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Prologue

 

 Summer 1865 - Wicked, Massachusetts

  

Blood  spattered  the  pil ow  as  the  mayor’s  daughter entered  a  coughing  fit  that  convulsed  her  sixteen-year-old frame. The wooden wal s of the bedroom echoed with the sound  as  her  parents  looked  on,  her  mother  tearful,  her father doing a better job of hiding his worry. Even in a town as  smal   as  Wicked,  you  did  not  get  to  hold  onto  public office  by  letting  people  see  what  you  real y  felt,  and  the mayor,  a  big  man  in  his  fifties,  stood  stoical y.  Only  the slight disarray of his house coat, the slight lack of care for his  beard,  suggested  that  he  wasn’t  as  calm  as  he appeared. 

For his part, the town’s doctor looked grave. Even in his shirtsleeves, he was warm, the fire in the grate was built up so much, and yet the girl was as cold as if they had left her  outside  at  midwinter.  He  had  taken  her  temperature, observed  her  symptoms,  and  spent  much  of  the  last  five minutes simply staring as she lay on the bed, the disease burning through her. 

Time to cal  in a priest. The doctor knew death when he saw it. This was not something that was going to pass. 

Tonight,  or  tomorrow  night,  it  would  leach  away  the  last strength that the girl possessed, and the mayor of Wicked would  find  himself  preparing  for  a  funeral.  He  would probably start looking for a new doctor too. The mayor was not a forgiving man. 

As if on cue, the big man cleared his throat. “Wel ? 

We  cannot  have  Amelia  sick  much  longer.  She  is  to  be married next month.” 

The doctor shook his head. “I fear that there is little to be done, sir.” 

The  mayor  took  a  step  towards  him.  “That  is  not acceptable.  Find  a  better  answer  if  you  want  to  earn  your fee, man.” 

The  doctor  shrugged.  He  had  known  that  he  would be making a loss on the day almost as soon as he saw the condition of the man’s daughter. Powerful men paid only for successes. It was simply the way things were. 

“If there were something I could do, do you not think I would be doing it?” he asked. 

“If there is nothing you can do,” the mayor countered, 

“you do not need to be here.” 

“You’l   send  him  away?”  his  wife  demanded, speaking  for  the  first  time  that  evening.  She  was  a  smal , fragile  looking  woman,  who  always  looked  slightly  out  of place beside her husband and always slightly frightened by the  world.  The  doctor  was  always  reminded  a  little  of  a mouse  when  he  saw  her.  She  looked  over  at  him  with pleading eyes. “There must be something that can help my Amelia.” 

The  doctor  was  not  a  young  man  anymore,  being almost thirty now, and he had seen more than his share of death. You became hardened to it quickly, in a world where so many died young. Even so, there was something about the grief in the woman’s voice that touched him. 

“Ma’am,  I’l   give  it  some  more  thought,  but  I  can make no promises.” 

For the doctor, seeing the hope in her face was like watching an axe being raised above him. That one phrase had  bought  him  time,  because  there  was  no  way  the mayor’s  wife  would  let  her  husband  eject  him  now,  but  it had done little else. What could he do? Why had he been stupid enough to say it? 

The  doctor  tried  to  remember  some  scrap  of knowledge  that  might  be  useful.  He  recal ed  reading  a paper  about  Mon.  Pasteur’s  work  on  the  transmission  of disease through bacteria just recently, yet it had suggested nothing  about  how  to  deal  with  them.  It  had  even  seemed fanciful to him at the time. 

Maybe  it  was  the  idea  of  fanciful  things  that triggered  the  memory,  but  the  doctor  found  himself remembering back to when he had been a child in the town. 

For  a  nurse,  he  had  an  elderly  Danish  woman  who  had lived  there  most  of  her  life,  and  who  had  loved  to  tel   him stories  about  the  place’s  history  when  the  settlers  first settled  in  Wicked.  She  had  told  him  about  Wicked’s  first inhabitants,  the  Wickhams,  and  their  role  in  founding  the town  when  they  arrived  on  the  Mayflower  with  the  first settlers. 

The  Wickhams  were  upstanding  people…  leaders who  seemed  to  genuinely  care  for  the  people  of  Wicked. 

They were from the long line of Wickhams from England, an aristocratic  lineage,  who  brought  with  them  an  old  world charm.  However,  they  were  also  mysterious,  often disappearing into the woods for long stretches of time. 

Did the Wickhams have anything to do with the lore of Wicked Woods? That the Woods was a magical place where those who were on the brink of death could go and be renewed? Lore had it that loved ones would carry their sick  dying  ones  into  the  woods,  lay  them  down  and  left them there through the night. 

In  the  morning,  when  they  came  to  see  their  sick ones,  they  would  find  them  healed,  radiant,  and  even ethereal  beautiful.  But  their  sick  ones  would  only  drink blood, blood kept them young and alive, wel  and not sick. 

They would offer them pheasant, animal blood, which would satisfy them at first, but after a while, these sick ones with bloodlust  soon  began  preying  on  people.  Some  of  the people  of  Wicked  fought  back,  but  many  fel   prey.  Of  the few that fought back, they found a precious weapon right in the  woods  itself  on  the  highest  slope,  large  quantities  of silver  ore.  The  people  began  making  silver  crucifixes  with the silver, which seemed to drive al  the “Undead” back into the woods. She had told him stranger stories too; of beasts that walked like men, and of odd guardian creatures from the legends of her homeland. 

In  amongst  such  nonsense,  though,  she  had  also said something that the doctor found himself latching onto. 

Years back, close to the time the Wickhams had first come to town, people too sick to help had sometimes been left in the forest at night. They had apparently come back cured of al  their il s, so healthy that they seemed younger and more beautiful. Even as a boy, the doctor remembered laughing at it, yet the old woman had claimed that it had been done with an aunt of hers, and that she had stayed looking young for  years  before  disappearing  one  night.  Had  she  been serious? 

More  to  the  point,  was  he  real y  getting  desperate enough  to  trust  to  fables  and  stories  for  children?  The doctor almost laughed as he realized that he was. He liked this town, and did not want to have to find somewhere else to  ply  his  trade.  Nor  did  he  want  to  have  to  watch  the mother’s  face  as  her  daughter  slid  down  into  darkness. 

Nothing  else  he  knew  would  help  now,  so  why  not  try something that might? What was there to lose? 

The  doctor  made  up  his  mind.  Yes,  he  would probably look stupid. Yes, the mayor would probably have him  thrown  out  of  the  town  just  for  suggesting  it,  yet  he would not stand by without at least making the attempt. He cleared his throat. 

“Sir, there might be  one  thing we can try…” 



 Winter 1865 - Wicked, Massachusetts







The  doctor  wrapped  his  greatcoat  around  him  and braced  himself  against  the  cold  as  he  waited,  watching from  the  shadow  of  a  doorway.  The  house  he  stood observing  was  quiet  and  dark,  yet  he  knew  he  could  not take  his  eyes  from  it.  Too  much  had  happened  in  recent days for him to let slip his vigil. 

It  had  taken  almost  half  an  hour  of  talking  to persuade  the  mayor  to  leave  his  only  daughter  in  a  forest overnight. Half an hour of the desperate pleas of his wife, and an admission that there was nothing that the doctor’s science  could  do  for  the  girl.  They  had  laid  her  down unseen by the edge of the trees, and forced themselves to walk away. 

Of course, the doubts had set in almost as soon as they got back. The mayor had accused him of trickery, and had  threatened  to  have  him  hanged  if  his  daughter  died from being left out there. Somehow, though, some spark of hope  had  made  them  wait,  to  keep  from  going  back  to where they had left Amelia. 

She  had  walked  into  the  mayor’s  home  in  the morning as though nothing had happened. Her mother had been  ecstatic,  of  course,  while  her  father  had  given  the doctor  almost  a  hundred  dol ars.  A  fortune  for  a  single night’s  work.  What  did  it  matter  that  the  girl  would  not answer  questions  about  what  had  happened,  or  that  she refused to eat? She looked wel . In fact, she looked radiant. 

Al  had seemed wel . Amelia had married her suitor, and  moved  into  the  house  that  the  doctor  now  stood watching. She had taken her place at the heart of Wicked’s society, and was said to be wel  loved by al . Everything had seemed perfect. So much so that the doctor had tried his unusual  cure  twice  more,  with  great  success.  Two  young women  were  walking  around  in  the  world  that  would  not have been without the stories of his nurse. 

Yet, as time passed, the doctor started to hear the rumors. That Amelia Fischer, as she now was, slipped out at  al   hours.  That  animals  were  being  found  kil ed  in  the forest with strange marks on them. That one of the women who had been saved had been spotted coming out of the forest with blood on her mouth. 

The  doctor  had  tried  to  tel   himself  that  it  was  al superstitious  nonsense.  That  people  were  making  up stories  to  explain  such  sudden  recoveries.  When  he  had heard  his  housekeeper  uttering  old  tales  from  Eastern Europe  about  blood  drinking  beasts,  he  had  even threatened  to  dismiss  her  if  she  went  around  spreading such foolishness. 

Last  month  though,  Amelia’s  new  husband  had sickened, and the doctor had seen for himself how pale he was. How anemic. Then the Evans boy had gone missing. 

Oh,  people  said  that  it  was  just  the  winter,  or  a  bear,  or simply an urge on the boy’s part to see the world, but that didn’t  ring  true.  The  boy  knew  enough  to  stay  safe  in  the woods,  and  he  seemed  happy  enough  where  he  was.  It wasn’t quite proof, but it was… worrying. 

Which was why the doctor was standing in an inch of snow at one in the morning, watching the house of a young woman he had helped save. When he saw the door crack open,  and  a  cloaked  figure  slip  out  into  the  night,  he nodded to himself, and started to stride forward. 

A hand clamped onto his shoulder, strong enough to drag him back into the shadows. The doctor looked around, and  found  himself  facing  a  man  slightly  younger  than  he was, dressed in the kind of rough furs hunters sometimes wore in the cold. Given the way the doctor currently had to struggle  to  keep  his  teeth  from  chattering,  he  envied  the young man his coat, even as he tried to pul  away from him. 

The young man kept his hold easily. “What are you going to do, doctor? Confront her?” 

The doctor tried to draw himself up to his ful  height. 

He  would  not  be  accosted  by  strange  men  like  this. 

“Unhand me, sir.” 

“If I do that, I reckon you won’t live through the night, doctor. Not if you’re going to do stupid things like walking up  to  one  of  the  blood  drinkers  and  demanding  she  stop drinking blood.” 

The doctor shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

The  young  man’s  smile  flashed  bright  in  the darkness. “Of course you do, doctor. You didn’t know what you were  doing,  more the pity, but you aren’t so stupid that you can’t see what she has become.” 

The  doctor  sagged.  “How  do  you  know  about  that, then?” 

“My family have been trying to deal with their kind for a  long  time  now.  We  thought  we  had  them  under  control, too.  We’ve  never  been  able  to  pin  down  where  the  blood drinkers come from, but we have at least been able to keep them in the woods.” 

“Sorry.” The doctor said it automatical y. 

The other man shook his head. “Don’t be sorry. Just help me to deal with the blood drinkers.” 

“You have only just told me not to confront the girl.” 

“She’s  hardly  a  girl  anymore,”  the  other  man  said. 

“And no, we won’t be confronting her. We wil  just be doing what needs to be done.” 

The doctor caught the edge to that. “And that is?” 

The  other  man  laughed.  “You  know  what  that  is, doctor.”  He  reached  into  the  furs  he  wore  with  gloved hands,  pul ing  out  a  silver  cross  that  gleamed  even  in  the dark. The longest part of it had a sharp blade. “Take it.” 

The doctor shook his head. “You haven’t so much as told me your name, haven’t told me anything much, but you want me to murder someone with you?” 

The  other  man  shrugged.  “My  name’s  Saul Wickham. When you’re done here, I’l  put you in touch with some  other  people  who’l   tel   you  al   you  want  to  know. 

People  I  got  that  cross  from.  It’s  time  to  choose  now, doctor.” 

The  doctor  stared  at  the  other  man  for  a  long moment.  He  looked  at  the  house  he’d  been  watching, where  a  man  lay  dying  from  lack  of  blood.  Final y,  with trembling hands, he reached out and took the crucifix. 









Chapter 1

 

 Present Day - Wicked, Massachusetts

 

The sounds of the battle started to recede as Briony clung to Kevin’s back, the silver sword she had used in the fight  kept  careful y  away  from  his  fur.  The  long  strides  of Kevin’s wolf form were taking them further from the fight at a rate Briony could never have managed on her own. Relief that  he  had  been  there  to  help  her  get  clear  from  the carnage of the vampires’ ambush blended itself with guilt at running. Guilt at abandoning others to fend for themselves once it became clear that she could not help them. 

Who had died? Even as Briony thought it, the sound of running feet came to her, and she caught sight of flashes of fur speeding through the woods not far from her. Which of  the  werewolves  would  it  be?  Her  brother,  Jake?  Josh, the werewolf king? One of his family? 

Briony ducked her head to avoid a low branch. They were moving quickly now. Too quickly to stop and think. Yet flashes  of  memory  came  to  her.  Of  Josh  ordering  the retreat,  and  then  fleeing  with  as  many  of  his  family  as  he could  find.  Of  Jake  helping  Josh’s  irritating  sister,  Carol, buying her time. What had she seen since then? 

From the back of a moving wolf, it had been hard to tel   exactly.  Briony  had  thought  that  she  had  spotted  Josh and  his  brother  Brian  changing  and  sprinting  off,  and  that looked like the color of their fur out in the forest. She hadn’t seen  anything  more  of  Carol  though,  or  of  her  twin, Channing. 

Then  there  was  Jake.  The  last  Briony  had  seen  of her little brother; he had been leaping into the safety of the forest canopy after helping Carol. Had he managed to get clear of the violence? Briony wanted to believe that he had. 

After  al ,  he  was  part  vampire  and  part  werewolf,  so  no single vampire should have been able to stop him. Yet they weren’t  talking  about  single  vampires,  were  they?  What  if there had been half a dozen of them? What if…

Briony found herself snapped from her thoughts by a flash  of  movement  above  her.  A  vampire,  a  young  man dressed in casual clothes, his fangs bared in anticipation of the  kil ,  was  already  in  mid-leap  as  she  looked  up.  He obviously  intended  to  knock  her  from  Kevin’s  back  and finish Briony while she was stil  stunned. 

Briony  reacted  on  instinct,  bringing  the  sword around  in  an  arc  that  caught  the  vampire  halfway.  The momentum  of  Kevin’s  forward  motion  only  added  to  the stroke, and the blade sliced through the creature so neatly that Briony barely had to grip with her legs to keep her seat. 

Looking back as Kevin ran on, she saw the two halves of the  vampire  hit  the  ground,  already  burning  with  the  cold, blue fire that would consume him. 

Briony shuddered, yet she was careful to keep a firm grip  on  Kevin’s  fur.  She  knew  that  in  a  battle  like  the  one she  was  fleeing  it  was  kil   or  be  kil ed,  yet  somehow,  she felt  that  it  shouldn’t  be  so  easy.  Taking  a  life  shouldn’t  be something you did on instinct. Yet what else could she do? 

It was almost a minute before the next vampire leapt out.  Kevin’s  speed  took  the  pair  of  them  past  the  initial leap,  but  the  creature  succeeded  in  snagging  a  hand  in Briony’s  sleeve  as  it  tumbled  past.  Briony  found  herself spinning from her spot on Kevin’s back, having to tuck and rol  to avoid the worst effects of the fal . 

Even so, it rocked her. At the speed she had been travel ing,  she  lost  her  grip  on  Kevin’s  back  and  fel   hard, smacking the ground that jarred her entire body. She forced herself to her feet, knowing that the vampire would not be slowed by a fal  like that, and that she would be easy prey lying down. 

This creature was a brunette woman who appeared to  be  in  her  early  twenties.  She  was  dressed  more  for  a night at the opera than an ambush, in a long dress slit up one side. She even wore high heels. 

“You  did  n o t  just  land  safely  in  those,”  Briony managed  to  gasp  out.  She  looked  around  for  the  sword. 

Had it fal en into one of the nearby bushes? 

“Looking for this?” the vampire woman asked. She picked up the sword from a patch of undergrowth, holding it gingerly,  with  just  her  fingertips  on  the  pommel.  Without changing her grip, she flung it so that it lodged hilt deep in a nearby tree. “That’s better.” 

Briony edged around to her left, looking for another weapon.  She  stil   had  her  cross  pendant,  but  she  couldn’t use that yet. Not if she wanted the element of surprise. 

“Pietre  wil   want  me  alive,”  she  said,  trying  to  buy time. 

“Wil  he?” The woman shrugged as she said it. “Al he said to me was that a few of us should wait at the edges, making sure no one can get away. Stil ,” her fangs slid out, 

“alive has possibilities.” 

It  was  at  that  point  that  Kevin  charged  from  the undergrowth, stil  in wolf form, lunging and snapping at the vampire. The vampire was quick leaping straight up, letting the momentum of Kevin’s charge carry him under her. 

The  fight  that  fol owed  was  almost  elegant.  The vampire  fought  like  a  dancer,  slashing  with  her  nails  and heels as she whirled away from each assault Kevin made. 

She  never  quite  managed  to  wound  him,  but  she  was  at least able to stop Kevin from getting near to her. 

Briony  decided  to  even  the  odds,  sliding  out  her crucifix and springing the hidden blade. She crept closer to the  fight,  looking  for  a  moment  to  slide  it  home  when  the vampire wasn’t aware of her. 

She  was.  The  vampire’s  kick  was  stunningly  fast. 

Briony managed to get her arms up in time, but even so, it sent her sliding back along the floor, the breath knocked out of  her  as  Kevin  and  the  creature  continued  their  deadly dance. 

Briony  struggled  to  her  feet,  and  then  ran  to  the bushes where the vampire had thrown her sword. Gripping the  hilt  with  both  hands  and  pul ing,  Briony  put  her  whole weight into trying to remove the sword from the bush. The blade wouldn’t budge. Worse, behind her, she heard Kevin yelp with pain. Briony swore, bracing both feet against the rough  bark  of  the  tree  and  pul ing  backwards  with  al   her strength. She was not going to let Kevin be hurt. 

For a moment, it felt like Briony was trying to pul  the sword out of a rock rather than a tree. When she felt the first hint  of  movement,  Briony  hauled  on  the  hilt  with  renewed strength. It came free with a kind of sticky slowness as sap clung to it. Briony spun, facing the fight once more, and saw that  the  vampire  was  pressing  Kevin  back,  pushing  him towards a tree to restrict his movements. 

Briony did the only thing she could think of, and ran forward, the blade raised before her like a lance. This time, the  vampire  didn’t  react  quickly  enough  to  stop  the  blow. 

She  half  turned,  only  to  have  the  razor  sharp  sword  hit through  the  side  of  her  ribs.  It  stil   found  the  heart.  The vampire  barely  had  enough  time  to  look  surprised  before she slumped back and the cold flames claimed her body. 

Briony  stood  stil   for  a  moment,  trying  to  get  her breath back, but Kevin’s wolf form nudged against her legs, urging her to climb on once more. 

“I know, I know. We have to get out of here. Just give me a second.” 

Kevin  yipped,  but  Briony  ignored  it,  retrieving  her cross and putting it around her neck once more. Only then did  she  hear  the  sound  of  someone  moving  through  the wood nearby, branches breaking under feet that didn’t care who heard them. 

Briony  didn’t  need  any  more  prompting.  She sprinted for Kevin and more or less threw herself onto him, clinging to his fur for dear life as his muscles exploded into a  high  speed  lope  once  more.  Briony  whipped  her  head from side to side, looking for danger, her sword held almost like  a  lance  as  she  waited  for  danger  to  spring  from  the surrounding trees. 

How long Kevin ran like that, Briony didn’t know. The constant  threat  of  danger  made  each  wolfish  stride  seem like it took hours to complete, yet at the same time, trees passed  by  in  a  rush.  On  and  on  the  werewolf  ran,  until  it seemed  to  Briony  that  he  might  be  trying  to  run  straight through  the  woods.  He  certainly  wasn’t  heading  back towards anywhere Briony recognized. 

Final y though, the trees began to thin out and Kevin started  to  slow.  Briony  patted  him  on  the  shoulder  as  a signal to stop. 

“I  think  we’ve  gone  far  enough,  Kevin.  I  think  we’re safe.” 

Kevin  seemed  to  agree,  slowing  to  a  crawl  before standing  stil   to  let  Briony  dismount.  She  turned  her  back only briefly in doing so, and that time was enough for him to change back into human form. As usual after transforming, his clothes were torn and unkempt, his shirt hanging open to  reveal  the  muscular  lines  of  his  chest.  His  dark  hair looked  unkempt,  and  hung  in  front  of  his  eyes.  Briony reached up to brush it back out of the way. 

“Do you think we got away?” she asked. 

“Probably.”  Kevin  looked  uncomfortable.  “I  don’t know how many other people did, though.” 

“No.” Briony bit her lip and looked around, unwil ing to dwel  on that for the moment. Not when Jake was stil  out there.  After  a  moment  she  looked  back  to  the  werewolf. 

“Kevin-” 

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.” 

“No, not that,” Briony said. “Look around.” 

The  space  around  them  was  free  of  trees,  but interspersed with blooming flowers of types Briony had not seen before. The grass was in better shape than it should have  been  given  the  time  of  year,  and  even  the  few  trees that sprang up in the space before them looked odd. They were too… vibrant somehow, as though they almost glowed from within. Each was strong and healthy, yet al  the trees had a slightly ephemeral look to them, as though there was something  about  them  that  wasn’t  quite  there.  In  fact,  the whole glade look like the world around it never touched it. A smal   brook  babbled  its  way  through  the  trees,  just  deep enough  and  clear  enough  for  Briony  to  see  smal   fish skimming their way along the bottom. 

“It’s very peaceful,” Kevin said after a few seconds. 

“That’s just it.” Briony walked up to the nearest of the trees. The bark felt solid enough under her touch, but there was  nothing  rough  about  it.  “After  a  battle  like  that,  we shouldn’t be feeling peaceful, and yet I do. Then there are these trees. Have  you  seen trees like this before?” 

Briony  wasn’t  surprised  to  see  Kevin  shake  his head. 

“It’s…”  Briony  struggled  for  the  words,  because something about this place felt vaguely familiar to her. “It’s almost  too  good  to  be  true.  Like  something  out  of  a  fairy tale. Does that make any sense?” 



“As much sense as anything around Wicked. So do you think we should leave?” 

“I don’t know,” Briony admitted. “What is this place, Kevin?” 







Chapter 2

 Sophie Edge stared straight forward as she sat tied to a chair in the back room of the diner, hardly able to bring herself to look at George. At what had been done to him. 

To  think  too  hard  about  the  way  that  one  of  her  closest friends  had  been  turned  into  one  of  the  undead  was  to invite  either  despair  or  self-recrimination.  Despair,  at  the thought  that  something  like  that  could  happen  to  even  the strongest of them. Self-recrimination because she had not been  able  to  do  anything  about  it.  Had  not  even  known about it until it was too late. 

Sophie  fought  against  the  feelings.  They  were  just what Pietre wanted. That was why he had left George there to  guard  her  while  he  went  off  to  see  to  more  business. 

Sophie  would  not  let  him  win  like  that.  She  had  hunted monsters for a long time now. Long enough that this wasn’t the first friend she had lost to them. Long enough to know that she had to stay focused if she wanted to live. 

Too  long,  maybe.  As  much  as  Sophie  hated  to admit  it,  she  was  getting  old.  Her  reactions  weren’t  quite what they had once been. Once, her hair had held no grey, and  her  body  had  been  supple  rather  than  simply  wiry. 

Once, the vampires would not have been able to grab her in the middle of a battle. Of course, once, they would not have had  to.  Once,  Pietre  would  have  spoken  to  her,  and  she would have gone to him wil ingly. 

It had been a shock seeing him again after al  these years.  Seeing  him  every  bit  as  handsome  as  Sophie remembered  from  her  youth.  In  that  way,  at  least,  the passing of time was a blessing. Sophie had the experience now to see him for what he was. There was no way that she would be fooled again. 

“Okay. You’l  be there?” George was making phone cal s  as  he  waited,  setting  up  the  meeting  that  would  trap the  other  members  of  the  Wicked  Woods  Preservation Society.  Currently,  he  seemed  to  be  on  the  phone  to  Jil , who would have been working in the diner had it not been closed for the evening. Sophie knew that she couldn’t just let George lure them to their deaths like that. 

“Jil ! Watch out! George is…mmph!” 

The  vampire’s  hand  clamped  over  her  mouth,  and George  kept  speaking.  “Noise?  What  noise?  Anyway,  I’l see you then. Goodbye, Jil .” He ended the cal  and moved his hand from Sophie’s mouth. “That was stupid.” 

“George,”  Sophie  looked  up  at  him,  hoping  that there might be some way to get through to her friend. After al , the boy Fal on was his own man, and he was not much older  in  vampire  terms  than  George,  “you’re  about  to  kil your friends.” 



The big man shrugged. “It is what Pietre wants. He knows best, Sophie. If you would just see that -” 

“I see that the man I knew is slipping away,” Sophie countered. “You have to hold onto that man, George. Hold onto the man who doesn’t shout at Percy for being clumsy. 

Who  lets  Jil   leave  early  to  pick  up  her  daughter  from  the sitter. Who makes some of the best food in this town and then boasts about it.” 

“Food?” George whispered. For a moment, Sophie thought that she might be getting through. 

“Come on, George, fight. If some teenage boy with designs on my niece can be strong enough to fight Pietre’s influence, a grown man like you should find it easy.” 

“I’m not strong enough,” George said, looking away. 

“Stop being so weak,” Sophie snapped. This wasn’t the  time  for  kindness.  “I’ve  known  you  for  years,  and  if Pietre has gotten to you to the extent that you are going to start whining about how hard everything is, then I have been sorely  mistaken  about  you.  The  only  thing  m y  George whines about is the fact that his cooking isn’t quite as good as mine.” 

“That…  is  not  true,”  George  managed,  and  for  a moment, Sophie smiled. 

“You’l  never be able to prove otherwise if you insist on becoming some kind of mindless minion, now wil  you? 

Just  think,  George.  Never  making  another  burger.  Never serving another drink-” 

“Don’t  mention  drinks!”  George  clutched  his stomach as if it were cramping. “I’m hungry, Sophie. I’m so, so  hungry.” 

Sophie  shifted  uncomfortably  in  the  chair  she  was bound to. “Look at me, George. Don’t look away. Look at me.” 

The  vampire  looked  up,  his  eyes  reddening.  “I  am looking at you. I’m looking at you and thinking about al  the sweet, warm, human blood pumping through those veins.” 

Sophie sighed. She had been hoping not to play this card. “Pietre wil  be angry with you if you kil  me, George. 

He’l  want me for himself.” 

That was enough to make her former friend hesitate, and  Sophie  cursed  herself  for  doing  it.  The  last  thing  she should be doing was persuading George that he needed to fol ow the master vampire’s orders, yet if it kept her safe…

Unfortunately,  it  didn’t  even  do  that.  George  hung back  for  another  second  or  two,  but  then  let  out  an inarticulate roar of hunger, flinging himself forward with the blinding  speed  of  his  kind.  Sophie  kicked  out  as  he  got close; flinging George back even as she sent the chair she sat upon flying into the opposite wal . It splintered with a dul crack,  and  Sophie  spun  to  her  feet  in  a  single,  graceful movement  that  disentangled  her  from  most  of  the  ropes. 

She  let  one  trailing  end  dangle  from  her  forearm  the  way she might use a chain as a weapon, just in case. 

She  also  raised  a  hand  to  her  throat,  feeling  the barest graze where George had tried to bite her. 

“You’re faster than you look,” she said. 

“I’m fast?” George replied. “You’ve just flung a chair across  a  room  faster  than  a  vampire  could  strike.  “No human should be able to do that.” 

“Ah,” Sophie said, twirling the rope absently, “I think you have me there, George.” 

“You  aren’t human?” 

Sophie  smiled.  If  this  was  the  only  way  she  could distract George long enough to think of a better plan, then it was what she would use. If it came to a fight in here, then, as  poorly  armed  as  she  was,  things  might  get  difficult. 

“Wel , not entirely.” 

George  edged  around  the  perimeter  of  the  room. 

For  now,  he  seemed  almost  normal,  yet  Sophie  wasn’t going  to  trust  that.  His  eyes  stil   burned  red  with  hunger. 

They stil  yearned for her blood. 

“What are you?” George demanded. 

“Why  don’t  you  tel   me?  Or  can’t  you  place  the taste?” 

Sophie  watched  the  newborn  vampire  lick  his  lips, catching  the  faintest  traces  of  her  blood.  “I  don’t understand. I don’t know…” 

“You don’t need to.” 

“You  didn’t  tel   me.”  It  seemed  almost  strange  that George should accuse her, given what he currently was, but Sophie could hear the hurt there. 

“You?  I  didn’t  even  tel   Pete  when  I  married  him, George.” 

“It doesn’t matter. Whatever you are, you’re stil  old.” 

He  lunged  suddenly,  but  Sophie  was  expecting  it. 

She  moved  aside  in  a  diagonal  step  that  took  her  to  a sitting  position,  and  then  whirled  in  a  sweep  that  took  out George’s legs from under him. The slight move wasn’t one that would stop a vampire, but it would buy her a second or two. 

“My  human  side  ages,”  she  said,  “but  the  rest  of me? That just gets stronger, George.” 

The  vampire  rose  to  a  feral  crouch,  al   pretense  of subtlety  abandoned.  Sophie  didn’t  try  to  avoid  the  next charge. Instead, she flicked out the rope she held in a move she  had  first  learned  with  a  leather  bul whip,  striking George  in  a  painful  blow  designed  to  distract  him.  It  took the  momentum  out  of  his  charge,  leaving  her  the  time  to step  around  him,  sliding  the  rope  around  his  neck  and using  the  extra  leverage  to  throw  him  again  in  an  aikido move. 

Again,  George  got  to  his  knees.  “You  can’t  win, Sophie. You can’t hurt me.” 

“I can.” 

A  dark  shape  blurred  through  the  door,  slamming into  George  and  driving  him  back  into  the  wal .  It  took Sophie a moment to recognize Fal on, and in that moment the boy had already drawn a stake from within his clothing and  thrust  forward,  so  powerful y  that  it  went  right  through George,  pinning  him  to  the  diner’s  wal .  The  older  man struggled for a few seconds before fal ing stil . Even so, no flames leapt up to claim his form. 

“Fal on, what are you doing here?” Sophie said. 

“It’s good to see you too, Mrs. Edge.” 

“Yes, yes. Thank you for saving me, young man, but don’t dodge the question.” 



Sophie  watched  Fal on  shrug.  “I  have  been  here  a while. I would have come in to help you earlier, but I had to wait until Pietre was gone.” 

“Do you know where he went?” 

Fal on shook his head. 

“Then  we  just  have  the  question  of  what  to  do  with George  left.”  Sophie  resisted  the  urge  to  reach  out  to  the older man, dormant now, but obviously not finished. Pietre must have let him have next to no blood if an injury like this could reduce him to something so weak, yet a little feeding, and he would be just as dangerous again. Sophie turned to her niece’s vampire boyfriend. “You missed the heart.” 

She  watched  the  young  vampire  lick  his  lips nervously. “Would you  want  me to have hit it?” 

Part  of  Sophie  wanted  to  say  yes.  That  it  was  the better option. That George wouldn’t want to be a monster. 

Yet she didn’t say anything. Nor did she reach down to the remains of her chair to find something with which to finish the  job.  The  boy  in  front  of  her  was  proof  enough  that vampires  could  hold  their  natures  in  check  for  a  time, however  much  the  other  part  of  her  argued  with  the  idea. 

Perhaps George would manage the same. 

“You did the right thing, Fal on. If we are lucky, we wil be able to help George, but we wil  need to keep an eye on him.” 

Fal on nodded. “Um… not now though. We stil  have an escape to finish, right?” 

Sophie  smiled  slightly  at  that.  “Young  man,  I  was escaping from vampires before you were born. Now, look escaping from vampires before you were born. Now, look around and see if Pietre left any of my things, would you?” 

