick of her wrist, and I am frozen in place.
“So presumptuous,” she mutters. The force field surrounding me is gone, but I can exert no more control over my body than I could when it was there.
“Do a little spin for me,” she suggests.
And—shock beyond horror—I find myself responding to the command as if I am no more than a marionette. 
“Very good,” she praises. Are my eyes playing tricks on me, or does she appear somehow stronger, somehow more vigorous? “And now, dance a jig!”
My feet start moving of their own accord, my knees jerking up and down without me exerting any conscious control. Humiliation of the most poisonous sort radiates through my body. But I keep dancing for her as she claps her hands in glee and hums an upbeat, wordless tune.
“Enough,” she says, and I go absolutely still. She does seem stronger now, somehow fuller. Her curving back is now straightened, the lines around her eyes are less defined, and that vigor I first saw in her eyes is now pooling over to her body.
My mind works frantically to make sense of this. I want to attack, I want to kill her, but I cannot! I cannot even open my mouth to speak.
She lowers herself onto a rock and gestures for me to come closer. Like an obedient lapdog I do. Revulsion at myself sets in, revulsion and disgust that I would be taken in by this… this human… so easily
“Close enough,” she tells me. “Stop there.”
I go still.
“By now you must be wondering what I’ve done.” She smiles. “I won’t readily reveal my tricks. All you must know is that now, I have full control of you.” Again that victorious grin. “You are mine, little vampire, to do with as I please. You cannot believe how lucky you are to have encountered what you did in the Paths. I saw it all, through the eyes of the demon… much like I now see through yours.”
Alarm takes me, but I am helpless to act.
“You will continue on as you will. Soon, this whole episode will be wiped from your mind. You will return to The Haven and there, you will be my…” she pauses as she searches for the right words, “…Manchurian candidate.” 
I feel sick. I feel nauseous. I feel as if I’m trapped in a glass orb surrounded by grains of sand. I am inside my body, but I cannot affect it in any way. The limbs are mine, the torso is mine, the vampiric essence is mine… but I’ve relinquished all control. 
Even the will to fight is seeping out of me.
“So,” she proclaims. “I will allow you to go to your home. I’ll even do you the favor of letting you keep memories of things you saw in the Paths. They will help you establish credibility amongst the Elite, after your huge gaffe with my… sibling.”
Sibling? I think, my mind jolting to alarm. Can she mean—
But the bite of these thoughts are lost as the witch continues over me.
“I want you to be a penitent little vampire when you get there,” she says. “You will beg forgiveness from the Queen. She will look inside you and see that your intentions are pure. Because, of course, I will mask your true intent. None of our little interaction will remain in your mind. That’s the best bit: you will have no clue you are working for me.”
I want to say something against that… but I cannot.
In fact, even the thought of going against her is starting to lose its appeal. The fight I was waging—what fight? Why resist? Cierra is good, she’s on my side, she’s loyal...
“Ah, and there it is,” she says. She stands up and pats my cheek again. “Good, pliable vampire. Well done. I didn’t think you’d resist it long.”
I catch her eye slip down to the spot on my chest. I move my hands to touch it.
They respond. There’s a tear in my clothes, but the skin underneath is smooth. Flawless.
Of course, as it should be.
I look at the witch and suddenly see her great beauty. I thought she was ugly, once? No, no. She is wonderful, she is the epitome of perfection, none can compare! 
Of my own accord, I go down to my knees before her. I bow my head. 
“Whatever you want,” I say. “I will do. This I vow.”
Neither the words nor the thought fills me with any discontent. In fact, now, the only thing I want to do is please.
“Yes. Good.” She smiles. 
She holds out her hand. I take gentle hold of it and press my lips to her skin. A shiver of ecstasy passes through my body when they touch.
She giggles. Once, I may have thought it a peculiar sound, but now it is as sweet as the purest chiming bells.
“You are too gracious,” she coos, and I find myself beaming up at her. 
All I want to do is please.
“Come now. Stand up.” She beckons me to my feet. I follow along. “We will want to get this patched up.” She touches the spot on my shirt where I felt the pain…
Pain? What pain?

I don’t remember any pain. All I know now is a great pleasure emanating from having served her. Cierra. My wondrous goddess. 
A blue glow surrounds the witch for an instant, and then it’s gone. I look down and see the hole in the cloth completely mended.
She points to a nearby wall and moves her hand in an exaggerated circle. As if she’s painting the spot with a stele, the outline of a portal shines on the rock. The glowing streaks expand until they’re consummate, and a flowing, reflective surface is formed in between.
“That portal will take you back to The Haven,” she says. “You will remember nothing of what happened here. When I call on you, however, you will respond. I may come to you in different form. Do not be frightened.” She chortles. “Because if you think vampires are immune to fear, you will soon discover otherwise. My task for you, once you’re there, is simple. Gather the rebels. Have them join your little coven once more. I need them in position. Ensure they are allied to you, but keep them quiet. Do not seek dissent. It is not needed…yet.”
I bow my head again. “As you ask, I so obey.”
The words come out of me naturally, effortlessly, as they are so simple it is a wonder that I could have ever had any other thought.
Cierra hesitates… then nods. “Remember one thing, vampire. One thing, above all else. You must—must—keep yourself safe. Do not take risks. I trust your natural intuition will take hold. But you will preserve your body first and foremost.” Once more comes that sly smile. “Because now, you are linked to me, and my strength is bound in you.” 
She touches two fingers to my forehead. I feel a tiny bit of heat radiate from the spot, and then it’s gone.
“Then,” she says. “Your loyalty is assured. Go now. Step into the portal and return to The Haven. More instructions will come to you soon.”
I nod, slowly. The smallest itch in the back of my mind begs for my attention, telling me something is drastically wrong. I swat it away as easily as if it were a gnat, then turn and walk toward the portal.
“Oh, vampire? One more thing. Give your Queen my highest regards. Tell her that I yet live… and I have not forgotten.”



Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
James
In the woods near Cierra’s lair.
 
