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Prologue

For  years,  there  was  nothing.  No  town.  No lake,  except  for  the  one  that  was  crafted  by  human hands, dug and blasted with dynamite. No settlers, for those  tribes  that  came  to  the  area  always  did  so  on the way to somewhere else. For years, so many years that  counting  them  becomes  meaningless,  there  was nothing there but the endless expanse of trees. 

Or at least nothing most humans knew about. 

From time to time, other creatures would come, stalking through the trees, or flying over them, or flitting through them only when they were certain that nothing else  was  watching.  Creatures  that  had  names  in  the tongues  of  other  places,  but  here  in  Wicked,  were simply dangerous things to be avoided. Things which humans  have  come  to  known  as  monsters  or  the unexplained.  They  came  in  their  ones  and  twos,  not knowing  why  they  came  at  first,  but  simply  knowing that they had to. 

Where the rumor came from is uncertain. Like so  many  rumors,  it  seemed  to  start  without  an architect,  and  then  spread  like  the  fires  that  would occasional y  sweep  through  the  trees  in  summer.  It spread  al   the  faster  for  jumping  between  ears  that could hear so much better than a human’s could. 

Wherever  it  came  from,  the  rumor  was  clear. 

This place, so far from anywhere and so empty, was different.  It  cal ed  to  everything  that  wasn’t  quite human, or had once been human and it drew them in. 

It felt like home….this place this vast expanse of trees, val eys, rivers, and streams…this wilderness which wil be name after one of the original settlers, aristocratic creatures  from  the  old  world,  The  Wickhams,  known as the Wicked Woods. 

More  visitors  came  to  look  for  themselves. A few,  those  that  could  pass  unnoticed,  even  stowed away when humans from the old countries came along to “discover” it or to lay claim to it. As they came, and saw,  and  stayed,  more  rumors  found  their  way  back. 

Rumors  of  gates,  and  of  ways  to  places  where humans  had  not  claimed  everything  with  steel  and knowledge. 

More  than  that,  the  rumors  started  to  make  a simple claim. This was where it started. For everything that  knew  the  old  magic,  or  which  didn’t  fit  into  the human  world,  this  was  where  it  began.  And  where, eventual y,  they  would  return.  That  message  spread, even  reaching  human  ears  and  bleeding  into  their folklore  as  yet  another  fantasy  to  go  alongside  the fanged  things  or  the  loch  ness.  Just  another  thing  as fictional as their monsters. 

The  monsters  knew  better.  The  promise  was enough  to  bring  them,  light  things  and  dark,  to  the smal   place  cal ed  the  Wicked  Woods.  They  came until  the  woods  groaned  with  them.  Until  even  the burgeoning community at the heart of the rumors could hardly  cope  with  them.  They  searched,  looking  for  a way  through  the  gates.  Looking  for  a  way  back.  Into the  Wicked  Woods  they  went,  looking,  searching  for the fabled land of Palisor. 

The monsters searched long enough that many gave up and forgot about it, arguing that it could never happen. That this was their world and that their place was in the shadows. They said that no one would ever make it through the gate. 

And then someone did. 





Chapter 1

 

Fal on  lashed  out  upwards  with  the  broken piece of wood he had been using as a stake, and the last  of  Pietre’s  vampires  above  him  died,  its  mouth opening in a silent “O” of a surprise that a vampire so much younger than him have managed to staked him. 

Would  he  be  that  surprised  when  death  final y  came looking for him? 

Not  if  the  battle  kept  raging  the  way  it  had been. Pietre’s vampires had fought viciously, clawing and  biting,  striking  and  then  moving  away  with lightning fast speed. Fal on had found himself fighting with three at once, and he was almost as shocked to stil  be there as the vampire he had just staked was to lose. 

Fal on struggled out from under the creature as it  died,  cold  flames  turning  it  to  ashes.  He  knelt,  and then  forced  himself  to  a  standing  position,  looking around  at  the  meadow  where  the  gate  to  the  other world  of  Palisor  had  stood.  What  he  saw  was carnage. 

There  were  no  bodies.  Vampires  didn’t  leave bodies. Yet there were splashes of blood on the grass where they had died, and drifting swirls of ash as the wind claimed what was left of them afterwards. There were even blackened sections of grass and dirt where the dragon, Archer, had incinerated some of Pietre’s creatures. 

Fal on  grimaced.  He  thought  that  psycho vampire  he  had  fought  for  an  hour  and  then  final y staked,  was  the  last  of  Pietre’s  evil  fol ower.  There were a few of Pietre’s vampires left. A couple kept his brother Kevin’s wolf form at bay, while the smal er form of  Briony’s  brother  Jake  snapped  at  their  heels.  Of Briony  herself,  there  was  no  sign.  That  meant  one  of two things. Either she had gone through the gate, or…

Sudden anger touched Fal on, and he charged forward  at  the  remaining  vampires.  He  heard  the sound of someone yel ing at the top of their voice, and only realized as he struck at the first of the vampires that it was himself. 