Fal on hurried off, and Sophie found herself looking once  more  at  her  staked  friend.  It  would  be  safer  if  they could  restrain  him  in  some  way,  but  who  carried  around silver chains with them? For now, George would just have to  stay  staked.  A  smal   shudder  passed  through  Sophie. 

When Pietre came back, he would not be happy. Stil , there was nothing she could do about that. 

“Mrs.  Edge?  I  think  I  got  everything.”  Fal on  was back,  holding  the  weapons  that  had  been  taken  from  her. 

Sophie chose the ones that would fit out of sight and left the rest. They would attract too much attention walking through the middle of town. Final y, she abandoned earlier thoughts of the danger to reach out and pat George’s shoulder. 

“Be lucky, old friend. Maybe we’l  both find a way to get out of this in one piece.” She took his phone and looked over to Fal on. “Wel , young man, what are you waiting for? 

Let’s get out of here.” 









Chapter 3

 Falon found that he didn’t have to slow down much for  Briony’s Aunt  Sophie  to  keep  up  with  him  as  they  fled the diner. The old woman was faster than she looked, and they had quickly made it out into the street. While they did it, Aunt Sophie was busy making phone cal s. 

“I’m  serious  Jil .  George  is  one  of  them  now.  No,  I haven’t  kil ed  him.  I’l   explain  later.  Just  don’t  go  to  the meeting, al  right?” 

She seemed determined to tel  each member of the Preservation  Society  personal y,  rather  than  leaving  it  to someone  else.  It  took  Fal on  a  moment  to  guess  why. 

“You’re worried that Pietre might have turned more of them, aren’t you?” 

Aunt  Sophie  nodded.  “Perceptive,  young  man.  The truth  is  that,  while  I  hope  none  of  them  has  been  turned,  I can’t know for sure. It’s why I have to make sure that I tel each of them separately.” 

“And why you haven’t told them where we are going.” 

Fal on saw her nod. 

“I  told  George  everything,”  Aunt  Sophie  said,  “and look where that got us.” 

Fal on could hear the anger there. “You couldn’t have known.” 

“I  should  have known,” Aunt Sophie snapped back. 

“I 

know  exactl y  how  cunning  Pietre  is,  yet  I  keep underestimating him.” 

“It  isn’t  your  fault.”  Fal on  doubted  that  the  words would  have  much  effect  on Aunt  Sophie. After  al ,  he  was only her great-niece’s vampire boyfriend. Stil , it was what Briony  might  have  said  if  she  had  been  there,  and  Fal on owed it to her to make the effort. “Sooner or later, you have to trust someone.” 

“Yes.” Aunt Sophie looked serious for a moment, but then  smiled.  “And  who  would  have  thought  that  the someone in question would ever be you, young vampire?” 

“Here we are though.” 

“Indeed.  Now,  to  find  my  niece  before  something happens to her.” 

Fal on nodded. “You know where she wil  be, then?” 

Aunt Sophie shrugged. “I know where the battle site was.  It  is  somewhere  to  start  looking.  If  she  is  not  there, then  she  might  be  with  the  wolves,  or  with  that  brother  of yours.” 

“Or  captured,”  Fal on  said,  his  hands  screwing  into fists. “Or dead.” 

“But we wil  not think like that until we know for sure. 

Wil  we, young man?” 

Fal on was a little taken aback by the sharpness of that rebuke, but he shook his head anyway. “No, ma’am.” 

“Good.” Aunt  Sophie  gave  Fal on  a  long  look.  “We wil   be  heading  for  a  battle  ful   of  blood  and  death.  And werewolves.  More  werewolves  than  you  have  met  in  your life. Wil  you be able to handle that, Fal on?” 

Fal on hadn’t even considered that. With the scent of blood on the breeze, would he be able to control himself? 

With so many werewolves about, would he be able to keep his instinctive hatred at bay? 

“For Briony, I wil .” 

“Very wel  then.” Aunt Sophie looked around. “First, we need transport.” 

It didn’t take them long to find the old truck George used when he was on business. It was a dul , rusty red, and looked  like  it  had  been  through  at  least  one  smal   war  at some point. There were boxes in the back, and, at a faint twinge from the part of him that responded to silver, Fal on took the time to open one of them. 

“Weapons,  Mrs.  Edge.  It  looks  like  George  might have been getting ready for a battle.” 

“More  likely,  he  was  restocking  the  weapons cupboard when they took him,” Aunt Sophie said. “And then they  couldn’t  move  them  out  of  the  truck.  Poor  man.  Now, let’s  hope  this  thing  is  as  old  as  it  looks.  Modern  ignition systems take forever to get going when you don’t have the key.” 

Fal on  watched  in  amazement  as  she  broke  the window  on  the  driver’s  side  with  her  elbow,  unlocked  the door,  and  had  the  truck  hotwired  in  less  time  than  it  took him to get around to the passenger side. It was not the kind of skil  you expected someone like her to know. Or at least, not someone like she appeared to be. 

“You  may  wish  to  buckle  up,”  Aunt  Sophie  said, revving the engine. “I don’t exactly intend this to be a gentle jaunt.” 

Fal on caught the serious note in that, and did as he was  told.  He  was  glad  of  the  extra  restraint  when  Aunt Sophie set off at a speed that made a mockery of the local limits,  taking  corners  so  fast  that  Fal on  was  frankly surprised that the aged truck made it around some of them. 

Once  Aunt  Sophie  got  it  beyond  the  town’s  limits and onto the roads through the wood, things got, if anything, even  more  terrifying.  She  powered  the  truck  along  at  a pace  that  most  ral y  drivers  would  have  been  happy  with, throwing up sprays of mud with every turn. 

“Mrs.  Edge?  Are  you  sure  you  know  what  you’re doing?” Fal on asked. 

“What are you complaining about?” Aunt Sophie cut the  wheel,  sending  them  skidding  around  a  bend.  “It’s  not like a car crash would kil  you.” 

“It  would  hurt  though. A  lot.”  Fal on  winced  as  they narrowly avoided a tree. “Do you always drive like this?” 

“When my family is in danger, I do.” She slowed, and final y pul ed up by the side of the road. “We wil  have to do the last part on foot.” 

Aunt Sophie hopped lightly from the trucks’ cab and started  rummaging  through  the  boxes  in  the  back.  Fal on was briefly reminded of an older woman rooting through the contents  of  a  garage  sale,  except  that  very  few  garage sales  sold  silver  bladed  swords,  crossbows  made  from various  advanced  polymers,  and  high  tech  telescopic sights. Aunt Sophie affixed the latter to her crossbow, and picked out a quiver ful  of silver tipped bolts. 

“Quietly now,” she said, and set off through the trees. 

She  made  hardly  a  sound,  and  Fal on  found  himself  glad that Briony’s great-aunt had never seriously decided to try to kil  him. She was a lot more dangerous than she looked. 

Aunt  Sophie  raised  her  hand  after  a  little  while, gesturing for Fal on to look ahead at the road before staring through  her  crossbow  sight.  Ahead,  Fal on  could  see figures crowding the road, and his superior senses al owed him to get at least a vague impression of who they were. 



They  were  split  into  two  groups.  One,  on  their  feet, consisted  of  vampires,  some  of  whom  Fal on  recognized. 

Most  were  far  older  than  him,  though  a  few  he  was  less certain about. 

“That’s  Mr.  Johnson  who  owns  the  bakery,”  Aunt Sophie  said  as  she  kept  staring  down  her  binocular. 

“George  gets  his  hamburger  rol s  from  him.  And  that’s Marjorie Simpson. Her husband is on the local council. No wonder they have been giving the Society so much trouble recently, if they’re al  in with Pietre.” 

Fal on  watched  the  people  out  on  the  road  for  a moment longer. “They’re more than that, Mrs. Edge. They’re vampires. Look at how they move.” 

“You’re  right,  and  that  just  makes  it  worse.  I  should have spotted this, Fal on.” 

Fal on  did  not  reply,  because  he  was  too  busy watching the second group of people. They were obviously captured werewolves, judging by the way the vampires kept them kneeling on the muddy road. As Fal on watched, the vampires  started  moving  among  them,  separating  them into two groups. 

“What are they doing?” Fal on asked. 

“I  don’t  know,” Aunt  Sophie  admitted.  “It  looks  like they’re  asking  them  some  kind  of  question.  Honestly, George,  why  couldn’t  you  get  some  proper  binoculars?  I can’t see a thing. Fal on, can you see Briony down there?” 

Fal on had to shake his head. “It’s too far to be sure. 

I’l  have to get closer.” 

He  started  to  move  forward,  and  found  Aunt Sophie’s  hand  on  his  arm.  “Don’t  be  foolish,  young  man. 

They hate you as much as any of us now. You’l  be torn to shreds  if  you  just  wander  up  and  start  asking  about  my great-niece.” 

Fal on shook his head. “I can’t see Pietre or his main lieutenants.  If  I’m  lucky,  the  others  won’t  know  who  I  am. 

They’l   just  see  another  vampire,  and  they’re  too  busy guarding the werewolves to pay attention.” 

“It is stil  too dangerous,” Aunt Sophie insisted. 

“It’s for Briony. She has to be safe.” 

“Then I wil  have to come closer too, to cover you.” 

Fal on  shook  his  head.  “That’s  a  bad  idea,  Mrs. 

Edge. I’m one of them, but your scent wil  be different. Too human. Wel … almost human.” 

There was a long, awkward silence. 

“You  shouldn’t  listen  at  doors,  young  man,”  Aunt Sophie said at last. 

“It explains a few things though.” Fal on kept his eye on her now that he had said it. This was the kind of secret that might make her want to lash out. “Even when I was at the Inn, Briony’s parents said that she was special. What is she, Mrs. Edge?” 

Aunt  Sophie  shook  her  head.  “I’m  not  going  to  tel you that. Not with what you are. Maybe Briony wil  one day, but I wil  not. Assuming that she is even like me. It can be hard  to  judge,  given  that  our  strength  comes  as  we  age.” 

The crossbow she held lifted, just a fraction. “Is that why you have been hanging around her then, vampire?” 

“You know it isn’t, Mrs. Edge.” Fal on didn’t move. “If you  real y  thought  that,  you  would  already  have  pul ed  the trigger, after al .” 

Aunt Sophie lowered the crossbow again. “True.” 

Fal on looked over to the waiting crowd of creatures. 

“I love Briony,” he said. “Would you tel  her that? If I don’t…” 

“You’l  be able to tel  her yourself if you make it back in one piece,” Aunt Sophie said firmly. “So cut out that kind of talk, young man, and do what you need to.” 

Fal on nodded and crept forward, doing his best to stick to the cover of the trees. He found his first corpse a minute  later;  a  strong  looking  man  who  had  fal en  with dozens  of  wounds.  The  stench  of  blood  was  almost overwhelming. So close, Fal on had to fight the smal  part of him  that  wanted  to  taste  it.  To  abandon  his  search  and drink it down. He forced himself to walk on quickly. 

Ahead,  he  could  see  that  the  other  vampires  had finished  separating  the  surviving  werewolves  into  two groups.  There  didn’t  seem  to  be  anything  to  tel   between them,  but  there  was  obviously  some  reasoning  behind  it. 

One  group  sat  sul enly  on  one  side  of  the  road,  while  the other…

The vampires attacked that one in a blur, and Fal on braced  himself  to  watch  the  carnage.  In  a  fair  fight,  the werewolves might have been a match for their captors, but not like this. This would just be slaughter. 

Except  that,  somehow,  it  wasn’t.  One  of  the werewolves,  a  young  man  with  sun  bronzed  skin  and clothes that didn’t quite match the season, started to shift. 

Only he didn’t shift into a wolf. Instead, he expanded, fil ing space as he grew, the deep gold of his tan turning into the burnished gold of reptilian scales. Several vampires found themselves  flung  back  as  the  change  continued,  leathery wings  sprouting  from  the  creature’s  back  as  it  grew  to nearly ten feet tal  at the shoulder. A huge tail swept around, smashing one of the slowest vampires from its feet. 

They ran, and Fal on didn’t blame them. Faced with something  like  that,  some  monstrous  creature  out  of  a storybook,  what  else  could  the  vampires  do?  Even  the remaining  werewolves  ran.  In  the  chaos,  the  creature bel owed, its roar echoing through the trees in the seconds before  it  took  to  the  air,  those  powerful  wings  sending  it skywards. 

Fal on  was  too  stunned  to  do  anything  but  stumble back to Aunt Sophie. 

“Did you… did you  see  that?” he demanded. 

Aunt Sophie nodded, her expression grave. 

“What was it?” 

“A  Draco,” Aunt  Sophie  said.  “A  dragon  shifter.  In these woods, that can mean only one thing. It came through the gate.” 

“Gate?”  The  conversation  seemed  to  be  leaving Fal on behind. “What gate.” 

“The  same  one  my  father  came  through.  The  gate between worlds. We need to fol ow that dragon, young man. 

If Pietre gets to it before we do, things could be very dire indeed.” 









Chapter 4

 The clearing was one of the most peaceful spots Briony had ever spent time in, but she knew it couldn’t stay like that. Around Wicked, there would always be something to  shatter  any  il usions  of  safety.  Though  Briony  had  to admit, she wasn’t expecting the form that the fresh danger came in. 

The creature - the dragon, Briony’s brain supplied, in the  absence  of  any  better  word…  swooped  low  over  the clearing she and Kevin stood in, slowing as its wings held fast against the air, coming to rest on the grass in a motion far too smooth for something of that size. 

“Run, Briony!” Kevin yel ed, but Briony found herself ignoring  him.  How  could  something  like  this  exist?  Then again,  how  could  she  ask  a  question  like  that  while standing next to a werewolf? 

“Briony,” Kevin insisted. 

“Wait,  Kevin,”  she  shot  back.  “There’s  something about it. Something familiar.” 

The creature moved towards them, its reptilian head moving sinuously with every step. It looked… almost like it knew Briony. Even so, Briony found her hand tightening on her sword. She hadn’t exactly expected to end the day by adding “dragon-slayer” to the things she had accomplished, but  she  wasn’t  about  to  stand  there  and  let  it  kil   them, either. 

The dragon came to a halt several yards away, just staring at the two of them. Briony felt Kevin tugging at her arm. 

“Come on. If we back away slowly, we might be able to get back to the edge of the woods.” 

Briony  shook  her  head.  “I  think  it’s  cleverer  than that.” She raised her voice. “Do I know you? Do you want something from me?” 

The  creature  snorted,  but  its  great  head  rose  and dipped, just once. 

“Where then?” Briony demanded. “Where do I know you-?” 

She  didn’t  get  the  chance  to  finish  her  question, because a cluster of fur covered forms burst from the trees, yipping and snarling as they bounded towards the golden-scaled creature. 

“Wait!” Briony cal ed. “No!” 

If she was worried about the dragon’s safety, though, there was no reason to be. The creature whipped around in a  circle,  forcing  the  wolves  back  with  the  threat  of  being clubbed aside by its tail and then leapt into the air, its wings beating  in  a  hurried  take  off  that  had  it  away  from  the clearing  in  seconds.  Briony  couldn’t  help  admiring  the power of the thing, even as it fled. 

“Wel ,”  Kevin  observed  dryly,  “that  isn’t  something you see every day.” 

“That’s one way of looking at it. Did you see the way it nodded, Kevin?” 

“I saw. It’s intel igent. More than that, it knew you.” 

And  the  others  had  to  go  and  drive  it  away  before Briony  could  find  out  where  she  knew  it  from.  She  didn’t know whether to be angry with them, or simply grateful that they were prepared to attack a creature that size to “help” 

her, even if they didn’t know what they were getting into. 

As  Briony  thought  that,  some  of  the  wolves  in  the clearing  started  changing  back  into  their  human  form, leaving her facing a smal  group of young men and women whose  clothes  were  in  various  states  of  disarray.  Briony couldn’t help looking at the front of the group, where Josh and his brother Brian stood. Through the fresh gaps in their clothing,  Briony  could  see  that  the  werewolf  king  and  his brother were a lot more muscular than they appeared, built more like athletes than anything else. 

Briony looked away. Why did the werewolf men she knew  always  have  the  most  perfect  male  bodies?  She sighed.  Given  that  she  had  already  had  to  tel   Brian  once that  she  wasn’t  interested  in  him,  it  wouldn’t  be  fair  to  the col ege age werewolf to let him see her staring at him like that.  Besides,  Briony  thought  as  she  shifted  her  gaze  to Kevin, if she wanted to ogle muscular young werewolf men, she had one of her own to stare at. 

“There’s  a  cache  here  somewhere,  isn’t  there?” 

Josh  asked,  and  one  of  the  werewolves  behind  him confirmed that there was. “Get it then.” 

Soon,  he  was  handing  spare  shirts  to  Brian  and Kevin, while buttoning up one of his own. Around him, most of  the  other  werewolves  made  some  effort  to  make themselves  more  presentable,  although  a  few  hardly bothered at al . 



Briony  wanted  to  rebuke  the  werewolf  king  for chasing off the dragon as he had, but she knew better than that. Josh was new to being king, and it wouldn’t be right to do  something  that  would  make  him  seem  weak…

especial y not after the kind of defeat they had just suffered. 

Instead,  she  settled  for  just  saying,  “That  was  something else, wasn’t it?” 

Josh nodded, and Briony got the feeling that he had guessed what she had wanted to say. The smal  smile he gave her definitely seemed like a thank you for not saying it. 

“I think it’s the first time that we have had a dragon show up, certainly. Though there have been stories of other things.” 

“What kind of things?” Briony asked. 

Josh shrugged. “Al  kinds of things. Things that you don’t find in this world. My family has always believed that these woods are special.” 

“You  make  the  appearance  of  a  dragon  sound  like it’s  something  normal,”  Kevin  added.  He  also  put  his  arm around  Briony.  It  seemed  that  Kevin  wanted  the  other werewolves to know where he stood… that Briony was his girl. 

Josh just shrugged again. “In this town, I hardly think it counts as that out of character. What’s a dragon on top of everything  else?”  His  expression  turned  suddenly  serious. 

“We need to talk about the battle.” 

Briony  had  been  wondering  when  it  would  get  to that. Josh’s tone was stil  calm, but she could hear some of the  sadness  at  the  edges  of  it.  Maybe  the  werewolf  king didn’t  get  to  show  more  emotion  than  that  in  front  of  the people  he  led.  “Where  is  everyone  else?”  She  asked.  “I saw Channing running with you. Where is he?” 

“A  vampire  got  him.”  It  seemed  that  Brian  didn’t have  the  ability  to  contain  his  emotions  as  wel   as  his brother. “We were running, and it just leapt out.” 

“Carol  is  missing  too,”  Josh  said,  gently  waving Brian into silence. “So are lots of others.” 

“I thought I saw Jake helping her,” Briony said. 

“Maybe  she  got  away  then.”  The  werewolf  king’s tone did not sound hopeful. Maybe he just didn’t want to get up  the  hopes  of  the  rest  of  his  pack.  For  her  part,  Briony couldn’t  feel  any  genuine  sadness  at  the  thought  of  Carol being  gone.  Not  after  the  times  the  werewolf  girl  had attacked  her.  Stil ,  Channing  had  seemed  okay,  and  she could  guess  at  the  pain  Josh  and  Brian  had  to  be  going through at the thought of lost family. She knew that pain too wel  herself. 

That  thought  brought  the  obvious  question  to  mind. 

“What about Jake? Have you seen him? The last I saw, he was jumping into the trees, but after that, I lost sight of him.” 

What would she do if he were gone now? Briony had already grieved for him once, but that wouldn’t make it any less  painful  to  lose  her  little  half  vampire/half  werewolf brother. 

“He’s fine, Briony,” Josh assured her. “Or he wil  be, at least. He was pretty beaten up when he final y caught up with us, but we got him back to the mansion. It’s what took us so long to catch up with you. You can see him when we go back there.” 



Briony  let  out  a  breath  she  hadn’t  known  she  had been holding. “Thank you for that.” 

“He’s as much one of us as anyone else,” Josh said. 

“Besides,  after  what  just  happened,  we’l   need  every werewolf we can get.” 

Briony  had  been  putting  off  the  question,  but  she asked it then. “How many people did you lose, Josh?” 

The werewolf king shook his head. “Too many. The ambush let them kil  so many before they could fight back. I won’t  know  until  I  get  home  exactly  how  many  of  us escaped, but if the numbers here are anything to go by, I’m not sure we have enough to do more than defend ourselves now. Maybe not even that.” 

Briony  couldn’t  help  feeling  a  little  sorry  for  Josh there.  Almost  his  first  decision  as  the  ruler  of  the werewolves,  and  it  had  cost  the  lives  of  so  many  of  his subjects. That had to be hard. 

Josh  moved  closer,  lowering  his  voice.  “Briony,  I have  to  ask.  Do  you  know  who  tipped  off  the  vampires? 

They  knew  we  were  coming,  and  there  are  only  so  many people who could have let them know. So do you have any guesses? Either of you?” 

His eyes swept over her and Kevin, and Briony had to fight against the urge to voice the thoughts that she’d had during the battle about why Aunt Sophie wasn’t there. About why she had wanted to keep Briony out of the danger. 

“I don’t know anything,” she said instead. 

Josh  nodded.  “I  can  understand  that.  You  want  to protect the people closest to you. So do I.” 



He didn’t say Aunt Sophie’s name, but Briony knew whom he meant. 

“She wouldn’t betray us like that,” Briony said. Even to her own ears, it didn’t sound entirely convincing. 

“Emotion  can  make  us  do  funny  things.”  Josh  kept his  voice  low.  “Make  us  ignore  reason.  Take  my  brother over  there.  You’ve  told  him  how  things  are,  and  someone you care about is standing right next to you, yet he stil  looks at you like you’re the whole world.” 

“That’s  not  the  same  thing  as  Aunt  Sophie  sel ing you out,” Briony countered. 

“Isn’t  it?  My  point  is  this:  what  do  you  think  Brian would do for you if you asked him?” 

“He didn’t even bother stopping Carol from attacking me at the diner.” 

“He  didn’t  know  about  that  until  afterwards,”  Josh said.  He  looked  at  Briony  intently.  “Now  don’t  dodge  the question. What would someone like Brian do for you?” 

Briony  knew  the  answer  to  that  one.  If  she  let  him think  that  he  had  a  chance  with  her,  he  would  do  almost anything. 

“That isn’t the same thing, Josh, and you know it.” 

The werewolf king shook his head. “I’m not sure I do. 

Are you  certain  that you don’t know anything, Briony?” 

“She told you that she didn’t,” Kevin put in. His tone was as calm as Josh’s, but Briony could hear the implied threat there. 

“Very  wel ,”  Josh  whispered,  before  raising  his voice. “You’l  have to come back to the mansion, Briony.” 



“If Jake’s there, I’l  be happy to,” Briony said. 

Kevin  let  go  of  her  shoulders.  “I’m  not  sure  that’s what he means.” 

Briony  was  about  to  laugh,  but  she  caught  sight  of the werewolves’ expressions. “You can’t be serious, Josh. 

You’re taking us prisoner?” 

For his part, Brian looked apologetic. “I told Josh no, but Josh is the king, and he did make sense…” 

The werewolf king shot his brother a look, and Brian shut up. 

“You  have  to  see  things  from  our  point  of  view, Briony.  Your  aunt  does  seem  to  have  every  reason  to betray us to the vampires.” 

Briony shook her head. “But she  hates  Pietre.” 

“Hates?”  Josh  laughed  bitterly  then.  “That  might  be what  she  told  you,  but  if  she  hated  him  that  much,  she wouldn’t have married him, would she?” 

Briony couldn’t stop her mouth from dropping open in  shock.  “Married  him?  You’re  trying  to  tel   me  that Aunt Sophie is Pietre’s  wife?” It was her turn to laugh then. It was mad.  Aunt  Sophie  wouldn’t…  she  would  never…  “You’re making it up.” 

One  look  at  Josh’s  expression  told  her  that  he wasn’t. The werewolf king held out a hand to Briony. 

“Come on. It’s time to go.” 





Chapter 5





Chapter 5

 Briony  hadn’t  anticipated  coming  back  to  the mansion like this, a prisoner watched closely by Josh and Brian at every step. The place was as huge and opulent as before, but now it seemed that there was a darker edge to it.  It  wasn’t  the  place  that  she  was  returning  to  triumphant after the battle; it was the place that the werewolves would keep her until they decided what to do with her. 

At  least  they  were  being  polite  about  it.  Brian,  in particular,  was  talking  to  her  like  it  didn’t  matter  what  her great  aunt  might  or  might  not  have  done,  and  Briony suspected that only Kevin’s continued presence next to her kept  him  from  moving  close  to  her.  Josh  was  warier, staying a little aloof on the trip back, and replying with brief formality  the  few  times  Briony  had  asked  questions.  She got the feeling that he was being very careful once more to show nothing of how he felt. 

“You can have the same room as before,” he told her once they got inside. “And of course, you have the freedom to wander where you wil  through the house. You may also go  into  the  garden  with  one  of  us  accompanying  you. 

Please don’t try to go further than that, though.” 

Briony didn’t ask what would happen if she did. She didn’t  want  to  inflame  the  situation  any  further.  Kevin  was already  giving  the  other  wolves  angry  looks  at  this treatment, even though he wasn’t the one being kept as a captive. 

There was a thought. 



“Josh, Kevin is free to go if he wants, right?” 

The werewolf king nodded. “He can come and go as he pleases. I only stipulate that you must stay. It is the price of  being  Sophie  Edge’s  niece,  I  am  afraid.  If  you  want Brian, or me we wil  be through in the living room with your brother. Please don’t try to run off.” 

Briony waited until they were gone before she turned to Kevin, but the werewolf raised a hand before she could speak. “I know what you’re going to say, Briony, but I’m not leaving you.” 

“I  think  you  should,”  she  countered.  “You  can  help find out what is going on out there.” 

“Am I so useless to you here?” 

He  kept  his  voice  neutral,  but  Briony  could  tel   that she  had  managed  to  hurt  his  feelings.  She  put  an  arm around him, enjoying the feelings of safety and warmth that came from being so close. “I can think of plenty of uses for you.  I’m  just  not  sure  that  any  of  them  wil   help  sort  this situation out, Kevin.” 

Kevin  was  quiet  for  a  second,  but  shook  his  head. 

He glanced across at the door the others had gone through. 

“I don’t want to leave you alone with them, Briony.” 

Briony  raised  an  eyebrow.  “Them  or  just  Brian? 

Because  we’ve  already  been  there,  and  you  know  it  is never going to happen, right?” 

“Oh,  I  trust  you.  Though  whether  I  trust  him  so much…” Kevin shook his head. “It’s his brother I’m worried about. Josh is more dangerous than Brian, by a long way. I don’t  think  Brian  would  hurt  you  deliberately.  Josh  is  king though, and from what I can see, he’l  do whatever he thinks he needs to for his people.” 

“Including harming me?” 

Kevin shrugged. “He has already taken you as some kind of captive, just because he suspects Aunt Sophie.” 

Briony  nodded.  She  couldn’t  disagree  with  that. 

Josh seemed pleasant enough, but she didn’t doubt there was  more  to  him  than  that.  He  had  been  quick  to  go  into battle against the vampires, quick to involve himself in the thick  of  the  fighting.  He  wasn’t  someone  to  wait  around while  there  was  a  threat  to  those  he  ruled.  Briony  had  no doubt whatsoever about what that could mean for her. 

“Al  right,” she said, “stay.” 

Kevin  kissed  her,  softly,  gently.  “I  won’t  let  anything happen to you.” 

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Kevin.” 

“I never do. Now come on. Your little brother must be wondering where you have gotten to.” 

Briony  let  him  take  her  hand  and  lead  her  through into  the  living  room.  It  was  indeed  time  that  she  saw  how Jake was doing. The answer was… wel , what was it? He was  sitting  up  on  a  sofa,  and  he  didn’t  seem  to  have  any obvious wounds left, but that probably just said something about  the  speed  with  which  his  combined  vampire  and werewolf  physiology  was  able  to  repair  itself.  He  looked pale,  and  tired,  as  Josh  stood  beside  him.  Brian  was nowhere to be seen. 

“Jake?” 

“Briony.” 



“What’s wrong with him?” Briony asked Josh. 

The  werewolf  king  shrugged.  “I  told  you  before  that he  was  badly  wounded.  If  my  brother  had  not  been  going past when he was…” 

“How  bad  is  it?”  Briony  asked.  She  wasn’t  sure  if she was asking Jake or Josh. 

“Too  bad,”  Jake  said.  “You  need  to  stay  back, Briony.” 

“Why?”  The  answer  came  to  her,  unbidden.  “You need blood that badly?” 

“Enough that I would probably kil  you.” Jake smiled grimly, and his fangs were easy to see. “And it’s not like the werewolves wil  let me feed on them.” 

Josh  put  a  hand  on  his  shoulder.  It  looked  like  a comforting gesture, but Briony noted that it also made sure that Jake wouldn’t be able to try leaping forward out of his seat  at  her.  If  even  the  werewolf  king  was  worried  about how Jake would react, things had to be bad. 

“Why  won’t  any  of  you  let  him  feed?”  Briony demanded. “I thought you said that he was your friend.” 

“He  is.”  There  wasn’t  any  anger  in  Josh’s  voice  at the accusation. “Jake is one of us, and we would give a lot to one of our pack members, but being fed upon…” 

“Briony, you saw how hard it was the time I had to let Fal on  feed  on  me,”  Kevin  said,  sounding  uncomfortable. 

He obviously didn’t like Josh hearing about that moment. “I only managed it because of who he was. Because of you, too. Do you think any of the others would be able to go that far?” 



Briony didn’t know what to say. “Jake’s  m y  brother, Kevin.” 

“I know. I wish I could help.” 

Josh  held  up  a  hand.  “There  is  no  need  to  worry. 

Brian has gone to make alternative arrangements. He wil not be long. For now though, Kevin, I suggest that you head out  to  the  back  of  the  house.  After  a  battle  like  that,  I imagine Jake is not the only one who needs to feed, and a few of the others are there.” 

Briony saw Kevin glance at her, just briefly. 

“I promise you that no harm wil  come to her.” 

“Even so…” 

“Do  you  doubt  my  word?”  The  same  even  tone  of voice,  but  Briony  heard  something  behind  it.  Anger, perhaps, at being chal enged like that? No, something else. 

Something  harder  to  explain.  Fear.  Josh  was  afraid  of Kevin? 

“I’l   be  fine,”  Briony  said,  practical y  pushing  Kevin towards  the  door.  He  went.  Briony  caught  the  way  Josh stared after him for a moment. 

Briony decided to try the direct approach. “Are you going  to  tel   me  why  Kevin  bothers  you  now?  He  didn’t seem to before.” 

Josh  smiled,  but  it  didn’t  quite  reach  his  eyes.  “I don’t know what you mean.” 

“That’s…” 

“Let’s just concentrate on Jake.” 

It was clear that he wasn’t going to talk about it, and Briony  had  better  things  to  do.  Things  like  sitting  with  her gravely injured brother. She took up a spot as close to him as she dared, though not close enough that Jake would be able to spring at her. Not that he looked like he would be able to. Jake was barely wel  enough to speak, so that they spent half the time in silence. Minutes passed, almost half an hour grinding past as he lay there, getting weaker by the second. 

Final y though, Josh looked over at the door. “From the sounds of it, dinner is almost served.” 

Briony’s  ears  weren’t  as  sharp  as  the  werewolf king’s, but a second later, she caught the sound of muffled scuffling from beyond the far door. It opened to reveal Brian dragging  in  what  appeared  to  be  a  young  couple  in  their early  twenties.  Both  were  dressed  as  Goths,  with  multiple piercings  and  tattoos.  Both  had  their  hands  bound,  and rough gags were stuffed into their mouths. 

“What  is  this?”  Briony  demanded,  unable  to  keep from raising her voice. 

Josh  ignored  her,  looking  over  at  Brian.  “It  went okay?” 

“We  snagged  them  on  the  edge  of  town,”  Brian replied. “No problems.” 

Briony couldn’t contain herself. “But-” 

“If  it  helps,”  Josh  said,  “they  are  some  of  the  ones who help Pietre and his like.” 

“No,  it  doesn’t  help. What are you going to do? Just feed them to Jake. He’l   kill  them.” 