Liana and I look out at the space before us, the empty forest clearing leading to the great stump that once housed Cierra’s burrow. Smithson is bound behind us, flanked on one side by Victoria, on the other by April. 
Sylvia was the first to venture out, because she was familiar with the place. She’d ducked in a good ten minutes ago.
Now we’re just waiting for her to come out again.
“This is madness,” Smithson hisses. “You place her in enormous risk by letting her go in alone! There could be other traps lingering from long ago. No one knows what’s been activated and what has not.”
“Quiet,” I snap. I keep watch for the first sign of movement. “If you recall, she was the one who volunteered to go.”
“You’re not frightened, are you Smithson?” April asks in a saccharine, mocking voice.
I grin. My young fledgling derives great pleasure from needling her former tormentor. I see it as little more than a game, so I let her do it.
I shift my focus away from their bickering and look out at the stump again.
It seems such a simple thing. I can’t imagine a human woman purposefully burrowing herself underground like that. I have enormous interest in actually seeing the inside of this “lair.” From all the talk I’ve heard of the witch, she strikes me as exactly the sort of person I would be glad to have on my side.
Because, ultimately, I have not lost track of my purpose. I must make the Nocturna Animalia into the greatest coven in existence. Mother has her magic, and she has Eleira. Father has The Ancient. Without an ace up my sleeve, the Nocturna Animalia will be doomed to a middling existence. And I cannot accept anything but the absolute best.
I want the Nocturna Animalia to be the envy of the world. In time, all vampires will seek out membership because my coven will be the strongest. My coven will be elusive, exclusive, and will hold the utmost prestige. That is what drives me now, that potential for excellence. I must demand it of all my subjects. Above all, I must demand it of myself. 
So what better way to cement our place in the world than with the most fearsome witch of all time on our side? Let mother have the prophesied girl! Let father continue to share The Ancient’s blood with his coven’s members. Mine will be a secret circle, a precious few, and we will be lobbied by all the gifts that the fusion of vampire and dark magic can bring. 
I grunt. Admittedly, I don’t know what such a fusion might bring. 
My hope is simply that it will be something spectacular. 
After the disaster with the Fang Chasers, I’d better make it up with something good. 
Movement in the bush catches my attention. My eyes focus on the spot as my body goes rigid. I tense, waiting…
A shaking Sylvia emerges.
As soon as I see her I rush forward. The other vampires are fast on my heels. We meet her out in the open, right in front of the massive stump and the overgrown hole through which she climbed out. 
She looks at all of us. Her eyes linger on Smithson, her former leader, for a split second longer. Then she speaks. 
“The good news is that she hasn’t been back,” Sylvia says.
I bristle in annoyance. “Of course she hasn’t been back! She’s still only human, it’s not like she can fly!”
“The Paths,” Victoria gently reminds me.
Sylvia nods in agreement. “Yes. That’s right. There is an entrance to that realm inside her cavern. But it would require activation from over here to be accessible. From the other side, it’s locked—presumably so that others would not be able to stumble upon her sanctuary.”
“You made it seem like there is bad news?” Liana asks.
Sylvia gives a little nod. She runs a hand over her shaven head. Poor woman—she’ll never be able to grow a glorious mane of hair now that she’s a vampire. Our bodies lock forever into the form they were in our transformation. 
She would look stunning with hair, I think.
“The bad news is that somebody has been here before us. And they’ve marked the space.” 
That catches my attention. “Marked? What do you mean, marked?” I demand. 
“Just what I said. There are traces of magical wards on the floor inside.”
“How would you know that?” I ask. “You’re not a witch.”
“If you don’t believe me, ask Victoria to go and look, she has The Spark,” Sylvia fires back.
I hit her with a jab of vampiric influence. She wilts as easily as a flower beneath the force.
“Remember your place,” I growl in warning. “Now, tell me how you know what you claim you do.”
“The Crusaders… mutilate their children. The marks on my skull do not come from happy memories. There are forces beyond witches and vampires in this world. Having an affinity for sensing magic when it’s been done, for feeling the trace, is not unique to those with The Spark.”
I nod. “I accept your explanation. For now.”
“So, who raised the wards, then?” April asks. “And what do they do?”
Sylvia smiles at Victoria. “Ask her to go and see. She’ll know.”
I turn to face the short, blond-haired woman. “Are you ready to go inside?”
“I still think it’s a fool idea,” Victoria mutters. “But yes. Let’s see what we can find.”
“Excellent,” I say, and lead the way in.
I have to duck down to get under the first bush in my way. Then, seeing the opening so low to the ground, I drop to my hands and knees, with an irritated grunt.
I take my time crawling down the narrow path, cautious of triggering any of those latent spells Sylvia mentioned. I’ve seen the things magic can do, and, as such, am in no haste to find myself on the receiving end of any such anomaly.
Eventually the tunnel widens and opens up. I drop down past a ledge. My feet hit uneven dirt. I take a few steps forward, catching my bearings, and then turn back to watch the others file in.
One by one, they join me. I don’t think any are more comfortable being here than I am. There is a faint thrumming in the air, a sort of resonance just beyond the edge of hearing. 
It’s slightly unnerving. Were I alone, I might even have backed out and come again only after I’d grow accustomed to it.
But now it’s imperative that I display the strength of a leader. 
“Victoria,” I say. “Would you care to confirm what Sylvia said?”
The former vampire of The Crypts walks past me slowly. Her eyes are shut and both her hands are stretched out in front of her. She seems to be trying to feel the vibrations in the air.
“The currents are twisted here,” she says, her tone serious. “The Elementals are not in harmony. It’s like… it’s almost like they’ve been forced into this place and trapped here. The problem is…” she trails off. Then, in an abrupt gasp, she says, “Oh! They’re ancient.”
I step to her and take her by the shoulder, spinning her back to face me. “What do you mean by that?” I demand. 
She gulps. “I don’t like this place, James. It’s unnatural.”
“Well, of course, it’s unnatural,” I snap.
She shakes her head. “No. It’s worse than what I expected. I knew this was the lair of a dark witch. But now, having been here… I think I can tell you exactly what that means.”
I almost feel the rest of the group perk up at the opportunity to hear her expand.
“Tell us,” I say.
“The magic here is kept inside by some sort of external force,” she explains. “Yes, I see it now. A regular witch wouldn’t be able to pick it up.” She looks at Sylvia, then Smithson. “It requires one who has the benefit of a vampire’s sensory perceptions. The distinction of the flows is too subtle for any human to realize. But I see it.”
“See what?” I growl. “Speak clearly, Victoria, you’re not making any sense!”
She clicks her tongue. “You know I’m trying to understand it at the same time as you,” she points out. “I’m just telling you what this feels like. And the currents here feel old. Older than any I’ve encountered before. In fact—” she bristles, “—I never even thought of the Elemental Forces as correlating to age. I thought they all existed as a continuous spectrum, like a flowing river. The stream doesn’t get old. But the constituent substance of it does.”
Sylvia looks to be deep in thought. “That could explain so much,” she mutters, half to herself. 
I look at our newest-made vampire. “Would you care to add anything?”
She shakes her head roughly. “Not yet. Let’s hear what else Victoria thinks.”
I turn my attention back to the smaller woman. 
“If Cierra was able to preserve herself here for so long, as a human,” she says, “she must have found some method of drawing on… on the vampiric essence that exists within the Elements! Of course, that must be it! The same one that give us life.”
“The vampire essence is what gives rise to magic,” Smithson interjects. “Yes, that we know. But to suggest that a non-vampire can make use of them?” He shakes his head. “Impossible. Even for Cierra.”
“You’re wrong,” Victoria challenges. “Cierra trapped the forces here, within her burrow. The skill, the dexterity that would require is unbelievable. Even if my Spark were as strong as Eleira’s I could never do it, even with my vampiric gifts! For Cierra to achieve something like that as a human…? It tells you all you need to know about how powerful a witch she is.”
“Is it so difficult?” I ask.
Victoria scoffs. “Think of the largest waterfall you know. Imagine the power contained in the currents, in the whitewater falls. Men harness that sort of energy in dams and use it to power vast swaths of populated cities. Millions upon millions of people get their electricity from dams a fraction of the size of Niagara Falls. 
“Now, take all that power, take all that energy, and try to store it in a battery the size of your fist.” Victoria shakes her head in wonder. “It’s impossible. Yet that is the scale of what Cierra achieved here.”
Suddenly I feel very much discomfited standing within the underground lair. I don’t like to show, but the others also seem to share some of my unease. 
“And the only way Cierra could have survived this long, as a human, without succumbing to the normal afflictions of age, would be to draw on all that power. You can relax, James. Most of it has been used up now.”
I try not to show my annoyance at letting my discomfort be so transparent.
Victoria turns to Sylvia and Smithson. “Your Order found Cierra here,” she says. “What happened to the witches who brought her out? I know the first died, but what of the others?”
“You’re right, in that she lost her mind,” Smithson answers. “She had to be put down. The others were more cautious. They survived.”
“How long did you have Cierra in the facility?” Victoria asks. “Fifteen, twenty years?”
“Less than that,” Sylvia says. 
“So that means she would have been asleep here for hundreds of years,” Victoria murmurs. “She locked herself in here and used the Elements to prolong her life. Not only that, but she must have manipulated the flows of magic to create a pocket here that exists outside of time. That’s why the forces feel so old. They were brought in and sealed from their source in the outside world. At the same time, she drew on their power to give her body sustenance, much the way we do, as vampires, unconsciously. It’s… remarkable, really.”
“So where does that leave us now?” I ask. “She’s out in the world.” I turn to the others. “Do you still think she’s not coming back?”
“Let’s take a look around,” Victoria says. “I want to examine some of the objects left behind.”
She starts to go deeper into the cavern, when Sylvia suddenly calls out, “Careful!”
In a flash the bald vampire runs up to her and pulls her back. Victoria blinks, seemingly confused. “What…” she says. “What happened?”
Sylvia points a vine on the ground. “That’s one of the wards I told you of,” she says in a huff. “You nearly activated it.”
Victoria stares at her feet in something akin to amazement. “I… what?” She shakes her head. “Something’s wrong. I feel fuzzy.”
Concern grows in me for the smaller vampire. 
“You’re being pulled in by the lure of the Forces,” Sylvia says. Her voice is grave. “The same thing that happened to the first witch is happening to you. There’s a certain protective barrier… about the place.” She gestures all around her. “You’re more susceptible to it because of your enhanced senses as a vampire. You have to be careful.”
“Why, Sylvia,” Smithson quips, “I didn’t take you to be one with so much empathy for our captors.”
She fixes him with a nasty look. “I’m not the one bound in silver,” she says. She brings her hands out in front of her and waggles them in the air. “I have you to thank for converting me into this dreadful creature. So don’t think my loyalties are quite as certain as they once were.”