The  creature  turned  enough  that  the  first  blow did not go cleanly through the heart, and it struck out at Fal on. Fal on didn’t care. With Briony gone, it simply didn’t  matter.  He  took  the  slash  of  claws  on  his  arm and attacked again, in a furious assault that the older creature  nevertheless  managed  to  fend  off,  twisting and  parrying  again  and  again,  its  fingers  forming  a web of sharp edges. 

Jake hit it from the side, rending and tearing at the vampire, but Fal on brushed him off. 

“Where  is  Briony?”  he  demanded.  “Where  is she?” 

The other vampire laughed and lashed out with a  kick  that  forced  Fal on  to  stumble  back.  It  charged forward,  forcing  Fal on  to  block  attack  after  attack. 

Even  then,  some  of  his  hits  made  it  through,  scoring deep  lines  on  Fal on’s  shoulders,  his  chest,  and  his back. 

Jake  snapped  at  the  creature’s  legs,  going  in low  to  slash  at  their  tendons  with  his  teeth.  The vampire  turned,  aiming  a  kick  at  the  smal   wolf,  and Fal on had al  the opportunity he needed. He stepped in  close;  so  close  that  it  might  have  seemed  like  an embrace to anyone watching, and drove his stake into the creature’s back, angling up under the ribs. 

For  a  moment  it  wasn’t  deep  enough.  The creature  tried  to  spin  and  fight,  but  Fal on  clung  on. 

With a mighty effort, he forced the stake home, letting go of it as the vampire died. 

The  other  one  was  stil   struggling  with  his brother.  It  was  doing  wel ,  too,  because  it  had managed  to  wedge  an  arm  under  Kevin’s  throat, keeping  the  werewolf  from  baring  his  teeth.  With enough  time,  the  old  vampire  might  even  have  been able to win. 

A treacherous, primal part of Fal on wanted to urge the vampire on…wanted the vampire to win and end Kevin. Kevin was always there. Always in the way. 

Things  would  be  so  much  simpler  between  him  and Briony  without  the  added  distraction  of  his  brother  to contend  with.  Fal on  wouldn’t  even  have  to  do anything.  It  would  be  so  easy  to  just  stand  there.  So easy to just-From beside Fal on, Jake gave a low growl. 

“I know. I know. It was just a thought.” 

He  retrieved  his  stake  from  the  battlefield’s freshest pile of ashes, stepped over to the struggling pair  in  one  smooth  burst  of  speed,  and  plunged  his stake  into  the  other  vampire’s  heart.  It  froze  in  place for the second before it died, and Fal on had plenty of time to push it from his brother. 

That done, he stood and simply stared out over the meadow. There was stil  no sign of Briony. Nor of Archer, the dragon-shifter. Did that mean that they had gone through the gate? Fal on had urged Briony to do it if there was no other choice, but had it actual y come to that? 

Or was her body out there somewhere, hidden in  the  grass?  Had  they  failed,  had  h e  failed,  to  keep her  alive?  Just  that  thought  was  enough  to  make something ache within Fal on, as deep and hard as if he had been staked. He started off around the glade, wanting to make sure. Needing to make sure. 

In the time it took for him to start that, the other two had transformed back into their human forms, that of  a  young  boy  of  thirteen  for  Jake,  and  Kevin’s familiar tal , muscular, dark-haired frame. 

“Did you see what happened to Briony?” Fal on demanded. 

Kevin  shook  his  head.  Fal on  didn’t  want  to think about the hurt expression on his brother’s face in that moment. 

“I think…” Jake began. “I think she and Archer went through the gate.” 

“You think, or you know?” 



Kevin moved up next to Jake, putting a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Leave the kid alone, Fal on. We’re al  hurting here.” 

Fal on shook his head at the rebuke, and tried to  think.  There  was  one  obvious  way  to  be  sure. 

Pushing down into the floor, he bunched his muscles, and leapt. He leapt the way he had leapt with Briony on the way to the glade, so high and long that it might as wel  have been flying. Fal on leapt clear above the level of the surrounding trees, looking down, scanning for any sign of Briony. Alive or otherwise. 

Nothing.  No  trace  of  her  anywhere  that  Fal on could see. The young vampire didn’t know whether to feel  delight  at  that,  since  it  meant  that  Briony  was almost certainly alive, or despair, since the odds were that she had passed through the gate in the chaos of the battle. Despite what Fal on had said to Briony, he hadn’t wanted that. 

Just as he started to fal , Fal on caught a flicker of  movement  in  his  peripheral  vision.  It  wasn’t  much, but  it  was  enough  to  set  him  leaping  again,  trying  to get  a  better  view.  This  time,  Fal on  couldn’t  see anything,  though  he  strained  the  limits  of  his  better than  human  senses.  There  seemed  to  be  nothing except  the  trees,  their  shadows,  and  the  rustling leaves. 



As  he  landed,  Kevin  put  a  rough  hand  on Fal on’s shoulder. 

“What are you doing?” his brother demanded. 