Josh shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe not.” 

Briony couldn’t believe that he could be so cal ous. 



She looked past him to Jake, in the hope that he at least would be sensible about this, but his eyes were red with the hunger,  and  they  didn’t  so  much  as  flicker  from  the  two humans he’d been brought. 

“No,” Briony found herself saying. “I won’t let you do this. I’l -” 

Josh nodded to his brother. “Brian.” 

The werewolves were quick. Briony had to give them that.  They  grabbed  one  of  her  arms  each  and  lifted  her without  effort,  hauling  her  from  the  room.  Brian  held  her pinned against the far wal  as Josh let go. 

“You  wanted  your  brother  wel .  This,”  a  muffled  cry came from the other room, “is how he gets wel . We don’t like doing this kind of thing, but those two are our enemies. 

Now, you can stand there, or you can go outside, but do  not try to tel  me that this wasn’t the only option.” 

Briony  knew  she  couldn’t  stand  there.  Knew  she couldn’t stay thinking about what had to be happening just the other side of that door, so she hurried outside. Maybe she  could  find  Kevin.  Maybe  he  could  help  her  stop  this madness before…

She turned the corner of the house to see a scene of utter carnage. Wolves snarled and snapped at one another as  they  scrabbled  over  the  remains  of  something. 

Something  large  and  red  and  bloody.  For  a  moment, Briony’s heart leapt into her mouth. It wasn’t… it couldn’t be human. 

It  wasn’t.  Another  second’s  scrutiny  made  it  clear that it was just a deer, but even so, the scene was a terrible that it was just a deer, but even so, the scene was a terrible one.  Was  Kevin  in  there  somewhere?  Even  if  he  wasn’t, other  people  she  had  met  would  be.  Unable  to  take  it anymore,  Briony  ran  back  around  to  the  porch,  huddling down on it as she tried to get the images out of her head. 

She tried not to think about what her own brother had to be doing at that moment. She put her head in her hands, trying to  drive  the  thoughts  out,  and  stayed  huddled  in  that position until the yipping of the wolves faded. 

“Briony?”  It  was  Kevin.  Briony  wasn’t  sure  that  she could look at him right then. “Briony, what’s wrong?” 

Briony  shook  her  head.  “Just…  Did  you  want something, Kevin?” 

Kevin walked over to Briony and folded her into his arms. “You look a little pale. Is there something…” 

Briony forced herself not to say anything about what Josh  had  just  done.  Either  Kevin  would  lash  out  on  her behalf, and that would get them both kil ed, or he wouldn’t see  the  problem,  and  that  would  be  far  worse.  Better  to ignore it. Better to pretend it didn’t happen. Even if it did. 

“I’m  fine,  Kevin.  Real y  I  am.  Maybe  just  shaken  up  a  little from the battle, but I’m okay now.” She looked directly into Kevin’s eyes. “You wanted to tel  me something?” 

“Josh wants us.” 

“What does he want?” 

“He says that if you want to prove yourself, you might get the chance. It seems that Carol is alive.” 











Chapter 6

 It wasn’t easy, going back in there after what Briony knew  had  happened.  It  wasn’t  easy  seeing  Josh  standing there  like  everything  was  normal.  It  certainly  was  not  easy having to look Jake in the eye after what Briony suspected he had done. Yet she didn’t dare ask him outright. He was her brother, and she loved him, but she wasn’t about to ask if he was kil ing people now. It was a coward’s way out, and Briony knew it, but if it was the only way to be able to stay in the same room as her own brother, it was the one she was going to take. 

Not  that  there  would  have  been  time  to  ask  him anyway.  No  sooner  had  Briony  arrived  in  the  werewolves’

living  room  than  Josh  started  to  speak,  addressing  a  rag tag crowd of his people who fil ed most of the space. 

“One  of  us  managed  to  creep  close  to  the  spot where we now know the vampires have their lair,” he said. 

“They  managed  to  get  close  enough  to  see  a  number  of survivors  of  the  battle  being  taken  inside.  My  sister  Carol was among them.” 

That  got  no  response  beyond  a  ready  silence. 

Everyone  in  the  room  clearly  knew  what  their  king  was going to say next. 

“We cannot just leave them there. Any of them. We wil  be leaving for their lair as soon as possible.” 

“Why so soon?” Kevin asked. 

Josh stared at him. “You think I am going to leave my sister in there one minute longer than necessary?” 

“What  I  mean  is  shouldn’t  we  be  coming  up  with  a plan?” 

“That  is  why  you  and  the  hunter  are  here.”  Josh turned  his  gaze  to  Briony.  “You  have  been  inside  the  lair, correct?” 

Briony nodded. She stil  didn’t trust what she would say if she tried to speak to Josh right then. 

“Then  you  wil   guide  us  inside.  Once  there,  we  wil retrieve our people and escape.” 

“What about the vampires?” It was Jake who asked. 

“He’s right,” Briony said. “There wil  be a lot of them inside, particularly if they have prisoners.” 

Josh shrugged. “There aren’t enough of us for an al -

out battle now, so we’l  try to avoid them. If we can’t… wel , we wil  see how good with that silver blade of yours you are, won’t we?” 

Briony nodded, and that seemed to settle it, though it al  seemed to be moving far too quickly for her liking. So soon  after  losing  a  major  battle,  and  they  were  already planning to attack the vampires’ home? 

“You  don’t  have  to  go,  you  know,”  Kevin  said  softly as the others rushed about, trying to get ready. “I know the way to their lair just as wel  as you do. Better, probably.” 

Briony  shook  her  head.  “Do  you  real y  think  Josh would leave me here on my own? Besides, Jake is rushing around with the rest of them, and I’m not going to let my little brother run into something when I won’t.” 

“Your incredibly tough, half-vampire little brother.” 



“Yes.” 

Something  of  the  tension  Briony  felt  at  being reminded  of  what  Jake  was  again  must  have  seeped through, because Kevin put a hand on her shoulder. “What is it?” 

“I saw the wolves feeding outside.” 

“Not much in the way of table manners, were there?” 

Briony didn’t dare explain about what had happened inside,  not  at  a  time  like  this,  so  she  forced  a  smile.  “No, not real y. I suppose I’d better ask Josh for my sword back now, if we’re going to get going.” 

The  werewolf  king  gave  it  back  to  her  without  any problems.  In  fact,  there  wasn’t  so  much  as  a  hint  of  what had  gone  before.  He  gave  her  the  weapon,  and  then walked  off  casual y  to  talk  to  Jake.  Even  Brian  seemed calm enough about the whole thing, though Briony noticed that he was quick to suggest that Briony should ride on his back to the vampires’ house. 

Briony  shook  her  head.  “Thanks  for  offering,  but Kevin wil  take me.” 

It  seemed  like  the  quickest  way  to  make  it  clear where  Brian  stood.  Besides,  Briony  already  knew  what Kevin would say if she suggested that someone else carry her. 

It didn’t take long to get ready. In fact, within fifteen minutes,  they  were  speeding  back  through  the  forest.  The wolves  ran  as  one  coordinated  pack,  a  furry  wedge  with Josh’s  powerful  form  at  the  front.  Jake  rode  one  of  the others, not daring to transform until he needed to. For her part,  Briony  just  did  her  best  to  cling  onto  Kevin  as  the werewolf ate up ground with frightening speed. There was something exhilarating about being caught up in the moving flow of so many creatures like this, something primal. It was almost enough to make Briony forget about what she had seen of the pack’s other side. 

Eventual y, they slowed, and a few of the werewolves changed  back.  Josh  looked  untroubled  by  the  thought  of what lay ahead, even in clothes that were ragged from the transformation. Kevin stayed as a wolf. 

“They should just be on the other side of the trees,” 

Josh said. “Jake, it’s time to do your stuff.” 

“Stuff?” Briony wasn’t sure that she liked the sound of that. “What stuff?” 

Josh  moved  so  that  he  could  peer  between  the trees. “Jake has offered to go in and fetch the captives for us. It seems like a better plan than al  of us trying to sneak in.” 

“A better plan?” Briony echoed. “They know who he is,  Josh.  They’l   have  seen  him  fighting  on  our  side  in  the battle.  He’l   be  torn  to  pieces  the  moment  he  sets  foot  in there.” 

“Not  if  he’s  quiet  and  lucky,”  Josh  countered. 

“Besides, we don’t know that the vampires in there were in a position to see him. If they weren’t, then Jake has the best chance of any of us.” 

“But-” 

“I want to do this, Briony,” Jake said, slipping up to them in near silence. “If I can help, I want to. I won’t be long.” 



He  blurred  away  through  the  trees,  cutting  off  any argument. 

“If he gets hurt-” Briony began. 

Josh  cut  her  off.  “Jake  is  one  of  us.  If  there  is  any trouble,  the  rest  of  us  wil   attack  long  enough  to  create  a distraction.” 

“Assuming that you’re in time. Assuming… ” 

Josh  raised  a  hand.  “Are  we  real y  going  to  argue until  the  vampires  hear  us?  That  won’t  help  Jake’s chances.” 

“No, I guess not.” Briony moved back from him. “I’l wait with the others.” 

For  at  least  a  minute,  that  was  exactly  what  Briony did. She wanted to give it plenty of time before she started edging to the fringes of the pack. She checked that no one was looking and slipped into the trees. She wasn’t about to leave  Jake  on  his  own  like  that.  Not  for  something  this dangerous. Josh would probably notice that she was gone after a minute, but what could he do about it without making so much noise that it would spoil the whole plan? 

Briony crept forward, hoping that she wasn’t making things worse, until she was in sight of the house. She could see Jake there, slipping in through a window. Briony crept closer,  until  she  was  at  an  angle  where  she  could  see inside. 

Carol was there, wrapped in the same kind of silver chains that Kevin once had been. A few others were there too.  They  al   looked  like  they  had  been  beaten,  and  there weren’t  nearly  as  many  of  them  as  Briony  might  have hoped. Stil , at least Jake was there. He would soon have the silver chain off them and…

Briony realized the problem with that reasoning just as her brother touched the chain. He jerked back, obviously unable  to  touch  it.  Briony  saw  him  say  something  to  the others  there,  and  then  start  back  out  of  the  window.  Of course. He was going to get the one person who could help with the chains. Her. 

Briony moved forward, deciding to meet her brother half  way.  She  had  made  it  only  some  of  the  way  across though  when  a  figure  stepped  around  the  corner  of  the house  and  into  view.  A  terrifyingly  familiar  figure.  Pietre made it to the window in a blur, hauling Jake out of it and holding him aloft at arm’s length. Briony froze in place. The only thing that was keeping Pietre from seeing her too was the  fact  that  his  back  was  to  her.  Steeling  herself,  Briony crept closer. 

“Ah, Sophie’s nephew the abomination. A pity that. 

Were you not such a monster, you might be of some use in getting through to her. As it is…” 

“Aunt  Sophie  loves  me,”  Jake  countered.  “She  told me so herself.” 

“Did  she  now?  I  find  that  hard  to  believe,  young…

creature.” 

“She hugged me.” 

“Hmm…”  Pietre’s  voice  went  from  taunting  to thoughtful.  Briony  just  kept  edging  closer.  As  she  got nearer,  she  unhooked  her  cross  from  around  her  neck, opening the top, where the holy water vial was stored. She felt,  more  than  heard,  a  presence  beside  her,  and  turned her head to see Kevin. 

“You  didn’t  real y  think  I  wouldn’t  notice  when  you left?” he whispered. 

Unfortunately,  at  that  distance,  even  a  whisper  was enough.  Pietre  turned  with  a  look  of  triumph,  stil   holding Jake by his throat.” 

“Ah, the gang’s al  here. I was wondering when big sister and the wolf would show up.” 

Jake squirmed in his grip. “You don’t need them. If you just want a hostage for Aunt Sophie, I’l  do.” 

“Oh, but why settle for one? Now, girl put down that sil y sword or I’l  have to hurt your brother.” 

Briony shook her head. “You won’t hurt Jake.” 

“I’m certain I wil .” 

“No,” she said, and threw the holy water in the same moment. “You won’t.” 

Pietre  screamed  and  dropped  Jake,  just  before Kevin  surged  past  in  his  wolf  form  to  knock  the  master vampire from his feet. 

Jake pointed at the window. “Briony, the prisoners. 

I’l  help Kevin.” 

Briony knew he was right. She hopped in through the open  window,  doing  her  best  to  avoid  a  few  remnants  of broken glass. Carol looked up as she came in, and actual y flinched away as Briony went to lift the chains from her. 

“We don’t have time for this, Carol,” Briony snapped. 

“Do you want to be rescued or not?” 

The  werewolf  girl  nodded  mutely,  and  Briony  lifted the silver from her. 

“Thank  you,”  Carol  said  grudgingly,  but  Briony  was already moving to the next of the werewolves. She had just removed the chains from the last of them when she heard a scream  from  outside.  She  ran  to  the  window  and  saw Pietre’s hand on Kevin’s furry chest, his nails gouging into it like claws. 

Briony  didn’t  hesitate.  She  hopped  up  onto  the windowsil  and then threw herself forward, her boot lashing out  to  connect  with  the  vampire.  It  wouldn’t  do  permanent damage,  but  the  sheer  momentum  of  it  was  enough  to knock Pietre away from Kevin. A smal er wolf leapt at the vampire, and Briony realized Jake had transformed. 

At that point, things turned to utter chaos. Vampires poured from the house, many of them with teeth and nails reddened by whatever they had been doing to the wolves. 

Josh’s werewolves ran from the trees, smashing into them, while Carol and the others seemed to have shaken off the effects  of  the  silver  at  least  wel   enough  to  fight.  For  a second  or  two,  the  space  around  Briony  was  a  writhing mass of figures trying to harm one another. 

At  that  point,  someone  grabbed  her  around  the waist.  Fearing  that  it  might  be  a  vampire,  Briony  tried  to fight,  but  whoever  it  was  knew  what  they  were  doing,  and dragged her back into the trees like she was nothing. Was it Kevin, trying to protect her? 

Briony turned as soon as the arms around her let go. 

It wasn’t Kevin, but someone she knew and did not expect to see. 



“Aunt Sophie? What are you doing here?” 





Chapter 7

 Briony wanted to ask her great aunt so many things, but  she  wasn’t  sure  that  there  was  time.  Even  as  Aunt Sophie  let  go  of  her,  a  pair  of  vampires  rushed  from  the trees at them. They were young, and wore modern clothing, but  Briony  did  not  recognize  them.  It  did  not  matter. 

Whoever  they  were,  they  obviously  weren’t  there  to  make friends. Briony fel  back into a guard position. Even as she tensed for the battle to come, though, a very familiar form leapt past her, kicking out at one vampire hard enough to smash  it  back  before  thrusting  a  stake  at  another.  It  burst into the cold flames of its death even as Briony recognized the newcomer. 

“Fal on?  Aunt  Sophie,  what  are  you  doing  with Fal on?” 

“Oh,”  Aunt  Sophie’s  voice  was  light,  like  Fal on wasn’t stil  struggling with his second opponent, “he helped me out of a bit of a tight spot with Pietre. He must be very devoted to you, you know, if he is prepared to hang out with an old fogy like me on the off chance of seeing you. Now, excuse me one moment.” 

Aunt  Sophie  stepped  past  Briony  to  where  Fal on was  stil   struggling  with  the  second  vampire,  took  out  a stake,  and  plunged  it  into  the  creature’s  chest  in  one smooth motion. It was almost casual, and yet the creature was dead in an instant. 

For a brief moment after the vampire died, stil ness reigned  within  the  little  space  they  occupied,  but  then Briony  couldn’t  contain  herself  any  longer.  She  threw  her arms  around  Fal on  in  a  hug  that  would  have  driven  the breath from someone who actual y needed to breathe. She stared at him, just drinking in his presence. 

“It’s so good to see you again.” 

“You too,” he replied, his hands going to her face as he  kissed  her,  brushing  over  it  like  they  might  learn  every contour of it. “That’s because I was worried about you. And this is just because I want to.” He kissed her again. Briony let  herself  melt  into  his  lips,  not  even  caring  that  Aunt Sophie  was  standing  right  there  for  the  first  few  seconds. 

Eventual y though, the thought that she was being watched brought Briony back to her senses long enough to look over at her great aunt. 

Aunt Sophie gave her a knowing smile. “I’l  just leave the two of you to get reacquainted, shal  I? Remember what I said, Fal on. Keep her out of the fight.” 

With that, she slipped off between the trees, moving with  more  grace  than  a  woman  her  age  had  a  right  to, leaving the two of them alone. 

For a long moment, they just stared at one another. 

Briony  got  out  the  first  words.  “Fal on,  I  was  so  worried.  I haven’t seen you since…” 

“Since  our  double  date  at  the  fairground,”  Fal on supplied  for  her.  “And  I  should  be  the  worried  one.  I panicked  when  I  couldn’t  find  you,  Briony.  Even  Aunt Sophie  was  gone.  I  thought  something  terrible  had happened to you.” 

“We were with the werewolves. It’s a long story.” 

Fal on nodded. “I know. Your great aunt has fil ed me in on most of it. Though I wish you could have cal ed.” 

Briony  kept  her  arms  around  him.  She  liked  being this  close  to  the  vampire.  “There  wasn’t  a  chance,  and anyway,  we  weren’t  sure  who  might  be  listening.  How  did you find me?” 

“Your great aunt. She took a lot of tracking down too, but  at  least  she  was  able  to  guess  where  you  might  be.” 

Fal on  went  very  quiet  for  a  second.  “With  al   the  attacks around  town,  I  was  so  scared  that  something  might  have happened to you, Briony.” 

“Attacks?” Briony pul ed back from his arms. “I knew things  would  get  worse  without  the  werewolves  there  to stop things, but they have become that bad?” 

“They’ve  become  worse  than  bad,”  Fal on  said.  He hesitated once more. 

“What is it?” Briony wasn’t sure she wanted to hear it. “Who did they hurt? It’s not Maisy or Steve, is it?” More names came to mind. People from school. People she had only  seen  days  ago,  but  who  seemed  like  they  were  from another  life,  after  everything  that  had  happened.  The uncharitable part of her found herself hoping that if it had to be  anyone,  it  would  be  Pepper,  the  school’s  head cheerleader.  Briony  squashed  that  impulse.  Even  Pepper didn’t  deserve  that.  Besides,  something  told  her  that  life would  never  reserve  anything  quite  that  cruel  for  her occasional tormentor. 

Fal on  shook  his  head.  “It’s  not  Maisy,  or  Steve. 

Anyone  like  that.  It’s  George.  They  turned  him  into  one  of them, Briony. He’s under Pietre’s control.” 

“No.” Briony could hardly think of a worse fate for the diner owner, given how much he had hated the monsters al around  the  town.  George  would  rather  die  than  have something like that happen to him. “Is he… did you…” 

“Stake  him?”  Fal on  shook  his  head.  “Not  fatal y, anyway. Your great aunt wants to give him a chance. See if there is a way to get him out from under Pietre’s influence.” 

Briony  found  herself  smiling  at  that,  even  though  it meant  that  George  was  stil   one  of  the  undead.  “Aunt Sophie giving vampires chances. Who would have thought it?” 

“I’m  glad  she  gave  me  one,”  Fal on  replied,  just before  the  sounds  of  battle  cut  through  the  trees.  The growling of angry wolves came complete with screams and battle cries. It sounded like, far from hitting and running, the werewolves had managed to get themselves caught up in a ful  blown battle back there. Did they have the strength and numbers  to  win  it?  Even  with  the  number  of  vampires around  the  house  probably  lower  than  it  had  been  at  the ambush,  Briony  didn’t  know  for  certain.  And  the  longer things  went  on,  the  more  chance  there  was  of reinforcements showing up. 

“It  seems  like  it  is  time  for  us  to  go,”  Briony  said, turning back towards the fight and hefting her sword. “They sound like they wil  need our help.” 

She took a step, but almost instantly, Fal on’s arms wrapped around her waist, halting her forward motion. The movement  pressed  them  almost  intimately  close  to  one another,  and  Briony  might  have  appreciated  it  a  lot  more, had  Fal on  not  just  stopped  her  like  that. As  it  was,  it  just made her brows narrow. 

“What are you doing, Fal on?” 

“Briony,” he said, not letting her go, “wait. Didn’t you hear  Aunt  Sophie?  She  doesn’t  want  you  going  back there.” 

“But  I  have  to,”  Briony  insisted.  “We  both  have  to. 

There are too many people there. There’s Jake, and Aunt Sophie, and Kevin-” 

“I  only  know  what  Aunt  Sophie  said,”  Fal on countered, not loosening his grip even slightly. 

“And  why  do  you  care  what  she  says?”  Briony demanded.  “She  could  even  be  in  real  trouble  in  there, Fal on. Even most of the werewolves won’t be happy to see her. She could be hurt.” 

The  vampire  shook  his  head.  “Somehow,  I  doubt that. You of al  people should know how dangerous she is, and you don’t even know the whole story. Right now, I think she could walk into that house and kil  almost anything in it.” 

He waited for a moment before continuing. “Besides, she’s not joining in the whole fight. She’s just doing one particular job.” 

“One…”  The  answer  came  to  Briony  even  as  she started to ask. “Aunt Sophie is going after Pietre, isn’t she? 



She’s going to try to kil  him while the battle is going on.” 

Fal on  didn’t  answer  immediately,  but  eventual y nodded. The movement brought his lips tantalizingly close to  Briony’s  skin.  She  tried  not  to  be  distracted  by  that thought, though it wasn’t easy. 

“Why?” She demanded. “Why here? Why now?” 

“She  said  something  on  the  way  over  about  him having done enough damage. About wanting to end it.” 

“Then  Aunt  Sophie  wil   need  our  help,”  Briony argued.  “You  know  how  dangerous  Pietre  is.  Let  me  go, Fal on. I’m going after her.” 

“No. She was clear about that. Not just when she left, but before. You’re the key to this, Briony. I don’t know how, but you are, and it is vital that you stay safe, no matter what happens in that house. She said that you would understand eventual y, even if it doesn’t make sense now.” 

For a moment, just for a moment, Briony considered doing as her great aunt had asked. As Fal on so obviously wanted her to. It gave her an excuse not to be in that roiling mess of violence. Yet what would she be if she stood back while  those  she  cared  about  were  in  danger?  How  would she ever live with herself if they died? Slowly, and so gently that Fal on didn’t fight it, Briony started to unpeel his fingers from her. 

“I have to do this, Fal on. There are times when you can’t  just  stand  at  the  side.  Besides,”  she  added  with  a smile  that  was  probably  a  little  more  eager  than  she  felt, 

“I’m missing out on the chance to kick some vampire butt here.” 



With Fal on’s grip loosened, Briony turned, grabbing Fal on’s shirt with her free hand and pul ing him to her in a kiss  far  more  passionate  than  their  first.  It  seemed  to surprise him, but Fal on was al  too ready to go along with it. 

Briony  made  it  last  for  several  seconds,  before remembering that she had to get going. 

“You know,” Fal on said as she pul ed back, “I think I like it when you’re in this kind of mood.” 

Briony smiled. “I don’t have any reasons for that one, like you did, but I think it wil  do, don’t you?” 

“Definitely. Briony-” 

“Don’t say it, Fal on.” 

“I was just going to say good luck.” 

Briony grinned at that and started back towards the battle,  Fal on  moving  smoothly  alongside  her,  obviously determined  to  protect  her.  They  didn’t  run.  Until  she  knew what was going on where, Briony didn’t dare run out into the middle of it blindly, and Fal on kept pace with her. Stil , she knew  they  couldn’t  take  too  long.  It  wouldn’t  do  any  good trying to join in if the battle had ended by the time she got there. 

Briony  made  it  to  the  edge  of  the  trees  and  saw chaos  al   around.  Jake  was  there,  fighting  with  one  of Pietre’s  vampires  and  winning  easily.  Kevin  appeared briefly in the middle of a melee, his shirt gone completely, and  then  disappeared  once  more  as  he  changed  forms again. Briony saw a gap, and had started to step out, her sword raised, when Fal on’s fingers clamped down on her wrist. 



“Fal on! I thought we had… ” 

“Look.”  He  pointed,  and  Briony  fol owed  the  line  of his finger upwards. For a few seconds, she found it hard to spot  much  beyond  a  yel owish  blob  in  the  sky  above,  but gradual y, it grew closer, and Briony was able to make out more. She watched the steady beat of great golden wings, watched  the  dip  and  rise  of  the  golden  scaled  body between them, and recognition dawned. For the space of a breath, despite the fury raging al  around her, Briony could only stand and watch in awe as the dragon approached. It was moving quickly. More than that, it was flying straight at them. Straight at the battle. 

No,  Briony  realized,  though  she  couldn’t  begin  to explain how she knew it with such certainty, not straight at the battle. Straight at  her. 











Chapter 8

 The dragon flew low. Low enough that Briony could make  out  every  nuance  of  its  form,  from  the  individual scales,  to  the  claws  that  curved  like  knives  on  each  foot. 

Since  it  was  flying  directly  towards  her,  those  claws appeared more and more menacing. Even so, Briony could only  watch,  transfixed  by  the  sheer  majesty  of  it.  Fal on didn’t seem to be faring much better. 

A  couple  more  beats  of  those  great  wings,  and  it was over them, skimming the trees around them with its tail as it flew. Briony kept close to the trunk of the one nearest her, since it offered at least some protection if the creature dove and tried to snatch at them. 

It  did  neither  though,  climbing  away  from  the  trees and wheeling off in a new direction. Briony let out a breath, and then jumped as Fal on touched her arm. 

“It’s here.” 

“What is? The dragon? You know about it?” Briony couldn’t stop the surprise that fil ed her voice. 

“I was with Aunt Sophie when it shifted into that form in  town.  She  had  us  trying  to  fol ow  it.  She  said  it  was important.” 

“It  shifted?”  Briony  echoed.  “You  mean  that  it’s like…” 

“Like  a  werewolf.”  Fal on  nodded.  “It  has  a  human form too. Come on, Briony.” 

“Hold on,” Briony said, resisting that tug on her arm. 

“You want  us  to fol ow it? Just like that?” 

Fal on nodded. “Your great aunt didn’t explain much, but  she  did  say  that  it  might  lead  us  to  somewhere  that needs to be kept safe. We need to hurry, Briony.” 

Stil , some part of Briony held back. There was stil  a fight  going  on  around  the  house,  even  if  it  had  stopped briefly  so  that  everyone  could  stare  at  the  creature  flying overhead. She should be helping with that, not chasing after things at random. 



“Why are you two stil  standing there?” Aunt Sophie ran into view, two shaggy-haired wolves beside her as she loped  along.  Briony  recognized  one  as  Kevin,  and  the other,  so  much  smal er  than  him,  had  to  be  Jake.  “Didn’t you see it?” 

“We saw it,” Briony said. “In fact, this is the second time I’ve seen it, but…” 

“You spotted it before? Where?” 

“In a clearing. There were trees and flowers, and this smal  stream.” 

Aunt  Sophie  shook  her  head  in  disappointment. 

“Probably just one of the decoys, then.” 

“Decoys.” Things were moving far too fast for Briony. 

Though  she  noticed  that  the  dragon  above  wasn’t.  As though  it  had  sensed  that  they  weren’t  fol owing,  it  had wheeled  back,  swooping  over  the  trees  where  they  stood once  more.  “Decoys  from  what?  And  why  do  I  get  the feeling that thing wants us to fol ow it?” 

“It  probably  does,” Aunt  Sophie  replied,  looking  up with the rest of them. “As for what’s at the end of al  this, the answer to that is Palisor.” 

“Palis-what?” 

Aunt  Sophie  shook  her  head.  “No  time  to  explain. 

We need to go, Briony.” 

Briony  looked  back  towards  the  house,  where  the fight was stil  raging. “But what about the werewolves?” 

“We’ve  done  what  we  can  to  even  the  odds,  and individual y they should be stronger than any vampire. Now shut up and  run.” 



Aunt  Sophie  turned  and  ran  off  into  the  forest,  her eyes  skywards  while  Jake  and  Kevin  loped  along  beside her.  Briony  hesitated  for  just  a  moment  before  taking  off after her, Fal on sprinting along beside her. 

Aunt Sophie set a punishing pace, and Briony found herself wondering how the older woman did it. After just a short  time,  Briony  found  her  breath  coming  in  gasps,  yet Aunt  Sophie  kept  going  without  any  sign  of  discomfort. 

Always, the dragon kept on ahead, apparently not looking back, yet never moving so fast that they couldn’t keep it in sight. 

As  the  chase  wore  on,  Briony  found  her  legs screaming  with  the  effort  of  it.  Eventual y,  she  couldn’t  go further,  stumbling  against  the  nearest  of  the  trees, exhausted. 

“Briony,” Aunt Sophie cal ed back, “this is no time to stop.” 

That  was  easy  for  her  to  say. Aunt  Sophie  looked almost  as  fresh  as  the  boys  did,  and  they  al   had  good reasons to be able to run like that. Briony, however, would be lucky if she managed to run another step. 

Kevin  must  have  sensed  that,  because  he  moved closer, nuzzling against Briony in his wolf form. Briony got the  hint,  and  climbed  onto  his  back  al   too  grateful y. 

Perhaps she should have done it at the start, but with Fal on so  close  by,  she  hadn’t  wanted  to  risk  renewed  conflict between the boys. Even now, she could practical y feel the intensity of the vampire’s gaze as she clung to his werewolf brother. Yet if they were going to continue to keep up, what else could she do? 

The  moment  Briony  was  securely  in  place,  the others started to run again. Kevin bounded along with them in the way that Briony had become so familiar with by now. 

Stil , they had to hurry, because even that one brief pause for breath had left the retreating dragon as a mere speck in the  sky.  It  seemed  that,  this  time,  the  creature  wasn’t coming  back  for  them.  Briony  could  only  hope  that  there wouldn’t be any more delays. 

They  ran  on  like  that  for  long  time,  and  stil   Aunt Sophie  didn’t  seem  to  tire.  How  was  she  doing  it?  How could  one  aging  human  possibly  hope  to  keep  up  with  a pair  of  werewolves  who  were  truly  running  now?  It  didn’t seem  possible,  and  yet  Aunt  Sophie  was  managing  it.  It seemed that there truly was more to her than met the eye. 

Though  for  the  moment,  the  only  thing  available  to Briony’s eyes was the green blanket of a thicker section of trees, through which it was impossible to see much of the sky. They certainly couldn’t pick out the dragon. 

“How  do  we  know  that  we’re  stil   going  the  right way?”  she  demanded,  as  Kevin  rode  level  with  Aunt Sophie. 

“It has been flying in a straight line so far,” her great aunt replied, not slowing down. “We just have to hope that it wil  continue to do so.” 

That seemed to be the only option available, so they kept  going.  Briony  wasn’t  sure  how  much  distance  they managed  to  cover  before  the  trees  final y,  merciful y, thinned out enough for them to get another look at the sky ahead. When they did though, the five of them slowed to a halt. 

The dragon was gone. 

Aunt  Sophie  kicked  the  floor  in  sheer  frustration. 

“We’ve lost it. How could we have lost it?” 

“It must have changed course while we were in the trees,” Briony supplied, climbing from Kevin’s back. 

“Do  you  think  I  don’t  know  that?”  Aunt  Sophie paused. “I’m sorry, Briony dear, I shouldn’t have snapped, but I have been waiting so long for this. So very many years I’ve spent trying to find a creature capable of leading us to the gate, yet now that I have final y spotted one, it has come to nothing.” 

“If  we  know  where  it  changed  course,”  Briony  said, 

“there  are  only  so  many  ways  it  could  have  gone.  If  we spread out, maybe we can spot it again.” 

Aunt Sophie looked doubtful, but after a moment she shrugged. “I suppose it can’t hurt to try.” 

They split, though they made sure not to go far. Even Briony,  who  probably  had  less  experience  of  the  woods than anyone, knew how easy it would be to become lost if she weren’t careful. Every few steps, she made a point of looking back and making sure that she could remember the way back to where they had started. She kept going on like that  for  several  minutes,  even  though  it  didn’t  seem  to  be getting her any closer to spotting anything worthwhile. 

And then she did. 

“Hey! Over here! I’ve found something!” 