A smile creeps onto my face. I very much like this new dynamic between former conspirators.
“Can I say something?” Liana suddenly asks.
I nod for her to go on. She obviously needs my permission. 
“I don’t know anything about vampires or witches except what I’ve overheard,” she says. “But it seems to me that this Cierra is quite accomplished. All of you speak of her with so much respect.”
“Yes?” I say, a little annoyed that she’s stating the obvious.
“I don’t see what’s so special about her,” Liana says. She flexes her hands. “How can any being other than a vampire stand up to the powers that these hands wield? The witch is still human, as you’ve made clear. We’re giving her far too much credit. You’re building a myth when none exists.”
“It exists, child,” Victoria says softly. “You haven’t been alive long enough to realize you’re not invincible.”
“Well, I feel invincible,” she mutters, giving me a sly look.
I shoot her a wink and turn my attention toward Victoria and Sylvia. “Just be careful, Victoria,” I say. “Let Sylvia guide you. She seems to understand this more. She did study these things while with the Order.”
Sylvia nods. “Thank you, James.”
The slightest undertone of mocking exists in her voice. I choose to ignore it.
Victoria bends down to examine the vine creeping along the floor. I notice that she does not touch it.
“Can you cross to the other side?” she asks Sylvia. 
The taller woman hesitates for a moment and then nods. “I don’t think it would trigger anything.”
“Try, then,” Victoria says. 
Sylvia pauses for a flicker of a second… then nods and does exactly as she’s asked.
I watch in fascination as the brands all over her skull momentarily light up. 
At the same time a blue glow forms around Victoria. 
Sylvia goes stock-still. Her muscles all tense. “What did you do?” she hisses. Rigidly, she turns around and faces the kneeling vampire. “Release me!”
“I’m protecting you,” Victoria mutters. She stands up and looks the other vampire in the eye. “Your crossing did trigger the ward.”
Fear shows in Sylvia’s eye. It’s replaced a moment later by steely determination. “What does that mean?”
“The currents swelled and tried to surround you,” Victoria fires back. “It’s a trap, don’t you get it? Whatever Cierra had here steals the power of other witches. You’re not a witch, yet you’re still attuned to magic, so the leeching morphed to draw on your vampiric essence.
Sylvia’s expression turns from one of consternation to concern.
“You’re welcome,” Victoria stresses. 
“I wouldn’t have crossed if you didn’t ask!” she exclaims. 
“This is ridiculous,” I mutter. Taking a few deliberate strides, I step over the vine and stop next to Victoria. I do a turn, then announce, “There is no danger for the rest of us. Shall we move on?”
Even though I frame it as a question I leave no doubt about exactly what I intend to do. While Sylvia and Victoria continue bickering behind me, I delve deeper into the cavern… and farther into the Black Sorceress’s resting place. 
I round a corner and come to a carved out room. There are runes etched on the distant wall. Shelves built into the rock are littered with dust and grime.
The place has been excavated, as I was expecting. But then my eyes fix on a particular fixture on one wall.
I come up to it. It looks like a tiny, little keyhole. Easily overlooked and probably completely invisible to all but those who know where to look for it—or those gifted with vampiric vision.
I reach up and trace my fingers around the edge. The moment I do, a sharp jolt runs up my arm. I pull back immediately. 
I manage to apply a neutral expression by the time the others join me. 
“You’re an idiot, James,” Victoria chastises. “Running off like that. Who knows what could have happened!”
“Don’t tell me you’re starting to catch feelings for me,” I quip. She scowls.
“And I won’t tolerate that sort of disrespect,” I warn, in a more serious tone. “I’ve given too many allowances. It ends here.”
“Fine,” Victoria grumbles.
“What exactly are we hoping to uncover here?” April asks.
“Ask our fearless leader,” Victoria mutters. 
I give them both a rueful grin. “Anything that will help us get Cierra on our side.”
Smithson chortles a laugh. “Victoria’s right,” he says. “You are an idiot. Did you not see what she did to the facility? Do you really think you can offer her anything we did not?” 
“I don’t think she’d look too kindly upon words from those who imprisoned her, hooked her up to all sorts of machines like a lab specimen, and tried to expose her powers,” I tell him. “Unless I miss my mark…? That is what you did, yes?”
“The witch was meant to give us greater understanding of supernatural powers,” Sylvia says. “Hers was a fascinating case.”
“I think Victoria here gave you more information a few minutes ago than the sum of everything you extracted from Cierra,” I say.
“You might be right,” Sylvia hedges.
“So, don’t just stand around,” I tell the group. “Start looking! Anything here might prove useful. Whatever can grant us leverage, I want to see.”
While the vampires move to comply, I walk over to Smithson and take him aside. 
“I know you think I’m wasting my time,” I whisper to him. “Your team already conducted a search of the premises when you discovered Cierra’s lair. What could you possibly have overlooked, right?” 
Smithson looks at me but does not say a word.
“Truth is,” I continue. “We’re not here searching for anything to do with the Black Sorceress.”
Smithson looks at me with open disgust. “You want to play games? Now? I told you what you could do to me. I’ve got no influence here.”
“You know things,” I continue. “I’m going to give you a name. You will tell me if you’ve heard it before. Take it as a sort of… test. Of the thoroughness of the Order.”
“What name?” he asks.
“Mokko.”
He tries to hide it, but for a flicker of a second, his eyes widen. Just a little, and the reaction is covered up almost as quickly as it occurred… but I saw it.
I was watching for it.
“Never heard it before,” he bluffs.
I chuckle. “Right. Claim whatever you want. But I know that you know the legend.” I sweep my arm around us. “Mokko is the reason there are no vampire covens this far north.”
Smithson shakes his head. “Even if I have heard of that name,” he says. “And I’m not saying I have. But even if. So what?”
“Oh, I think you know very well what,” I tell him. “Mokko is key to subduing the Black Sorceress. You never considered the possibility before. But I have. I know it’s the only way.”
“You’re speaking of something less tangible than myth,” he says. “If the Order really considered Mokko to exist—”
“Ah,” I interrupt. “But you miss the point. I care not what the Order thinks. I know Mokko is real.” 
He scoffs.
I look him dead in the eyes. “You doubt me?”
“Hard to trust a compulsive liar,” he says.
“I’m only telling you about Mokko to give you a chance to redeem yourself. Tell me what you know about Cierra. Give me all the information you have.”
He looks at me in open skepticism, then shakes his head. “You don’t know what you’re suggesting,” he says.
“On the contrary. I very well do.”
“Mokko is a myth,” he insists. “A myth passed down by generation after generation of tribes. Mokko is a story told around the campfire to frighten children. Nothing more.”
 “You’re wrong,” I say. “I’ve encountered Mokko. I know for a fact it is real.”
“Mokko is a malevolent spirit thought to haunt the woods,” Smithson smirks. “You’ve encountered a spirit? I know better than that. My whole organization deals with the preternatural. Spirits are as real as pixies and werewolves.”
“Wrong,” I say. “Spirits are rare, but they are not less real.” I think back on Liana—my brother’s Liana, not the one I have with me now—and my heart gives an uneasy twinge.
I shove the memory deep and double down on it so it doesn’t bubble up again.
“Your Order doesn’t hold all the answers. If it were so capable—why, you would have never let Cierra get away, in that case, would you?”
“Your arrogance will be the end of you,” Smithson mutters. 
“Yet it was your arrogance that kept me alive,” I say. “I’m much more capable than you thought. Aren’t I?”
Smithson doesn’t respond.
“The secret is,” I continue, “Mokko once revealed itself to—”
A startled cry behind me makes me cut off with a curse.
I look back. Sylvia is flat on her butt. Her jaw is slack, and she’s staring at the space in front of her as if she’d seen a ghost. 
In a flash, I’m by her. “What happened?” I look around. Nothing has changed, nothing has been disturbed as far as I can see.
With an unsteady, wavering hand, she points out in front of her.
I look there. Her finger is aimed at a spot on the wall—the same spot that I’d picked out when I first came into the lair.
But there’s nothing there. Nothing has changed about it. I was half-expecting to see a magical glow, or some sign of the activation of the Forces.
“Victoria, do you know what happened?” I demand.
The vampire shakes her head. From the sides, the other two girls are staring at us in confusion.
“Sylvia, there’s nothing there,” I say, my words coming in a low hiss. I bring my hands under her shoulders and haul her up. “What’s wrong with you?”
Smithson, from his spot behind us, barks a laugh. “I know what’s wrong with her. And she won’t tell you.”
I growl at him. “Then you will,” I say, making sure there can be no doubt about the threat behind the “suggestion.”
“She’s bound by the tenets that were imprinted on her when she was branded,” Smithson says. “The Crusaders utilize a sort of magic for that. She cannot reveal their secrets. Not because she doesn’t want to. Although given the circumstances, I can’t say I’d blame her for that.”
I shake my head. “What does this have to do with the Crusaders?”
“If Sylvia believes it does, that’s enough. The brands are enough to hold her tongue. No amount of your influence will break that.”
I look at the woman. “Is he right?” I ask.
She swallows… and bobs her head up and down in the affirmative. 
“So we’re here just looking around, something triggered it, and you cannot say what?” I scoff. “A grand misadventure if I ever heard of one.”
“James,” Victoria says softly. “Look at her. I think she’s actually scared.”
“What does she have to be scared of?” I demand haughtily. “She’s a vampire, not some little girl! Her old fears should hold no sway over her any longer.”
“Have you forgotten how long it’s been since she was made?” Victoria fires back. “It takes a fledgling years to become used to her powers. More! And that’s for the ones who wanted it, not the ones like her, who detest everything to do with our kind.”
“You’re standing up for Sylvia now?” I ask, incredulously. “After the spat you two had just minutes ago?”
“We’re all in this together, James. It’s your leadership,” she flicks the word with certain scorn, “—that I have to be wary of. Not little problems with her.”
“Careful,” I warn, my tone low and dangerous. “I’ve let you get away with too much already. It—”
Suddenly the ground above us trembles. 
I cut off and swear. “What was that?”
“Maybe you should pay more attention to your surroundings,” April quips. The girl seems to have taken Victoria’s side against me. “And trusted Sylvia. Then you’d know.”
My eyes zero in on her. “Respect,” I growl.
She drops her gaze.
The shaking has stopped. But that doesn’t mean we’re in the clear.
“Victoria?” I say. “Did you feel anything?”
“The same thing that keeps the currents locked up inside prevents me from knowing what’s going on outside,” she says. “But the trembling wasn’t caused by anything internal.”
I mutter another oath. Whatever I’d expected to find here—it wasn’t this.
My attention shifts to Sylvia. “And you?” I ask. “Do you know anything?”
Mutely, she shakes her head. She still has that whole deer-in-headlights look about her.
“Then we’re done,” I announce. “I’ve seen all that I need. If Cierra isn’t coming back, and there isn’t anything left for us to find—”
Again I’m cut off by another rumble. This one makes the ground roll as if on a wave.
Alarm flares inside me. I am not at all comfortable with the position we’re in.
The shaking stops. “We go,” I say. “Now.”
My vampires make no move to disagree. I lead them out, and they all follow.
I plan on returning by myself, at a later time, and properly examining that which requires my attention.
But the moment we emerge from out of the stump, we’re greeted by a nasty surprise. 
A ring of ten vampires circles us. They’re dressed in rags but emanate considerable strength.
“Hello.” Their leader steps forth and looks me dead in the eyes. “Cousin.”