“Looking for Briony,” Fal on snapped back. He couldn’t  help  the  anger  in  his  voice.  Without  Briony there to remind him not to feel the anger, it was hard not  to  hate  the  werewolf  in  his  brother.  “The  way  you should be. But there’s nothing there.” 

“What do you mean by that?” Kevin demanded. 

“I thought I saw something, but there isn’t…” 

A  thought  came  to  Fal on.  Hadn’t  Pietre  been able  to  wrap  the  shadows  around  himself?  To disappear  when  he  wanted?  Hadn’t  he  used  that ability  to  sneak  up  on  them  in  the  woods  in  the  first place? 

“Forget  that,”  Kevin  said,  his  anger  obvious. 

“What do you mean ‘the way I should be’?” 

“Not  now.”  It  took  a  real  effort  for  Fal on  to shake his head rather than giving his brother the fight he so obviously wanted. “I think Pietre is stil  out there.” 

Jake looked up at Fal on sharply. “Where?” 

Fal on pointed. “That way, I think, but he’s trying to hide.” 

“Then  we’l   just  have  to  flush  him  out,”  Kevin said.  His  expression  hardened.  “You  had  better  be right about this.” 



They  ran  into  the  forest,  splitting  up.  Fal on watched  as  closely  as  he  could  for  any  sign  of  the master  vampire.  With  that  talent  for  disappearing, Pietre wouldn’t be easy to spot, so Fal on didn’t look for  him  directly.  Instead  he  tried  to  pay  attention  to smal er  things,  from  the  disturbance  of  branches where  there  was  no  wind  to  the  snap  of  twigs underfoot. 

There.  Was  that  bush  moving  in  a  way  it shouldn’t?  Fal on  stared  at  it  for  a  ful   second  before he  realized  that  there  was  the  faint  print  of  a  man’s shoe in the mud before it. Fal on took a deep breath. 

“Kevin! Jake! Pietre’s here!” 

No sooner had Fal on said the words than the air  near  the  bush  shimmered,  and  Pietre  appeared. 

The  old  vampire  shot  Fal on  a  vicious  look  before turning and sprinting deeper into the forest. 

Fal on  fol owed  automatical y.  There  was  no way  that  he  was  going  to  give  Wicked’s  greatest supernatural menace time to hide again. No way that he  was  going  to  give  up  the  chase  the  one  time  he actual y had Pietre on the run. Though thinking about it like  that  only  made  Fal on  wonder  why  Pietre  was running.  Ordinarily,  he  would  have  thought  nothing  of turning  to  fight  with  Fal on,  secure  in  his  age  and strength, but now he fled. 



Was it just that he knew he was outnumbered? 

No, Fal on could see the way Pietre held his arm now, the way it hung limply. He was hurt, vulnerable. Fal on put  on  a  surge  of  speed.  Pietre  matched  it,  but  he didn’t pul  away. The fight must have taken a lot out of the  older  vampire,  though  he  stil   managed  to  keep ahead of Fal on. 

It  didn’t  matter.  Two  shapes  burst  from  the undergrowth  ahead,  and  both  Kevin  and  Jake  bore Pietre  to  the  ground.  They  fel   with  him,  stil   in  their human forms, grappling and brawling in the seconds it took for Fal on to make up the distance. 

Fal on  paused  on  the  edge  of  that  fight.  He’d dropped  his  stake  somewhere  along  the  way,  but  it was  easy  enough  for  him  to  reach  out  and  snap  a sturdy looking branch from a nearby tree. The end was wet with sap, but it was jagged enough for his needs. 

Fal on stepped forward. 

Jake  and  Kevin  succeeded  in  rol ing  Pietre over  onto  his  back.  Fal on  stood  over  him.  Like  this, injured and in the grip of the others, Wicked’s master vampire didn’t look like much. Yet how much pain had this  ordinary  looking  creature  caused?  How  many deaths  had  he  been  responsible  for?  Those  of Briony’s  parents,  Tracey  from  school,  and  probably hundreds of others. 



Fal on’s. 

Fal on stood there for a long moment. Staking vampires in the heat of battle had been one thing, but he had expected staking someone in cold blood, even someone  like  Pietre,  to  feel  different.  Somehow though,  Fal on  couldn’t  feel  anything  in  that  moment except satisfaction that this was final y going to end. 

“Wait!”  Pietre  said.  He  wasn’t  begging,  even then. He was issuing a command. 

Fal on looked down at him with contempt. “No.” 

“You’l   wait  if  you  ever  want  to  see  Briony again.” 

Fal on  hesitated.  He  knew  the  other  vampire had to be lying. He knew there was nothing someone like Pietre could do to help him get Briony back. Yet could he risk it? Could he real y risk kil ing Pietre if he might know a way to help? 

“We  need  him  alive,”  Kevin  said,  though  he didn’t  loosen  his  grip  on  Pietre.  “We  need  him  alive, Fal on.” 

Fal on  almost,  almost  did  it  anyway.  But  for Briony, he would do anything. Even let something like Pietre  live.  With  a  sigh  of  disgust,  Fal on  tossed  his freshly made stake away into the undergrowth before moving  close  enough  to  Pietre  that  the  master vampire could no doubt know how he felt. 