She  had  to  repeat  herself  several  times  before  the others showed up, and when they did, only Kevin seemed to get it straight away. 

“What is it, Briony?” Fal on asked. “Did you spot the dragon?” 

Briony  shook  her  head,  gesturing  to  the  open expanse of meadow before her. “Look.” 

“Look at what?” 

“It’s the same,” Kevin supplied, and there was a note in his voice that made it clear he was happy to be getting one over on his brother. “It’s the same as the place Briony and I were in when we first saw the dragon.” 

It  was.  Grass  stretched  away,  dotted  with  wild flowers  that  bloomed  in  furious  color,  ignoring  the  time  of year. Trees dotted the space, glowing with health the way those in the original clearing had. There was even a brook running through it, musical in its dance of water over stones and familiar. Oh so familiar. Except…

“It’s not quite the same,” Briony said. “It’s similar, but it’s not quite identical.” 

“So  we’re  wasting  our  time?”  Fal on  asked,  with  a pointed glance at Kevin. 

“I don’t know,” Briony admitted. “The brook is bigger, wider, but other than that…” 

“These  glades  are  mostly  the  product  of  glamour,” 

Aunt  Sophie  said,  looking  around.  “Decoys  designed  to hide the real entrance to Palisor. Stil , it is a good place to refresh ourselves. Go on, boys.” 

Kevin  and  Fal on  headed  off  towards  the  brook. 

Jake was already there, turning back to his human form as he  knelt  to  drink  from  it.  The  others  fol owed  suit.  Briony stayed with her great-aunt. 

“What is Palisor?” Briony asked, since they had time now.  “You  make  it  sound  like  it’s  another  world,  or something.” 

“That’s exactly what it is.” 

Briony  looked  at  her  great  aunt  careful y.  There didn’t  seem  to  be  any  sign  that Aunt  Sophie  was  joking. 

Briony briefly considered saying that it was impossible, but given that she was standing not far from a vampire and a pair  of  werewolves,  she  wasn’t  sure  how  wel   that  would work as an argument. 

“Another  world?”  she  settled  for  saying  instead. 

“Like this one?” 

Aunt Sophie nodded. “At least in the sense that it’s a physical  world  with  ground  and  sky  and  so  forth.  Though there are some important differences.” 

“Like dragons,” Briony guessed. 

“Dragon-shifters,”  Aunt  Sophie  corrected.  “Dracos. 

Assuming that what I was told about Palisor is correct, then it is a world where the old magic is stronger than it is here. 

The magic that al ows the most fantastical things to survive in  a  way  that  they  simply  could  not  here.  The  old  Danish stories  portray  it  as  a  kind  of  paradise  that  the  most powerful  creatures  fled  to,  afraid  of  the  damage  that  they might do in the world.” 

Briony  looked  around  again.  “This  is  a  gateway  to another world?” 

Aunt  Sophie  shook  her  head  sadly.  “If  the  dragon isn’t  here,  it  wil   be  another  decoy.  There  are  so  many  of them.” 

Briony  reached  out  to  take  her  great  aunt’s  hand. 

“I’m  sorry  I  slowed  you  down  back  there.  If  we  had  been closer-” 

“Then  we  would  stil   have  lost  the  Draco  under  the trees.  Now  come  on,  before  those  boys  drink  the  stream dry.” 

Briony  had  to  admit  that  she  was  thirsty  after  the effort  of  the  run.  Thirsty,  and  tired,  and  aching  from  the effort.  She  wasn’t  sure  that  a  simple  drink  of  water  would undo  al   of  that,  but  it  was  certainly  a  good  place  to  start. 

Kneeling by the stream, she cupped her hands and brought the  water  to  her  lips.  It  was  cool,  clear  and  so  refreshing that  Briony  quickly  dipped  her  hands  back  for  a  second gulp. Aunt Sophie did the same. 

As  her  great  aunt’s  hands  touched  the  waters, something  changed.  Mist  bil owed  from  them,  as  though Aunt  Sophie  had  plunged  something  red  hot  into  the stream.  The  mist  bil owed  up  onto  the  bank,  twisting  and changing as it flowed upwards, before dissipating entirely. 

It left behind it the shape of a stone arch, etched with lines  and  whorls.  The  space  within  the  arch  continued  to flow with mist, though it did not leak so much as an inch to either  side.  Briony  couldn’t  help  jumping  back  in  shock  at the sudden appearance, though she was slightly mol ified to note that even Aunt Sophie did the same. 

“What is it?” Briony asked. 

Aunt Sophie smiled. “It seems that this clearing isn’t the decoy I had feared, after al .” 









Chapter 9

 For several seconds, al Briony could do was stand and  stare  at  the  gate  as  its  mists  bil owed  and  swirled before her. She wasn’t the only one. Al  five of them, from Aunt  Sophie  to  the  boys,  stood  rooted  to  the  spot  by  the sight  of  it.  More  than  that,  when  Briony  dared  to  glance across at her great aunt, she saw the older woman’s face streaked with tears. 

“Aunt Sophie? What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing’s  wrong.  It’s  perfect.  Wonderful.”  More tears  of  joy  rol ed  down  her  cheeks.  “Can  you  see  it, Briony? Beyond the mist?” 

Briony  couldn’t  see  anything  past  that  shifting whiteness. The land around the gate was clear, but that one patch was as thick as any fog she had experienced. There certainly  didn’t  seem  to  be  any  way  her  great  aunt  should be able to see what lay beyond it. 

“What is it?” Briony asked. “What can you see?” 

“Palisor.” 

“The place Fal on mentioned? The one you’ve been trying to find?” 

Aunt  Sophie  nodded.  “It’s  beautiful,  Briony.  So beautiful. I was starting to think that I wouldn’t find it at al , but now I have, and it’s everything I had hoped to get back to.” 

“Back to?” 

“Oh, wow,” Jake said. “It’s true?” 

“What’s  true?”  Briony  asked.  As  usual,  it  seemed that  there  were  so  many  things  other  people  had  not  told her. 

“That Aunt Sophie is actual y  from  Palisor.” 

“But  that  can’t  be  right,  can  it?”  Briony  asked.  She turned to Aunt Sophie. “Can it?” 

Aunt  Sophie  shot  Jake  an  annoyed  look,  but  then turned back to Briony with a sigh. “Yes, it can be true, dear. 

It is. This gate is my whole reason for being in this town.” 

Briony tried to make sense of it. “But if you’re from over there, doesn’t that mean that you aren’t…” 

“Human?” Aunt  Sophie  paused.  “I  wish  there  were time to explain, Briony. I real y do. For now though…” she looked up. “It’s here. It’s time.” 

Briony fol owed the line of her great aunt’s gaze, and saw  the  great  form  of  the  dragon  gliding  towards  the clearing.  She  saw  the  others  staring  up  at  it  again  as  its golden form came lower and lower. They scrambled back to  give  it  room  as  it  touched  down  with  the  lightness  and agility  of  any  bird,  but  at  least  one  set  of  eyes  was elsewhere. 

“It’s open!” Aunt Sophie cal ed out, sprinting for the gate.  “Quick,  al   of  you,  fol ow  me.  We  might  only  get  one chance at this.” 



Aunt  Sophie  leapt  for  the  gate  with  an  agility  that belied her age, and just for an instant, the mists seemed to clear. Beyond them, Briony saw a clearing almost identical to  the  one  they  stood  in,  with  trees,  and  a  stream  running through it. She could almost have been looking through an empty  stone  arch,  except  that  the  light  seemed  different somehow  when  looking  through  it.  Brighter,  perhaps,  but also subtly changed, like it didn’t come from the same Sun. 

Of course, it probably didn’t. 

“Did you see that?” Briony asked the others. 

“Aunt  Sophie  leaping  into  the  mist?”  Kevin  replied. 

“We al  saw it, Briony.” 

“Not that. What was beyond the mist.” 

Fal on shook his head, beating his brother to it. “We didn’t  see  anything.  It’s  just  mist,  Briony.  There  could  be anything on the other side.” 

“Not  anything,”  Briony  insisted.  “A  place  like  this. 

Almost exactly like this.” 

“We have bigger things to worry about,” Fal on said, nodding to where the dragon currently stood on the turf of the  meadow.  It  didn’t  seem  to  be  about  to  move,  and  yet somehow, without so much as twitching a muscle, it exuded a sense of menace that carried over to the four of them. 

Briony  forced  herself  to  ignore  it.  Potential y dangerous  mythical  creatures  weren’t  as  important  as  the fact that her great aunt had just leapt into a strange world without  them.  “If  it  isn’t  moving,  we  have  time.  We  should get through after Aunt Sophie. The dragon won’t be able to do anything there.” 



“You  hope,”  Kevin  added.  “It’s  from  there, remember.” 

“We  stil   need  to  go.  We  can’t  leave  Aunt  Sophie alone.” 

“And  we  can’t  just  rush  into  something  without knowing what we might be getting ourselves into.” 

Briony gave him a long look, noting the tension in his shoulders  and  hands  in  a  way  that  she  might  not  have spotted  had  they  not  spent  so  much  time  around  one another.  He  was  nervous.  Briony  had  seen  him  throw himself  at  vampires,  fight  off  werewolves,  and  face  up  to everything that had happened to him since turning into the creature  he  was  without  a  problem,  and  yet  something about this gate scared him. “What is it, Kevin?” 

“There’s  just  something…  wrong  about  this.  It  feels strange.” 

“It  didn’t  look  dangerous,”  Briony  pointed  out,  “and you are a werewolf. What could be a problem for you?” 

Kevin shrugged. “That’s the point, Briony. We don’t know  what  could  be  over  there. As  strong  as  I  am,  there could  be  things  that  are  stronger.”  He  nodded  towards where  the  dragon  stil   sat.  “There  a r e  things  that  are stronger.” 

Fal on  gave  his  brother  an  unpleasant  look.  “Wel , I’m not afraid.” 

“We have to get Aunt Sophie back,” Jake added. 

Together,  they  ran  for  the  gate’s  swirling  mist.  To Briony  it  looked  like  they  ran  into  a  brick  wal ,  the insubstantial vapors hardening even as they touched them, insubstantial vapors hardening even as they touched them, so  that  Fal on  and  her  little  brother  sprawled  backwards onto the grass. 

“It’s rock solid,” Fal on said, standing and putting his hand against the mist. He threw his shoulder against it, the way he might have put it to a stuck door, and bounced off once more. 

Jake  growled  in  a  way  that  was  more  wolf  than teenager and threw himself at the portal. He ended up back on the grass in a heap, bounced to his feet, and tried again. 

Repeatedly, he ricocheted off the hard surface of the portal, but it didn’t seem to slow him down. 

“It’s useless,” Kevin said. “There’s no way through.” 

“We don’t know that,” Briony insisted. “Maybe one of us wil  have better luck.” 

“And then what? We end up on another world with no idea of whether we’l  be able to get back?” 

Was that what was bothering him? The thought that this  portal  that  had  appeared  so  conveniently  might  leave them stranded just as easily? Some part of Briony shared that  concern,  yet  she  wouldn’t  let  herself  give  into  it.  She wouldn’t abandon Aunt Sophie like that. 

“I’m going in,” she declared, reaching out just briefly to touch his arm. “I hope you wil  too, Kevin.” 

She started towards the portal, only for a young man to  step  past  her  and  place  himself  in  front  of  it.  He  either spent  a  lot  of  time  somewhere  that  got  more  sun  than Wicked, or his skin was simply natural y golden tanned. His eyes  were  amber,  while  his  pale  blond  hair  was  close cropped  above  angular  features.  He  wore  clothes  that might  have  been  more  suitable  for  a  summer  day,  in  the form of a loose white shirt and slacks. His feet were bare. 

Briony  couldn’t  shake  the  feeling  that  she  knew  him  from somewhere. 

As she watched, the man crossed his arms before him. His voice, when it came, was rich, and carried the kind of  echoes  that  made  it  sound  like  it  came  from  someone much larger. “I am sorry, but you wil  not pass. Not here. Not now. And certainly not with  them.” 

Briony  watched  his  gaze  sweep  around  the  rest  of the group. 

“But we have to,” Briony insisted. “My great aunt is in there.” 

The man just stood there. “Do not attempt to pass.” 

Kevin  stepped  past  Briony,  his  finger  jabbing  out towards  the  newcomer.  “Look,  I  know  what  you  are,  but  if you don’t move… ” 

The  young  man  moved.  Specifical y,  he  moved  his arm  up  and  around,  catching  Kevin’s  hand.  He  turned, drawing  Kevin  in  a  half  circle,  before  reversing  direction and  cutting  down  on  the  inside  of  Kevin’s  elbow  with  his free hand. The movement threw Kevin to the floor as though he weighed nothing. 

Jake  and  Fal on  attacked  in  one  movement,  but  it seemed  that  the  man  was  expecting  it.  He  moved  in towards Fal on, feinting with a low kick before sidestepping as Jake threw himself at his back. Jake’s momentum sent him crashing into Fal on just as the man they were attacking dropped low and swept Fal on’s legs out from under him. 



dropped low and swept Fal on’s legs out from under him. 

Kevin was on his feet now, and aimed a thunderous punch  at  the  man’s  head.  Rather  than  block  it  though,  the transformed  dragon  just  stepped  inside  it,  driving  his shoulder into Kevin and knocking him back. 

Briony knew she couldn’t just stand by and watch the people she cared about get hurt. She lifted the sword she held, coming on guard as her great aunt had shown her. 

“Stop,” she said. “Stop or I’l … ” 

She  didn’t  get  chance  to  complete  the  threat, because the young man did the one thing she hadn’t been expecting.  He  charged  her.  Desperately,  Briony  thrust  her blade towards him, only to find him already spinning away from  the  movement.  His  foot  found  the  back  of  Briony’s knee, forcing her to the ground, even as his fingers dug into pressure  points  at  Briony’s  elbow  and  wrist,  making  the sword fal  from her suddenly nerveless grip. He pushed her away, though surprisingly gently. 

The  pace  of  the  fight  picked  up,  and  Briony  found herself on the edges of it as she tried to rub some feeling back into her arm. Fal on attacked with a flurry of punches, only  for  their  strange  foe  to  parry  every  one  without  any appreciable effort. The palm smash he threw in return sent the  young  vampire  sprawling.  Jake  tried  to  get  around  to the stranger’s back again, only to be undone by a tripping throw  as  he  attacked.  Kevin  succeeded  in  grabbing  the man, but was knocked down with a couple of quick strikes at  close  quarters  for  his  trouble,  leaving  him  gasping  for breath. 

Briony  thought  about  throwing  herself  back  into  the Briony  thought  about  throwing  herself  back  into  the battle, but realized that she probably wouldn’t be able to do much  good.  Their  opponent  was  dealing  with  them  al easily,  constantly  moving,  changing  direction  rapidly,  and coming  out  with  moves  they  simply  didn’t  expect. Against that,  one  more  person  wasn’t  going  to  make  much difference. 

What she could do was try for the gate. The natural drift of the fight had taken it away from the front of the portal, so  if  Briony  got  very  lucky  indeed,  she  might  be  able  to make it there while the three boys served as a distraction. It had to be worth a try. 

She kept low, trying to maintain the il usion that she was too badly hurt to take any further part in the combat as she edged around towards the gate in every moment where the  stranger’s  back  was  to  her.  Only  when  she  was  sure that she was close enough did she sprint for it. 

Briony  made  it  perhaps  halfway  there  before  she saw  that  there  was  something  wrong  with  the  gate.  Mist poured  off  it,  not  just  contained  within  the  gate  now,  but bil owing  out  onto  the  ground  around  it.  In  a  matter  of  a second  or  two,  Briony  couldn’t  even  make  out  the  stone arch.  Even  as  she  stood  there  staring,  the  mist  flowed away,  leaving  nothing  behind  it.  It  was  like  the  gate  had never been there. 

Back  at  the  fight,  the  stranger  seemed  to  have noticed  the  change.  He  shoved  Fal on  into  his  brother, knocked Jake from his feet with a whirling throw, and stood there, his eyes fixed on Briony. He smiled. 

“I wil  see you again, I think.” 



“I wil  see you again, I think.” 

With  that,  he  shifted,  his  dragon  form  appearing from  nowhere.  Before  Briony  could  think  to  say  anything, the great creature was airborne, moving away as fast as it had  come.  Briony  was  left  standing  there,  unable  to  say anything, and with just one thought going round and round in her head. 

Aunt Sophie was trapped. 

 





Chapter 10

 It was Jake who eventualy broke Briony out of her immobility, taking her hand and pul ing her gently away from the gate. 

“Briony,  we  can’t  stay  here.  The  dragon  might  be back.” 

Briony shook her head. “He won’t be back.” 

“We don’t know that,” Kevin said. 

“We  do.”  It  was  so  obvious  to  Briony  now.  “He  did what  he  came  here  to  do.  He  kept  us  from  going  through after Aunt Sophie.” 

Shaking free of Jake’s grip, she went back to where the  gate  had  stood.  There  was  nothing  to  see  there.  No flattening of the grass where the stone arch had stood. No dew  on  it  as  the  aftermath  of  the  mist.  Even  the  signs  of their  struggle  in  front  of  it  were  fading.  It  seemed  that  this clearing was a place that wanted to keep its secrets. 



“There  has  to  be  some  way  of  opening  it  again,” 

Fal on said, moving up beside her. “Maybe if we try drinking from the stream again?” 

Briony  was  wil ing  to  try  it,  because  it  would  be stupid  to  overlook  something  that  obvious,  but  somehow she  knew  things  wouldn’t  be  quite  that  easy.  The  dragon wouldn’t have left them alone there if it was. Even so, she knelt  by  the  stream,  cupping  cool  water  in  her  hands  and raising it to her lips. 

Nothing  happened.  No  mist  rose,  and  no  doors appeared. However this doorway to another world worked, it was more complex than that. 

“It’s going to be al  right, Briony,” Kevin said, moving to  wrap  his  arms  around  her.  Briony  shook  her  head, stopping him. She needed to be strong right then, to think. 

Not to let herself feel the pain of losing her great aunt like this.  Besides,  with  Fal on  there  as  wel ,  letting  Kevin  hold her  like  that  would  only  start  an  argument.  Briony  sighed. 

When had her life become so complicated? 

“How  is  it  going  to  be  al   right?”  she  asked.  “You said it yourself, Kevin. There could be anything over in that world, and none of us understands how to get there.” 

Kevin looked away for a moment. 

“I  don’t  blame  you  for  trying  to  talk  me  out  of  it, Kevin,” Briony said, guessing the cause of it. She moved in close  to  him,  and  this  time  she  did  hug  him.  Fal on  would just have to deal with it. “I don’t think the dragon would have let me through regardless of when I tried.” 

“We stil  have to find a way to open it again,” Kevin said. 

“Yes.”  Briony  moved  away  from  him  to  look  at  the spot yet again. If she hoped that it would yield some fresh insight, though, it didn’t. 

“Do  you  think  there’s  any  chance Aunt  Sophie  wil come  back  on  her  own?”  Jake  asked.  He  sounded  very young right then. Very frightened. But then, he had just lost yet another family member, the same way Briony had. 

Briony reached out to take her little brother’s hand. “I don’t know, Jake. I hope so, but we have to assume for now that things are going to be more difficult than that.” 

“Things  are  always  more  difficult  than  that,”  Fal on said, with a bitter note in his voice as he looked at Briony. 

He obviously wasn’t just talking about gates to other worlds. 

“Someone  has  to  know  how  to  get  through,”  Kevin said, and his brother rounded on him with an ugly look. 

“Like  who?  That  dragon  shifter?  Maybe  you  think that if we ask real y nicely, he’l  tel  us how to do the thing he’s just knocked us over half this clearing stopping us from doing?” 

“Stop it, both of you.” Briony wasn’t in any mood for their  bickering.  Particularly  not  when  she  needed  to  think. 

“There has to be someone who knows. Aunt Sophie can’t be the only one.” 

The others looked doubtful. “I’m not sure that it works like that, Briony,” Kevin said. “Your great aunt kept a lot of secrets,  and  I  doubt  that  she  told  anyone  everything.  You would need someone who was very close to her for a long time  just  to  have  a  chance  of  finding  something  out,  and even  then,  it  would  need  to  be  someone  who  she  trusted enough to tel  her secrets.” 

Explained  like  that,  the  list  didn’t  seem  like  a  long one. Even George, who had known Aunt Sophie for years, obviously  didn’t  know  everything  about  her.  Nor  did  the other  members  of  the  Wicked  Preservation  Society.  She had only told Briony a few fragments of things, deliberately keeping  others  from  her  for  reasons  of  her  own.  Briony doubted that anyone would know al  that Aunt Sophie had to tel . 

Except  that  she  could  think  of  one  person.  One person who had known her great aunt longer than anyone. 

One person who had once been closer to her than anyone else, if what the werewolves had said was to be believed. 

“I think…” Briony could hardly bring herself to say it. 

“I think that we need to find Pietre.” 

“What?” Fal on and Kevin said it at almost the same moment, then glared at one another for doing so. 

“If  Pietre  and  Aunt  Sophie  were  married,  the  way everyone  says,  then  he  might  know.  He’s  certainly obsessed enough with her, and he spent more than enough time around her to learn a few of her secrets.” 

Kevin looked at her like she’d gone mad. “Yes, but Pietre? He’s not exactly likely to help us.” 

“He’l  kil  us as soon as we get close,” Fal on added. 

Only Jake seemed thoughtful. “I don’t know,” he said. 

“If it means getting Aunt Sophie back, he might help.” 

“There  isn’t  time  for  a  debate,”  Briony  said.  “We need to get back to the vampires’ home and try to find him, before  one  of  the  werewolves  finishes  him  off.  We  can’t afford to lose him. I know it sounds crazy, but Pietre is the only  chance  we  have  that  doesn’t  involve  trying  to  get answers out of that dragon.” 

That seemed to settle it. Even if the brothers didn’t appear  completely  convinced,  they  were  stil   wil ing  to  do what  she  said.  Kevin  transformed  into  a  wolf  once  more, and Briony rode on his back as the four of them thundered through  the  forest,  retracing  their  steps  to  the  master vampire’s lair. Despite the urgency of their need though, the trip seemed to take forever. Even compared with reaching the clearing the first time, returning from it was slow. 

With every minute that passed, Briony found herself fighting against the frustration of it. Darkness was starting to fal , and they stil  hadn’t reached their destination. Briony tried not to think of al  the things that might have happened to the master vampire in the time they had been gone from his lair. Who would have thought that she would ever care about what happened to him? 

They  got  closer  to  the  site  of  the  old  house,  and Kevin slowed. Briony slid down from his back as the others paused  in  the  trees.  It  was  so  dark  now  that  Briony  could only just make out Jake and Fal on. Yet further on it seemed lighter, the trees ahead pierced by an orange glow. 

“What  is  it?”  Briony  asked.  She  didn’t  raise  her voice. She knew the others would hear her. 

Kevin  transformed  and  moved  to  stand  by  her. 

“Fire.” 

Briony smel ed it then. The faintest drift of smoke on the  breeze,  reminiscent  of  campfires  or  the  cozy,  log burning fireplace in the inn’s lounge. Except that this scent did not bring with it feelings of warmth and comfort. 

Briony  rushed  forwards,  ignoring  the  others  as  she ran to the edge of the trees. There ahead lay the house, or what remained of it, anyway. Flames licked at it, leaping up around door frames and spurting in flares from gaps in the roof. The fire crackled and spat as it ate the structure, loud against the near silence of the forest beyond the clearing. 

“No.”  Briony  couldn’t  stop  the  horrified  sound escaping. “What  happened  here?” 

“There’s  no  sign  of  the  werewolves,”  Kevin  said. 

“The battle must have finished a while back.” 

“No  sign  of  any  vampires,  either,”  Fal on  added. 

“Though that might be harder to tel . We don’t exactly leave bodies.” 

Yet  something  had  happened  there.  Houses  didn’t burn  themselves  down,  and  the  very  lack  of  bodies  was some kind of clue. It meant that someone had found time to clear away the carnage left by the battle, or at least relocate it inside where it could burn with the rest of the structure. 

That  sparked  a  horrible  thought  in  Briony.  “Do  you think  there  is  anyone  left  in  there?  I  mean,  trapping someone  inside  when  you  set  light  to  it  would  be  a  good way to kil  them, wouldn’t it?” 

Both  Fal on  and  Kevin  nodded.  “Vampires  can  be kil ed by flames, if the fire is hot enough,” Fal on said. 

“And  werewolves  are  just  as  vulnerable  to  fire  as anyone else,” Kevin added. 



Briony  stood  staring  at  the  flame-ridden  building. 

Jake moved to stand beside her. 

“You can’t go in there, Briony,” he said. 

“I’m not thinking of going in there.” 

“Yes  you  are,”  her  brother  countered.  “I  know  you. 

But it’s too dangerous, even for Aunt Sophie.” 

As if to make his point, a section of roof col apsed inwards, letting fresh flames flicker up in the night sky. Even from as far back as they were, Briony could feel the heat of it. 

“But what if Pietre is in there?” Briony demanded. 

“Then he’s probably already dead.” 

And  ordinarily,  that  would  have  been  a  good  thing. 

Ordinarily, Briony could quite happily have stood by while a whole  nest  of  vampires  burned.  Yet  here,  her  hopes  were burning up with it. 

Kevin stepped past her. “I’l  go,” he said. 

Briony  grabbed  his  arm.  “No,  Jake’s  right.  You’l burn.” 

Kevin shook his head. “I think there’s an area near the  door  that’s  clear.  I  can  at  least  take  a  quick  look.”  He bent down to kiss her, and it was tender, too tender. “You need this, Briony.” 

He sprinted towards the house, and Briony watched him. 

“He  has  to  play  the  hero,  doesn’t  he?”  Fal on demanded,  and  moved  in  front  of  Briony.  His  kiss  was harsher, more ful  of need, than his brother’s had been. “So you don’t think Kevin is the only brave one in this family.” 



He  streaked  off  after  his  brother,  with  that  inhuman speed vampires had. Where Kevin ploughed in through the open door, Fal on dove through a window. Al  Briony could do  was  stand  there  dumbstruck.  How  could  they  be  so stupid? 

“It’s  not  often  that  you  find  people  who  are  literal y prepared  to  run  into  a  burning  building  for  you,”  Jake observed. 

“It’s not funny, Jake. What if they don’t come back?” 

Her  brother  didn’t  have  an  answer  for  that  as  they stood, and waited, and waited. It was too long. Far too long. 

Two  shapes  burst  from  the  burning  building  almost simultaneously. Fal on was covered in soot and ash, while Kevin’s shirt was actual y smoldering, until he took the time to drop and rol . Briony rushed forward. 

“Kevin, Fal on, are you hurt?” 

They both assured her that they were fine. 

“There’s no sign of Pietre though,” Kevin said. 

Fal on  shook  his  head.  “Same  here.  There’s  some ash, but I can’t even tel  if it’s vampire, or just the building. 

There’s no sign of any werewolves.” 

Briony  thought  about  it.  They  could  assume  that Pietre had died in there, but that didn’t get them anywhere. 

In any case, she suspected that if anyone had managed to survive the day’s events, he had. Besides, something about this burning had his feel to it. The feel of someone cleaning up, dealing with things, and moving on. 

Of course, even if al  this meant was that Pietre had decided  to  relocate  his  base  of  operations  now  that  the werewolves knew about it, then the job of finding him had just become a lot harder. 





Chapter 11

 They started to head back to the inn, not knowing what  else  to  do.  They  couldn’t  stand  around  the  burning building  al   night,  and  there  didn’t  seem  to  be  anywhere else  useful  to  go.  Briony  had  wanted  to  walk  back,  but Kevin pointed out that it was dark, that it had been a long day, and the sooner she got back home, the better. 

Briony wasn’t so sure about that. What was there at the inn for her now that Aunt Sophie wasn’t there? Its size would only serve to emphasize the emptiness of it while she tried to find a way to get her great aunt back. To emphasize how alone she was once more. 

They  reached  the  inn  quickly,  and  Briony  left  the boys  at  the  door.  She  was  too  tired  for  the  kind  of  one-upmanship that would result if she tried to kiss either Kevin or  Fal on  goodbye.  After  a  day  spent  on  battles,  riding werewolves across forests, and dealing with Aunt Sophie’s disappearance into another world, Briony was too tired to do  anything  except  fal   straight  into  bed  and  sleep.  Even then,  thoughts  of  how  she  might  go  about  locating  Pietre buzzed around her dreams. 

She  woke  early,  to  the  sound  of  movement downstairs. Vampires? Or maybe some of Pietre’s human al ies? Even Josh might think he had reason to send some of his people, especial y after the way Briony had left in the middle  of  their  rescue  attempt.  Whoever  it  was,  they probably  did  not  have  good  intentions.  Briony  did  not hesitate.  Pausing  only  long  enough  to  pul   on  a  robe  over her nightclothes, she took the silver edged sword from the spot where she had left it against the wal  and crept down. 

She  found  Kevin,  Jake  and  Fal on  sitting  in  the kitchen.  Kevin  was  cooking  bacon  and  eggs,  while  the other two were sitting at the kitchen table. Al  three looked over as Briony entered, and Briony was al  too aware that she was holding the sword. Al  too aware of what she was wearing too, given the way Kevin and Fal on were watching her every movement. 

“What are you three doing here?” 

“We  thought  you’d  want  to  start  looking  for  Pietre,” 

Jake said. 

“Plus I wanted to make you breakfast,” Kevin added. 

Today, he was dressed in a nice checked shirt and jeans, so he had obviously been home to change. Fal on, on the other  hand,  looked  like  he  could  have  been  standing outside al  night. Perhaps he had. 

“That’s  great,”  Briony  said.  “I’l   just  go  and  get dressed.” 

She  had  a  shower  first,  of  course,  since  she  stil smel ed of smoke from the burning house. Then she picked out  a  royal  blue  t-shirt  and  dark  jeans,  adding  a  pale sweater before she headed back down. By the time Briony got back to the kitchen, breakfast was ready. She ate hers hungrily. 

“We al  have ideas about finding Pietre,” Jake said. 

“You do?” Briony hadn’t been sure that they had any options left, now that his lair was gone. 

Fal on  nodded.  “He’l   need  to  tel   the  rest  of  the vampires where his new power center is. He won’t tel  us, but there are ways we can find out.” 

“Like  approaching  people  we  know  are  vampires,” 

Jake said. 

“Or  getting  the  information  from  a  few  of  those human  fol owers  he  has,”  Kevin  added,  taking  a  piece  of toast. “It wouldn’t be hard to persuade them.” 

“It  might  be  harder  than  you  think,”  Briony  said. 

She’d  already  thought  of  al   those  options  the  previous night, and dismissed them. “If Pietre is going underground, then he won’t exactly leave people who know where he is out on the street. He’l  tel  them to keep out of sight.” 

“Or he’l  make them disappear,” Kevin said. He put his toast down. “You know, suddenly, I don’t have so much of an appetite. I thought we had this worked out, but you’re right. There are stil  so many problems.” 

Briony  nodded,  though  she  didn’t  stop  her  own breakfast. After everything that had happened, she was so hungry that…

“That’s it,” she said. 

Jake looked across the table at her. “What is?” 

“Where  do  we  know  Pietre  has  access  to? 

Somewhere that has been closed off to other people, and is  stil   near  the  center  of  the  town?”  When  the  boys  didn’t seem to get it, Briony finished her thought. “The diner. It’s the perfect place for him.” 

The others looked a little doubtful, but in the absence of  any  better  ideas,  they  went.  Briony  drove,  with  Jake  in the  passenger  seat  and  the  other  two  in  the  back.  Briony had left the sword at home. It wasn’t the kind of thing she could be seen carrying around town, so she would just have to  rely  on  her  cross  with  its  hidden  blade  if  it  came  to violence. 

Parking in front of the diner, the four of them slipped inside. The front seemed empty. Maybe it hadn’t been such an obvious place for Pietre to go after al . 

“I was so sure he’d be here,” Briony said. 

Kevin  put  a  comforting  hand  on  her  shoulder.  “We stil  haven’t checked the back.” 

Briony  shook  her  head.  “If  Pietre  were  here,  he would have heard us by now.” 