Chapter Thirty
 
Raul
The Haven’s stronghold
 
I hurry through the twisted passages of the stronghold, searching for Eleira.
I’m about to turn a corner when a vampire’s presence flares into being in a room adjacent to me.
I stop short. There was nobody there a moment ago.
I’ve been a member of The Haven long enough to recognize each of the Elite’s own individual presence. So this new vampire, I recognize immediately. And before I can make a conscious decision, my claws are out, my fangs bared, and I’m barreling into the room in which he appeared. 
The heavy door slams against the wall with enough force to make the place shake. 
Carter.
Before he can get a sense of his bearings I crash into him, tackling him to the ground. The portal from the Paths shrinks until it is no more than a small dot.
My hands are on Carter’s throat and my claws are perilously close to drawing blood. “Give me one reason why I should let you live,” I hiss.
Whatever surprise he affected when he arrived evaporates immediately. “Get off me,” he growls. “Even you’re not so debased as to take justice into your own hands.”
He shifts his free arm, and for a half second I think he’s reaching for a hidden weapon.
But then he simply pulls out an ornate necklace.
“What’s that?” I snarl.
“Proof of my innocence,” he says. “Now get off me. This is disgraceful.”
I consider him for a good, long moment. Then, with a muttered oath, I push off from his body.
I make a point, however, of not helping him up.
He stands and dusts himself off. Then, with surprising indifference, he looks around.
“I won’t blame you for the way you reacted to my arrival,” he says with a sleazy type of grin. “I imagine you suspect me guilty of some heinous crimes.”
“You led the faction of the Elite that were against Morgan when I was gone,” I say. “You collaborated with Deanna to kidnap the Queen.”
“No,” he says squarely. “I realized what Deanna was doing and went after her to rescue the Queen. I wanted to bring our monarch back. And as for the faction…?” He shrugs. “Some vampires were unhappy with the rule. We did not do anything against The Haven law. And anyway, I’ve since had a change of heart. We need to be united in the face of our threats. Not bickering like little children.”
“An eloquent speech,” I say dryly. “Not one word of which is true.”
“Heh.” He chuckles. “You really think so poorly of me?”
“You’ve never given reason for me to change my opinion.”
“Maybe not,” he considers. “But this necklace should help in that regard.”
“What is it?” I ask. I stand with my arms crossed between him and the door.
He’s not getting past me until I get the answers I seek.
“It belonged to Deanna,” he says. “Who I destroyed for her attempted treason. And I must say, I’m sorry for your loss. Phillip wasn’t my favorite, but he had certain admirable qualities. His death will be a
burden borne by all.
“Phillip is not dead,” I tell Carter with contempt. There wasn’t a shred of sincerity behind any of his words. “He survived. He still lives. He and I, with others, followed you into the Paths. We know what happened there.”
Carter’s eyebrows go up in surprise. For once, the reaction is genuine. “I’m glad to hear our Captain Commander is so resilient,” he mutters. 
“If you were truly well-meaning,” I say, “you would have alerted the guards to what was done. Not gone after Deanna yourself. Your lies are nothing more than a spittle of crockery.”
“Time was short,” he says easily. “When I discovered the Queen missing and Deanna gone, too, I had a very narrow window in which I could duck after her into the Paths. I have no magical ability, as you no doubt know. The portal was closing. I had to make a choice.”
“You made the wrong one,” I sneer. “You think that little necklace will exonerate you?” I scoff. “Think again. The only reason I didn’t rip your throat out was my respect for Haven law.”
He offers a thin smile. “For that,” he says. “I am extremely grateful. But no matter your biases toward me, I am completely innocent of any wrong doing.”
“The Court will decide that,” I say. “As will the Queen.”
“So you got Morgan back, did you?” he asks. “That’s quite good. It means our equilibrium is no longer under threat. I will call the vampires who sided with me to come to our coven. We only have one home, and this is it.”
“How did you return?” I ask him. “You said it yourself, you know no magic. A portal requires a witch. Who aided you?”
“Did you think I would rush off into the Paths with no conception of their danger?” he asks. “No, no. The truth is, dear friend, I had one of two tricks up my sleeve. It is possible to get out of the Paths without using magic. You just have to know what to do.”
“And you profess to have that knowledge,” I say flatly. 
He smiles. “I think I just demonstrated that I do.”
“None of your games matter, Carter,” I say. “I’ve wasted enough time talking to you. You’re under custody. You can come with me willingly, or I can use force. I can also call the guards… but that would ruin all my fun.”
I fill the word with all sort of insinuation about exactly the sort of “fun” I mean.
“And where, pray tell, do you intend to take me?” he asks.
“You’re going to the cells,” I say. “Where you’ll be kept prisoner until your trial.”
“What trial? There hasn’t been a charge.”
“There is now,” I tell him. “I hereby accuse you of treason and attempted murder of the Queen.”
“Oh, how quaint,” he mutters. He sighs and then holds his hands out. “Very well, then, do with it as you will. Take me in. I’m so frightened.”
He rolls his eyes to show the utter disdain he harbors for me. 
I take him roughly by the arms and twist his shoulder back in a pin-move. “Understand,” I growl in his ear, “that if you even try to break loose, I won’t hesitate to kill you on the spot.”
“So ruthless,” he mutters. 
I lead Carter down the pathways of the stronghold. We pass two uniformed guards. They see me, see the Royal Court member and instantly connect the dots. Without saying anything, they turn around and trail after me. 
While I don’t exactly need them there, I am comforted by their company. It tells me, if nothing more, that there are still vampires in The Haven loyal to the Soren name.
We reach the prison cell. I pull open the silver-barred door, not letting any of the pain I feel on touching the metal show on my face.
Carter hobbles inside without incident. He turns around and smiles at me as I close the gate.
“I won’t stay here for very long, you know,” he says. “This is more ceremony than anything else.”
“Oh, I’ll let you believe that,” I say as I turn the key and lock him inside.
I tell two of the guards to take up posts around the cell and not to let him out—or anybody in—for any reason.
They agree. However, just to be safe, I ask a messenger to beckon one of the guards who went with us to the Paths to join their company. 
I trust him more than I do these two, just because of his most recent experiences with us.
With that matter settled, I quickly return to the affair that brought me here in the first place. Namely: helping Eleira secure the succession.
I make a series of quick inquiries about her whereabouts. After my ill-advised jaunt into the meeting hall where the humans were all kept, I make no pretense of being here for any other reason.
It takes more questioning than I would have liked, mostly because the vampires I find have all been following orders and remained within their rooms. They’re waiting for the imminent call of the Queen, to gather them for the ceremony taking place tonight.
I get a queasy feeling any time I think about it. The hound I saw, the unnatural state of the moon, the damn glowing parchment… all of those weigh heavy on my mind as enormous unknowns.
And the one thing I crave most of all for Eleira is certainty. Can she get through this without being harmed, without being put at risk by Mother? 
In that case, everything that comes after will be much easier.
This is the last required step before she and I can move forward and start tackling the real, important issues.
Like resurrecting the wards. 
Like establishing a new way of life for the humans. 
Like challenging the horrendous vision of the future painted by Beatrice and my Father. 
Finally I get an answer from a group of vampires I find gambling in a small common room. Tudor tells me that Eleira was looking for Felix and went to his rooms in my absence.
I thank him for the information and hurry that way. Every second that passes brings us closer and closer to the ultimatum… to the final hour in which everything will forever change. 
I reach Felix’s room. I try the doors. They’re locked.
Before knocking, I probe out with my vampiric powers but feel nobody on the other side. No—wait, that’s not quite right.
I frown. It’s not that I don’t feel anybody, it’s more that there’s an absence of my abilities to sense others when I focus my attention on the space before me.
It’s a subtle difference, but very important. I’ve never noticed it before, but that’s because I wasn’t paying enough attention. Perceiving other vampires comes so naturally to all of us that we take it for granted. But this failure of my ability? It can only mean one thing.
Eleira is on the other side, and she’s shielded Felix’s rooms to prevent discovery.
Hope blooming in my chest, I raise my fist to knock… but before I can, the door flies open, and a breathless Eleira steps into view.