“You had better not be lying. Now, what do you know about what has happened to Briony?” 





Chapter 2

 

Pietre  lay  looking  up  at  his  younger  captors. 

For a moment, just a moment, he had been convinced that  the  vampire  boy  might  actual y  stake  him.  Pietre hadn’t known in that second whether to feel fear at his possible  end,  embarrassment  that  it  would  come  at the hands of one so young, or just a faint sliver of pride that final y, one of his creations had the ruthlessness it took to take what was his. Fal on had potential, Pietre had to admit. 

Of  course,  Pietre  had  stopped  him  easily enough with that comment about the girl, but what did he  expect?  The  boy  stil   thought  that  he  was  in  love with her. Now the only question was what to do next. 

“If  you  don’t  start  talking  soon,”  the  vampire boy’s brother said. “I’ll  stake you.” 

Ah, werewolves. They never could get the hang of  the  fact  that  they  were  nothing  compared  to vampires.  Stil ,  maybe  the  boy  had  a  point.  As embarrassing as it was to admit it, injured as he was, Pietre  doubted  that  he  would  be  able  to  simply  fight his way clear of al  three of them. The damage to his hand  did  not  seem  to  be  healing  as  quickly  as  it should, while even his torso throbbed with pain where Briony  had  kicked  him.  He  had  underestimated Sophie’s niece Briony. She was a strong one… looks were deceiving on her…very pretty to the point where one would think she was al  looks and no substance, but  the  exact  opposite  was  true.  She  had  too  much substance, which was why she was such a thorn in his side…turning vampires and werewolves into al ies like the  young  Fal on  and  his  werewolf  brother  Kevin.  He looked at the two brothers, both too good-looking and too much in love with the same girl for their own good. 

Fal on,  the  blonde  one  with  the  angelic  face,  and Kevin, the dark rugged one whose body was the most perfect body Pietre had seen for a male in centuries. 

Pietre smiled to himself. Briony had her work cut out for her with these two. If he was a girl in her situation, he would have a hard time choosing, too. Of course, being  the  vampire  that  he  was,  he  would  choose Fal on  and  destroy  Kevin.    Thinking  of  which…

perhaps next time he sees Briony, he would turn her, as he had always planned. In the meantime, he would find a way of using her, even just the mere mention of her  name  to  these  boys…  to  stir  up  some  trouble. 

Better just to talk now and wait for a better opportunity. 

“You want to know about Palisor? Wel , let me sit up and I’l  tel  you.” 

The werewolf and the half-vampire abomination let  him.  Pietre  smiled  to  himself.  H e  would  have al owed himself nothing. But what did he expect? They were barely more than children. They stil  hadn’t learnt the  most  important  lesson  the  world  had  to  offer  yet, which  was  that  kindness  and  weakness  were  the same thing. 

“Better,”  Pietre  said  aloud,  rubbing  his  injured wrist. He should probably have guessed that a dragon shifter  would  be  that  strong.  He’d  heard  the  legends, after al . “You have to understand that I haven’t actual y been  to  Palisor.  It  is  a  difficult  place  for  vampires  to enter, but it seems I know more about it than the three of you.” 

That was it. Just play on their stupidity. Remind them of how much they needed him. Pietre went from sitting  to  standing,  smoothly  adopting  the  pose  of  a man  giving  a  lecture  to  three  students.  The  better  to stay in control. 

“Palisor is the source for us.” 

“What  does  that  mean?”  the  abomination, Jake, asked. 



Pietre smiled. “I’m glad you asked that, young man.”  Though  he  would  be  gladder  stil   with  the pathetic creature destroyed as it should be. “You know that  we  do  not  fit  with  the  rules  of  this  world.  It  takes something  extra,  cal   it  magic,  for  us  to  exist  at  al . 

Palisor is a world ful  of that magic, and when the gate appears, it flows into the world.” He looked at the boy, Fal on. “Like blood into one of our kind.” 

“That’s not important,” Fal on shot back, “and if that’s al  you have-” 

“Did  I  say  that?”  Pietre  demanded.  Even trapped like this, he was not going to let some barely-turned whelp speak to him like that. The abomination asked the next question. 

“Do  you  know  how  do  we  get  in  now  that there’s no dragon, no Briony and no Aunt Sophie?” 

Pietre  smiled.  “That’s  a  good  question,  young Jake.” Not that he planned on answering it right away. 

No, the key was to draw this out. To give himself time to recover. Pietre had to be ready for the moment this ended. As soon as they had their answers, the three boys  would  undoubtedly  stake  him,  after  al . At  least, that was what Pietre would do in their place. 

“You know that my own plan for entering Palisor focused on Sophie Edge, of course. I waited for years for her or someone like her. After that, it was relatively easy to get close to her. Once she started to change into what she real y is, the natural attraction she felt for my kind made that straightforward.” 

Pietre paused, letting that sink in. He had been playing this sort of game with people decades before the young men around him had even been born. 

“What natural attraction?” Jake asked. 