Even so, they went through to the office. Briony went in after Fal on, and stopped dead in the doorway. George stood against the far wal , pinned to it by a stake and utterly stil .  Briony  couldn’t  help  wincing  at  the  sight  of  her  friend and former employer like that. 

“I told you that we had to stake him,” Fal on said. 

“But he’s not dead?” 

Fal on  shook  his  head.  “If  he  were,  then  there wouldn’t be a body. He’s just weak from the lack of blood. I can’t believe Pietre just left him like this.” 

“I  can,”  Jake  said,  and  Briony  found  herself agreeing.  It  would  be  just  like  the  master  vampire  to abandon someone like this if they failed him. 

“Can we do anything for him?” Briony asked. 

Kevin moved up beside her. “That might not be such a good idea, Briony. If we take the stake out, he’l  be mad with the lack of blood. He’l  be weak, but he’l  be desperate. 

George wil  attack any potential source of blood.” 

“Like me, you mean.” 

Kevin nodded. 

“I don’t care,” Briony said. “George deserves better than that. If you and Fal on hold him, I should be able to take the stake out without a problem.” 

“And then what?” Fal on asked. “He’l  stil  need blood to recover.” 

“I’l   fetch  something,”  Jake  said,  and  hurried  off before Briony could say anything. What did her little brother have  in  mind?  Briony  wasn’t  sure  that  she  could  take  a repeat  of  the  scene  at  the  werewolves’  house.  She  would stake George properly before she al owed that to happen. 

For  now  though,  there  wasn’t  anything  to  do  except  try  to help  him.  Briony  stepped  forward,  wrapped  her  hand around the stake, and pul ed. 

George’s head came up, and red eyes locked onto her.  A  feral  sound  escaped  him.  Briony  pul ed  harder, bracing her foot against the wal  as she yanked it clear. It gave way with a suddenness that made her stumble back, but that was just as wel , because George lunged forward, straining  against  the  grips  of  the  two  brothers  as  they struggled to hold him pinned. In a sudden change of tack, George jerked around to attack Kevin, forcing the werewolf back. 

“Get out of here, both of you,” Fal on said, grabbing both  George’s  arms  and  pinning  him  once  more.  “I’m strong enough to hold him, but having you two around is just going to make him worse.” 

Briony did not need to be told twice. She and Kevin retreated to the safety of the diner’s front, and Briony let him wrap his arms around her. 

“It’s  like  there’s  nothing  human  left  in  there,”  Briony said sadly. 

“We  aren’t  human,  Briony.  None  of  us  are.  But  you find  a  way  to  care  for  us  anyway.”  Gently,  Kevin  tilted Briony’s  head  and  kissed  her.  “Anyone  else  would  have given up on George.” 

“We  stil   might  have  to.  What  do  you  think  Jake  is going to…? ” 

“I’m back!” Jake blurred through the door, holding a large box. “I stole this from the butcher. It stil  has plenty of blood in it. It should help. Why are you out here?” 

“The smel  of our blood was too much for George,” 

Kevin explained. 

“Then I’d better get in there.” 

Jake  hurried  through  to  the  office.  Thanks  to  the soundproofing, Briony couldn’t hear any of what was going on  inside.  She  was  more  grateful  for  that  than  she  could have believed, even if it meant that al  she could do was sit out there and wait while Kevin held her. 

Final y, Jake came back out. 

“He’s ready.” 



George was. When they went back into the office, he was standing, and the redness had faded from his eyes. 

“Thank you,” he said. “Al  of you.” 

“You’re feeling better?” Briony asked. 

“The hunger is stil  there, but I can manage it.” 

“We al  have to,” Fal on said. 

Jake nodded too. “But if you feed often enough, you can keep from kil ing people.” 

Briony  had  to  ask.  “George,  do  you  know  anything about  where  Pietre  might  be?  About  what  he  is  doing now?” 

George shook his head. “He left me here rather than help me. I have heard nothing since.” 

Briony  sighed.  From  the  moment  she  had  seen George, she had been worried about that. 

“What is it, Briony?” George asked. 

Briony  told  him.  She  explained  everything  that  had happened as clearly as she could, from the battle to losing Aunt Sophie. 

“And you think Pietre could be the key to getting her back?” 

Briony  nodded.  “He’s  the  most  likely  one  to  know something. But I don’t know how we’re going to contact him if he and his vampires are in hiding now.” 

“Why,”  George  said,  and  just  for  a  moment,  it seemed  that  the  old  George  was  back  there,  “that  should not  be  hard.  We’l   start  by  re-opening  this  diner,  for  one thing.” 

“How does that help?” 



“If  Pietre’s  vampires  are  hiding,  then  they  wil   wait until things have gone back to normal before they make an appearance.  So  we  wil   make  things  normal.  You  wil   go back to school. Your friends wil  behave as they did before the battle. Soon, the vampires wil  be out. They cannot steer clear of the town for long if they want to feed.” 

That  raised  one  obvious  question,  of  course.  “And how wil  you feed, George? What’s to stop your customers from becoming your dinner?” 

George  stood  very  stil .  “I  know  what  I  am,  and  I would  rather  die  than  become  that.  If  I  harm  anyone  here, the other members of the Preservation Society wil  kil  me. I would  expect  them  to.”  He  looked  at  her.  “I  would  expect you  to, Briony.” 

Briony forced herself to nod. “But until that point, we just have to go on as normal?” 

“As normal as possible,” George agreed. “Though in one sense, things wil  be different. I cannot be a part of the Preservation  Society  any  longer.  Not  as  I  am.  And  your great aunt isn’t here. That leaves you, Briony. You wil  have to  make  sure  that  it  stays  strong.  I  have  a  feeling  that  the town wil  need it before very long.” 





Chapter 12

 It wasn’t easy, putting everything back the way it had been. It took Briony and the rest of the diner’s staff most of the  rest  of  the  day  to  get  it  into  a  fit  state  to  open  again, even  with  Fal on  and  Kevin  helping  out.  They  had  to thoroughly clean every surface, get new stock into the large freezers  off  the  kitchen,  and  work  hard  to  get  the  whole place into a condition where they could feel ready to open the doors to diners once more. 

That  wasn’t  the  hardest  part  of  it,  though.  The hardest part came with every look Jil  or Pete or Percy gave George, in the little hint of suspicion and fear that came with it. They had al  agreed to come back to work when George had asked them, or at least when Briony had assured them that it wasn’t a trick, yet none of them seemed to be able to forget what George was now. 

Not  that  Briony  was  doing  much  better.  She  found herself  glancing  across  to  the  diner  owner  whenever  she thought he wasn’t looking, just checking that everything was al   right.  Or,  to  put  it  another  way,  checking  that  he  hadn’t turned into a rampaging monster in the time since she had last  looked.  Briony  knew  that  she  needed  to  trust  George more  than  that,  but  after  everything  that  had  happened, could she? 

Towards the end of the day, she voiced her fears to Fal on.  “I’m  worried  about  what  wil   happen  with  George,” 

she said. “Wil  he be strong enough to contain himself once there are more people in here, do you think?” 

Fal on shrugged. “There’s no way to tel , but George is strong.” 

“Even so…” 

“Would  it  help  if  I  were  around?”  Fal on  asked.  “I could  help  contain  him  if  things  went  wrong.  You  could  al feel safer then.” 

Briony  didn’t  want  to  nod.  Doing  so  felt  like  a betrayal. Yet she did it anyway. 

They  reopened  for  business  that  evening,  and  the diner  was  surprisingly  busy,  given  that  it  had  shut  with  no warning.  People  came  in,  looking  around  as  though  they expected  some  major  refurbishment,  but  then  shrugging and  ordering  what  they  always  ordered  when  it  wasn’t there. There were so many that soon, Briony and Jil  were rushed  off  their  feet,  and  Briony  found  herself  more  than grateful  when  Fal on  started  to  lend  a  hand.  It  was  fun, watching him charm customers as he waited on them, and seeing him carry orders through with that effortless grace of his. 

The arrival of the next day meant a return to school. 

In the face of questions about where she had been, Briony pretended that she had been il  at home. It seemed like the best  way  to  deflect  attention,  though  it  meant  that  once again, she found herself facing a smal  mountain of notes to catch up with in every class. Couldn’t the supernatural world attack at a convenient time just  once? 

Despite  the  work,  it  felt  good  to  be  back.  To  have something  normal  in  her  life,  even  if  it  was  just  talking  to Maisy  and  Steve  by  the  lockers  between  classes,  or explaining to people that no, she was fine now. Briony was actual y slightly surprised by how many people had missed her  when  she  had  been  gone.  Several  of  the  others  from the  Drama  society  made  a  point  of  welcoming  her  back, while  even  Claire  gave  her  a  quick  hug  when  she  thought Pepper wasn’t looking. 

Briony caught up on some of the gossip with Maisy when she got a moment. Apparently, Maisy was doing wel in  the  cheerleading  squad,  despite  Pepper’s  occasional unpleasantness. Other people, whose names Briony hardly remembered, had hooked up, or broken up, or managed to get themselves into trouble around the school. 

“I  suppose  it  al   seems  a  bit  mundane  next  to werewolves and vampires,” Maisy said towards the end of it. 

Briony  smiled.  “No,  I  think  it’s  perfect.  It’s  nice  to know that there is a normal life out there, even if I’m not the one living it.” 

Yet  for  the  next  few  days,  that  was  exactly  what Briony  did.  She  went  to  classes.  She  did  her  work  at  the diner.  In  fact,  she  did  slightly  more  than  her  fair  share  of work at the diner, because that meant that she didn’t have to go back to the inn quite so often. Even with Jake taking one of the rooms there, it stil  felt too empty. Working, there were  moments,  just  moments,  when  Briony  could  almost forget al  about that. 

The moments didn’t last long, though, and by the end of the week, Briony was beginning to feel a little frustrated. 

Surely  there  should  have  been  some  sign  of  vampires around the diner by now? Some sign of them in the town, at least?  Yet  they  simply  weren’t  there.  To  the  people  of  the town, it must have seemed that several of Wicked’s more prominent citizens had al  decided to go on vacation at the same time, yet nobody seemed to think it was odd. Maybe they had just become that good at ignoring things. 

At  the  start  of  the  second  week,  Jake  announced that  he  was  going  to  start  looking  for  the  vampires  more actively,  trying  to  sniff  them  out  through  the  forest,  and maybe  asking  questions  of  the  hangers-on  who  stil seemed to be around the town. As dangerous an option as that  sounded,  Briony  was  wil ing  to  let  Jake  try  it  if  it  did something to improve their chances of getting Aunt Sophie back. 

For her part, she simply had to keep going as she was.  Keep  working  at  the  diner  and  going  to  school. 

Balancing  those  two  was  difficult  enough,  without  adding more to her load. Stil , at least things were peaceful. 

And  then,  on  the  Wednesday  of  the  second  week, they  weren’t.  Briony  was  working  her  normal  shift  at  the diner  after  school.  Jil ,  the  diner’s  other  waitress,  was working with her, while Fal on had gone into the kitchen to fetch an order, when Briony heard the crack of a breaking glass. She turned to see Jil  nursing a cut hand from where the glass had broken in it. 

Briony  was  about  to  go  over  and  offer  to  help  with cleaning the wound up when a shape streaked past her and leapt.  Briony  barely  had  time  to  recognize  George  before he  smashed  into  Jil ,  bearing  her  backwards  as  his  teeth flashed out. Several of the customers cried out in shock at the sight, frozen to their seats with surprise. 

Briony knew she didn’t have that luxury. She had to do  something.  Briefly,  just  briefly,  she  thought  of  the  silver blade of the cross she wore. It was what George had said to  do  if  he  attacked  someone,  after  al .  But  no,  Briony couldn’t kil  him. Not just like that. 

She  did  take  her  cross  out  though,  forcing  it between Jil  and George. The vampire diner owner reeled back, releasing Jil  as he whirled towards Briony. His eyes were  a  feral  red,  just  as  they  had  been  in  the  office  when they  had  revived  him.  George  took  the  smal est  of  steps towards  Briony,  but  stopped  when  she  brandished  the cross  at  him.  She  would  be  safe  as  long  as  she  stayed there behind it. 

Unfortunately, that didn’t apply to the diners. George whirled towards one of them, a man in his early thirties, and Briony knew there wouldn’t be time to save him. She simply wouldn’t be fast enough. 

Fal on  was.  He  came  out  from  the  kitchen  with  the kind  of  speed  only  he  could  manage,  hitting  George  from behind with a metal tray. As George turned, Fal on hit him again, sending the diner owner sprawling. Fal on grabbed him, hauled him to his feet, and marched him through into the office. He emerged alone a few seconds later, looking around the diner with the kind of confidence that could only be an act. 

“Ladies  and  gentlemen,  we  apologize  for  the interruption to your dining. George hasn’t been feeling very wel  recently. Your meals wil , of course, be on the house.” 

That  seemed  to  be  that,  though  Jil   was  shaken  by the experience. She went through to the kitchen to wash the cut  out,  and  just  the  look  in  her  eyes  as  she  went  was enough to let Briony know how scared she was. 

“Why don’t you take the rest of the shift off?” Briony suggested. 

Jil   shook  her  head.  “If  I  go,  I  probably  won’t  come back.” 

Maybe, Briony decided as Jil  went into the kitchen, that wouldn’t be such a bad thing. Maybe they al  needed to get away from there. 

Fal on  moved  closer  to  her,  folding  her  in  his  arms and  running  his  fingers  through  her  hair.  It  was  such  a soothing gesture that Briony didn’t even mind that he was doing it in front of a room ful  of customers. 

“Tel  me what you’re thinking,” he suggested. 

Briony lowered her voice so that the diners couldn’t hear.  “I’m  thinking  that  maybe  George  isn’t  ready  for  this. 

That maybe he never wil  be.” 

“That we should stake him?” 

Briony couldn’t help nodding. 

“Give him a chance, Briony,” Fal on whispered. “He’l be fine with time. He’l  learn control.” 

“And until then? He could have kil ed Jil .” 

“But he didn’t.” 

“But he  could  have.” 

Fal on  kissed  her,  just  lightly.  Briony  found  herself wondering how many of the customers were watching, and then realized that she didn’t care. “But he didn’t.” 

“That’s not an answer, Fal on.” 

Fal on  held  her  a  little  tighter,  so  that  his  lips  were almost against her ear. “The thirst is always there, Briony. 



Al   we  can  do  is  beat  it,  moment  to  moment.  Try  to  keep from kil ing people any way we can. I feel it, just as much as George does.” 

“So how do you stop yourself?” Briony asked. 

“I think of you.” 

“You think of me?” 

“I think of what it would be like if I ever hurt you. I think about what it would be like losing you if you discovered that I had hurt someone else.” 

He loved her that much? “And that’s enough to keep you from attacking people?” 

“Yes,” Fal on breathed. He paused. 

“What is it?” Briony asked. 

Fal on  glanced  around  to  see  if  any  of  the  diners needed  anything.  Since  the  announcement  that  everything was  on  the  house,  they  were  happily  eating  their  meals. 

Fal on took Briony’s hand and led her into the kitchen where Jil  was finishing up. 

Jil   took  a  look  at  Briony  and  Fal on  and  said.  “I’l cover for you Briony. I’m alright now. Just shaken up a little because  it  was  George,  you  know,  but  I’ve  seen  worse being part of The Preservation Society, right?” 

Briony patted Jil ’s shoulder, and Fal on nodded. 

Jil  then took some plates of food and headed out of the kitchen, “Besides, looks like you two need a moment to chil , too.” 

“Thanks,” Briony and Fal on said together. When Jil left, Fal on led Briony outside to the back. When they were final y  alone,  he  cupped  her  face  in  his  hands  and  kissed her softly and gently. When Briony began responding back, pul ing Fal on closer, and running her hand through his hair, Fal on’s  hand  slipped  around  her  waist  and  pul ed  her  so close,  she  can  feel  how  much  he  wanted  her.  His  mouth pressed harder against hers, and she can feel his tongue against hers. She swooned with the pleasure of having him hold her so close, so tightly, his arms wrapped around her with such a ferocious need while his mouth devoured hers. 

“Briony,”  he  whispered  against  her  lips.  “I  want  you so bad it hurts. But I have to fight it al  the time when I’m with you.  I  can’t  help  wanting  your  blood,”  at  that  Briony  pul ed away,  her  eyes  widened.  “But  I’ve  channeled  it  so  that  I want  something  else  more  instead.”  He  kissed  her  again passionately, letting his tongue slip in to taste her. Then his mouth  was  on  her  cheeks,  her  jawline  and  then  her  neck where  Briony  could  feel  a  slight  prickling.  Fal on’s  fangs had extended, and she stiffened against him. 

“Relax,  Briony,”  Fal on  said,  rubbing  her  back  to ease her tension. “I won’t bite you, although it would add to your  pleasure.  I’ve  learned  to  control  myself  as  much  as  I can around you with the biting, but I’m having a hard time control ing how much more I want, Briony.” His voice grew hoarse and thick. “It can make us sensual creatures, Briony. 

Every  time  I  want  your  blood,  for  example,  I  just  remind myself of how much I would rather have  you. ” 

Briony felt herself start to blush. “I suppose it’s better than wanting to drain me dry.” 

“Yes,”  Fal on  chuckled  deeply,  then  his  eyelids lowered,  and  his  eyes  smoldered  with  his  desire.  Briony could see how much he was struggling to keep control. He pul ed her to him firmly and lifted her so she was straddling his hips and his head disappeared under her shirt, where he was trailing his tongue against her bare stomach, gently and slowly making his way up. 

Her  eyes  closed  in  the  unbelievable  pleasure  he was creating with his tongue against her skin. She felt her stomach  flutter,  and  started  pul ing  him  in  tighter  with  her legs. She heard a moan, and didn’t realize it was hers until Fal on’s face was against hers, and his mouth had captured hers in a deep kiss. “Oh, Fal on…” she sighed. “I want…” 

He silenced her with another kiss. Then she felt his hands unclasping her bra and making their way to the front. 

She started to pul  back, but found Fal on’s hold on her  tight.  She  pul ed  back  again.  “Wait,  Fal on.  I…  this  is too fast for me.” When he final y let her go, his expression was ful  of regret. 

“I wish you wouldn’t pul  away from me, Briony. I want you  now,  more  than  anything,”  his  fangs  were  ful y elongated now. “I know you must think the same way about me.” 

“Fal on, please…” 

“Tel  me, Briony. Tel  me that you don’t want to take things further.” 

“I’m not ready for it.” 

Fal on’s expression twisted for an instant. “I bet if it was Kevin standing here, you wouldn’t be saying that.” 

“Fal on,  stop  this.”  Briony  said.  “Nothing  has happened 

between 

me 

and 

Kevin, 

and 

you’re



embarrassing me, doing this.” 

“We  wouldn’t  want  that,  of  course.”  Fal on  stopped himself,  standing  there  with  his  eyes  shut  for  several seconds. “I’m sorry, Briony, but I can’t do this. Being here to look after George was a mistake. I can’t be around you like this and not want you physical y, too. I already love you so much it hurts, and then…” 

“Don’t say it,” Briony warned. “I love you, Fal on, but I can’t right now…not when I have feelings for Kevin, too.” 

“Then  why  should  I  hang  around  waiting  for  you  to make a choice?” He said, clearly hurt. 

“Fal on, I do care for you… “

“But you want Kevin instead, is that it? You want his body more than mine… Briony, if you give me a chance, as a vampire, I can give you the most unbelievable pleasure. 

You’d forget about Kevin…” 

“But  I  don’t  want  to  forget  him.  And  that’s  not  the point,  Fal on.”  Briony  took  a  deep  breath.  Her  body  stil wanted  him  and  wanted  to  continue  where  they  left  off, but… “I can’t. Not until I’m sure.” 

Fal on’s  face  looked  like  it  was  slapped.  “What? 

What can you not be sure about Briony? That I love you? 

Because you can know right now… I do. I would risk my life for you, and I have. And I thought.” His voice broke off, and he looked away. “That you loved me too. At least I thought you did.” 

“Fal on…”  Briony  started  to  say,  wanting  to  run  to him so he could hold her tight like he did before. “I love both of  you.  Perhaps  that’s  why  I  love  you  two…  because  you are brothers and are alike in ways, but different. I’m sorry, Fal on, but I can’t help loving Kevin, too.” 

“Wel , the jealousy is kil ing me, Briony. You were my girlfriend first. You were mine first…” Fal on said, his voice thick  with  emotion.  Then  he  looked  at  her,  his  face contorted in pain. “Then it’s over. It’s obvious you don’t love me the way I love you.” Fal on turned and fled away, leaving Briony  standing  there  alone  in  the  open  behind  the  diner. 

She tried to keep herself from fal ing apart and failed, the first tears fal ing even before Fal on had completely fled out of view. 







Chapter 13

 The  worst  part  was  that  Briony  couldn’t  just  go home.  With  Fal on  walking  out  like  that,  every  fiber  of  her being  wanted  to  just  head  back  to  the  inn,  curl  up  in  her room, and pretend that none of it had ever happened. She couldn’t, though. She couldn’t just walk out in the middle of her shift at the diner, especial y not with George so close to the edge. 

So she had to work through the rest of it, aware al the  time  of  the  way  some  of  the  customers  were  staring. 

They  had  seen  her  pul ing  her  boss  off  Jil ,  then  kissing Fal on, and probably figured out she and Fal on had broken up when Briony walked back into the diner after crying. Stil she worked her shift, fetched their orders, and made sure that they were having a good time. 

It wasn’t easy. A couple of the younger ones, whom Briony recognized from school, smirked in a way that made it  clear  that  the  night’s  events  would  quickly  be  al   around the  school  rumor  mil .  Some  of  the  other  diners  looked  at her  with  everything  from  annoyance  at  disrupting  their meals to pity. Briony wasn’t sure which was worse. 

Final y though, the last of them left, they were able to close  up,  and  Briony  went  home.  There  was  no  sign  of Jake.  Not  that  Briony  had  time  to  miss  him,  because  she stil   had  homework  and  catching-up  to  do  for  her  classes the next day. By the time she was done with it al , she was ready to col apse into bed. 

She showered and got ready to sleep, wrapping her robe  around  her  as  she  headed  downstairs  to  get  a  last glass of water. Though Briony suspected it would take a lot more  than  that  to  make  her  feel  better  at  the  moment. 

Currently,  her  emotions  were  knotting  and  twisting  inside her every time she thought of Fal on. How could he assume that she was sleeping with Kevin? How could he pressure her like that? 

Briony  was  stil   thinking  about  it  as  she  padded upstairs to her room. Maybe that was why she ignored the smal   feelings  of  wrongness  in  the  pit  of  her  stomach. 

Maybe  that  was  why  she  didn’t  notice  that  her  bedroom door,  which  she  had  left  ajar,  was  now  careful y  shut.  She swung it open and stepped inside. 

“Hel o, Briony.” 



Briony  gave  a  smal   scream  of  shock.  There, perched on the very edge of her bed, was Pietre, Wicked’s master  vampire.  He  looked  as  immaculately  ordinary  as ever  in  a  wel -cut  suit,  and  sat  there  with  his  fingers steepled like an accountant about to deliver bad news. Only the sense of utter vileness radiating from him betrayed him, undercutting the smile he flashed. 

“Did  I  startle  you?  Oh,  perhaps  Sophie  didn’t  do such a good job of training you after al .” 

“Good enough to stake you if you don’t get out of my room.” 

Pietre’s smile only broadened. “Real y? Without any weapons  at  hand?”  He  nodded  to  the  dresser,  where Briony’s cross lay. She had forgotten she had removed it, and now, the odds of her getting to it in time were simply too long. “With you so utterly… helpless?” 

Fear blossomed in Briony then. She had seen some of  what  Pietre  could  do,  and  right  now,  there  wouldn’t  be anything  she  could  do  to  stop  him.  Slowly,  deliberately, Pietre stood. He moved close to her, not quite touching her, but making it clear that he could any time that he chose to. 

“Jake wil  be back soon,” Briony tried. 

Pietre  shook  his  head.  “Your  abomination  of  a brother wil  be back eventual y, but not in time to be relevant to this. We’l  be al  alone for a good while yet, girl.” 

“What do you want?” Briony forced herself to say. 

“Surely the question is what you want, Briony.” 

“I’m not afraid of you.” 

“Yes you are. I can hear your heartbeat, remember?” 



Pietre  stood  there  a  moment  longer,  letting  the tension build, and Briony resolved to fight him regardless of her  lack  of  weapons.  To  at  least  try  to  protect  herself. At exactly  that  moment,  Pietre  stepped  backwards  with  a laugh and resumed his seat on the bed. 

“You’re  brave.  It’s  a  start.  Now,  what  did  you  want with me?” 

“What?” For a moment Briony couldn’t think. “You’re the one who has broken in here.” 

“And  you  are the one who has been looking for me,” 

Pietre pointed out, “ever since that debacle at my previous home. You even helped reopen that sil y little diner to do it. 

How  is  George, incidental y?” 

Briony bit back an angry response. 

“That good?” Pietre’s tone didn’t vary. “Oh, you think I  should  have  shown  him  kindness,  after  he  spent  his  life trying  to  kil   my  kind.  After  he  let  my  beloved  Sophie escape. She nearly got me back at the lair, you know. It is just as wel  that she found herself distracted at just the right moment.” 

“I  wish  she  h a d  staked  you.”  Briony  couldn’t  help letting some of the anger she felt into her tone. 

“Of  course  you  do.  Just  as  I  wish  that  the  situation al owed  me  to  spend  the  next  few  hours  making  you  beg me  to  turn  you  into  one  of  us.”  Pietre  examined  his fingernails  in  a  bored  fashion,  as  though  he  were discussing stock market prices rather than the possibility of torturing  and  murdering  her.  “Apparently  though,  we  need one another.” 



one another.” 

“What do you  want,  Pietre?” 

“The  same  thing  that  you  do,  apparently.”  Pietre gave  up  the  pretense  of  disinterest  and  stared  at  Briony intently.  “Sophie. At  least,  I  assume  that  is  why  you  have been  trying  to  find  me  rather  than  running  and  hiding  the way you should have.” 

That was true, and Briony tried to remind herself that this  was  what  she  had  wanted.  That  talking  to  Pietre  was her best chance of finding Aunt Sophie again. Though she hadn’t expected it to be like this; this intrusion into one of the most personal spaces she had. 

“I’m looking for her,” Briony admitted. “I thought you might be able to help get her back.” 

“She found Palisor, then.” It was a statement, not a question. 

“So you do know about it?” Briony asked. 

Pietre  shrugged.  “Obviously.  It  is  the  place  al supernatural  creatures  feel  a  pul   towards. A  place  for  us, where we can live without having to hide. Where  humans,” 

he  gave  the  word  roughly  the  same  spin  he  might  have given  ‘cockroaches’,  “do  not  rule  over  everything.  Of course,  those  from  the  darker  end  of  the  supernatural spectrum are not al owed in, but with the right key…” 

Realization  dawned  for  Briony.  “So  that’s  why  you wanted Aunt Sophie. She was supposed to be your way in.” 

“Oh, that is hardly fair. I loved her. I want her. I care about  her.”  Pietre  stood  again.  “After  al ,  if  it  were  only  a question of finding someone with the right blood, yours or your mother’s would have done just as wel .” 

Briony  backed  up,  just  a  little.  “There’s  no  point  in you going anywhere near my blood. I tried to get through the gate. I couldn’t. And I don’t believe you about my mother.” 

Pietre  smiled  again  in  that  disconcerting  way  he had. “Wel , perhaps I did try just a little with her. The trouble was, turning her seemed to be the best way to control her, and that didn’t exactly make her useful. It didn’t even work properly  when  it  came  to  keeping  your  blasted  parents  in line.” 

He  spoke  as  though  it  didn’t  matter  to  him  that  he had  turned  Briony’s  parents  into  vampires,  and  then eventual y  staked  them  both.  It  probably  didn’t.  To  Briony though, it was just a fresh wave of pain on so many others that day. She bal ed her fists by her side, and looked at the vampire through a blur that threatened tears. 

“I hate you,” she breathed. 

“Oh,  would  you  listen  to  the  big,  tough  slayer?  You real y stil  are no more than a child in some ways. But you’l help me.” 

“No.” Briony shook her head. “I won’t. Besides, I’ve already told you that I can’t. The gate closed when I tried to go in.” 

“You can. Believe me on that. Or at least believe the fact  that  you  aren’t  dead  yet.  You  simply  need  the  right conditions.” 

Behind  al   the  fear  and  loathing,  a  smal   burst  of hope flickered in Briony. “And those are?” 

“You need to be in the right place, you need to find the action to activate the gate, and you need the help of a dragon.” 

Right, because that would be so easy to get, given how  the  one  at  the  gate  had  behaved  the  last  time.  Yet  it made sense. Aunt Sophie had been so adamant that they needed to fol ow the creature. And then its human form had forced  the  rest  of  them  to  stay  back  from  the  gate  until  it closed. It wouldn’t be easy, but even so, part of Briony felt better knowing that there was a way through. 

A way through that meant something huge about her, of course. 

“Does this mean that I’m…” 

“Not human? Of course you aren’t. I’l  admit, I wasn’t sure that this particular gift had been passed on until I saw how protective Sophie was of you, but now I’m certain. You are  no  more  human  than  I  am.  Less,  in  fact,  because  at least I started out that way.” 

Once  perhaps,  Briony  would  have  reeled  at  the news. Now though, with almost everyone around her turning out to be something other than human, it was no more than one more shock among so many others. 

“What am I then?” 

“And  spoil  the  fun?”  Pietre  moved  to  the  window. 

“For now, let us just say that you are a young woman who needs  to  find  a  dragon  if  she  is  ever  going  to  get  dear Sophie back.” 

Briony tried to stand firm. “I won’t do anything unless you  tel   me  al   of  it,  Pietre.  Unless  you  tel   me  what  I  am, I’l … ” 



“What? Abandon your great-aunt in another world?” 

Pietre  unlatched  and  opened  the  window.  “That  is  the beauty of this, Briony. You don’t have to trust me. You don’t have to want to work with me. Yet you wil  do what I want, because  I  want  Sophie  back  just  as  much  as  you  do.  Of course,  I  could  make threats to you and those you love, or say that I wil  drag you bound and bleeding to the gate if I have to, but the fact is that I  won’t  have to, wil  I?” 

Pietre  stared  at  her,  and  eventual y,  reluctantly, Briony  found  herself  forced  to  shake  her  head.  Pietre laughed once more. 

“Oh,  I  wish  you  luck,  Briony.  I  real y  do.  If  you  need me… wel , I’l  be watching.” With that Pietre hopped up onto the windowsil , gave Briony one last look, and leapt out into the dark below. 

Briony closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She was shaking. Briony waited a whole minute before she did anything. Then she grabbed her cross, put it firmly around her neck, and slammed the window shut. She went over to the bed and gathered up the sheets, carrying them with her as  she  headed  downstairs.  No  way  was  she  going  to  be able to sleep in there tonight. 

Instead, she settled onto one of the armchairs in the lounge, sitting there and staring into the darkness as sleep refused to come. Even when tiredness final y claimed her, she found herself dreaming of gates, and Aunt Sophie, and of  Pietre’s  eyes  somewhere  out  in  the  dark  fol owing  her every move. Somewhere out beyond al  those things lay a dragon, and now she needed to find it. 







Chapter 14

 School the next day was hard. Briony was too tired to  concentrate,  and  even  the  drama  teacher  Miss  Smith pul ed  her  up  on  it  when  she  yawned  in  the  middle  of rehearsals. 

“Busy social life is it, Briony? Come on, concentrate. 

It’s bad enough that we’ve had to put things back because our star suddenly had to take time off.” 

“Sorry Miss Smith.” 

Briony did her best to concentrate harder. After al , everyone else in the production of  Little Red Riding Hood was counting on her to do her part, and it was very good of Miss Smith to wait for her to come back rather than simply giving the role to an understudy. 

Yet  it  was  hard  to  concentrate  when  her  mind  kept flashing back to what had happened yesterday. Briony was lucky to be alive, and she knew it. If Pietre hadn’t needed her to find Aunt Sophie… wel , he had already said exactly what  he  would  have  done.  Just  the  thought  of  it  made Briony  want  to  check  the  wings  of  the  school  theater  to make  sure  that  he  wasn’t  around  anywhere.  She  was  stil shaken up by how easy Pietre could get to her. 