Chapter Thirty-One
 
James
Outside Cierra’s lair
 
My fangs come out and my claws emerge. I’ve never seen this vampire before, this one who calls me cousin. None in his company are familiar to me.
The leader has dark blond hair, almost brown, and slight, tilted eyes. His lips, his nose, his chin and cheeks are all soft and nearly feminine.
In fact he looks almost like a cherub, and the discrepancy between his look and his strength makes me uneasy.
His nine companions fan out around him, blocking our escape. If a fight is in the cards, the Nocturna Animalia cannot win. This group outnumbers us two-to-one, and each of them is stronger than my companions.
Except for me, of course. Of course, I tell myself. Of course!
Yet I don’t actually feel such conviction in my strength anymore. The experience of last morning, out in the sun before the cabin, has me questioning my own ability in a way that I’ve never done before.
Luckily, I still have that one ace up my sleeve. I’m still cloaked. To these new vampires, that makes me a wildcard.
I must play that up with all I have.
“Now, now, now, now,” their angel-faced leader mutters. “There is no need for that.” He casts a disdainful look at my claws. “We’re not looking for battle.”
“Who are you?” I demand. “Why did you call me cousin?”
He chuckles and gives a casual shrug. “Don’t you recognize family when it looks you right in the eye?”
A warning growl emanates from my throat. 
Their leader holds his hand up. “Don’t get hostile, now,” he mocks. “We don’t want blood spilled this night.” He looks up through the canopy at the moon. “Already the stars align to speak of great loss.”
“Look, I have no idea who you are,” I say in warning. “Nor where you come from. But let me and my coven pass, and in return, we will—”
I’m interrupted when the vampire facing me starts to laugh. It’s a full-throated, hearty laugh, and it rankles me more deeply than I would have thought possible. 
“Your coven?” he chuckles. “This bedraggled bunch?”
Victoria steps up to my side. “We are his,” she tells him fiercely. “And if you think we won’t fight, you’re wrong.”
She bares her fangs.
The tension is high in the air. 
“You have… how many?” their leader asks. He points to each of us and counts out loud. “One, two, three… oh, my. The odds don’t seem to be in favor at all now, do they?”
The ring of vampires around him all snicker.
“Look,” he says. “We don’t want to kill you. But force us to fight, and we’ll have no choice. It’s been a long time since any of my friends have drank the nectar that is vampiric blood.”
“And it will remain that way,” I growl. “Force us to fight, and I will destroy you.”
He scoffs. “You think I cannot tell how strong you are? I don’t need to feel you to be sure. It’s a simple matter of deduction, based on your age and your… habits.”
“What do you want?” I ask again.
“An apology,” he says casually, looking at his nails. “At the very least. You’ve trespassed on sacred ground.” He gestures behind me at the stump. “That is a transgression we cannot simply overlook.”
“You called me cousin,” I say again. “Why?”
Once more comes that skittish, child-like laugh. “James, James, James,” he says. “Isn’t it obvious? You’re a Soren. I’m not a Soren. But my mother was Morgan’s own sister.”
My back stiffens. “Morgan does not have a sister,” I say. 
“No?” he looks at me sideways. “Then tell me. Whose lair did you just emerge from?”
For some reason, the question makes Victoria gasp.
“Cierra’s,” I say shortly. I see no reason to hide the fact that I know the witch’s name. “What of it? She has no relation to The Haven’s Queen.”
“The Haven,” he mocks. “Is that what you call your coven now?”
“My coven is the Nocturna Animalia,” I proclaim, full of lofty pride. “I broke away from The Haven. I am no longer bound to it. Don’t insult me and pretend you haven’t heard of the largest coven in North America.” I look at his companions. “All vampires have!”
He tsks. “We live farther than most,” he tells me. His casual manner of speaking irks me. “But no, I have no need to insult your intelligence. You’re right, of course, that word of The Haven has reached even our distant ears. How could it not while we were protecting your Queen’s sister.”
“Morgan was an only child,” I hiss impatiently. “Whatever you think you know—”
“That is what she told you, isn’t it?” he asks. “Yes. I can see how it would be easier to spread the lie. But you know nothing of her true past.”
“And you do?” I challenge. 
“Obviously. I know your name.”
“Give me yours.”
“Certainly,” he offers a mocking little bow. “I am called Chandler.” Then he rattles off the name of his companions. “Now it’s your turn. Cousin. Introduce those with you.”
I grunt in aggravation but give the names of my group. We’re putting on cordial airs, but it does not diminish the fact that his group is still very much in attack formation.
How much longer will it last? I wonder.
“Thank you for that kindness,” he says. “Back to the topic at hand. However much it pains me, you did just blunder into a great wrongdoing. You entered a sacred place that you were not allowed in. For that? You may have forfeit your very life.”
The other vampires close in on us. They go shoulder-to-shoulder, blocking our escape route entirely.
“Unless, of course,” Chandler continues, “you surrender and admit your sin.”
“We’re not playing by your twisted rules,” I growl. My group forms into a tight defensive circle. Smithson is in the middle because he is useless, bound as he is. 
“You have one prisoner amongst you,” Chandler says. He looks at the leader of the Order. “I recognize him. He was the one who came here many years ago and desecrated this place. We let him live then, because it is what Cierra ordered.”
“You lie,” I say. “Cierra was asleep when he came. How could you claim you were here, that you let Smithson take her, because that was what she wanted? She was not even conscious during the time!”
“Another falsehood,” Chandler mutters. “How very sad. Shows how little you know of the world.”
He stops only a few feet before me. “Cierra,” he says softly, “gave birth to me. And I care very much about what happens to her. So when I see someone like you blustering around and desecrating very, very hallowed grounds… I consider it just cause for an execution.”
Right on cue, all nine of his vampires direct their influence at us. April, Liana, and Sylvia immediately wilt under the assault. Smithson and Victoria do a little better holding it off, but with both their strength drained, they manage only a feeble effort before succumbing.
I’m left standing. I try to block off the attack on my mind. I put up walls as strong as I can, but of course, against ten vampires I stand no chance. Not when they’ve cooperated their efforts.
“That’s better, isn’t it?” Chandler asks when my knees hit the ground. I glare up at him. My only chance now is to completely break out of the sphere of influence, and I can only do that if I were to attack. 
But such a tactic would be suicide. What’s worse, I am no longer sure of the extent of my powers. Whatever intuitive trust I had in them is greatly diminished.
He takes my chin with one hand and jerks my head up. All sorts of rage flares within me at being treated like this. It’s utterly humiliating—especially before my fledglings!
In a way, this is worse than anything I suffered at the hands of Father. At least there I had no witness to my shame.
“Truth is,” Chandler continues, “I had every intention of ordering my vampires to kill whoever came out of this place. It is only our shared blood that gave me reason to pause and spare you. For now.”
He looks over his shoulder and gives a slight nod. His underlings rush forward and grab my companions. They shove a rag into each of their mouths and bind their wrists with silver.
The choice is taken out of my hands. I cannot let the Nocturna Animalia be treated that way!
I roar and rage up, breaking free of the influence. In a fury I fling myself at Chandler.
The attack does not even come close to harming him. He sidesteps the attempt contemptuously, then catches me by the shoulder and uses my momentum to fling me to the ground. 
Laughter sounds from the others. A sick feeling of deja-vu washes over me. I’m reminded too much of an experience I had just like this in The Crypts. Father sneering over me. His vampires laughing as I groveled on the ground…
“Really, James,” Chandler says. “You should appreciate my mercy. I have a feeling you and I can still very much get along. But if you fight…?” 
He aims a kick at me. I twist to my side and catch his foot with my hands. 
But he simply uses his superior strength to use that as an anchor and fling me up, over him, high into the air. 
I manage to right myself just before hitting the ground. I land, and, anger flowing, spring at him.
Again Chandler moves faster than a beam of light. He waits until the very last moment and then steps out of the way. My claws find nothing but air.
“My, how you disappoint me,” he says. “I would have hoped you to be more capable.” He shrugs. “Maybe there’s no point in my keeping you alive, after all. I don’t want somebody so pathetic weighing us down.” 
That last insult does it. I don’t know what strength I channel, but I reach deep within myself and draw on a secondary reserve I didn’t know I possessed.
I spring at the innocent-faced vampire. A look of surprise flashes across his eyes when he finds me quicker than he thought. My claws sink into his shoulder. We both crash to the ground.
At any moment I’m aware that his group will step in and intervene. I don’t care. I’m operating at base instinct. I won’t let anybody insult me, not like that, not with my own coven within hearing range.
Chandler’s surprise quickly shifts to rage. Rage that is equal to mine. He grapples with me, his fangs coming out. He swipes at my neck, but I stay out of reach. My hands try to go for his heart but he’s equally quick on the defensive. 
We’re evenly matched. The vampire who wins is the vampire who has luck on his side.
Luck, or nine committed lackeys, I think bitterly.
But as he and I roll together over the forest floor, each grappling for advantage, nobody interferes. A ticking clock at the back of my mind tells me this cannot last. I have only seconds, if that, before one of them—all of them?—grabs me and hauls me off.
So in a last, desperate effort, I put all of my will to crushing him. That angered, innocent face will haunt me forever if I fail.
My hands latch onto his body. He tries to fling them off, but my concentration is too great. With one immense effort I put everything I have, all my strength, all my power, all my will, into ripping out his horrible little heart.
And somehow… my hands break through. His hold on my wrists weakens just enough for me to drive down with suffocating force. My claws rip through his skin, tear through his ribs, and with a savage roar, I crush the heart and tear it free of his body.
Blood erupts from his chest like water from a punctured hose. His eyes widen in momentary shock.
And then his heart gives its final beat, and the life in his eyes winks out. His body goes limp below mine. 
My chest heaves in heavy breaths from the battle. I force myself still and listen.
Silence. Nothing but the roar of adrenaline in my own ears. I feel nothing, not even the glory of victory, because I’m aware of how short-lived it’s going to be.
Any second now his vampire friends will crash into me and destroy me like a twig in a tide. I’ve just killed their leader. They won’t simply let me get up and walk away.
But as one second passes… then stretches out into two, and then three… and nothing happens?
Well, that’s when I dare to actually slowly turn back.
All nine of Chandler’s companions are staring at me with a mix of trepidation and awe. They’ve released my coven members.
A tense moment passes when we simply look at each other.
An owl hoots off in the distance.
As if that’s the cue to action, each of the men immediately drop to one knee. They punch their right fist to their heart, thumping it three times. 
Then they rise again, and the first amongst them speaks. 
“We are bound by the old laws,” he says. “Chandler was our pack leader. Now that you’ve killed him, you take his place. We are yours to do with as you see fit.”
The shock from that declaration makes me slow to react. I look down at the deceased vampire, still trying to make sense of it all. There he lies, beneath me, that angelic face forever locked in its final form…
With a grunt of disgust I heave off him. I turn and face the rest. 
“Pack, you say?” I wonder out loud. “I’ve never heard such a term used for vampires before. But hell… I’m not complaining.”
I bend down and wipe the blood on my hands on Chandler’s clothes. The first step I take toward the pack, they flinch like frightened children.
The whole dynamic fascinates me. Am I the alpha of their group, now that Chandler is gone? Is that what they mean?
Who ever heard of vampires behaving like this?
Carefully, I probe each of their strength. They are, to the one, stronger than I.
But they don’t know that yet. Not intuitively, not with me cloaked. For all of Chandler’s bluster about being able to deduce my strength, it got him precious little when push came to shove.
These vampires could just be cautious. Or maybe, just maybe, the pack law actually binds their allegiance.
In either case, I’d be a fool not to try using it to my advantage immediately. 
“The first order of business, then,” I tell them, “Is untying my friends. Do it now.”
I steady my features well to hide the utter shock that comes when the pack vampires move to comply.
Victoria is the first to speak. “Well, James,” she says. “It looks like you’ve managed to expand the Nocturna Animalia after all.”
A slow grin spreads across my face.
“Yes,” I tell her thoughtfully. “It looks like I have.”