Ah,  perfect.  “Why,  the  intrinsic  attraction  al   of Sophie’s  kind  feel  for  vampires,  even  as  they  know they ought to hate them. It is why Sophie loved me so much.” Pietre turned his smile on Kevin. “It is why your Briony  loves  Fal on  so  much.  Why  she  finds  him  so much more attractive than you.” 

The  glance  from  the  werewolf  to  his  brother wasn’t  much,  but  Pietre  caught  it  nonetheless.  So, apparently,  did  young  Fal on.  So,  Pietre  was  right about the young vampire…there was potential for him after al . 

“Don’t listen to him, Kevin,” the boy said, “he’s just trying to cause trouble. Trying to get us to fight with one  another  so  that  he  has  a  chance  to  get  away.  It doesn’t mean anything.” 

Pietre spread his hands. “Just because I want you  at  each  other’s  throats  in  a  particularly  literal sense  don’t  mean  that  I’m  speaking  anything  but  the truth.” 



“You’re lying,” Kevin said. 

“Real y?” Pietre raised an eyebrow. “But didn’t dear Briony lose interest in you  very  suddenly, Kevin? 

Didn’t  her  interest  in  your  brother  always  seem  at odds with what he was? Wasn’t she very quick to go back to him?” 

Fal on took a step towards Pietre. “Shut up.” 

Pietre  stepped  back  to  match  it.  It  wasn’t  the time to fight. Not yet. No. Now was the time to take a guess. “Why should I? Or don’t you want your brother to  hear?  Tel   me,  Fal on,  what  were  you  and  Briony doing  when  you  spotted  the  dragon?  Just  talking  or something more… tantalizing?” 

The little flicker of Fal on’s eyes was enough to tel   Pietre  that  his  shot  had  hit  home.  Even  better, Kevin  moved  from  Pietre’s  side  to  confront  his brother. Sometimes, it was al  so easy. 

“What  were  you  doing?”  the  werewolf demanded.  “Are  you  the  reason  Briony  returned  her ring to me?” 

“What Briony does is her business,” Fal on shot back. 

They  were  so  nearly  over  the  edge  that  for  a second, Pietre was tempted to give them just that little extra  push.  It  wouldn’t  take  much,  and  then  he  could use the chaos to rid himself of two nuisances. Three, if he could get a clean strike at Briony’s brother. 

Pietre tapped his foot against the underbrush, trying  to  decide.  Sadly,  he  could  see  at  least  one better way to play things. Oh wel …

“It  is  simply  what  Briony  is,”  Pietre  said  in  his most  careful y  soothing  tone.  “I  am  sure  that  it  is  not deliberate.” 

Kevin turned to him, and for a moment, Pietre thought that he had misjudged things. That the anger werewolves  always  felt  around  his  kind  would  spil over.  Somehow  though,  the  boy  managed  to  get  a grip. Not bad, for a mere animal. 

“What’s  going  on  with  Briony?”  Kevin demanded. “What is she turning into?” 

Pietre  smiled.  “Certainly  not  a  shifter  like  you. 

She is more of something along the lines of our kind.” 

It was delightful to watch the way the young man froze. “No, not Briony!” 

This  was  a  knife  edge,  of  course.  Push  too much, and the boy would give up completely. Too little, and  he  would  be  insufficiently  on  edge  for  Pietre’s needs.  Pietre  forced  a  laugh.  “Does  that  make  her less attractive to you, shifter? If she were to become a vampire, would you stil  love her?” 

“Of  course.”  Such  sincerity  in  that  reply.  The boy actual y believed it. 



“But you loved Fal on here before he became a vampire,”  Pietre  pointed  out.  “He  was  your  brother. 

Your  closest  family.  Yet  after  he  became  one  of  my kind  you  couldn’t  stand  him.  Al   because  he  was  a vampire.  Do  you  real y  think  Briony  would  be  so different?” 

“Briony  is  different,” Kevin insisted. “She isn’t a vampire. She’s nothing like you.” 

“Oh, she’s a little like us.” Pietre was enjoying himself again. Now for the important part. “When you enter Palisor,” he said, “it wil  be practical y al  fanged ones. What wil  you do then, boy?” 

It  took  a  second  for  that  to  have  the  desired effect,  but  when  it  did,  the  effect  was  obvious.  The werewolf  went  very  stil .  “What  do  you  mean,  ‘when  I enter Palisor’? I thought I couldn’t.” 

Pietre shook his head. “I cannot. Nor can your brother  or  young  Jake  here.  No  vampire  can  enter without  a  key,  which  means  either  Sophie  or  Briony, plus one of the dragons.” 

“No vampire can,” Fal on said. 

“Exactly.” Pietre looked around the little group. 

“Palisor’s  inhabitants  detest  vampires.  We  are  from darker powers. Shifters, on the other hand…” 

Pietre looked at Kevin steadily. 

“Are you saying that I  can  enter?” 



Oh, give the boy a prize. Pietre had practical y laid  it  out  on  a  plate  for  him,  and  he  only  just  got  it? 