Pietre  wasn’t  the  only  one  she  was  checking  for, though.  Briony  thought  that  she  had  spotted  Fal on  in  the hal s earlier, but the younger vampire had made no move to talk to her. Instead, when Briony had gone over, hoping to talk  things  through,  he  had  slipped  away  into  the  mil ing throng of students. Briony had caught more glimpses of him as  the  day  progressed.  She  even  thought  she  saw  him talking to Pepper and Claire. Yet every time Briony tried to get  closer  to  him,  he  was  gone  before  she  could  say anything. 

Even  Maisy  seemed  to  notice  the  strangeness. 

“What’s with Fal on?” she asked. “I heard you two broke up again, but he’s being very distant.” 

“He  just  can’t  deal  with  the  fact  that  I  won’t  take things  further  with  him,”  Briony  replied.  “Last  night,  he seemed to think that Kevin and I are already having sex, so I should do the same with him.” 

“You  and  Kevin  are  already  having…  ?  When  did that happen?” 

“It  didn’t!”  Briony  said  it  a  little  louder  than  she intended, and had to wait for some of the students around her to stop staring before she went on. “Fal on just thinks I did.” 

“Wel ,  I  can  see  why,”  Maisy  said.  “Kevin  is gorgeous. And his body… ” Maisy gulped. 

“But  Fal on  doesn’t  seem  to  get  that  I’m  just  not ready.” Briony took her books out of her locker as she said it, hoping that Maisy would leave the subject alone. 

She didn’t, obviously. “Wel , I suppose in one sense you have it easy. I mean, if you ever want to, you won’t have to  wait  long.  Whereas  if  I  ever  tried  to  seduce  Steve,  he probably wouldn’t notice.” 



Briony smiled at that. “True.” 

“Where  is  Kevin,  anyway?  He  wasn’t  teaching  his class.” 

That was true. Instead, their normal biology teacher was  back  from  whatever  family  trouble  he’d  had.  It  was  a sight that had gotten a definite sigh of disappointment from a  lot  of  the  girls  in  the  class.  Briony  supposed  that  they didn’t  let  you  stay  on  as  a  substitute  teacher  when  the normal  one  wanted  his  or  her  job  back.  Besides,  Kevin’s attendance record recently would be as bad as hers. 

Briony  had  other  things  to  think  about  than  Kevin’s job prospects, though. There was stil  the issue with Pietre eating  away  at  the  back  of  her  mind,  and  then  of  course there was now the fact that she had to try to find a dragon who  probably  didn’t  want  to  be  found,  and  then  somehow convince him to help her when he had been actively trying to keep her out of the gate the last time she approached it. 

Those  thoughts  kept  Briony  busy  until  the  end  of school, and then into her shift at the diner. George was a lot better than he had been the day before, although he was a lot  more  careful  around  Jil   than  he  had  been,  and  Jil ’s attempts at cheerfulness seemed a little more forced than usual. It seemed that everyone was determined to pretend that things were normal, though, so Briony didn’t push at it. 

Fal on did show up, but he kept his distance, staying outside  the  diner.  Briony  caught  glimpses  of  him  as  she tried to serve the customers. She was sure that she spotted him  outside  the  window  at  one  point,  while  at  another, Briony  got  just  the  faintest  impression  of  him  from  the corner  of  her  eye,  just  standing  there,  watching  her.  She wasn’t sure whether it was comforting to have him around with George there, or strangely creepy. 

About  an  hour  into  Briony’s  shift,  Kevin  showed  up and  took  the  seat  in  the  diner  that  he  had  taken  so  many times before when they first met. Briony smiled and rushed over to serve him, happier than she could say that he had shown up like this. As usual, Kevin found excuses to hang around,  and  even  though  the  diner  was  busy,  nobody bothered  him  about  it.  Of  course,  the  extra  customers meant that Briony didn’t get much of a chance to stop and talk to him, but she could feel his eyes on her as he sipped at his coffee. 

Unfortunately, that thought brought with it ones of the other eyes that might be on her. Fal on’s. Pietre’s. That was enough to make her shudder, and move a little more stiffly as she moved from customer to customer. 

Kevin  obviously  spotted  it,  because  less  than  a minute  later,  he  was  at  Briony’s  side,  having  said something  to  Jil   that  made  the  other  waitress  smile  and nod. 

“Come on,” he said. “It’s time you took your break.” 

“But we’re stil  in the rush.” 

“Jil   says  she  can  handle  it,  if  it  wil   help  you.  Now come on.” 

Kevin led Briony out to the al ey behind the diner. It was quieter than inside, at least, and they leant against the wal  together. Kevin reached out to touch her face. 

“Something  has  you  tense,  Briony.  Do  you  want  to tel  me what’s wrong?” 

Briony sighed. “With Fal on, or with Pietre?” 

Kevin  stood  very  stil   for  a  moment.  “My  brother,  I can handle. Tel  me about Pietre. Did he do anything to you, Briony?” 

Briony  shook  her  head.  “He  didn’t  do  anything except  talk.  But  he  could  have.  He  got  into  my  room somehow.  He  was  there  when  I  arrived  after  taking  a shower. I wasn’t armed. I wasn’t ready. He could have done anything he wanted.” 

“I bet he made a point of tel ing you that, too,” Kevin guessed.  He  moved  until  he  was  in  front  of  Briony,  his hands  on  the  wal   either  side  of  her.  “He  wanted  to  scare you, Briony.” 

“Wel , he succeeded.” Briony shook her head. “What sort  of  vampire  hunter  am  I,  Kevin?  I  get  caught  off  guard like that, and…” she didn’t say the rest of it. 

Kevin stroked her hair. “And?” 

“And I can’t even keep track of my own life. George is  a  vampire,  my  great  aunt’s  gone,  I  have  to  find  the dragon  who  beat  us  up  if  I  ever  want  to  see  her  again, Fal on and I are… wel , I don’t know what we are right now. 

Oh, and I haven’t even started trying to run the Preservation Society.” 

“When you do though, you’l  do a good job.” 

“No I-” 

Kevin  put  a  finger  to  her  lips.  Just  that  touch  felt more  sensual  than  Briony  could  have  imagined.  They  had been so careful with one another since Briony had left his home, but it was obvious that the need for her stil  bubbled beneath  the  surface  for  Kevin.  And  there  was  definitely something in Briony that answered it. 

Kevin hesitated just briefly before leaning in to place the  most  delicate  of  kisses  on  her  forehead.  He  stepped back a little. It was easier to think with him further away. 

“I’ve told you before,” Kevin said, “it’s al  right to feel a little under pressure, Briony.” 

“I  know.  Losing  my  family,  and  al   of  this  with  the vampires, and everything else that has happened.” 

“Don’t  say  it  like  it’s  nothing.  You’ve  had  more  to deal with than most people.” 

“And sometimes I feel like I spend my time whining about how unfair life has been to me.” 

Kevin kissed her then, and just the joy of it drove that thought from Briony’s mind. “One of the things I love about you  is  that  you  don’t  do  that.  Most  people  complain  about every little thing in their lives, but you don’t even when you have  something  to  complain  about.  I  like  that  only  I  get  to see when you’re real y hurt, Briony. I like that you let me in like this.” 

“I let most of the diner in the other night when Fal on broke up with me.” 

“I bet you tried to hide it though,” Kevin guessed. He smiled tightly. “Maybe I’m not the best one to help with the whole Fal on thing. I’m a little too happy that he’s gone, but I can help with the rest of it, if you like.” 

That  sounded  tempting.  More  than  tempting,  given how out of control Briony’s life was getting. “How?” 



“Wel , for one thing, I think I should move into the inn for a while.” 

Briony  wasn’t  so  sure  about  that.  She  could remember what it had been like living in Kevin’s cabin. How much  tension  there  had  been  between  them  there.  It sounded a lot like the kind of move that might increase her troubles, not solve them. 

“Kevin, I’m not sure that’s such a good idea.” 

“There  would  be  more  space  than  in  the  cabin, Briony.” It seemed that Kevin’s thoughts had already run in the  same  direction.  “We  wil   both  have  more  freedom  to spend time away from it, too. It won’t be the same, and you need someone there for support if Pietre comes back.” 

“Jake’s there.” 

“Sometimes. He wasn’t there last time, was he? We both know that, with his poor control, he can’t stay around you permanently. I can.” 

Briony  smiled  up  at  him.  “So  long  as  you  keep control over other hungers.” 

“I wil .” Kevin looked solemn as he said it, and Briony found  herself  believing  it.  It  would  be  good  to  have  him around,  and  Briony  had  already  seen  that,  alone,  she wasn’t any match for Pietre. If the master vampire decided that he was getting bored of waiting, did Briony real y want to be alone? 

“Al  right,” Briony said. “But what about the rest of it. 

The dragon, and the society?” 

“I’l  help you to look for the dragon,” Kevin promised, 

“and so wil  the rest of the Preservation Society if you ask them. I think you’l  find that they are a lot happier about you running them than you might think, Briony. You just have to have the confidence to actual y lead them.” 

Somehow,  Briony  doubted  that  it  would  be  that simple. 

“Whatever  happens,”  Kevin  promised,  pul ing  her close, “I wil  be right here for you. You aren’t alone, Briony.” 

“I know.” She kissed him then, and wanted to keep kissing  him,  but  she  managed  to  pul   back.  “I  should  get back to the diner. Jil  can’t hold off the rush al  evening.” 

“I  bet  she  can  manage  just  a  few  more  minutes,” 

Kevin suggested. His lips barely brushed hers. 

Briony grinned. “You know, I bet she probably can.” 





 







Chapter 15

 Kevin left when Briony went back to her shift, saying something  about  a  special  surprise  before  he  moved  in and asking her to meet him for dinner when she was final y finished at the diner. 

“That would be nice,” Briony said. 

“Great, I’l  pick you up as soon as you’re done here.” 

Briony  spent  most  of  the  rest  of  her  shift  thinking about  what  it  might  be  that  Kevin  had  planned.  Knowing him,  it  could  be  almost  anything.  Briony  ran  different scenarios through her head as she worked, and it made the time go that much faster. 

Briony obviously wasn’t the only one thinking about it though.  Ten  minutes  before  the  end  of  her  shift,  Fal on final y stopped his game of cat and mouse with her line of vision  and  walked  up  to  her  in  the  kitchen  as  she  was fetching an order. Pete the cook looked up from the ovens, but didn’t say anything. 

“What did Kevin want?” Fal on demanded. 

“That’s  none  of  your  business  now,  is  it?”  Briony knew it would probably only cause an argument, but Fal on couldn’t  dump  her,  spend  the  day  avoiding  her,  and  then expect to be told every detail of her life. She moved to step past him. 

Fal on stayed in the way. “Briony… ” 

“If you must know, he’s taking me out to dinner.” 

Fal on rol ed his eyes. “Of course he is. With me out of the way, he’s final y getting ready to make his move on you.” 

Briony shook her head. “It’s not like that.” 

“Isn’t it?” 

Briony thought about asking him along. They needed to sort this out, and they couldn’t do that if they spent their time avoiding one another. Maybe if the three of them sat down and just  talked-

“Is  the  boy  bothering  you,  Briony?”  Pete  asked, interrupting her thoughts. 



Briony shook her head. “No. I don’t think he is.” 

Fal on  looked  suddenly  hurt.  “Wel   then.  Kevin  can do what he wants. I know where I stand, at least.” 

“What?” Briony asked. 

“My  feelings  don’t  even  matter  to  you  anymore?  I thought  we  had  more  than  that,  Briony.”  He  turned  and stalked out. 

“Wait, that wasn’t what I…” 

It was too late though. Fal on was gone. So much for making things up. 

“I’m kind of glad he’s gone,” Pete said. 

Briony found herself surprised. Normal y, Pete didn’t get involved in the things that went on in the diner beyond his nephew Percy. 

“Oh, don’t get me wrong,” the cook said. “He seems a  fine  enough  boy,  for  what  he  is,  and  if  I  can  work  with George now, I can deal with him hanging around.” 

“There’s  a  ‘but’  coming,  isn’t  there?”  Briony guessed. 

The  older  man  nodded.  “Some  people  in  the Preservation  Society  aren’t  exactly  happy  with  everything that has been happening recently, Briony. Not anyone in the diner,  you  understand,  but  some  of  the  others  further  out. 

They’ve  been  saying  that  we’ve  been  getting  too  close  to the monsters, and that’s why we’re in this mess.” 

“But that’s-” 

Pete held up a hand to stop her. “I said that’s what people  have  been  saying,  not  what  I  think.  The  trouble  is, what people say is important sometimes. Like how they’ve been saying that you’re just a teenage girl, and not Sophie Edge. Like how they’ve been murmuring about some of the company  you  keep.”  He  gave  the  door  Fal on  had  left through  a  pointed  look.  “They  say  it  proves  you  aren’t  old enough  to  have  the  right  kind  of  judgment,  yet.  That  you aren’t ready to lead the society.” 

That  was  what  people  in  the  Preservation  Society were  saying?  Briony  hadn’t  heard  any  of  it.  Then  again, beyond Pete, Percy, Jil , Maisy and Steve, she hadn’t seen any  of  them  recently,  either.  No  doubt  her  general  silence had  something  to  do  with  it  too.  By  not  doing  anything  to take charge, she had made it easy for the ones who didn’t know her to think that she couldn’t. 

“What do you think, Pete?” Briony asked. “You were in  the  army  with  George,  weren’t  you?  It  can’t  be  easy, being told that someone like me is supposed to be taking charge now.” 

Pete shrugged, flipping a few burgers over. “Me, I’ve seen  men  who  have  been  commanding  years  who  don’t have  the  sense  they  were  born  with.  I’ve  seen  kids  just  a little older than you who knew exactly what they were doing. 

Al  right, so I think you don’t exactly have the best taste in men, but I figure that there are probably worse choices for a leader until we get Sophie back. That idiot nephew of mine, for instance.” 

Briony couldn’t help smiling at the thought of Percy in charge of anything. 

“That’s  better,”  Pete  said.  “Now  get  on  with  you. 

There are customers waiting for their food.” 



There were, and Briony hurried to catch up. As she did,  she  did  her  best  to  push  thoughts  of  Fal on  from  her mind.  That  wasn’t  easy.  Particularly  not  after  what  he  had said. He had assumed that Kevin would be making some kind of move on her tonight. As much as Briony wanted to dismiss  it  as  just  his  jealousy,  was  he  right?  Kevin  was moving in, so would he try to push things further in spite of what he had said before? 

Most of Briony didn’t believe that he would, but there was stil  a nagging edge of doubt at the back of her mind. 

She  had  seen  how  close  they  had  come  back  at  Kevin’s cabin.  She  could  remember  every  detail  of  it.  Of  him. 

Wouldn’t it be so easy for things to go there again? 

 Would it be so bad if they did?  Some mischievous corner of Briony asked the rest of her.  After all, if you want him, and he wants you…

Briony  shook  her  head  to  clear  it.  She  didn’t  need that kind of encouragement. She needed to remind herself that she would be strong. That she would wait until she was ready, not just until she gave in to what they felt. Maybe she should reconsider letting him move in? No, Kevin was right. 

Briony needed someone else around in case Pietre came back. And not just for that. With Jake coming and going so unpredictably, it was rapidly turning into a very lonely place to be. 

Besides,  Briony  wouldn’t  let  Fal on  put  doubts  into her mind like this. He might not trust her with his brother, but that didn’t mean Briony couldn’t trust herself. 



Kevin arrived just as he had promised, bringing his truck  around  to  the  front  of  the  diner  just  as  Briony’s  shift there finished. He was dressed in slacks and a nice button down shirt that showed just enough of the muscles beneath it  to  make  Briony  hop  in  eagerly,  kissing  him  by  way  of  a welcome. 

“Wel , that’s certainly a good start to the evening.” 

Briony  nodded  her  agreement.  “So,  where  are  you taking me? Um… I don’t need to go home and change, do I?” 

“No. You’re beautiful as you are.” 

Al  right, so Briony had changed out of her waitress’

uniform, but she was stil  only in a dark sweater, jeans, and comfortable shoes. Beautiful probably wasn’t the word she would have chosen to describe it. 

“You  are,  Briony,”  Kevin  assured  her,  obviously spotting  the  uncertainty  on  her  face.  “You’re  beautiful  no matter  what  you’re  wearing.”  He  smiled.  “Besides,  our reservation is in ten minutes, so there isn’t time.” 

He drove, and as he did so, Briony realized that they were  heading  to  the  lake.  She  might  have  guessed  at  a picnic  or  something  similar,  if  Kevin  hadn’t  already mentioned  a  reservation.  He  stopped  the  pick  up  at  the start of one of the piers, where a smal  seafood restaurant sat, and got out. Briony joined him. 

“What do you think?” Kevin asked. 

The  restaurant  certainly  looked  nice,  though  it  was for  the  casual  dining.  Inside,  it  was  delicately  decorated and comfortable, and Briony found herself liking it from the moment she set foot through the doors. 

Part  of  that  was  because,  although  there  were certainly  couples  there,  it  wasn’t  as  much  of  an  obviously romantic choice as the place Kevin had picked out the first time they had gone for a meal together. Whatever he had planned, he was obviously being careful not to come on too strong. Briony appreciated that, even if it was possible that Kevin  might  simply  be  starting  out  slowly  before  pushing things along later. At least he’d made sure that she wouldn’t feel pressured from the start. 

In fact, Kevin went out of his way to keep things as light  and  simple  as  possible.  The  evening  could  so  easily have been fil ed with talk of vampires, or missing relatives, or  the  problems  of  Fal on  stil   being  around,  but  Kevin careful y steered around those subjects, bringing it back to the kind of smal  talk any couple would have managed on a date like that. It was like he knew what Briony needed most right  now  was  something  that  wasn’t  about  anything supernatural. 

Or  perhaps  Kevin  simply  wanted  any  evening  that was  just  about  the  two  of  them.  Briony  could  imagine  that too.  After  al ,  Kevin  was  probably  almost  as  eager  for something  that  wasn’t  about  the  werewolves,  or  the vampires,  or  his  brother,  but  was  just  about  them  as  a couple. Maybe the evening was intended to be a bit more romantic than Briony had thought. 

When  their  waiter  came  over,  Briony  ordered salmon,  while  Kevin  opted  for  scal ops.  While  they  ate, Kevin seemed to find so many excuses to catch her eye, or brush her hand with his, or simply compliment her. In a lot of ways,  it  made  for  a  great  evening.  Briony  soon  found herself  looking  forward  to  the  next  time  Kevin’s  fingers would  twine  with  hers,  and  watching  every  movement  he made  with  an  intensity  that  let  her  catch  every  shift  of muscles under that shirt of his. 

At  the  same  time  though,  Briony  couldn’t  help  a growing sense of unease. The evening was building up to something. She could feel it. She found herself proved right towards  the  end  of  the  evening,  when  Kevin  reached  into the  pocket  of  his  shirt  and  pul ed  out  something  that gleamed in the restaurant’s lights. A ring. 

“Kevin, what are you doing?” 

“You must know how I feel about you, Briony.” 

Briony  nodded,  but  she  couldn’t  stop  a  sense  of creeping horror at the speed things were moving. “I do, but I can’t. I just can’t.” 

Kevin looked puzzled for a moment. “Can’t what?” 

“I can’t marry you. I’m far too young.” 

“Marry me?” Kevin laughed. “Oh, Briony, this isn’t an engagement  ring.  It’s  a  promise  ring.  It  doesn’t  symbolize anything  other  than  the  fact  that  we’re  going  out  with  one another  exclusively.  I  thought  you  wouldn’t  mind,  now  that Fal on is out of the picture.” 

Briony  didn’t  know  what  to  say  to  that.  It  was  so unexpected.  Yet  it  was  true.  She  was  done  with  Fal on. 

He’d made his position on that more than clear earlier. And she  did  care  about  Kevin.  A  lot.  There  was  a  kind  of electricity between them every time they were close. Briony suspected that it was one reason why she hadn’t been able to commit ful y to Fal on. 

She nodded. “Which finger do I put it on?” 

“Any,” Kevin said, moving round the table to kiss her. 

“What matters is that you’l  wear it. That you’l  be mine.” 

Briony caught the back of his head, pul ing him down into  a  longer  kiss  before  slipping  the  ring  onto  the  third finger of her right hand. “I think I can manage that.” 

“Good.”  Kevin  took  her  hand,  placing  a  delicate touch of lips to the knuckle where the ring sat. “Now that I’ve persuaded you to do that though, I’ve got one more piece of persuading to do.” 

Oh. Here it came. 

Kevin grinned. “Help me to move my stuff in?” 





Chapter 16

 Briony fel asleep on one of the lounge sofas again that  night,  but  it  was  a  lot  more  comfortable  than  the  one before. She drifted off while she and Kevin were watching television, closing her eyes during a particularly good bit in the movie they were watching together, only to open them to  find  that  the  morning  sun  was  streaming  in  through  the windows. 

The  scent  of  cooking  hit  her  nostrils,  and  Briony knew  even  before  she  looked  that  Kevin  was  making breakfast. She ambled sleepily into the kitchen. 



“Is any of that for me?” she asked. 

“I’m  sure  we  could  think  of  some  way  for  you  to persuade me to hand some of it over,” Kevin replied. 

Briony stood on tiptoe to kiss him. His hand folded over hers, brushing against the ring she now wore. 

“I think that might do it.” 

“Do I have time to shower before it’s ready?” 

Kevin  nodded.  “But  you’l   have  to  hurry.  You  don’t want to be late for school on only your second day back.” 

Briony  checked  her  watch,  realized  just  how  late  it was, and looked back at Kevin. “You could have woken me up.” 

“But you looked so cute, curled up like that.” 

“Cute? I’m meant to be a big, tough vampire hunter. 

I’m not meant to be cute.” 

Briony rushed upstairs to get ready. By eating only a hurried  breakfast  and  then  driving  slightly  faster  than  she should  have,  she  managed  to  arrive  at  school  just  before the start of classes. Maisy had saved her a seat in their first class,  English,  and  raised  an  inquiring  eyebrow  as  she spotted the ring on Briony’s finger. 

“I’l  explain later,” Briony whispered. 

Of course, that only held Maisy off until the end of the period, and Briony soon found herself cornered by the other girl between classes. 

“So  what’s  this?”  Maisy  asked.  “Have  you  final y chosen one of them?” 

“It’s just a promise ring,” Briony said. “It’s not like I’m getting engaged or anything.” 



“That’s stil  pretty serious. I mean, you’re saying that you  want  one  of  them  exclusively,  right?”  Maisy  paused. 

“Which one? Only I have this bet with Steve…” 

“Maisy!” 

“I’m kidding. So is it the tal  dark and furry brother, or the pale and brooding one?” 

“It’s Kevin,” Briony said. “He gave me the ring when he moved in last night.” 

Maisy’s eyebrows rose even further. Briony wouldn’t have thought it possible. “What’s your Aunt Sophie going to say about that?” 

“We  have  to  get  her  back  before  she  can disapprove  of  anything,”  Briony  pointed  out.  “Besides, Kevin’s just there to keep an eye on me.” 

Maisy  looked  like  she  wanted  to  say  something else, but obviously thought better of it, because she chose that moment to change the subject. “How is the search for this dragon of yours going?” 

“He’s not my dragon. And it’s not going at al  at the moment. I mean, how do you start looking for a dragon?” 

“Short  of  chaining  you  to  a  rock  somewhere  and waiting  for  it  to  show  up  like  they  do  in  stories?”  Maisy shrugged. “I think we just have to keep our eyes open. After al ,  how  hard  can  a  guy  who  looks  like  that  be  to  spot around here?” 

“So  far,”  Briony  pointed  out,  “he’s  not  proving  very easy to spot at al .” 

They had to get to their next class, so there wasn’t time to work out what they were going to do about finding the dragon. Maybe they would just have to search Wicked a piece  at  a  time.  Assuming  that  the  dragon  shifter  lived there,  and  didn’t  have  a  place  in  the  woods  the  way  the werewolves did and Pietre had. 

That  was  another  important  thing  to  think  about. 

Pietre  had  moved  his  lair  to  somewhere  else,  and  Briony would feel at least a little safer if she knew where the new one  was. As  it  was,  he  knew  exactly  where  Briony  would be, but she couldn’t say the same thing about him. 

Her next lesson was Geography. Briony stil  had a lot of catching up to do in this one, and she found herself trying to  keep  her  head  down  during  the  class  so  that  she wouldn’t  be  asked  any  questions  she  wouldn’t  know  the answers to. If she just got through it, it would be lunch, and Briony could turn her mind to more relaxing things, like the final stages of rehearsals for the play. 

The lesson seemed to last forever, but final y, it was done.  Briony  hurried  across  towards  the  theater,  knowing that  she  couldn’t  afford  to  be  late.  So,  when  Pepper Freeman  chose  that  moment  to  step  out  in  front  of  her, alone  except  for  Tracy,  the  brunette  girl  who  was  one  of Briony’s  few  friends  in  the  popular  crowd,  Briony  groaned inwardly.  She  did  not  need  trouble  from  the  pretty  blonde cheerleading captain right now. 

“What do you want, Pepper?” 

“Me? I just wanted to thank you, Briony. You’re hardly ever here, but you stil  seem to have did me a favor.” 

“Thank me?” Briony asked cautiously. “What for?” 

“For pushing Fal on straight to me, of course.” 



Briony reeled for a moment. “You and Fal on…” 

Pepper smiled in that way she had when she knew that she had managed to upset someone. “Oh yes. What? 

You  didn’t  think  he’d  wait  for  you  when  there  were  better offers on the table, did you? He’s a great kisser, isn’t he?” 

Briony froze, stopping herself from wiping the smile from Pepper’s face with a wel -aimed punch only through an effort  of  wil .  “I  don’t  believe  you.  Fal on  would  never  kiss you.” 

“I thought you would say that. It’s why Claire is here. 

After al , you’l  believe her, won’t you?” 

Briony  looked  to  Claire.  Pepper  was  right.  Claire wouldn’t lie to her. So if Pepper had brought Claire with her for this, it meant…

“Fal on real y kissed her?” 

Claire looked uncomfortable, glanced to Pepper for a moment, and then nodded. “But-” 

“Just tel  her, Claire,” Pepper interrupted. “Did Fal on and I kiss, or not?” 

“Yes.” The word came out very smal . 

Pepper  smiled  once  more.  “We’l   be  seeing  you around, Briony. Come on, Claire.” 

The  two  cheerleaders  headed  off  together,  leaving Briony  to  her  thoughts  as  they  did  so.  Fal on  had  kissed Pepper? Briony knew that she shouldn’t feel anything. That she  didn’t  have  any  right  to  feel  anything  when  the  two  of them  had  broken  up,  and  when  she  had  gone  back  and forth between both Fal on and Kevin, but why  her? 

Probably because it was the one person who would hurt her most, Briony decided. Wel , she wouldn’t let it. She would go on as though things were normal. She would… be incredibly late for rehearsals if she didn’t hurry. 

That  thought  had  her  running  down  the  corridors  to the school theater, getting inside to find that the rehearsals had  not  begun  yet.  That  was  because  the  stage  was currently  occupied,  by  a  figure  playing  the  school’s  old piano. 

Briony  stopped.  The  music  was  entrancing,  almost al uringly sad. The young man at the piano was lost in the music, and Briony found herself being transported with the haunting melody into thoughts of another world, a beautiful realm  ful   of  soft  golden  light  and  flowers  of  every  shade. 

Notes  spil ed  from  the  piano  in  waves,  combining  feeling with the kind of virtuosity that spoke of years at the piano. 

Briony had been absorbed in the music, that it took her a moment to realize who was playing it. 

The dragon shifter’s clothes were more suitable for the  environment  now;  jeans  and  a  white  hooded  top  that matched  his  sneakers,  yet  even  from  where  she  was, Briony  could  make  out  the  almost  white  paleness  of  his hair,  the  golden  tint  of  his  skin.  He  turned  his  head  as though he knew Briony was there, without missing a note, and  looked  straight  at  her  with  those  deep,  amber-gold eyes. 

Briony took a step forward, just as Miss Smith came into the theater. 

“What’s  al   this?  We’re  supposed  to  be  having  a rehearsal in here, not a recital.” 



The dragon shifter brought things to a halt. His voice stil   held  those  strange  echoes  when  it  came,  but  no  one other than Briony seemed to notice them. “Sorry, am I in the way?” 

The choice of words seemed to amuse him, and he kept  his  eyes  on  Briony  as  he  said  them.  He  obviously knew what she wanted from him. 

Miss Smith caught the look. “Do you two know one another, Briony?” 

“Um…  sort  of,  Miss  Smith.  Could  I  maybe  have  a word with him?” 

“There wil  be plenty of time for that afterwards. Right now, we have a production to practice.” 

Briony  thought  about  rushing  forward  to  talk  to  the dragon  shifter  anyway,  but  he  had  already  slipped  down from  the  stage,  and  was  making  his  way  through  the incoming crowd of students. In just seconds, he was gone. 

For  a  second,  Briony  even  considered  abandoning  the rehearsal  to  look  for  him,  but  one  look  at  Miss  Smith  told her that would not be a good idea. 

Besides, Briony knew two things now. She knew that the dragon shifter was spending time around the school in some capacity, and she knew he knew she was looking for him. That had to make it easier to find it again later. Briony decided to concentrate on the rehearsal for the moment. 

Between  the  shifter  and  the  news  about  Fal on, Briony’s  performance  wasn’t  the  best  it  could  have  been, yet it was stil  more than enough to satisfy Miss Smith, who seemed to be happy to get her star back. The rehearsals went wel , overal , and it wasn’t long before Briony was out in  the  hal s,  ready  to  resume  her  search  for  the  mythical beast that was wandering them somewhere. 

She didn’t get a chance though, because Fal on was waiting for her. He started to say something, stopped, and looked down at Briony’s hand. 

“Is that what I think it is?” Fal on asked. 

Briony  wasn’t  in  the  mood  to  be  nice  about  it. 

“Kevin’s ring. Yes.” 

“Wel , at least you’re protected now.” His voice was very  restrained.  He  was  obviously  fighting  hard  not  to  say the wrong thing. “Though I thought I was doing a pretty good job of protecting you.” 

“Up  until  you  broke  up  with  me,  stormed  off,  and kissed Pepper Freeman.” Briony hadn’t realized quite how angry she was about it until she said it. 

Fal on  looked  away.  “I’m  sorry  we  fought,”  he  said. 

“I’m sorry I brought up what I wanted. I thought I was being honest. I thought you wanted the same thing. And now I see that you just wanted Kevin.” 

“The way you want Pepper?” 

“Pepper…”  Fal on  hesitated.  “She  kissed  me, Briony.  I  think  she  did  it  mostly  because  she  knew  how much  trouble  it  would  cause.  And  I  didn’t  dare  push  her away.  I  figured  that  since  her  parents  are  important  in Wicked, they might have some connection to Pietre.” 

Briony  thought  about  the  way  Claire  had  hesitated. 

The  way  Pepper  had  stopped  her  from  tel ing  the  whole truth. It made sense. Even so…



“You didn’t enjoy it?” 

Fal on shook his head. “It just made me think about how  much  I  want  you.”  He  squeezed  his  eyes  shut  for  a moment. “And now you don’t want me anymore.” 

Briony  couldn’t  stop  herself.  She  moved  forward, putting  her  arms  around  Fal on’s  neck.  “Fal on,  there’s  a part of me that wil  always love you. After everything we’ve been through together…” 

She  didn’t  finish  that,  because  Fal on  kissed  her. 

Briony knew that she should pul  away, but she didn’t. She suspected that a large part of her had been hoping for this moment. She kissed Fal on back eagerly. 

“Give me another chance,” Fal on whispered to her. 

“Don’t say it’s over.” 

Briony  remembered  herself  just  in  time.  “Fal on, there  isn’t  time  for  us  to  talk  about  this.  When  I  came  out here,  I  was  looking  for  the  dragon.  He’s  in  the  school somewhere.” 

Fal on  kissed  her  again,  lightly  this  time.  “Then  I’l help you find him. Just tel  me that we’re okay. Please.” 

Briony nodded, just barely, and Fal on moved back from her. 