Chapter Thirty-Two
 
Eleira
The stronghold
 
Raul looks glorious on the other side of the doorway. When I first felt a ripple of somebody on the other side, I had no way of knowing who it was… but intuition told me it was my man come for me.
He wastes no time making his presence known. He steps through and grabs me by the waist. He seals his lips to mine and devours my mouth with a hot, passionate kiss. 
I let myself be taken by him. His body feels so solid when it’s flush against mine. Our desire for each other explodes into being. I lose myself in that moment, letting myself be swept up by the fairy tale tide.
Here, like this, when Raul kisses me, I can forget the rest of the world exists. I can forget all my problems. I can float on coattails of passion and for a precious moment just be a girl lost in her wildest dream, her most amazing fantasy. 
To have a creature so beautiful, so elegant, so downright amazing, take an interest in me and shower me with his love is still something I cannot quite wrap my head around.
Eventually, he lets me go. He looks deep into my eyes. In a husky breath, he says, “Hi.”
“Hi,” I giggle. 
And then I remember where we are, and the audience we have, and quickly take a step back to solidify the distance between us. I flatten the front of my clothes
and try to put on a composed appearance before the others.
The flush in my cheeks doesn’t help at all.
I turn back and look at Felix, who is studying a knot in the oak of his desk, obviously giving us privacy.
But with what he’s told me, now is not the time for such propriety.
“Raul,” I say quickly. “Felix did something incredible. He has a goblet contra-torrial. We used it to feed Cassandra his blood. You made her, but she won’t be drawing power from you anymore. Your strength is safe. It won’t be sapped.”
Raul furrows his brow. “What do you mean, sapped?” He comes closer to me and puts a hand protectively around my waist. “I wasn’t in any danger.”
I shake my head. “You’re wrong. I didn’t know this. Felix just revealed it to me. But when a vampire converts a human, the fledgling steals power from the one who made him.”
Raul looks at the Royal Court member. “Is this what you’ve told her?”
Felix bows his head deeply in the affirmative. “It is as she says, my Prince.”
“Cut the niceties,” Raul barks. “I’ve never heard of this phenomenon before. Why would a vampire draw strength from his maker?” 
Felix spreads his hands. “Where else would the power come from? All of us in The Haven know how to make fledglings. But The Queen forbids it, so few are aware of the risks.”
“Don’t get angry with him,” I tell Raul. “Everything he’s said is true. I saw Cassandra’s transformation before my own eyes. And you’re not weakened by it.”
“Of course I’m not,” Raul bristles. “We draw our strength from the vampiric essence. It is enhanced by regular feedings. It is how vampires prosper and grow. Human blood is what infuses us with strength. Not a sapping of the maker.”
Felix gives a tired smile. “Forgive me for being so blunt, but who taught you that?”
“It’s common knowledge,” Raul says. “Nobody taught me. It’s just what is.”
“No.” Felix shakes his head. “All that you know, all that most of The Haven vampires know, came from the Queen. We live in a reality warped by her propaganda. Remember how much longer I’ve been alive than her. I know what it was like before. I know more about our species than any other vampire in the coven.”
“I’m sorry if I’m a little skeptical.” Raul says drily. “I’ve never known you to be particularly outspoken.”
“I know how to bide my time,” Felix says. “It is a skill essential to survival under a complete monarch.”
“Don’t forget who you’re speaking to,” Raul warns. He takes an aggressive step toward Felix.
I pull him back by the arm. “Raul, he’s on our side,” I stress. “It’s just—” 
He cuts me off mid-sentence. His eyes fall on me once more and then soften immediately. 
“I’m just concerned about you,” he says. “We don’t have much time until the ceremony begins.”
“Where’d you run off to, anyway?” I ask. “What did Geordam tell you that was so important you left without a word?”
“Nothing,” he tells me. He hesitates for a moment and then speaks. “In truth, I needed an excuse for going outside, back to the treetop apartments. I thought I could find something there that might help me figure out what Mother intends with you tonight.” 
“And?” I ask. “What did you find?”
Raul’s gaze flickers to Felix. 
“…Nothing,” he says after an infinitesimal delay. “Nothing of significance to us, in either case.”
I can tell he doesn’t want to say more in the company of Felix. 
The older vampire stands and walks around his desk to us. “I can understand if you don’t trust me,” he tells Raul. “Given our past history, I can’t hold it against you. But right now, I think we can both agree that Eleira’s navigation of the succession ceremony is of utmost importance. I am willing to put our differences aside until we get her through it. In truth, it’s all water under the bridge for me, anyway. I don’t hold any judgment against you, Raul, no matter what you might think. Especially not with regards to Liana.”
Instantly Raul stiffens. “Don’t you say her name,” he warns under his breath.
Felix turns both hands up. “I meant no offense, my Prince, I assure you.”
“Right,” Raul scoffs. He turns to me. “When he says Liana—”
“It doesn’t matter,” I cut him off shortly. “I don’t care about what happened in the past. I mean, I do, but it’s not relevant now, is it? Felix has shown himself to be more than trustworthy in the hours I’ve spent with him. Unless you really have reason not to trust him…?” 
Raul grunts and gives a rough shake of his head. “Felix has never proven himself disloyal,” he hedges. He barks a laugh. “In fact, he’s one of the few Royal Court vampires I feel completely comfortable having you alone with.”
“Thank you for that vote of confidence,” Felix says, with no small amount of dark humor.
That actually elicits a smile from Raul. “I’m sorry. I’m so used to being on the defensive with the Royal Court. Carter and Deanna’s recent antics haven’t instilled any greater confidence in me.”
“Of course, I understand,” Felix says. “But you must know that I never sided with them. I know the value of unity for our coven. That is the only path to prosperity for us. Eleira has a very unique opportunity to shape the future of the vampire world. She needs advisors. That is the highest calling I might profess for myself.”
“Felix knows who the Black Sorceress is,” I blurt out.
Raul stops and looks at me. “Who?”
“He says she’s…” my eyes go to the older vampire, who gives the smallest, affirmative nod. 
“He says she’s Morgan’s sister,” I finish in a single breath. 
Raul blinks. And then he laughs. “You’re kidding,” he says. 
“No,” I exclaim, annoyed at how quickly he’d dismiss it.
“Mother has no siblings,” he tells me. “Are these the sorts of things he’s been filling your head with?”
“Again, forgive me for being presumptuous, but in this I am right,” Felix says. “You do not know your own family history, Raul, because much of it has been hidden from you. But remember that I’ve had nearly two hundred more years in the blood than our current Queen. She has a sibling. That sibling is Cierra. And she is the same witch who took possession of Eleira’s mind when she opened The Book of the Dead.”
“You told him about that?” Raul asks.
“Given all that he’s seen, it seemed inappropriate to leave it out,” I tell him.
Raul shakes his head and then he sighs. “Even if I wanted to believe it,” he says. “What proof do you have? It is your word against all that I’ve grown up believing.”
“Recall again who was charged with teaching you history,” Felix tells him. “The Queen has secrets she’s kept even from her sons. That should come as no great surprise.”
“That doesn’t surprise me,” Raul says. “In fact, it’s obvious. But claiming that the Black Sorceress is in some way related to me…”
“Do you take offense?” Felix asks. 
“What? No, of course not.”
“Then I suggest we table the matter for the moment,” he says. “Cierra is not our immediate concern. Morgan’s plan for Eleira, on the other hand, is.”
He goes back to the table and picks up the magic goblet. “The Queen will use this tonight,” he tells Raul, “not to transfer her power to Eleira… but to steal Eleira’s for herself.”
Concern dawns on Raul’s face. “What do you mean?” 
Quickly, Felix explains all that he knows to him.
“But it’s only a suspicion,” Raul says when he’s done, “Right?”
“I think you and I both know the Queen well enough to know she will never cede power willingly,” Felix replies.
I swallow. “It’s the only thing that makes sense, too,” I say.
“So we can’t do it!” Raul exclaims. “Eleira, I won’t let you go through with this. Let me talk to Mother, maybe I can convince her of—” 
“Convince her of what?” I ask. “Convince her to give up control? Convince her to spare me, for whom she cares nothing? I’ve watched the Queen too, you know. I’ve seen how she acts. I know how she thinks. You won’t convince her of anything. If you go to her now, you will only alert her to our suspicion.”
“That’s an even greater danger for all of us,” Felix finishes for me. “We have one advantage now, and it is that the Queen doesn’t know that Eleira knows.”
“So what? You’re just going to go through with it?” Raul asks. “That’s your master plan? You’re willing to have Eleira sacrifice herself because you’re too cowardly to—”
“Nobody’s saying anything about sacrifice,” I cut in angrily. “Give me some credit, Raul! You’re always treating me like a child.”
“Maybe that’s because you…” he starts, but clamps his mouth shut before he can finish.
“That’s because I’m what?” I ask, my voice becoming dangerously low.
“Never mind,” Raul says. “I spoke without thinking.”
“No, I want to know!” I insist, growing more and more irritated with him. “If you have something to say to me, then just come out and say it!” I take a forceful step to him and stab his chest. “I’m sick of you treating me like a little girl. It’s demeaning!” 
Raul runs a hand through his hair. “Look, I’m sorry,” he begins. “It’s not that I don’t believe in you, or that I don’t trust you. I know that you have good judgment. But the truth is… damn, Eleira, the truth is, you are young. You haven’t even been a vampire for more than a few months! I know you’re capable, I know you’re strong. It’s never a question of that. And I do—believe me when I say this—I do love you. Absolutely and completely. Irrevocably. That’s why I’m so protective of you sometimes. I can’t help it. And I know it might be stifling, but trust me, that is not what I intend. I just don’t want to lose you! I don’t know what I would do with myself if something bad ever happened to you.”
And just like that my heart softens. I close the gap between us quickly and look up into his beautiful green eyes. 
“I love you too, you big lug,” I tell him. I bring a hand up and tangle it in his hair and pull his head down to kiss him. 
Then I let him go. “I forgive you. Just remember that I am an adult, and I can make my own decisions now. Okay?”
Raul gives a rueful grin. “…Fine,” he hedges. “Then tell me what you intend to do.”
This time it’s my turn to smile. “Felix?” I ask. 
Right on cue, he tosses me the goblet.
I hold it out between me and Raul. “Morgan intends to use the contra-torrial’s magic to leech my powers away from me,” I say. “Our advantage is that she doesn’t know I have it. So, I bewitched it. I put the tiniest spell onto it that will serve almost like a funnel. When the Queen tries to draw power away from me, she’ll instead be drawing from the source that the goblet taps into.” I smile at Felix. “It’s actually pretty brilliant.”
Raul appears entirely unconvinced. “You’re talking about tricking somebody who’s dealt with magic for more than five centuries,” he says. “No offense, Eleira, but I don’t think it’s going to work. What’s to say Mother won’t pick up on the difference right away?”
“You forget that I was able to dismantle the cloaked seal,” I say. “I learned a lot from that. I inverted the weaves I used here. There isn’t a witch alive who can see them but me.”
I can see how difficult it is for Raul to accept what I’m saying at face value. 
“It sounds like an enormous gamble,” he says. “I don’t like it. The risk here is huge. If something goes wrong…” 
“It won’t,” I assure him. “And we have Felix to thank for that. Don’t think I bewitched the goblet blindly. He gave me instructions written by the very same group of dissenting witches who made the contra-torrials in the first place.”
Raul looks at the Royal Court member with deep suspicion. “And where did he find such a thing?” 
“As I told Eleira,” he says smoothly, “there was once a time when witches and vampires worked together in harmony. Before the formation of The Vorcellian Order, and many, many years before your mother was born. I carry knowledge and experience from that time. In fact, I am the one who presented Morgan with the goblet. It is one of only sixteen.”
“I cast the spell, and it worked,” I tell Raul. “The weaves were difficult, but they made sense. Believe me. I wouldn’t go through with this if I did not think that was the case.”
“And what if we’re all wrong?” Raul asks. “What if Morgan has no intention of stealing your power? What if the ceremony is exactly what it’s believed to be?”
“Then Morgan comes out of it none the wiser for anything having taken place,” I say. “The spell I put on the goblet won’t be activated. Nothing will happen.”
“It’s an awful lot to put to chance,” Raul says. 
“It’s the only choice we have,” I say. “The other vampires were all promised the succession would take place tonight. And we have to restore the wards and secure The Haven again. Going through the ceremony is a triviality compared to the enormity of everything else we face. We just have to move past it. The only way that can happen is if we get it done. Delaying would be useless. That is why Felix and I did what we did.”
“You really do believe it’s the only way, don’t you?” Raul asks.
I nod. “It is. Otherwise there’s too much uncertainty.”
“Then I won’t stand in your way. You have my full support. But damn if it doesn’t make me feel entirely useless being unable to help!”
I take his hand. “You help by believing in me,” I say.
He grunts, unconvinced.
Felix comes to stand between us. “There’s more,” he says. “Eleira and I also agreed to—”
He’s interrupted by the sound of a gong going off in the distance. Immediately, I feel a strange trickle of energy cascade through the air.
Raul stiffens and looks to the door. “That’s the royal bell,” he says. “Mother hasn’t used it for hundreds of years.”
“She’s called a gathering,” Felix says. “All the vampires must assemble.” He meets my eyes. “The ceremony is about to begin.”



Chapter Thirty-Three
 
Raul
The Assembly Room
 
Felix, Eleira, and I rush through the hall toward the sound of the bell. There’s already a steady stream of vampires speeding that way. I keep my hand on Eleira’s back, protectively guiding her forward.
The Incolam and Elite alike give us a wide berth despite their hurry.
We break into the assembly room. The place is lit up. All the candles and torches have been ignited, and long shadows are cast from the mass of humans standing, frightened, in a tight ball in the middle of the room.
I look around, searching for Mother. I’m sure if she were here she’d stand out amongst the rest.
But she is nowhere to be seen.
Amidst the swarming bodies I pick out a group of Elite vampires congregating to one side. Some in their company have been friendly with me over the years.
So I point them out and start toward them.
Felix breaks away from us halfway there. He says he’s forgotten something. I pay scant attention as he ducks out of the crowd and goes to find an exit.
I know he has to return the goblet to the Queen in time. As it is, if I were her, I’d be highly suspicious of him having taken it.
The only saving grace I can think of is that he is the goblet’s keeper. 
“Hey!” I pull Eleira into me. “Are you okay?”
She nods and gives a grim smile. “Just peachy.”
“The ceremony’s to take place outside,” I tell her. “Mother always made it clear it must be done under the light of the moon.”
“So why call this gathering?” she asks.
“A prelude, if anything,” I say. “Remember that she also promised our vampires The Hunt.”
Eleira’s eyes flash with sudden determination. “She’s not going to kill more humans before I’m made Queen.”
“If I can stop it, I will,” I tell her. I look at the small group of humans clustered together in the middle of the hall. “I promised them I would give them a better life.”
“When?” she asks.
“Before I got to you and Felix,” I say. “And I intend to make good on it. If…”
My words die on my tongue as a sudden hush falls upon the crowd. Vampires start pointing up at a high ledge built into the rock.
I turn my gaze there. A ripple of shock washes over me as I recognize Phillip. He’s standing there, but he’s...different.
He’s wearing the equivalent of a sorcerer’s robes. The long fabric falls from his shoulders in waves.
I’ve never seen a gown like that on any vampire, much less my younger brother.
That is peculiar in its own right, but it is not what concerns me most. 
His eyes do.
They look dull and lifeless. He stands there above us, features completely still, almost like a simulacrum. He stares out into the swarm with not a shred of emotion on his face.
It’s like he’s been taken over. Possessed. 
“Something’s wrong,” I whisper to Eleira. “Look at him. He isn’t himself!”
Instinctually my hand goes up to my chest, to the pocket where I have a vial of Liana’s blood. 
“You’re right,” she agrees. “It’s his eyes. They’re not normal.”
“No,” I say. 
Just then Phillip raises one hand.
Absolute silence falls. The lights are such that they illuminate Phillip’s face. Somehow, they make him seem almost ghoul-like.
“Vampires of The Haven,” he intones. His words are heavy, as if he’s speaking though a dense fog. “You have been called here tonight to be given a notice. I speak now as your Captain Commander. The Haven is no longer safe… for those who are not our kind!”
His hand streaks down as he points directly at the humans. “They are here for one purpose. And that is to sustain our lives! We have protected them for too long. We have suffered in hunger and thirst for too many nights! While each of these humans possesses such a rich, sweet, reservoir of blood, we deny ourselves sustenance. Why?”
“Why, indeed!” somebody yells. A dozen more voices take up the rallying cry.
“Something’s happened to him,” I tell Eleira under my breath. “This isn’t my brother speaking.”
“I am here,” Phillip continues. “On behalf of my Mother, our glorious Queen. It is her message that I speak now to you. No more will The Haven vampires go hungry! No more will we defend such a despicable, inferior race! Tonight is the night of the succession. Tomorrow—” he smacks his lips with greed. “Tomorrow, we begin a new era, a new way of life. Tomorrow we will feast as other covens can only dream of! From this day forth, by the Queen’s own decree, The Hunt will take place every week, and our humans will finally be used for the purpose they were designed for!”
The proclamation is met with a series of cheers. Phillip holds his hands up in triumph.
I look at the villagers and see the fear on all their faces. 
I cannot stand silent anymore. “ENOUGH!” I yell.
My voice cuts through the cacophony of noise like an air raid siren. 
Once more the congregation falls quiet. Vampires turn and look at me.
“Enough!” I repeat, and this time, I don’t need to raise my voice. “Phillip, that’s enough. What’s gotten into you? Have you forgotten what we stand for?”
My younger brother’s lips curl up in a cruel smile. “I forget nothing, Raul,” he says plainly. 
A shiver crawls down my spine from the way he says my name. I’ve never heard him fill it with so much scorn before.
“We had thought the Queen called this gathering,” I say. “But it was you! Why bring us here, what do you want?”
“I told you what I want,” he answers. He addresses the crowd around me. “I told you all what I want! A unified vision, shared by all vampires. A new dawn, an era of prosperity and abundance. None of you will be asked to restrain yourselves ever again. None of you will be told to keep your instincts in check! As Captain Commander, I am charged with upholding Haven law. And nothing in our laws speak of protecting humans!”
He flings out his arm again and aims it at them. The men and women in the circle shy away.
Phillip laughs. “So meek,” he says. “All the better for us tomorrow. No more will we shelter them! And when our stock runs out, we will bring in more from the outside world! The Hunt… shall be magnificent.”
He brings his hands together and claps them twice. On the command, a ring of guards streaks out and surround the humans. 
“Take them back to the cavern,” Phillip says. “They should have never been given access to this hall.”
On cue, the guards herd them out. I am helpless to stop them from going.
Somebody touches my arm. I turn and look, and see Eleira. 
“Look at his eyes,” she says oh-so-softly.
“I’ve seen them,” I reply curtly. My attention is taken up by the humans, the very same ones I vowed to protect.
“No, I mean really look at them,” Eleira says. “Right… now.”
As she asks, I look up. And just then, for the briefest flicker of a moment, I see a swarm of black flecks stream across the whites of Phillip’s eyes.
“He’s using blood magic,” she says under her breath.