Stil ,  what  did  he  expect  from  a  creature  for  which advanced  thinking  probably  revolved  around  which rabbit to chase next? 

“Shifters are different,” Pietre confirmed. “After al , the dragon is just another type of shifter, and it got through easily enough. It is simply a question of finding the gate once more.” 

“So  I  find  the  gate,”  Kevin  said,  “I  go  through, find Briony and Aunt Sophie, and then bring them both back?” 

“Isn’t  that  what  I’ve  just  been  saying?”  Pietre demanded.  “But  then,  I  assume  you’re  deaf  to  most things that aren’t dog whistles.” 

He  stepped  back  as  the  werewolf’s  hands bal ed into fists. 

“So what do you get out of this?” Kevin asked. 

“Why are you tel ing us this?” 

“Me?  Oh,  I  want  to  live  as  much  as  the  next man. More, probably. Living is a habit, you know. The more you do of it, the more you want to. If tel ing you al this wil  help me live a little longer, then it is what I wil do.” 

“And  if  it  helps  you  get  into  Palisor,”  Fal on said, “so much the better.” 



Pietre grinned. “Clever boy.” 

“You need either Aunt Sophie or Briony back to let  you  in,”  the  young  vampire  continued.  “That’s  why you’re helping.” 

“True.  Though  it  doesn’t  change  any  of  what Kevin here must do. Does it, Kevin?” 

The werewolf slowly shook his head. “How do I find the gate again? Do I just drink from the stream?” 

Pietre laughed. “Hardly. This is the difficult part for you, boy. The gate moves around. It does not open in the same spot twice in succession. For finding it…

wel ,  the  simplest  way  is  to  fol ow  a  dragon,  but  who knows when another one of those wil  show up?” 

The werewolf took a step forward. “There must be something we can do.” 

Pietre  shrugged.  “You  think  so?  I  waited hundreds  of  years  before  Sophie  came  along,  and then  she  waited  fifty  for  the  dragon.  Perhaps  you  wil have better luck with pure chance than I did, which is why I have told you that much, but I am hardly betting on it.” 

Fal on  clenched  his  fist.  “We  don’t  have  that time to wait.” 

“Wait, don’t wait. It is nothing to me.” 

“Wel ,  at  least  you  won’t  be  here  to  see  it happen,” Fal on declared, reaching for his fal en stake. 



Pietre had been expecting it though, and by now, his resources were at a much more acceptable level. He wove  his  hands  through  the  air,  wrapping  shadows around  himself  even  as  the  boy  turned.  In  just  a  few strides,  he  was  into  the  trees,  though  the  master vampire couldn’t resist one final taunt. 

“I wil  watch your progress with interest.” 









Chapter 3

 

Briony stood open mouthed at the sight of her great-aunt, who now looked more like an older sister thanks  to  the  transformation  that  had  come  over  her. 

And  not  much  older  at  that.  One  moment  she  had simply  been Aunt  Sophie,  the  next  moment,  her  true Hugtandalfer nature had shone through, leaving her as this beautiful, youthful, fanged creature of the fey. 

“Aunt Sophie?” Briony asked, even though she knew it was stil  her. 

“It’s her,” Archer the dragon-shifter assured her. 

Aunt  Sophie  concurred. At  least,  the  older  girl smiled.  “It’s  stil   me.  This  is  just…  I  guess  you  could think of it as the real me. Or at least the real me now that I’ve come into my powers.” 

The  fanged-elf  man  beside  them,  Aunt Sophie’s father, inclined his head graceful y. “And you look lovely, my daughter. But now, we must hurry to the King. He wil  want to see  his  daughter, and we should not delay.” 

“My  father  is  really  the  King?”  Briony  asked. 

“You aren’t joking?” 

“Your  father,  is  the  King  of  al   the  woodland elves,” Aunt Sophie’s father said. 

“Sorry,”  Briony  said.  “Do  you  have  a  name?  I can’t just keep thinking of you as Aunt Sophie’s dad.” 

“I  am  Leytham.  My  brother  is  Waltham.”  The fanged  elf  gestured  to  a  path  leading  from  the meadow they stood in. “We must go to him now.” 

They  walked,  making  their  way  through woodland  that  was  like  that  of  home,  and  yet somehow not like it. It was too bright, too vibrant, the path  lined  on  both  sides  with  flowers  that  should  not have been able to thrive in the shadows of the trees, yet which did anyway. 

Leytham  walked  at  the  front  of  their  group, leading  the  way. Archer,  in  his  form  of  a  tal ,  golden-skinned  boy  with  almost  white  hair,  brought  up  the rear. Briony kept close to Aunt Sophie between them. 

There were things that she needed to know, and that she  hoped  her  great-aunt  would  tel   her  before  they arrived. 

“Why is al  this happening now?” Briony asked. 

“Why am I changing? It is just time.” 

“No,  I  mean…  wel ,  why  didn’t  anyone  tel   me about  this  before?  Why  am  I  here  now,  when  my…” 

she  wasn’t  ready  to  cal   him  that  yet,  “when  the  King could have sent for me at any time?” 