“I’l  find him, Briony. I swear I wil .” 









Chapter 17





Chapter 17

 The next couple of days passed without incident, except for the usual run of the mil  kind. A piece of the set fel   down  at  rehearsals,  and  everyone  had  to  help  put  it back in place when they should have been practicing their lines. A  couple  of  customers  at  the  diner  didn’t  quite  get what they ordered. They were the kind of things that might have  ruined  many  people’s  days,  but  to  Briony,  that  they were  the  biggest  problems  to  show  up  meant  that  things were going very smoothly indeed. 

There  was  no  further  sign  of  Pietre,  perhaps because of Kevin’s presence at the inn, or perhaps simply because  the  master  vampire  had  said  everything  that  he had  needed  to.  Either  way,  Briony  was  stil   glad  to  have Kevin  in  her  home.  The  more  time  she  spent  around  the werewolf, the more she realized what he meant to her. They would do simple, ordinary things, like watching TV together, or  cooking  in  the  inn’s  big  kitchen,  and  just  having  Kevin around would seem to make them special. 

Not that it was entirely without problems, of course. 

Spending so much time in close proximity to Kevin, Briony could feel the desire they had felt for one another back at his cabin rising in the background. More than once, such as when  Briony  was  making  her  way  from  the  shower  to  her room  wrapped  in  a  towel  on  the  second  day  and  Kevin happened to spot her, or when they were kissing on one of the  couches  in  the  lounge  and  Briony  found  her  hands drifting  under  Kevin’s  shirt,  it  threatened  to  spil   over  into something more. 

Yet  they  managed  to  pul   back  from  the  brink  both times.  The  inn  was  big  enough  to  let  the  two  of  them  put distance  between  themselves  when  they  needed  to.  That Kevin  was  wil ing  to  do  so  despite  obviously  wanting  to take things further only made Briony care about him al  the more. It made things a little tense at times in the inn, but it kept them simple. 

They were a lot more complicated once she got to school. Briony would go there thinking only of Kevin, but the moment she actual y got there, the moment she saw Fal on, things  would  change  completely.  Just  being  close  to  him made her skin tingle with excitement. Looking at him made her  ache.  And  as  for  any  time  that  they  happened  to touch…

It  was  almost  like  magic,  except  that  Briony  was fairly sure that Fal on was not in her head. She was wearing her  cross,  and  in  any  case,  she  could  not  believe  that  he would  use  that  kind  of  tactic  to  win  her  heart.  No,  it  was something  else  that  seemed  to  be  creating  a  connection between them, whether they wanted it or not. It made Briony feel  like  they  were  meant  for  one  another,  and  if  Fal on’s behavior  was  anything  to  go  by,  he  felt  exactly  the  same way.  He  spent  much  of  his  time  trying  to  track  down  the dragon,  as  though  that  would  be  the  thing  that  final y persuaded Briony to leave him alone. 

The things that Briony felt meant that, in the minutes after she got back from school, when Kevin kissed her by way  of  a  welcome  home,  she  always  felt  guilt  rising  up  in her. Guilt that she could spend the day feeling like that when she loved Kevin so much. Guilt at kissing him when part of her  could  stil   remember  how  intense  the  connection  to Fal on had been. Briony knew that she couldn’t go on like that.  Not  without  doing  something  that  would  feel  like  a betrayal of at least one of them. 

By  the  third  night  of  Kevin’s  stay  at  the  inn,  Briony knew that she couldn’t leave things as they were any longer. 

They were sitting together on the couch, close enough that Briony  could  smel   the  sweet  scent  of  Kevin’s  skin,  doing nothing  more  than  talking,  and  yet  Briony  found  herself more  tense  than  she  might  have  been  if  a  vampire  had walked through the door. 

Even  Kevin  picked  up  on  it.  “Briony?  What’s wrong?” 

“It’s nothing.” 

How could she tel  him? How could Briony say that she  spent  her  time  with  him  thinking  about  Fal on,  or  at least  about  the  strangely  intense  feelings  that  she  had  for him whenever they were close? 

“It’s not nothing.” Kevin’s hands drifted up to Briony’s shoulders. “Your muscles are so knotted that they feel like iron. Here, let me help.” 

Slowly, gently his fingers started to knead away the tension. It felt so good. Too good, when Briony couldn’t tel him the reason behind the stress she felt. Too good, when they were supposed to be keeping apart. 

Far too good, when an image of Fal on jumped into her mind. 



“No, wait.” Briony practical y leapt away from Kevin. 

“Briony, what is it?” 

Briony  stood,  sliding  the  promise  ring  Kevin  had given her from her finger. “I can’t wear this, Kevin.” 

Kevin looked dumbfounded. “Why not? I thought we were exclusive.” 

Briony  knew  that  she  ought  to  explain.  That  she ought to tel  him how she had kissed Fal on the other day, and explain that as much as part of her loved him, she did not  want  to  be  exclusive.  The  trouble  was,  she  simply couldn’t do it. Briony grabbed for the next obvious excuse, one  that  wasn’t  untrue,  but  which  wasn’t  the  real  reason, either. 

“I just can’t wear it. Putting on your ring feels like the next step towards giving in to you. We’ve come so close to giving  in  to  temptation  again  in  the  last  few  days,  and  I’m sure that the ring isn’t helping. It’s like it makes it… okay, somehow, when it isn’t. It real y isn’t what I want” She held the ring out to him. 

Kevin’s face couldn’t hide the hurt he obviously felt at that.  He  stood.  “I  didn’t  mean  it  like  that  when  I  gave  it  to you, Briony.” 

“I know you didn’t, but that is how I feel. Take it back, please.” 

Thankful y, Kevin did. It hurt Briony to lie to him like this, but she suspected that the truth would be far worse. To her  surprise,  she  did  actual y  feel  a  lot  better  without  the ring on too. It was like a weight had been lifted from her. 

“I’l  keep this,” Kevin said, holding the ring up. “One day you wil  want it again, Briony. I know it. One day, you’l be  ready,  and  we  won’t  have  to  be  so  careful  with  one another. I can wait.” 

From the seriousness of his tone, Briony knew that Kevin meant it. He would wait for her, no matter how long it took. Right then, she suspected that it was more than she deserved.  The  rest  of  the  evening  passed  quietly,  with Kevin keeping a distance between them that obviously said how  much  the  move  had  pained  him,  but  Briony  couldn’t close it. She knew that she couldn’t be just his. Not with the way she stil  felt about Fal on. 

Those  feelings  were  there  waiting  for  her  the  next day at school, rising up in Briony as she spotted him by the hal   lockers.  Seeing  him  like  that,  feeling  the  sudden connection that blazed between them the way it always did, Briony knew that she had done the right thing. She couldn’t wear  Kevin’s  ring  when  Fal on    was  waiting  for  her  each day,  and  she  was  beginning  to  feel  more  and  more attracted to hi

Fal on  turned,  saw  her,  and  smiled.  He  made  his way over, and Briony stopped to admire the almost delicate grace  of  him  as  he  did  it.  She  didn’t  get  enough opportunities  to  just  watch  him.  Briony  waited  until  he  got close. 

“Fal on, I have something important to tel  you… ” 

“Me first,” he said, reaching for her and pul ing her to him. He kissed her on her lips softly. 

“But this is… ” 

“I’ve found your dragon.” 



It took a moment for the words to sink in. They had been  looking  around  for  the  past  few  days,  but  there  had been no sign of the strange looking young man. 

“You have?” 

Fal on  nodded.  “He’s  been  hanging  around  the school,  and  I  managed  to  track  him  down  in  one  of  the music  rooms. Apparently,  he’s  been  giving  lessons  as  an excuse to be here.” 

Briony thought back to the playing she had heard in the  theater.  She  could  easily  imagine  the  dragon  shifter managing  to  convince  the  school,  while  the  disguise probably  meant  that  he  didn’t  have  to  spend  al   his  time there,  the  way  he  would  have  to  if  he  pretended  to  be  a student. 

“What did he say?” Briony asked. 

Fal on shook his head. “Not a lot. He told me that he had  no  business  with  me,  and  that  he  would  talk  to  you when it was time to, not to anyone else.” 

“Wel ,  that  wasn’t  very  friendly.”  Although  Briony wasn’t sure why she should be surprised by that. After al , the  last  time  the  dragon  shifter  and  Fal on  had  met,  they had been fighting. 

“At  least  he  didn’t  knock  me  sprawling  this  time,” 

Fal on pointed out with a smile. Now, what was your news?” 

Briony  held  up  her  right  hand.  It  took  Fal on  a moment to get it. 

“You took it off? Oh, Briony…” 

He kissed her, and it had days of pent up passion in it. Fal on’s mouth was almost bruising on Briony’s, but right then,  she  didn’t  care.  She  kissed  him  back  with  just  as much  ardor,  and  kept  at  it,  running  her  hands  through  his hair. The memory of Fal on and her behind the diner when they  were  carried  away  with  passion,  came  back  to  her, and instead of fighting it, she was giving in, kissing Fal on with  as  much  passion  as  she  can…  feeling  an unquenchable  hunger  for  him.  As  far  as  Briony  was concerned they could kiss al  day…

“Ouch!”  Fal on  pul ed  back  from  her  sharply,  and Briony could see that his fangs were extended. A few drops of blood showed on his lips. Had he accidental y cut her, or bitten himself? 

Gently,  so  gently,  Fal on  reached  out  and  pul ed back Briony’s top lip. 

“Um…  you  aren’t  going  to  believe  this,  Briony,  but you seem to have… wel , fangs.” 

“Don’t joke about it, Fal on.” 

“I’m not joking.” 

Briony ran her tongue around her teeth, then pul ed it back sharply. 

“I do. Are they like… real vampire fangs?” 

Fal on  shook  his  head.  “They’re  smal er.  They’re actual y kind of cute.” 

“This  isn’t  funny,  Fal on.”  Briony  turned  and practical y  ran  for  the  nearest  girl’s  bathroom.  There,  she stood in front of a mirror, opened her mouth, and recoiled in shock. The fangs were indeed smal er than a vampire’s, but they were there. They were definitely there. 

Briony forced herself not to panic. Forced herself to take  deep  breaths.  She  hadn’t  been  turned.  The  fangs weren’t the right size, and in any case, there was no way it could have happened. This was something else. Gradual y, as  her  heart  rate  returned  to  normal,  the  fangs  receded. 

That was good. At least Briony wouldn’t be stuck with them al  the time. Of course, that stil  left the question of what was going on. 

This was whatever Aunt Sophie had been al uding to al   those  times  without  ever  actual y  saying  it.  Briony  was certain of it. More than that, she was sure that it was related to whatever Aunt Sophie was. 

Which meant, of course, that there was one obvious place  to  go  for  more  information.  As  much  as  he  had scared  her  before,  as  dangerous  as  he  was,  Briony  was going  to  have  to  have  another  talk  with  Pietre.  Only  this time, she doubted that he would make things simple for her by showing up at the inn uninvited. 





Chapter 18

 

“You  said  that  you  had  found  the  dragon?”  Briony asked. 

Fal on nodded. “He’s in the school. He shouldn’t be hard to track down.” 

“Good,  because  I  bet  that  if  anyone  knows  why  I suddenly have fangs, it wil  be him.” 

They  set  off  looking  for  him,  scouring  the  school corridors,  checking  the  library,  and  working  their  way through  the  music  rooms  one  by  one.  The  strange  young man with the amber-gold eyes wasn’t in any of them. Briony was just about to give up and go to class when they passed the  cafeteria.  There,  sitting  close  to  the  doors  that  led outside  and  eating  a  sandwich,  was  a  familiar,  golden skinned figure. 

“There he is! Hel o. No, wait!” 

Almost  from  the  first  words,  the  dragon  shifter  was on his feet, walking briskly for the doors. Briony knew that she  couldn’t  afford  to  lose  him.  Not  only  was  he  her  best chance of finding out what was going on, he was also the only  way  that  she  was  going  to  be  able  to  open  the  gate Aunt Sophie had gone through. She ran after him. 

The  moment  Briony  ran,  the  dragon  shifter  ran  too, barreling out through the cafeteria doors and into the yard. 

He ran on, heading for the playing fields. He was quick, but Briony was determined, and Fal on was running alongside her. Briony was sure that he could catch up to the dragon any time he chose. 

“Fal on,” Briony yel ed, “don’t wait for me. Just catch him.” 

Fal on  nodded  and  streaked  ahead  with  that unnatural speed he had. It was too late though. Briony had waited too long before tel ing him to do it, and the dragon shifter was already out on the fields. Stil  running, he started to shift, gaining bulk, great wings sprouting from his back, claws  springing  from  his  hands  and  feet.  Between  one stride  and  the  next,  he  went  from  a  man  young  enough looking to hang around the school without comment to the great  golden  beast  Briony  had  been  so  in  awe  of.  Two beats  of  its  massive  wings  later,  and  the  creature  was airborne. 

Fal on  was  back  to  her  in  a  flash,  but  Briony  knew even he couldn’t do anything from there. 

“We’ve lost him,” she said. 

“Not  necessarily.  Put  your  arms  around  my  neck, Briony.” 

“What? Why?” She did it anyway. 

“I’ve been practicing something that might help. You know Jake can levitate a little?” Suddenly, Fal on was aloft, above  the  level  of  the  school  buildings  and  travel ing  at tremendous speed. “Wel , I seem to be able to take it a bit further.” 

“You… you can fly?” Briony asked. 

Fal on smiled. “Since we’re currently about thirty feet up,  you’d  better  hope  so. Actual y,  it’s  more  like  jumping, except that I get a  lot  of hang time.” 

Even  as  he  said  it,  they  started  to  angle  down towards  the  ground.  They  barely  touched  it  before  Fal on was  airborne  once  again,  and  Briony  with  him.  Briony squirmed at the sensation of bounding along like that, but Fal on pul ed her closer. 

“Try not to move about too much. I’ve never done this with a passenger before.” 

“I  didn’t  know  that  you  had  ever  done  it  before,” 

Briony pointed out. 

She  felt  Fal on  shrug,  more  than  seeing  it. 



“Vampires only acquire their talents with time, as their body stabilizes  after  the  change.  Different  vampires  have…”  he paused to make another leap “…different abilities. This is a new one for me.” 

Briony tried not to think about what that meant for the amount  of  practice  Fal on  had  probably  had.  If  it  let  them keep  up  with  the  dragon,  then  she  wasn’t  going  to complain.  Not  that  Briony  could  s e e  whether  they  were keeping  up  with  the  dragon,  of  course.  She  was  pressed tightly to Fal on, which meant that she was facing away from the  direction  at  which  they  were  travel ing  at  such  speed. 

Briony  turned  her  head,  craning  her  neck  in  an  effort  to catch a glimpse of the creature ahead of them. 

She saw it, only a little way ahead, though further up. 

It  was  heading  for  the  woods,  a  golden  flash  against  the blue sky. The rush of the oncoming wind was too much for Briony, though, and she had to turn her head back towards Fal on. 

Scenery flashed past below them, and then around them as each leap from Fal on came to its end. The houses of  the  town  were  there  only  briefly,  which  was  probably  a good thing. Briony didn’t want to know what the people of Wicked  would  make  of  a  chase  between  a  dragon  and  a flying vampire holding onto a young woman. 

Next came trees. Fal on skimmed the tops of these, springing off them and leaping from treetop to treetop in a way  that  scared  flocks  of  birds  from  them.  Briony  risked another glance forwards. The dragon was stil  there. Better yet, they seemed to be gaining on it. 



yet, they seemed to be gaining on it. 

They  half  flew,  half  leaped  their  way  onward,  over trees  and  woodland  paths,  past  streams  and  over  smal clearings.  Once  or  twice,  Briony  thought  that  she  saw people looking up at them, but right then, it didn’t matter so much.  They  had  to  catch  up  to  this  shifter  if  Briony  was going to get some answers. 

It was almost a shock when they stopped. They had been  travel ing  for  long  enough  that  Briony  had  become used to the rhythm of it, to the rush of air past her head, and the  brief  sense  of  explosive  force  that  came  every  time Fal on  touched  down.  When  it  stopped,  it  took  Briony  a second to disentangle herself from Fal on’s neck and look around. 

She  recognized  the  clearing  they  were  in  instantly. 

Even  though  there  were  other  clearings  with  streams  and wildflowers spread around the area, this was definitely the one that held the gate. The stream was too large for it to be anywhere  else.  Somehow,  Briony  had  known  that  they would end up here. 

The dragon was back in his human form, the young man  standing  over  by  where  the  gate  had  formed  when Aunt  Sophie  had  gone  through  it,  leaning  on  one  of  the trees that blossomed throughout the clearing. 

Briony moved forward, her palms out in a placating gesture.  “Please  don’t  fly  off  again.  I  real y  need  to  talk  to you.” 

The  dragon  shifter  cocked  his  head  to  one  side.  “I have no problem with talking to you. We should not talk with the vampire here, however.” 



“Fal on is my friend,” Briony said. She looked back at  Fal on,  and  couldn’t  help  a  smile.  “A  very  good  friend. 

You don’t have to worry about him.” 

“Ah,  I  see.”  The  dragon  shifter  moved  between  her and Fal on, lowering his voice. “Let me guess. You feel an inexplicable  attraction  to  him  that  you  cannot  shake.  You feel as though being with him is the most natural thing in the world.” 

Briony nodded. 

The dragon shifter sighed. “It is inevitable. Your kind and  his,  you  are  like  reflections  of  one  another.  What  you feel comes from that.” 

Briony  started  to  shake  her  head.  She  wouldn’t believe that what she and Fal on felt was no more than an artificial  connection  between  two  not  quite  human creatures.  Yet  she  couldn’t  quite  say  it  aloud.  After  al , hadn’t  her  attraction  to  the  vampire  seemed  more  than natural on occasion? Hadn’t it cut through what she felt for Kevin, even when Briony was determined to be committed to only him? 

And it raised one obvious question. “You know what I am, then?” 

The  young  man  nodded.  “Of  course.  Do  you  have your fangs yet?” 

“You knew about those?” Briony wasn’t sure whether to  be  happy  that  he  did  or  annoyed  that  he  hadn’t  said anything  in  the  brief  moments  when  they  had  met  before. 

“What  do  they  mean? Am  I…”  she  had  to  ask  it  “…am  I some kind of vampire?” 



The  dragon  shifter  took  hold  of  Briony’s  shoulders, suddenly  earnest.  “You  are  something  far,  far  better  than one of those abominations. They are no more than twisted parodies of what you are, turned by their own violence into demons that can never enter our land.” 

“Right. Um…” 

“Archer. They cal  me Archer.” 

“Would you mind letting go of me, Archer? Only the last time we were here, you spent a lot of time throwing me and my friends around.” 

Archer’s  hands  left  her,  and  he  leant  back  against the  tree  once  again.  “Forgive  me  for  that,  but  I  could  not al ow  them  through  the  gate.  I  could  not  even  let  you through, until I was sure you were ready.” 

“Ready?  Ready  for  what?”  Briony  had  the  feeling that, left to his own devices, Archer would dance around the subject al  day. “You say I shouldn’t trust Fal on, Archer, but you haven’t given me any reason to trust you. You show up from nowhere. You fight me and my friends. You appear on the edges of crowds. Just tel  me. What is going on?” 

Archer’s  eyes  sparkled  in  the  sun,  and  Briony couldn’t  help  finding  the  effect  intriguing. As  a  dragon,  he had  been  huge  and  awe-inspiring.  As  a  young  man  who appeared  only  a  little  older  than  her,  he  was  less threatening,  but  there  was  stil   a  suggestion  to  him  of hidden depths. 

Then  Archer  did  the  one  thing  Briony  hadn’t  been expecting. He bowed to her. “I first came here weeks ago, with the intention of finding out more about you, milady.” 



“Milady?” 

“At  the  start,  I  watched  from  around  the  edges  of your  school,  but  I  could  not  find  a  way  into  it.  I  was  too distinctive  to  just  blend  in,  and  I  did  not  have  the  kind  of human  past  they  seemed  to  want  to  take  me  on  as  a student. This world is obsessed with bits of paper, and I did not have them. It was… confusing.” 

Briony  could  imagine  that.  It  was  bad  enough starting  out  at  a  school  as  it  was,  but  without  any  of  the records that people normal y wanted…

“I  was  lucky  to  hear  your  kind  playing  their  music, and it seemed an easy thing to play along to it.” 

Briony  remembered  some  of  the  piece Archer  had been playing in the school theater. “Easy. Right.” 

Archer smiled. “Compared to when the dragons sing together in the high hil s, it is. It gave me a way to find out about  you.  I  needed  to  see  if  you  were  who  I  thought  you were,  but  I  got  caught  up  in  things.  I  let  myself  become involved with your wolf shifters. I found myself in the middle of  a  battle,  and  I  revealed  myself  too  early.  Before  I  was certain.” 

“Archer,” Briony prompted. “Who do you think I am?” 

“Why, you are the Princess, of course. My princess.” 

“What?” Briony couldn’t help the shocked laugh that came  from  her  then.  “I’m  not  a  princess. And  I’m  certainly not yours. I have a complicated enough life with a werewolf and a vampire without…” 

“No.” Archer cut her off. “I did not put that wel . What I mean  is  that  every  dragon  has  a  master  or  mistress. 



Someone with whom they bond. That bond helps to give the lord or lady their ful  power. When I saw your face reflected in one of the seeing pools back home, I knew that I had to find you. To help my royal mistress achieve her power.” 

“Wil   you  stop  saying  that?”  Briony  demanded.  “I’m real y not a princess. And I don’t have any hidden powers.” 

“You  real y  are. And  you  real y  do.  The  woman  you know  as Aunt  Sophie  is  powerful  enough,  but  she  is  only the  daughter  of  a  royal  guard.  You  are  going  to  be  more powerful stil , Briony.” 

Briony looked around to Fal on, who shrugged, then back at Archer. “What do you want, Archer? What does al this mean?” 

“Why.”  Briony  froze  as  Pietre’s  voice  seemed  to come  from  nowhere.  “It  means,  Briony,  that  suddenly  you have become very useful indeed.” 





Chapter 19

 Pietre simply appeared from the shadows of the trees,  unwrapping  them  from  around  him  like  he  was stepping between drapes. It seemed that his ability to show up  at  unexpected  times  was  down  to  more  than  simple sneakiness, and that the old vampire had picked up more than his fair share of talents in his long life. 

He obviously saw the shocked look on Briony’s face. 

“Oh, did you think that your little boyfriend was the only one who  gained  unexpected  power  from  his  transformation?  I have had decade upon decade to learn everything that the blood  can  give  me.”  Pietre  briefly  turned  his  attention  to Fal on.  “Flying?  Out  in  the  open  where  anyone  could  see you,  and  where  half  of  them  would  report  it  back  to  me? 

Hardly a good move, boy.” 

“What do you want, Pietre?” Briony demanded. She wouldn’t  be  afraid.  This  time,  she  had  her  cross  with  her, and it would be more than enough to do the job. Hopeful y, anyway. 

Pietre didn’t move. “I told you what I wanted back at your  home.  Don’t  you  remember,  Briony?  I  wanted  you  to find the dragon for me. To make a way for me into Palisor. 

And look, you are doing exactly that.” 

Briony  shook  her  head.  “Not  to  help  you.  I’m  just trying to get Aunt Sophie back.” 

“Ah,  Sophie.”  Pietre  looked  wistful  for  a  second  or two,  moving  through  the  clearing  and  stooping  to  pluck  a wildflower.  He  held  it  delicately  between  his  fingers.  “You know, I was convinced that it would be her who turned out to be  the  special  one,  but  now  that  your  dragon  friend  has conveniently told me al  about you…” he crushed the flower in his hand, “maybe I don’t need her quite so much after al . 

Not when I already have a way through the gate. Now, what was it Sophie tried with al  those fake ones…?” 

He  moved  to  the  stream,  scooped  up  water,  and flung  it  in  a  fine  spray  at  Briony.  It  was  no  more  than  the finest  of  mists  by  the  time  it  touched  her  skin,  but  it  was enough. 



Thick fog rose behind them, arcing up to reveal the gateway,  stone  coming  clear  of  the  drifting  tendrils  as  the mist bil owed in the center. It swirled and changed, but this time, something was different. This time, Briony could see beyond  it  without  having  to  wait  for  just  the  right  moment. 

Even  while  the  thick  fog  continued  to  occupy  the  space within the stone arch, Briony could see the clearing beyond it perfectly. Could see the brightness and glory of it. 

Briony saw Pietre take a step towards the gate, but Archer  placed  himself  between  the  vampire  and  the structure. 

“You  shal   not  pass,  demon.  Your  kind  is  forbidden from  this  place.  Even  if  you  touch  the  door,  you  wil   find  it locked to you.” 

“He’s  right,  Pietre,”  Briony  put  in.  “Fal on  and  Jake both bounced right off the gate the last time. You won’t be able to get through.” 

Pietre  just  smiled.  “You  know,  with  both  a  dragon and a princess of that land to serve as keys, I think I might just do a little better.” 

Fal on stepped in front of Briony. “You aren’t going to do anything with Briony.” 

“Oh, with just you to protect her?” 

“Not  just  my brother.” Kevin stepped from the trees, with Jake beside him. Exactly how many people had seen Fal on’s flying routine? 

“As for making me help you,” Archer said, “you have no  chance.  You  might  be  an  ancient  vampire,  but  I  am  a dragon. Even if we were alone, you could not defeat me.” 



“And of course, you are not.” Pietre’s smile did not falter. “But then again, neither am I.” 

They  came  from  the  trees.  More  than  a  dozen  of them, moving with the unnatural grace that al  vampires had. 

To  Briony,  none  of  them  looked  young.  They  weren’t Pietre’s  age,  but  they  al   had  their  decades  behind  them. 

They would al  be powerful. 

“I have told them about Palisor, and what it takes to get in there,” Pietre said. “Like me, they want a way in. They wil  have it, too. Whether you agree or not. Why not just do as I ask? I wil  let you al  live if you do.” 

Briony  stepped  back.  Things  were  suddenly  a  lot more dangerous than they had been. She looked around at her  brother,  at  the  two  young  men  she  cared  about,  at Archer.  Would  they  be  enough  to  fight  off  so  many vampires? Wouldn’t it be better to just let Pietre through? 

Briony  knew  it  didn’t  work  like  that.  She  couldn’t afford  to  give  in  to  Pietre,  even  when  the  alternative  was violence.  Besides,  she  strongly  suspected  that  Archer wouldn’t move aside no matter what anyone said. And then there  was  the  obvious  point  that  Pietre  simply  couldn’t  be trusted to keep his word. 

“You aren’t coming in, Pietre,” she said, drawing out her cross and releasing the hidden blade. 

“Oh, I think I am.” 

“Not if I can help it,” Fal on said. 

“Or me,” Archer said, and shifted. The vampires had obviously been told to expect it, because they didn’t run at the sight of a massive, winged, golden dragon before them. 



Yet  it  was  stil   enough  to  make  them  hesitate,  and  in  that pause, Archer flamed. Fire leapt from his mouth in a great gout that caught at least three of the vampires, incinerating them  before  they  even  had  a  chance  to  scream.  He ploughed forward into them, and whipped round in a frenzy of  teeth  and  claws  and  lashing  tail.  Seeing  it,  Briony realized how much he had held back when fighting her and her friends before. 

Yet  even  that  ferocious  charge  wasn’t  enough  to keep  the  vampires  at  bay.  They  were  old,  and  they  were fast.  Fast  enough  to  slip  past  Archer  even  as  he  slew another  of  their  number  with  rending  claws.  One  vampire leapt onto the dragon’s back, hammering at his scales with punches  that  would  have  crumbled  brick.  More  vampires surged forward to engage the remaining four of them. 

“Briony,” Fal on said. “If you end up going through the gate and not coming back, I just want you to know…” 

“Don’t  say  it.  I  a m  going  to  come  back,”  Briony insisted.  “My  life  is  here,  I  can’t  leave  you,  Jake,  and  my friends…Kevin.  I’m  going  in,  getting  Aunt  Sophie,  and coming  back.  I  have  to  lead  the  Wicked  Preservation Society,  and  make  sure  the  diner  runs  smoothly.  I  even have to make sure the show wil  go on in the school play! 

Miss Smith would be very upset if I got trapped on another world before opening night.” 

Even as she said it, Briony darted forward, straight at one of the vampires running for them. It obviously had not been  expecting  the  move,  because  it  wasn’t  able  to  stop before Briony plunged her cross blade deep into its heart. It fel   back,  already  dead.  Fal on  matched  the  move  with  a desperate leap at a trio of the creatures, disappearing into a  brawling,  struggling  mass  that  at  least  kept  them  back from Briony. Briony was about to move forward and strike them from behind when the next vampire came at her. 

This one, a woman who looked only a little older than Briony,  but  dressed  like  something  from  the  nineteenth century, was more cautious than the one Briony had kil ed. 

She knew how to fight, too. She feinted to charge, waited until  Briony  tried  to  thrust  at  her,  and  then  slipped  to  the side,  bearing  Briony  to  the  ground.  She  reared  up,  her fangs bared. 

Kevin’s wolf form hit her from the side, smashing the vampire away from Briony and nearly tearing her head from her  shoulders.  He  paused,  looking  back  at  Briony  as  if  to check  that  she  was  al   right,  and  at  that  moment  another vampire flung itself at him. 

Jake jumped past Briony to intercept the move, and he,  Kevin  and  the  vampire  went  down  struggling.  Jake bounded  clear,  obviously  looking  for  a  better  angle.  He didn’t see Pietre step up to him until it was too late. 

“Time to die, boy.” 

Pietre  seized  Jake,  and  his  viciously  sharp  nails drew  a  howl  from  Briony’s  brother  that  was  painful  just  to hear.  Briony  did  the  only  thing  she  could  think  of.  She launched herself forward, lifted her foot, and kicked Pietre as hard as she could. 

It  knocked  him  back  from  Jake,  at  least,  but  her brother  slumped  to  the  ground.  Was  he  unconscious? 



Worse? With no thought except of revenge, Briony lunged at the master vampire. 

He caught her wrist easily, twisting it until Briony had to either drop her weapon or watch her arm break. She let go. 

“Shal  we get going to Palisor, Briony?” 

Briony  looked  past  Pietre  and  saw  Archer’s  great dragon  head  turn  towards  them.  It  seemed  that  she  was about to be rescued. Yet at the same time, she saw Kevin further back, fighting a group of the other vampires now and losing, badly. It was no kind of choice. 

“Archer,  help  Kevin!”  The  dragon  hesitated  only  a moment. “The werewolf!” 

This time, he turned, and let go another great gout of flame. Only this one was needle sharp and precise, picking off  the  vampires  around  Kevin  one  by  one.  As  the  heat touched them, it burst across them, the fire burning them up in just seconds. 

Seconds were al  Pietre needed though. 

“Come  along,  Briony.”  He  dragged  her  physical y towards the stil  open gate. Briony tried to resist, but Pietre just twisted her wrist cruel y, making her cry out. 

“I wish Aunt Sophie had staked you and finished you off back at the house.” 

Pietre smiled, and there was nothing pleasant about it. “When we get through, I am going to find Sophie, and I am  going  to  make  her  watch  while  I  drain  you  dry.  Then, when I am done with you, I wil  start on her.” 

Fear  made  Briony  look  around  for  help,  but  the battle  was  too  chaotic  to  see  where  it  might  come  from. 

Several of Pietre’s vampires were on the run, their clothing aflame, yet Briony couldn’t make out Kevin, Fal on or even Archer. A  dragon  the  size  of  a  school  bus  shouldn’t  have been that hard to spot, surely? 

Then  though,  Briony  saw  the  reason  for  it.  Archer stepped up to them, back in the form of a young man. 

“Let go of her,” he demanded. 

Pietre ignored him. 

It  turned  out  to  be  a  poor  move.  Archer’s  hand snaked out, wrapped around Pietre’s, and with a force that brought  the  snap  of  breaking  bone,  wrenched  it  from Briony’s arm. The vampire screamed, as much in fury as in pain. 

“You. I’l  kil  you. I’l …” 

He  lashed  out,  catching  Briony  rather  than Archer. 