Chapter Thirty-Four
 
Eleira
The Assembly Room
 
Raul looks at me with a mix of horror and shock. He glances back at his brother, swallows, and turns once more to me.
“You’re right,” he says.
“Did you know he could do it?” I ask. Around us, the vampires have taken on an excited buzz of energy. They are all alight with the prospect of unlimited feedings once the wards are back.
“No,” he says. “Never. He couldn’t have. Otherwise I would have noticed it before.”
“The miasma is a telltale sign,” I say. I bite my lower lip. “Looks like magic runs deep in Soren blood.”
Raul grunts and says nothing. 
Above us, Phillip starts to retreat. Just before he disappears from sight, however, he looks at me… and winks.
“He knows I know,” I say in sudden alarm. 
“Last I know, he went to see Mother,” Raul says. “She must have done something.”
“We need to get to him,” I say urgently. “Before the ceremony.”
“The Queen will want you with her for that,” Raul tells me.
“I know. We don’t have much time.” I take his hand and start pushing through the crowd. “Come on.”
Raul trails after me for a few steps, distracted by something I do not see. After he snaps to attention, he quickly overtakes me and leads the way.
We reach the edge of the cavern. Phillip’s guard brought the humans the opposite way. From what I know of the stronghold, this way leads to the Queen’s chambers.
We pass through the exit and soon leave the noise of the gathering behind.
“I don’t think any of the others broke rank,” I say, glancing behind me. “The rest of the vampires are still gathered back there.”
Raul nods. “They’re waiting for Mother to call the assembly. Did you notice how none of them so much as acknowledged your presence? There’s always pomp and ceremony to these things.”
“They haven’t seen much evidence of that,” I tell him.
“That’s because she’s rushing,” Raul answers. “I would have thought the guards would have summoned you before.”
“Preoccupied?” I ask. 
“Perhaps,” Raul answers. “Eleira, when I went outside… I saw things. I have to tell you. I didn’t want to in front of Felix, but now that we’re alone…”
“What is it?” I ask.
“I think—I’m not sure—but I think she’s trying to influence the phase of the moon.”
I take a step back. “What? That’s ridiculous. Nobody has that kind of power.”
“Not that we know,” Raul stresses. “But something happened to Mother in the Paths. She’s more capable now.”
“I don’t think she gained that much strength,” I say. I shake my head. “No. It’s impossible. Even erecting the wards requires the help of the strongest torrial in existence. Affecting the actual moon? No way.”
“I saw it change shape,” Raul confides. “One moment it was a sliver. The next it was nearly full. Something is being done. Remember, the ceremony is supposed to take place on a full moon.”
“I know.”
“That’s why I was so concerned about tonight. The stars are not yet aligned. The moon is just a proxy for that, I always thought. But what if it’s not the stars that are needed, not the placement as it is in the celestial charts, but something else? Mother still thinks she can do whatever she intends to.” He looks at me. “Do you now see the danger?”
“The goblet is a failsafe,” I tell Raul, trying to sound confident. “I’m confident in my abilities.”
“Even against a witch who’s been practicing magic longer than she’s been a vampire?” Raul asks. He stops and holds me by the shoulders. He lowers his voice. “Felix isn’t here. You can confide in me. If you don’t think you can handle it—”
“I do,” I cut him off. A flash of anger takes hold. “Raul, you have to stop doubting me. I tell you I can do something, and I mean it!”
“I don’t doubt it.”
“Oh? Then what are you doing there, standing in the way?”
“Giving you an out,” he stresses. “Look around you. Look where we are. There’s nobody here! Listen, there’s a secret exit less than two hundred yards away. We can take it, just say the word, and then—”
“And then what?” I interrupt, jerking free from his grip. “You want me to run? To abandon all of this, to go into hiding, just like a coward would?”
“That’s not what I said,” he growls, his own frustration mounting.
“It sure sounds like what you’re suggesting,” I counter. “I don’t need you like this, Raul. I don’t need you to give me an ‘out’, whatever that means. I don’t even need you now! 
“I needed you hours ago, after you dashed off without a word. And then you disappeared, leaving me on my own at the exact moment I did need your support?” 
“You think I left you by choice?” He sounds exasperated. “I left you because that was the only way I could sneak out of the stronghold without anybody noticing! I had to look through Mother’s things, to try to find some clue about what she intends! I went back to the apartments because I was trying to help you.”
“Next time, try harder,” I tell him, crossing my arms. He ditched me for that? To go sneaking around without a word of warning? “What it you were caught? What if someone saw you disobeying orders and took a cue from your behavior?”
“Trust me, I know how to make myself unseen when need be.”
“So why don’t you go and make yourself unseen now?” I snap. 
“What?” He sounds shocked.
“You heard me.” I’m angry with him for treating me like such a little child. I’m angry with him because he didn’t think he could trust me enough to tell me where he went before he left. I’m angry with him because now, after Felix and I put our plan together, he’s trying to interfere and dismiss it all completely. 
“You ditched me in my hour of need,” I press on, anger giving shape to my thoughts. “You have no right to offer an out now. You lost that privilege when you left me to fend for myself. After we made love! You know how that made me feel? Cheap. Dirty. Used!”
“Eleira… I didn’t know…”
“I didn’t say anything before because when could I? We had so much more important things to focus on. But now, since we’re being so honest with each other—” I sneer at him, “—I’m going to tell you exactly how I feel.”
His face falls. “I didn’t realize…” 
“Yeah, there’s plenty you don’t realize,” I snarl, turning away from him. “For a vampire who’s been alive for five hundred years, your common sense is comically absent.”
With an angry first step, I start back in the direction we came. “I’m going back. You can come, or you can stay behind. But I’m not looking to let my resolve be weakened by you any longer.”
I make my way forward, not so much as glancing back. 
I expect to hear his footsteps, or some words of defense, but instead, I get… silence.
My heart falls and for a moment I waver. Had I been too harsh? 
But, no, he got what was coming. He had to hear me out. I didn’t even know I was harboring such contentious feelings until they revealed themselves in the heat of the moment.
I keep going. 
Raul stays quiet.
That pisses me off even more. He should be standing up for himself, even in front of me—especially in front of me—if he wants me to respect him in any way as a man.
I didn’t expect him to just lie down and take it! 
When I reach a turn in the tunnel, I stop. Irritation is bristling through me. Still no words from Raul! 
Directed by anger more than anything, I dig my heel in the ground and turn back.
“If you think silence is going to get you anywhere…” I begin.
The words die on my tongue when I see the scene behind me.
Raul is surrounded by a ring of guards. Each of them is holding a silver-tipped spear to his neck. Off to one side stands Morgan, casually leaning against the rock. A continuous weave of magic streams from her to Raul. I see it tight around his mouth, keeping his lips sealed and jaw locked in place.
“Bravo, my dear,” the Queen drawls. “You’re going to need that type of fervor when you’re dealing with the court.”
She signals behind me. Before I can so much as move, I feel a pinch in my neck, almost like a dart.
A heaviness comes over me.
The world goes black.
 