Ahead  of  them,  Leytham  sighed.  He  kept walking  as  he  spoke.  “My  brother  is  not  wel .  As  a people,  the  Hugtandalfer  live  for  a  very  long  time  by human  standards,  but  we  are  not  immortal.  We  age, even if we do not show it. We die. Our king is one of the  oldest  of  us  now,  and  I  fear  he  wil   not  live  much longer. He needs an heir.” 

Briony got that straight away. “I’m supposed to be that heir? I’m supposed to step into the throne, just like that? Isn’t there someone else?” 

Leytham  shrugged,  turning  back  to  them. 

“There is Prince Vigor.” 

“There  then,”  Briony  said.  “You  have  a  prince. 

And  from  the  name,  he  sounds  like  he  should  be perfect.  You  don’t  need…  hold  on,  does  this  mean  I have another brother now?” 



“Not precisely,” Leytham said, “and that is part of the problem. Vigor is not truly of my brother’s blood, even  if  he  i s  a  ful -blooded  Hugtandalfer.  Waltham adopted him when he had need of an heir.” 

“You  said  ‘part  of  the  problem’,”  Briony observed. “What’s the other part?” 

Leytham  looked  uncomfortable  for  a  moment. 

“That  would  be  the  part  where  the  Prince  is handsome, but cold, and selfish. Even our king is not sure Vigor wil  be suited for the throne.” 

“Father,” Aunt Sophie said, “you aren’t about to take my niece into danger, are you?” 

“I  am  merely  bringing  her  home.  Word  of  how King  Waltham’s  daughter  is  a  natural-born  leader  in the  human  world  has  gotten  through  to  Palisor.  You are  here  because  King  Waltham  is  dying,  and  he wants to see you, which is why Archer was sent to find you, but that may not be al …” 

Archer  moved  forward  from  the  back  of  the group,  interrupting  what  the  male  Hugtandalfer  was about to say. “We must go now. There isn’t much time. 

We  have  wasted  enough  time  getting  Briony  here, fighting that vampire at the gate.” 

That  was  enough  to  make Aunt  Sophie  purse her lips. “Pietre. I should have finished him when I had the chance. I should have known he would not give up trying  to  get  here  just  because  I  left.  He  tried  to  use Briony, then?” 

Archer  nodded.  “He’s  stil   out  there  trying  to figure his way in. I don’t think he’l  stop, even now.” 

“Could he get in, though?” Briony asked. 

Aunt Sophie shrugged. “Probably not. Not now. 

But  it  is  always  better  to  be  certain.  Especial y  with him.  If  he  were  ever  to  get  through…”  Since  Aunt Sophie  stil   had  an  arm  around  her,  Briony  felt  the shudder that ran through her. 

“It  would  be  that  bad  if  he  got  here?”  Briony asked. 

Aunt  Sophie  nodded.  “With  a  vampire  like Pietre  in  Palisor,  he  would  bring  his  darkness  here and pol ute the Hugtandalfers. More than that though, he would find it easy to gain more power here. Power that he could then take back to Wicked in order to kil both werewolves and humans. He has wanted that for years.” 

“So if he had managed to persuade you to take him through…” 

“Things  would  have  been  very  bad  indeed. 

Fal ing for him wasn’t exactly my best moment.” 

Just hearing those words, thinking about Pietre stil   out  there,  brought  Briony’s  mood  down  a  little. 

What had happened to Fal on, Jake and Kevin? Were they  al   right,  or  was  Pietre  hurting  them  even  now? 

There was no way to know. No way to help. 

As  though  sensing  her  mood, Archer  grinned. 

“Come  on.  You  should  at  least  see  some  of  this kingdom  before  you  meet  its  king.”  He  looked  to Leytham. “If that’s al  right?” 

“You’l  take her to the castle?” 

Archer  nodded,  and  shifted.  On  the  path,  his form took up most of the available space. 

“On  you  get,  Briony,”  Aunt  Sophie  said.  “It seems you’re doing this the comfortable way.” 

Briony  hesitated,  but  climbed  onto  the  golden dragon’s  back  as  it  knelt  to  let  her  up.  In  place,  she looked around. “How do I hold on?” 

Aunt Sophie smiled. “For dear life.” 

Briony  grabbed  hold  of  Archer’s  neck automatical y as he took to the air in a bound that let him  spread  his  wings.  In  just  seconds,  he  was  far above the trees. It was total y different from flying with Fal on.  That  had  been  uncomfortable,  and  slightly frightening, and more like leaping than truly flying. 

This  was  a  smooth  glide,  higher  than  Briony had been outside of an airplane, with the trees rushing away beneath her. Then it was clouds. 

“Archer? Could you maybe go a little lower?” 

The dragon snorted with what Briony was sure was  laughter,  but  he  flew  lower.  Low  enough  that Briony could real y see everything below better. At first glance, it looked a little like the land around Wicked, but there were differences. It was a much brighter land than  the  world  she  had  left,  for  one  thing,  like  a painting that had been done purely in primary colors. 