The force of the blow sent her sprawling back. Archer met the move with a return strike that punched Pietre from his feet. Archer didn’t fol ow the strike though. Instead he turned and stooped, scooping Briony up in his arms as easily as if she had been a child. 

“There is only one way to keep you safe, Princess.” 

He didn’t wait for an answer, and Briony wasn’t sure that  she  was  in  a  fit  state  to  give  one  anyway.  It  felt  like Pietre’s nails had gouged into her, and right then, she was having  a  hard  time  simply  remaining  conscious.  Archer carried  her  toward  the  gate,  paused  only  briefly  at  the entrance, and then stepped into the fog it held. 

Briony had just enough time to see the gate closing behind them before exhaustion fil ed her, and she blacked out. 




Epilogue

 Briony opened her eyes to the sight of Aunt Sophie kneeling above her as she lay on what felt like grass. She wasn’t alone. Archer was there, stil  in his human form and looking  down  at  Briony  with  obvious  concern.  To  Briony’s other side, and next to Aunt Sophie, stood a man with pale, delicate skin and hair that fel  in a shimmering silver wave almost  to  his  waist.  His  ears  rose  to  delicate  points,  and Briony  found  it  impossible  to  place  his  age.  Though  the fangs  he  revealed  when  he  smiled  down  at  Briony  might have had something to do with that. 

“Aunt  Sophie?”  Briony  struggled  to  sit  up,  ignoring the sudden pain in her stomach. “The gate…” 

“Easy  now,  darling,”  Aunt  Sophie  said.  “Try  not  to move too fast. We’ve had to take a large chunk of one of Pietre’s nails out of you as it is.” 

“Briony.”  The  fanged  man’s  smile  widened.  “You’re here just in time.” 

“In time for what?” Despite her great-aunt’s warning, Briony pushed herself to her feet. It didn’t feel too bad. 

“For the transformation, of course,” the man said. He obviously  caught  the  look  of  confusion  that  passed  over Briony’s features, because he turned to Aunt Sophie. “Am I getting ahead of myself?” 

“Only  a  little,” Aunt  Sophie  said.  “I  haven’t  told  her much.” 

“Then perhaps now is the time to explain things.” 

Aunt  Sophie  nodded,  and  Briony  didn’t  know whether to be glad or not. On the one hand, she had been hoping  for  a  ful   explanation  of  what  was  going  on  almost since  she  had  come  to  Wicked.  On  the  other,  she suspected that the explanation was going to be every bit as strange as the things that had passed before it. 

Aunt  Sophie  put  a  comforting  arm  around  her shoulder. “You have to understand, Briony, that I didn’t think any  of  this  would  happen  so  quickly.  Just  a  short  human lifespan,  and  already,  I  am  transforming  into  what  I  real y am.  Into  what  we  both  real y  are.”  She  looked  back  at  the fanged man. “Do we have time?” 

“I have waited fifty of your years and more for you to arrive, Sophie. I can wait a few minutes more.” 

That  was  said  tenderly,  and  Briony  couldn’t  help wondering if there might be something between the two of them. After al , there had been Uncle Pete, and Pietre, so why not…

“He’s my father,” Aunt Sophie said, and Briony found herself faintly embarrassed. She had forgotten about Aunt Sophie’s  mind reading ability for a moment or two. Another thought came to her. 

“Hold on. Your  father?  He doesn’t look old enough.” 

“Thank you,” the man said, turning a smile on Briony that was ful  of warmth and compassion, despite the fangs. 



“Our people are long-lived. What we are… wel , one of the peoples of your world cal s us the Hugtandalfer. The fanged elves,  in  your  tongue.  As  you  probably  know,  this  is  our land. Palisor. It is a place that retains enough magic for our kind.  For  al   kinds  of  creatures  your  world  would  consider mythical.” 

“Not  all  kinds,” Aunt Sophie added. 

“Not  the  dark  ones,  true.”  The  fanged  elf  nodded. 

“But others. So many others. And you have a special place here, Briony.” 

“Yes,”  Aunt  Sophie  said,  squeezing  her  tighter. 

“Welcome to Palisor,  Princess Briony.” 

Briony could hardly think of what to say. It was true, what Archer had said? 

“Of course it is,” Aunt Sophie replied, apparently stil picking up her thoughts. 

“But  wouldn’t  I  be…  way  down  the  royal  pecking order?” Briony asked. “I mean, if you’re my aunt, then what about my mother? What about Jake? What about  you?” 

Aunt  Sophie  shrugged.  “Hugtandalfer  stay  looking young and handsome for long enough that their family trees can  get  a  little  complex,  once  humans  are  involved.  My father is not your great grandfather, because he was not a father to my half-sister, your grandmother.” 

“But then where do I get  my  Hug… fanged elf blood from?” Briony asked. 

“I may have told your mother a few too many stories about our kind,” Aunt Sophie said. “And of course, with the gate so close by, she had to go and investigate.” 

“So my father is…” 

The  fanged  elf  man  supplied  it.  “My  brother.  The king.” 

Briony  tried  to  fit  it  al   together.  It  wasn’t  easy.  Her mind  kept  coming  back  to  the  thought  of  everything  her mother had kept from her. To the fact that the man she had thought of as her father was not. 

“Try not to judge her too harshly,” Aunt Sophie said. 

“Your mother didn’t plan for any of it, and your hugtandalfer father didn’t know. The gate closed, and cut them off. Your mother did her best for you, and married a good man…your human father.” 

“So Jake…” 

“Is  his,”  Aunt  Sophie  said.  “He’s  stil   your  half-brother, and nothing wil  change that.” 

Briony  moved  a  little  away  from  her  great  aunt.  “I can’t believe al  this. Suddenly, I’m this… elf. I mean, I look just like other people.” 

“Prettier,  perhaps.” Aunt  Sophie  moved  around  so that  she  was  back  in  Briony’s  eye-line.  “Even  those  elves who  aren’t  ful -blooded  inherit  a  lot  of  that  ethereal  quality they  have.  And  your  blood  is  different.  Look  closely,  and you’l  find that there’s a silver tinge to it.” 

Briony  put  her  hand  to  her  stomach  where  Pietre had sliced it, coming away with a few dried flecks. At first glance, they seemed normal, but in the light, they gleamed ever so slightly. 

“Then  there  are  your  fangs,”  Aunt  Sophie’s  father said. “Have yours shown up yet, Princess?” 

Briony could only nod. 

“At first, they only appear when we are excited,” Aunt Sophie said. “Eventual y, they are present more often. And I know of course that you have started to feel an inexplicable attraction to a certain vampire.” 

“Fal on.” 

“Though I suppose inexplicable is a little harsh in that boy’s case.” Aunt Sophie smiled grimly. “He’s certainly an improvement on Pietre, and I married  him. ” 

Wel ,  it  certainly  explained  a  lot.  Right  then  though, Briony suspected that they had bigger concerns. 

“Aunt  Sophie?  What  happened  to  the  gate?  We need  to  get  back.  When  I  left,  Kevin  and  Jake  were  in trouble, and I couldn’t even see Fal on. I only came here to fetch you.” 

Aunt Sophie looked suddenly uncomfortable. “Ah.” 

“Ah?”  Briony  knew  she  wasn’t  going  to  like  the sound of this. 

“What  my  daughter  means,”  Aunt  Sophie’s  father said,  “is  that  it  might  not  be  as  simple  as  that.  From  this side, the gate is… unpredictable. It opens and closes on its own  schedule.  Hence  my  being  unable  to  get  back  to Sophie’s mother.” 

“I  can’t  go  back?”  Briony  looked  around  the  three others.  Her  eyes  settled  on Archer.  “You  brought  me  here when I can’t go back?” 

“I  thought  you  would  be  happy.”  Archer  looked genuinely puzzled as to why she might be upset. “It’s your true world, after al .” 

“And  you  have  a  kingdom  waiting  for  you,”  Aunt Sophie’s father said. “My brother wil  be delighted to learn of you, Princess.” 

“But  I  have  to  go  back!”  Briony  insisted.  “I  never thought  I’d  say  this  about  Wicked,  but  I  have  a  life  there now. They need me there…” 

Archer touched her arm and looked earnestly at her. 

“Briony, there is a reason why I came after you in Wicked. It is your time to be here. Your people need you, too. You are the  Princess  we  have  been  waiting  for…our  champion.” 

Archer looked serious now. “It is an immense honor for me to be the dragon to the princess of Palisor, who wil  restore peace and balance to our land.” 

Briony was about to point out that she couldn’t even restore  peace  and  balance  to  her  own  life  when  Aunt Sophie doubled over in apparent pain. 

“Aunt Sophie?” 

“It is the transformation,” Aunt Sophie’s father said. 

“It is upon her.” 

“But what  is  the transformation?” 

“Briony,” Aunt Sophie’s voice sounded pained. “I just want you to remember…” 

“Yes?” 

“Remember  that  even  after  this,  I’m  stil   your  great aunt,  and  you  wil   stil   do  as  you’re  told,  young  lady.  No matter what I look like.” 

“What?” 

Aunt Sophie didn’t answer. Light flared around her, Aunt Sophie didn’t answer. Light flared around her, a pure and bril iant white that should have been too bright to look  at,  and  yet  somehow  wasn’t.  It  blazed  like  a  second sun across her skin, and drifted through Briony’s great aunt as though she was not there. Aunt Sophie fel  to her knees, and the light became stil  brighter, so that Briony genuinely couldn’t look at it. 

Just  as  suddenly  as  it  had  come,  the  light  faded. 

Aunt Sophie rose to her feet… except it wasn’t Aunt Sophie as  Briony  remembered  her.  The  woman  who  stood  there was  younger,  far  younger,  looking  no  more  than  twenty  or so. She was beautiful, too, with the kind of ethereal beauty that  her  father  possessed,  giving  a  delicate  edge  to  her. 

Only the young woman’s eyes had the same hint of steel to them. Only they were truly familiar. 

“Aunt Sophie? Is that you?” 

“It  is.”  As  Aunt  Sophie  opened  her  mouth,  Briony saw the fangs there. “You know. That feels  so  much better.” 
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Prologue

 Perfection. That was how best to described the day. 

Blue  skies  with  the  hint  of  lilac  and  buttercream,  fat  fluffy white  clouds  gliding  by  added  to  the  beautiful  day.  It  was the  perfect  way  to  end  a  sunny  school  day.  With  my  hand nestled warmly in Liam’s, I walked at his side, my face tilted up  to  the  sun,  my  nostrils  breathing  in  the  fresh  air  that smel ed like Spring lavenders and fresh linen. The fragrant air  made  me  think  of  Spring  formals,  garden  parties,  and outdoor barbeques. The day could not be more enjoyable if it’d been planned that way. If I had not grown up anywhere else besides the state of Arcadia, I would have thought this else besides the state of Arcadia, I would have thought this was the way it always was everywhere. 

School  had  gone  wel ,  tests  and  exams  had  been passed  with  flying  colors  and  the  birds  seemed  to  be singing perfectly. Like every day in Arcadia. 

As  we  approached  Nel ie’s  Diner,  I  caught  a glimpse of myself in a store window and was pleased with the reflection I saw. My long blonde hair cascaded down my back, freshly brushed and tidy. The lustrous locks fluttered in the breeze in a way that always made Liam smile, and it al  added a bounce to my step. 

That  morning  I’d  chosen  to  wear  my  pale  green smock dress, the one that he always complimented me on. 

“That  dress  sure  does  make  those  hazel  eyes  of yours pop,” he’d always say. 

Always told I was a pretty girl, I never real y believed it until Liam and I began dating in high school. At his side I felt beautiful. Was it his striking features that enhanced my sense of beauty or was it simply the look of adoration I saw in his eyes every time he looked at me that made me feel so beautiful? 

“How’d you do on your math test?” he asked. 

Though  I’d  always  managed  to  get  good  grades,  I never failed to get nervous and edgy when test time came around.  “I  think  it  went  wel ,”  I  said,  smiling  at  him  and adoring him al  the more for the concern he always showed for me and my studies. 

“I  think  I  pretty  much  aced  that  History  exam  this morning,” he said with pride. 

He  was  so  handsome,  his  fair  curls  so  angelic.  It He  was  so  handsome,  his  fair  curls  so  angelic.  It never failed to amaze me how sweet, kind and generous he could be. A guy as handsome as Liam could easily break a thousand  hearts,  yet  he  was  thoughtful  and  considerate  in the  way  he  treated  every  woman  he  met,  and  he  was particularly attentive, loving and caring with me. 

“Maybe my Life’s Plan should have been to become a  history  professor,”  he  added  as  he  opened  the  door  to the  diner,  his  bright  blue  eyes  twinkling  with  laughter  and amusement. 

I shared his hope and promise, and questioned what my own Life’s Plan would be. With my eighteenth birthday quickly  approaching,  I  would  know  al   too  soon.  It  was  as though I had been waiting al  my life to find out what my Life Plan would be. Al  of us under the age of eighteen waited with anxiety and anticipation to find out what our Life’s Plan held: our profession, who we would marry, where we would live, and how many children we would have. It would al  be written in our Life’s Plan. 

“Kama!  Liam,”  Sarah  cal ed  from  across  the crowded diner.  “Hey, you love birds, over here.” 

I couldn’t count the number of eyes that watched us as  we  made  our  way  to  our  table.  We’d  been  voted  the best-looking couple in school for two years, and some even said  we  were  the  most  attractive  couple  in  town.  Some claimed I had pale violet highlights that shined in the bright summer  sun,  though  I  can’t  say  I  ever  real y  noticed  them myself. Some even hinted at the added degree of elegant glamour  my  recently  fashioned  bangs  gave  me.  Others were envious of what they cal  my porcelain skin. 



were envious of what they cal  my porcelain skin. 

It  was  al   flattering,  but  it  was  also  incredibly embarrassing.  I  felt  scrutinized  and  watched  al   the  time. 

Added  to  this  was  the  expectation  that  Liam  and  I  would soon marry. The thought both pleased and pressured me. 

I’d known Liam since I could remember, but the pressure to marry  was  sometimes  difficult  to  swal ow.  I  wanted  to  do this on my own terms, not by everyone’s expectations. 

“After you.” Liam gestured to the booth. 

“Have  you  been  waiting  long?”  I  asked  Sarah  as  I slid in. 

“Just  long  enough  to  down  one  of  these.”  She  held up a tal , long glass of soda then turned to Liam. “You know, I was thinking, next week we could do the party down by the lake if the weather holds up.” 

“I’m famished. Have you ordered yet?” 

“Two  mini  burgers  with  coleslaw  and  a  mammoth burger with fries for Liam.” 

“Thanks,” Liam said, obviously anticipating the great meal to come. 

“So, what do you think? Sarah asked him. 

“I  had  thought  about  that,  too.  Streamers  on  the trees,  flowers  everywhere,  and  maybe  even  a  live  band? 

Or we could do something elegant and classy at my place. 

The grounds are beautiful this time of year with everything in bloom.” 

“I think she would real y love that.” 

“I  just  love  how  you  guys  go  about  planning  my birthday party as if I wasn’t even there.” 

“It’s as close to a surprise party as we can get. You always guess what we’re up to anyway.” Sarah pointed her straw at me for emphasis. 

“But  the  night  of  my  birthday  is  the  same  as  the Arcades last game of the season.” 

“That’s  if  they  make  it  to  the  finals.”  Liam  seemed unconcerned with the turn out of the evening. 

“They always make it,” Sarah added. 

“Even if they do, everybody’s going to want to come celebrate Kama’s birthday.” 

It  was  just  like  Liam  to  be  so  optimistic.  I  suddenly thought of the secret wedding plans I’d conjured up for us. 

As annoying as the pressure to marry could sometimes be, the  thought  that  marrying  Liam  might  not  be  in  my  Life’s Plan often scared me to death. 

“That’s pushing it a bit, don’t you think?” I knew I was popular  at  school,  but  for  the  student  body  to  skip  the Arcades’  victory  party  for  my  eighteenth  birthday  wasn’t likely to happen. 

“Look,” Sarah said with finality. “The game is at two, wil   probably  end  before  five,  everyone  wil   celebrate  ‘til seven  and  then  they  can  al   slide  on  over  to  our  party  for eight. Voila. It’s al  settled and everyone is happy.” 

I tried to concentrate on what she was saying, but I felt every sense in my body awaken to something I’d never felt  before.  It  was  electric,  almost  painful.  Was  this  what closing in on my eighteenth birthday felt like? 

No,  it  was  more  than  just  that.  I  stared  out  the window,  looking  for  the  source  of  my  sudden  distraction. 

The feeling intensified until the conversation between Sarah and  Liam  was  completely  blotted  out  and  al   that  existed was that odd sensation. 

“Kama, did you hear what I said?” 

I  pul ed  my  gaze  away  with  difficulty  and concentrated  on  Sarah  who  wove  a  lilac  colored  sheet  of paper at me

I knew what it meant and instantly felt that jolt of envy. 

Having  turned  eighteen  a  few  weeks  back,  she’d  final y received her Life’s Plan. 

“I  final y  got  word  from  the  Committee.  Can  you believe it? I hold in my hand my Life’s Plan.” 

“And  you  managed  to  hold  that  bit  of  information back this long?” I said, teasing her. 

“I  love  you  and  want  this  birthday  to  be  special  for you,  but  now  that  everything  is  practical y  settled,  we  can talk about  moi.” 

“So, what does the future hold for  toi?” 

Before  she  could  answer,  the  waitress  arrived  with our order. 

“Everything  looks  delicious  as  usual.  Thank  you,” 

Sarah  said  with  a  quick,  polite  but  dismissive  smile.  She was eager to tel  us about her Life’s Plan and it showed. 

Beaming  with  pride,  she  pul ed  out  her  electronic pad,  inserted  the  smal   chip  she’d  received  from  the Committee and turned the screen to Liam and me. 

Ignoring  the  plate  of  hot  food  before  me,  I  read through the introduction, though I basical y knew it al .  She came  from  the  affluent  Diamond  Suburbs,  was  the  only child to Mick and Fay Murray who both happened to work on the very Committee she’d just received notice from. 

“Okay,  so  you  guys  already  know  that  part,”  Sarah said  as  she  guided  the  page  further  down.  “Here’s  the interesting part.” 

I smiled as I envisioned the life that had been plotted out for her. She was to attend Arcadia University where she would  meet  her  future  husband  in  the  Elite  Society.  Both would  go  on  to  work  for  the  Committee  and  live  in  the Diamond Suburb. 

“Oh, Sarah. I’m so excited for you.” I final y picked up my little burger and sank my teeth into it. 

“I  knew  you’d  be.  This  is  exactly  what  I  wanted. 

Exactly what I was hoping for.” 

“Do you know how lucky you are to receive a Life’s Plan that is just as you wanted it?” 

“I know. I never would have thought.” 

I  turned  to  Liam  who’d  sat  silently  through  the exchange, his mammoth burger almost half gone. A wistful smile  warmed  his  face  as  he  looked  at  me.  That  look  of love that came so often stil  warmed me just as much as it did on our very first date. He slid his hand around my waist and  pul ed  me  closer  and  I  knew  where  his  mind  had wandered to; his own Life’s Plan. 

He was set to marry a girl he’d known al  his life. It could hardly be anyone else but me. Everyone agreed we were the perfect match. He would someday take his dad’s place  as  Governor  of  Arcadia,  but  would  start  at  the Committee.  He,  too,  was  slated  to  live  in  the  luxurious suburb of Diamond. 

How many times had he told me his Life’s Plan had to include me? Countless. And every time he did, my heart raced  a  little  faster.  Life  would  indeed  be  perfect;  a beautiful home in an exclusive neighborhood, a loving and gorgeous husband, and my best friend living nearby. What more could I hope for? 

I couldn’t resist leaning into him for a warm snuggle. 

He wrapped his arms around me, kissed my forehead and chuckled in that soft way he had when he knew I was feeling amorous. 

“Cool it, you guys,” Sarah snapped. “I’m stil  here, in case  you  hadn’t  noticed.  Besides,  this  is  my  Life’s  Plan we’re happy about, remember? You’l  have your chance in a few weeks, Kama.” 

Yes, I wanted to scream. And I hoped I wouldn’t have to  wait  long.  While  some  people  waited  weeks,  as  Sarah had,  many  got  their  Life’s  Plan  within  days  of  their eighteenth. No doubt mine would greatly resemble Sarah’s and  Liam’s.  We  were  basical y  cut  from  the  same  cloth, even  if  our  childhoods  were  slightly  different,  and  our destinies were bound to include one another. 

The sensation returned again, drawing my attention away from the table and pul ing me out of the diner like a magnet. I looked out the window, looking for the source of my distraction. 

Across  the  street,  simply  standing  there,  tal ,  dark and  strangely  out  of  place,  was  a  young  man  of  such intensity,  the  hair  on  my  arms  rose.  He  was  like  no  other man I’d ever seen, confident, sure and so attractive in his gloom. His fashion sense was from another world, or at the very least from another town. 

While  the  occasional  blue  jean  was  seen  here  and there, most young men of Arcadia wore stylish and elegant slacks.  But  this  intruder  dared  to  wear  not  only  jeans,  but black jeans that seemed to have seen their share of battle. 

Instead of a shirt, he wore a dark leather tunic that added to his mystique and aura of danger. 

I  was  drawn  to  him  in  a  way  I’d  never  thought possible.  It  was  magnetic.  I  felt  my  heart  quicken  and  my pulse  race.  He  was  like  a  warrior  straight  out  of  those romantic  fantasy  novels  I’d  heard  about.  Extremely handsome, a bit exotic with his tan skin and jet-black hair. 

But  his  sapphire  eyes  held  mine  in  a  gaze  that  spoke lifetimes. 

 Kama, the desired one. 

My fork stopped midway to my mouth. I froze as the strange  and  dark  voice  entered  my  mind.  I  glanced  at Sarah. Happily chomping on her burger, she had not heard a thing. 

Glancing  sidelong  at  Liam,  I  could  see  he  had  not heard anything either. 

 I have found you, yet again…

What? Me?  Who are you? What is this? Where was that voice coming from? 

Him. 

I forced the coleslaw into my mouth before the others noticed my sudden odd behavior, but I almost choked on it. 



When I final y managed to swal ow it down, I turned to Liam. 

“I think I just saw Tula across the street,” I said as I laid  down  my  fork  and  prepared  to  rise.  “I  owe  her  two dol ars, so I’l  run out to give it back to her.” 

He stood, and while he looked completely perplexed by my sudden need to leave the diner, he said nothing. 

I  hurried  out  and  headed  in  the  direction  of  the mysterious  man  with  raven  hair.  Breathless  before  I  even began to run across the street, I felt an urgent need to meet this  man.  But  I  could  see  before  hitting  the  curb  that  he’d already disappeared. 

My  disappointment  surprised  me,  as  if  I’d  missed something important, something that could change my life. 

My  heart  felt  heavy  as  I  looked  up  and  down  the  street. 

There wasn’t even a trace of him until I arrived at the very spot I’d seen him. 

A  perfect  deep  purple  orchid.  It  had  to  come  from him. No orchid of such color grew in Arcadia. It was the only proof I was not completely going nuts. He had been here. I had  seen  him.  This  mysterious  man  with  the  burning  blue eyes was here and knew my name. Who was he? 



Chapter 1

 



There  was  something  rather  self-indulgent  about passing  out  invitations  to  my  own  birthday  party,  so  I  let Sarah do most of the talking and handing out as we strol ed through  the  school  hal s.  She  was  great  at  getting  people together  and  she  had  a  way  of  making  any  event  seem grand. 

“Here  you  go,  Heidi.  This  is  a  special  invitation  to Kama’s eighteenth birthday. Liam was nice enough to al ow us  to  throw  this  great  bash  at  his  house,  that’s  right,  the Governor’s Manor. We sure do hope you can be there.” 

I’d known Heidi since the third grade and while we weren’t  close  friends,  I  did  enjoy  her  quiet  and  reserved company. 

“Hey,  isn’t  that  the  gang  from  your  old neighborhood?” Sarah said as we moved on. 

At  the  far  end  of  the  hal ,  I  saw  Jocelyn  and Matthew.They’d  both  lived  in  the  Ruby  District  their  whole lives. 

With  al   of  our  parents  working  in  industries  other than the Committee, we had a lot in common and it brought us closer. 

However, as Sarah reached out to hand them their invitation,  I  could’ve  sworn  they  both  cringed.  Was  the thought of attending my birthday bash so unappealing? 

“I’l  see if I can make it,” Jocelyn said. 

I  immediately  knew  it  meant  she’d  do  anything  to ensure she had something else to do. 

“Me, too,” Matthew added. He carelessly shoved the invitation into his pocket. 

Part of me wanted to question their lack of interest, but I also didn’t want to dwel  on it. I was in a good mood, it was  a  beautiful  day  and  my  birthday  was  just  around  the corner. I turned to fol ow Sarah to the cafeteria, putting them out of my mind. 

“There’s  Liam,”  Sarah  shouted  as  we  entered  the cafeteria. “I’l  go grab a slice of pizza and come meet you guys.” 

I stood there for a moment, taking in al  of Liam – his blond  hair,  smooth  skin,  earnest  green  eyes,  ful   lips,  and his tal  muscular physique. Physical y, he was beautiful, but everything  else  about  him  made  me  love  him  more.  He’d already taken his seat at the table reserved for the children of  Committee  workers.  I  glanced  sidelong  at  the  students who  watched  me  make  my  way  to  the  table  I  didn’t  yet official y belong to. If not for Sarah and Liam, I wouldn’t be al owed there. 

“How are you doing, Kama?” Liam rose to give me a  quick  kiss.  “I  got  you  the  minestrone  soup  and  turkey sandwich.” 

Ever since he’d taken to getting my lunch every day, he  never  erred.  He  had  a  way  of  knowing  what  I  wanted every day. “Perfect, just like always.” He was perfect, just as always, and every girl in school knew it. 

Most  of  the  senior  class  was  in  love  with  him,  and those who didn’t love him, envied him.  He had everything - 

looks, wealth and a personality to warm the coldest heart. 

It was amazing how, out of al  the pretty, pretty girls he could have chosen, he’d chosen me, and I was forever grateful for his love and affection. 

“You spoil me, Liam Seer,” I whispered as I came up close  and  raked  my  fingers  through  his  mass  of  golden curls.  How  was  it  possible  for  a  guy  to  be  so  devilishly handsome and so positively angelic at the same time? To think he was to one day be Governor of Arcadia, the most powerful person in our state. It was in his Life’s Plan. 

“Your smile, warm kisses and your eternal love are al  I ask in return.” His eyes fil ed with love and he grinned a sil y grin. “I’ve missed you.” 

Taking  my  seat,  I  smiled  and  glared  at  him.  “Liam, you saw me yesterday.” 

“Yeah,  but  you  ran  out  on  me  so  fast.  I  thought  you would come back in but you just left.” 

“I know,” I said, looking for a solid explanation. “My head  must  be  in  the  clouds  these  days,  what  with  my birthday, Life’s Plan and al  that. I’m real y sorry.” 

“I thought you would at least cal  afterwards.” 

“You’re  right.  I  real y  should  have.  I  can’t  apologize enough.” 

“You said you owed Tula money, but I didn’t see her outside  when  you  ran  out.  Are  you  sure  she  was  real y there?” 

I heard a hint of suspicion in his question and didn’t know  what  to  say.  I  couldn’t  possibly  tel   him  of  the mysterious  man  who  cal ed  to  me  from  across  the  street, who  entered  my  mind  with  his  thoughts  and  who disappeared, leaving behind an orchid. Nor could I tel  him of how the entire episode left me feeling. 

My  heart  had  raced  the  whole  way  home.  I’d  been completely unaware of my surroundings as I strol ed down Main Street, and had only managed to find my way home on auto-pilot. My mind had been fil ed with the image of his face  and  the  strong  sense  of…  of  what?  Attraction? 

Desire? 

I  hated  keeping  this  from  Liam.  We’d  been  best friends for so long and had shared so many secrets, it felt unnatural,  a  betrayal,  not  to  tel   him.  The  only  secret  he’d ever kept from me over the years was his growing love. By the  time  he  final y  asked  me  out  two  years  earlier,  he’d been harboring strong emotions for three whole years. 

He was quiet for a long moment. His hand reached for his sandwich, but his gaze was focused somewhere in the distance. I watched his Adam’s apple rise and fal  a few times before he final y turned to look me in the eye. 

“I’ve  known  you  for  ages,  Kama.  I  know  you  inside and out. You didn’t go out there to see Tula. You’re careful with your money and you never borrow money from anyone. 

So what did you go out there for? What did you see?” 

I  kissed  him,  partly  to  reassure  him  of  my  love  for him,  partly  to  buy  me  a  moment  of  time  to  find  a  suitable answer.  My  lips  lingered  over  his  and  I  felt  him  relax.  “I’m going  to  be  turning  eighteen  in  a  few  days.  I’ve  been  a wreck as I try to imagine what my Life’s Plan could be. I’m scared.  What  if  it’s  not  what  I  desire?  What  if  I’m  one  of those who don’t get the plan they want? What if you’re not in it?” 

“You have nothing to worry about.” 

“Listening to Sarah and her perfect plan, just the way she wanted it… I was happy for her, I real y was, but it made me realize just how devastated I’l  be if my plan doesn’t turn out to be what I desire.” 

“Kama, you’re worrying over nothing.” 

“You don’t know that. Nobody does.” I looked at the steam that rose from my bowl of soup. “I just couldn’t stand being in there hearing about Sarah’s plan another minute. I know it sounds selfish, but I am worried, Liam.” 

“Look at me,” he said as he took a firm grip of my jaw and turned me to face him. “I’l  do al  that I can to make sure you get exactly what you want. After al , what you want is what I want.” 

“I know you have a certain degree of power, Liam. 

But even with the Governor as your father, you can’t dictate to the Committee what they chose and for whom.  It’s a lot bigger  than  that.  They’ve  studied  and  tested  and  studied again to make sure they give everyone the perfect plan for them.  You  can  maybe  make  a  suggestion  or  two,  but  you can’t change the course of their plans.” 

“There are always exceptions, and you and I are one of them. Our plans have to include one another. Everyone says  so.  If  that  Committee  doesn’t  have  me  in  your  Life’s Plan,  the  whole  city  wil   be  on  their  back.”  He  chuckled  in that reassuring, boyish way he had, then looked at me, his eyes set in a dead serious stare. “Besides, I love you, and nobody can change that.” 

“I  love  you,  too,  Liam.”  I  couldn’t  help  but  grin.  He was  so  adorable  and  he  had  a  way  of  always  making everything bright. Forgetting al  about my lunch, I leaned in to kiss him, my lips forceful and possessive over his. 

He  returned  the  kiss,  quickly  becoming  passionate and heated. I had to pul  back before we were thrown out of the cafeteria for indecency. 

“Come  over  tonight,  Kama,”  he  said,  his  voice suddenly throaty and deep. “Come home with me tonight. I need to spend some time with you, alone.” 

I hushed his lips with the tip of my finger. “You know we can’t, Liam… not until we’re…” 

His  face  hardened,  not  with  anger  but  with  hunger and concern. “What if you’re right?” 

“Right about what?” 

“Your Life’s Plan… What if I’m not a part of it?” 

“You just told me not to worry…” 

“I know what I said, but what if I’m wrong. What if the Committee decides we can’t be together? The day you turn eighteen they won’t al ow us to see each other anymore. I can’t  bear  the  thought.  I  want  to  be  with  you  al   the  time, Kama…  al   the  time.  I’m  already  going  nuts  spending  my nights without you. The thought of never holding you in my arms…” 

“Okay,”  I  whispered  as  though  fearing  the Committee was already watching us. “You know I can’t turn you down.” 

His smile cracked his face in a way that made me love him al  the more. As luscious and dreamy as he was when  he  was  dead  serious,  he  was  heavenly  and irresistible when he smiled. I’d gladly give him the world. 

“I’l  pass by to pick you up after dinner.” 

He wrapped his arm around me and pul ed me in for a passionate embrace. His lips were hot over mine and as he slipped his tongue in to taste me, I felt a jolt of pleasure soar  through  my  body.  The  anticipation  for  the  night  to come, grew. 

“Liam,”  I  muttered  through  his  lips.  “Everyone  is gaping.” 

“I  don’t  care,”  he  said,  pul ing  me  closer.  “I  don’t care.” 
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