Chapter Thirty-Five
 
Eleira
Location unknown
 
I come to and jerk my head up. I try moving my arms—I cannot. 
I’m bound.
All my senses kick in to high alert. I strain against whatever’s holding me in place.
It’s no use. My legs, my arms, my waist are all tied tight.
It takes an extra second to recognize the unwelcome sensation of silver coming from all around me.
A soft, almost mocking sigh comes from the far side of the chamber.
Morgan.
“Finally, you’re up,” she says. She’s lounging on a sofa made of deep red leather. 
We are the only ones in the room.
“What is this?” I demand. I thrash against the bonds. “What are you doing?”
She tsks. “The question, my dear, is the right one… but misdirected.” She picks herself up. “The real one… is what you are.”
She sweeps her hand in front of her, and a vision swirls into the room.
I don’t see any of the four forces giving it life.
Shapes become prominent in the haze. They’re blurry at first but quickly sharpen.
It shows me and Felix conferring in the older vampire’s room.
I gasp.
“Surprised?” the Queen mocks. “Don’t be. I’ve got eyes on every inch of this place. What kind of ruler would I be if I didn’t know what was going on in my kingdom?”
“You spy!” I accuse. 
“Keeping an eye on unruly children is far, far different from spying, Eleira.” The Queen walks through the clouds of the vision. They part and give way, then rejoin as soon as she’s moved past. 
She steps close to me. “Especially when they conspire against you. Don’t you think?”
Suddenly Felix’s voice booms through the air, magnified a hundred times. “…THE GOBLET CAN PROTECT YOU, BUT ONLY IF YOU KNOW HOW TO USE IT AGAINST HER—”
It sounds, and it cuts off. Morgan gloats in my face. “You see? How easy it is to ensure complete compliance. I know all you planned, Eleira. Don’t worry—I don’t blame you.” She laughs. “Somebody else poisoned your mind.”
Another sweep of her hand, and the vision shifts. Suddenly it shows Felix, bound to a silver stake and screaming as lashes made of fire rain down on him from behind. 
“A tad melodramatic without sound, don’t you think?” the Queen asks. “Hmm…lets fix that.” 
Her fingers move in a precise pattern. Suddenly the screams blast through the room. 
“Ah,” she smiles. “Much better.”
I try to put on a strong face, but inside, I’m terrified. If the Queen did this to him…
“When was this?” I demand. “Tell me!”
She has the gall to look shocked. “Why, it’s happening right now, my sweet.” She trails a finger down my cheek. 
 I recoil in disgust. 
“Liar,” I spit. “You need to be present to do magic. I can see the weaves making the flames!”
“Yes, but whoever said I was the one channeling?”
The point of view zooms out, and the lens slowly rotates to reveal…
Phillip.
I gasp.
The vision streaks forward and offers a close-up of his face. His eyes are glazed over and unseeing. Black specks flow across the whites.
“What did you do to him?” I whisper.
Morgan laughs, and the vision vanishes.
“I gave him a nudge,” she answers. “And revealed to him his true potential.”
“You bewitched him!”
“No. I only showed him the path. I let him give in to his vampiric nature… and that paved the way to his.”
“Where are they?” I demand. “Let Felix go!”
“You’re not Queen yet, to make demands of me,” she murmurs. Without another glance she turns away. “No, Eleira, you are still but a child. Powerful, yes… but doomed to languish below your potential. Because you are held back by your ideals.”
She sighs. “Such peculiar things, those are. You know, I was bound by them once. I wanted to do good. I tried, I really did, to protect the vampires of The Haven. I did so for many years. And how was I repaid?” 
Her back stiffens. Her hands clench into fists at her side. “Betrayal. Disloyalty. Conspiracy. A coup. Well, Eleira, none of those things will be possible any longer… because I have you.”
She turns her head to me. “You remember what happened to your friend Patricia, yes? Oh wait, no, not Patricia. Patricia was killed by the demon. Her husband. What was his name?”
She makes a mockery of the injustice of their deaths.
“Jacob,” I say through gritted teeth, trying hard not to unleash my anger. 
“That’s right, Jacob,” she says. “I cleaved his soul from his body. As I did to so many others through the years. In truth, all of it was building to this point. Because I need your powers, Eleira. And the only way to get them…?” She smiles.
“Is to sever my soul from my body and plant it into yours.”



Chapter Thirty-Six
 
Eleira
 
My eyes bulge out of my head. Fear takes a stranglehold on me.
“The missing piece, all along…” Morgan says, casually running her hand over the distant wall. “Was something you helped me discover yourself. For that I am grateful. And do not worry. I mean not to kill you.” She laughs her chiming laugh. “You are much too precious to waste.”
“Where is Raul?” I demand. “What did you do to him?”
“My son? Your lover? Funny, how those are one and the same. Well, soon I’ll be able to experience him for myself. He’ll have no idea anything is amiss the first time his lips touch mine while I’m staring out from your eyes onto his body.”
“You’re sick,” I say. “Twisted.”
“You think those words hurt me?” She shakes her head. “Fling your insults, Eleira, for they’ll do you no good.”
“What did you do to Raul?” I repeat, my teeth grinding from frustration.
“He’s safe enough,” she says dismissively. “Though I fear he has no part to play in what comes next. He was supposed to offer you marriage, did you know? I thought he would have done it by now. You look surprised. Don’t be. Raul was never one to take decisive action with the women in his life.”
She turns back and faces me again. “He never took my advice to heart. Unfortunately. Just as I helped Phillip, I could have helped him. But not in this body, no.” She gestures down at herself. “He does not see me as he should. But when he looks at you… well, soon enough I’ll know exactly what it’s like to be the object of his affection. And I won’t squander it, like you have.”
“You think you can just take over my body and nobody will know?” I’m bewildered by what is happening in front of me.
“No, no. People will know. You will know. I will know, too. But of course you won’t be able to do a thing.”
“Just try me,” I snarl.
Morgan throws her head back and laughs. “I don’t need to ‘try you’, my dear. Look at yourself now. Bound tight and helpless. The only reason you’re alive is your potential… which, by the way, will soon be mine.”
She starts playing with the jewel bracelet on her wrist. “Truth is, I’m doing you a favor. You aren’t ready to handle the responsibilities of being Queen. Look how you bungled things with Logan. Of course, the blame cannot be set entirely on you. Raul was there, too. He is equally responsible. But if it had been me at his side, you can be assured that the threat from The Crypts would have quickly been eliminated. We vampires, we are stronger when together. The Crypts have a King. The Haven has a Queen. Two of the most powerful covens in the world, each with their own set rulers. 
“Well, of course we should be joined with them. We do not need to fight. Together, our covens will make the greatest dark alliance the world has ever seen!”
“You know what he wants,” I hiss. “I will never allow that!”
I keep straining, straining against the bonds but they do not budge. And somehow, at the same time, the Forces are blocked from me. I can only feel the faintest hint of their presence, nowhere near strong enough to channel. A hint, a wisp, a left-over trail… that’s all there is.
“Fortunately for us,” Morgan says, “it is not you who will be making that decision. Once the ceremony is done.”
She claps her hands once. On the cue, a hidden door in the side of the chamber wall pops open. Four vampire guards march in, dragging a large metal cage behind them. It’s pulled by a massive chain. 
Inside, the Narwhark is snatching and snapping and lunging at the bars, trying to break free. Each of its assaults shakes the structure, but the bars do not give.
I recognize one of the guards. “Jonathan,” I plead. “Help me!”
He keeps his gaze steadfastly on the floor.
Morgan sneers. “My vampires are, and always have been, loyal to their Queen,” she says. “Loyal to one. Loyal, only to me.”
She walks over to the guard named Jonathan, tilts his chin up, and seals her lips over his.
She lets him go. Then, she looks up and gloats at me. “You see, Eleira? That’s loyalty.” 
She dismisses the guards with a quick gesture. Not one of them looks my way.
Then it’s just me, Morgan, and the Narwhark together in the room.
The Queen glides up to the cage. When she’s within a few feet of the bars, the demon suddenly goes quiet. It retreats to the center and slowly, uncertainly, lies down.
Its tail flicks up once then goes still.
“Good,” Morgan coos. “It knows its master.”
Then, to my utmost horror, she reaches over and unlatches the lock.
“Come,” she says. 
The Narwhark trots out, tail between its legs. “How docile,” Morgan murmurs. She starts toward me. The demon walks at her side.
My body tenses. Even though I am a vampire, I know that when I’m bound and blocked like this, I am easy prey for the Narwhark. I heard descriptions of the grisly scene it left of Patricia.
The demon comes to a full stop just a few feet away from me. It sits down. Its eyes stare into mine.
“It will do anything I command,” Morgan tells me. “You mustn’t be scared. It is on our side.”
I catch the swarms of black specks beyond the Queen’s irises, and suddenly, I understand.
She’s controlling the Narwhark with dark magic.
“Whatever you’re planning—whatever you’re going to do—it isn’t going to work,” I bluff. “Raul will find out. The Royal Court will find out. They will hold you accountable, and—”
“Oh, no. No, no, no. Raul is quite incapacitated at the moment. As for the Royal Court… well, you see what’s being done to Felix. Phillip is square on my side, too. So—” she grins, “—you are, unfortunately, all alone. There is nobody who can help you.”
She steps so close that I can feel her breath on my skin. “Nobody, that is, except for me.”
She turns away. The Narwhark jerks its head toward her. Then, it turns back to me. 
“I’m not your enemy, Eleira. You and I want similar things. Intuitively you know that you have tremendous, amazing potential… just as you know you are hamstringing yourself with those pesky morals of yours.”
“Let me go. I won’t hold it against you. We can work together, as you said—”
“Really?” She cuts me off. “Really, you resort to begging? Please. Don’t insult us.”
I almost scram in agonizing frustration.
“The Haven was promised a new Queen. This will come on the next full moon. But in the days before, there are other things that must be done. I am tired of waiting for you, Eleira. Perhaps, if we had time—years, decades—all this could have worked the way it was intended to at the start. But you simply cannot be trusted to have the best interest of our vampires in mind.”
“And you do?” I challenge. “You lie and cheat and kill to get your way!”
She looks at her nails. “A ruler has to be merciless,” she murmurs. “I knew you wouldn’t understand.”
With a sudden move she spins around and throws her arm out at the demon. A slash of vertical energy stronger than anything I’ve felt before rips through the air.
It splices the demon in two. 
Before I can so much as react, Morgan is on the body, sucking the harsh, corrosive demon blood into her mouth. That mask over her face—the one only I can sometimes see—twists and warps. One moment, she is her beautiful self, the next she is a horrid, decaying woman.
The blood leaks past her lips and dribbles down her chin. It burns every bit of skin it touches. Chemical vapors rise from the reaction. Morgan’s vampire body fights against the damage, her own blood doing its best to heal, but coming short.
Still Morgan drinks from the fount of the demon’s spine. The stench of its blood is horrific. I see the rivulets, and they stream down Morgan’s throat. Her skin starts to turn black, black with corrosion, black with corruption, black with decay. But she hangs on to the broken half of the Narwhark and sucks the blood out as if her life depends on it.
Finally, she can take no more. She crumbles back. The empty shell of the Narwhark’s lower body falls from her grip.
I start, aghast and horrified, as convulsions take the Queen’s body. Her beautiful hair becomes brittle and white. Strips of it fall away. She twists and writhes in enormous pain. Her mouth opens as she makes to scream but not a single sound comes out.
Then she collapses on her front and goes still.
She is still for so long, and so absolutely, that I begin to think she’s dead. But just as the possibility of such a reversal of fortune enters my mind, Morgan croaks, coughs, and then gasps a series of long, pained gasps. 
Slowly, she pushes herself up.
I choke when I see her face.
She is hideous. 
It’s like the demon blood has peeled all the layers of her skin off and left a raw, oozing mess. No trace of the old Morgan remains. 
The wounds over her body start to crystalize. The vampiric essence inside us all tried its best to heal.
But the damage is too much. The raw wounds gloss over with a transparent film. The dark marks of corruption cease progressing but do not retract. Her beautiful hair is forever gone, replaced by reedy, hay-like sticks of white.
Morgan, the vampire Queen, hauls herself up. She looks down at her brittle, shaking hands. She tests her fingers. She takes an awkward step forward.
“This,” she says, her voice raspy and ruined and grating and raw, “is how I prime myself for what is to come. Demon blood, infused with that of a vampire, mixed with our essence, strengthens what it does not kill. Demon blood, taken in by a vampire, creates the strongest of us all. 
“It is the only way for the soul to survive the transfer between two bodies. And now, my dear—” She kicks the leftover carcass at me. “It is your turn.”



~ The End ~
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