Those  colors  were  subtly  different  too,  almost surreal. The sky had pinks and purples in it as wel  as blue,  like  the  first  glimpse  of  sunset  permanently mixed  in  with  the  rest  of  the  sky.  The  clouds  danced with light in rainbows of color that made Briony gasp to see them. 

There were differences in the land below, too. 

Instead  of  the  flat  expanse  of  trees  there  would  have been  back  home,  these  ones  quickly  gave  way  to rol ing hil s cut through with streams and deep pools. 

There  were  creatures  on  those  hil s.  Briony thought  she  saw  horses,  though  when  she  looked closer,  she  could  see  the  horns  rising  like  cathedral spires  from  their  foreheads.  In  the  pools,  Briony  saw the  flick  of  great  fish  tails,  only  for  human  heads  and torsos to surface moments later to stare up at her. 

By  that  point,  Briony  was  too  busy  staring  at what  lay  beyond  the  first  hil s  to  worry  about  the attention.  Towers  stood  against  the  skyline,  high enough  in  some  cases  to  pierce  the  lowest  clouds. 



Wal s ringed each tower, creating a courtyard around it  while  separating  it  from  the  rest.  Or  not  quite separating  it.  Slender  bridges  of  white  marble  stood between the turrets, connecting them in a delicate web that made the castle looked like it had been draped in lacework. To Briony, it was everything that a castle in a fairy tale place like this should have been. 

Archer  flew  on  towards  it. As  they  got  closer, Briony saw that there were flat roof areas or balconies on  most  of  the  towers,  looking  a  little  like  helicopter landing pads might have on skyscrapers. Except that it wasn’t helicopters landing on these, as Briony found out  when Archer  circled  one  of  the  towers,  swooped closer, and landed in an elegant spread of wings. 

Even as Briony slid down from his back, Archer transformed  once  more  into  the  amber-eyed  young man he had been. 

“Welcome  to  your  father’s  castle,  Briony,”  he said smiling. “Shal  we go inside and see your tower?” 

“My  tower?” Briony looked at it with shock. “Al this is for me?” 

Archer nodded. “When your Aunt Sophie came through  and  told  us  of  you,  the  King  had  a  tower  set aside for your use. He knew you would come. Come on, I’l  show you around.” 

“I can hardly believe al  this,” Briony said. 



“It’s as real as I am,” Archer pointed out. “Now come on. I’l  have to rush the tour as it is.” 

Archer  offered  her  his  arm,  and  Briony surprised  herself  by  taking  it.  He  led  her  through opulent  rooms,  decorated  with  more  wealth  than Briony had seen in her life. “This is the bedroom, and here  is  the  receiving  room,  and  the  solarium,  and some quarters for your servants.” 

“Servants?” 

Archer  seemed  to  enjoy  Briony’s  slight discomfort  at  that.  “Oh,  you’l   need  some  servants. 

Can’t  have  a  princess  without  servants.  Pages  and butlers and maids and…” 

“Archer.” 

“Oh, al  right. Now, Prince Vigor’s tower is over on the other side, while your father’s is in the center. I should  probably  take  you  straight  to  him.  I  know  he’l want  to  see  you.  Just…  try  not  to  pay  too  much attention to the Prince, al  right?” 

“Why would I do that?” 

“Oh, he probably just won’t be that happy to see you.” 

“And  wil   the  King?”  Briony  decided  that  she wouldn’t cal  him her father. That stil  felt too much like a slight to the man who had raised her as his own. 

“Of  course  he  wil ,”  Archer  promised.  “Now come on. Everyone wil  know we have arrived by now, and we wouldn’t want to keep them waiting.” 





Chapter 4

 

The  journey  across  the  bridges  between  the towers  was  actual y  scarier  in  its  way  than  riding  on Archer’s  back  had  been.  There,  Briony  had possessed no way to hold onto him, but she had stil felt safe. They had been flying, and Briony had felt that everything was under control. This, on the other hand, was just a long way up. 

Archer, seeming to sense Briony’s discomfort, was  quick  to  distract  her,  starting  to  talk  about  the buildings around them and why they were constructed in the way that they were. 

“The  towers  are  separate  and  wal ed  off  to make them easier to defend if they are ever attacked,” 

he said. “You would have to take each courtyard and tower separately if you were trying to get in.” 

“What  about  the  bridges?”  Briony  asked, forcing herself to keep walking along the marble span as though there were nothing wrong at al . 



“Partly,  they’re  to  make  it  easy  to  get  from place to place without having to go up and down a lot of  stairs,  but  they’re  also  a  protection.  They’re  like  a marble  web  over  the  ground  to  slow  down  dragons and  other  flying  creatures.  We  can  land  on  the  top levels, but if we want to go lower, we have to pick our way very careful y.” 

That  made  some  sense  to  Briony,  although  it did raise one or two obvious worries. Before this, she had  thought  that  Palisor  would  be  a  place  of  peace, yet no one constructed castles this wel  without at least some  threat  of  violence  hanging  in  the  background. 

Briony  found  herself  hoping  that  she  wasn’t  walking into  more  trouble  than Archer  and  the  others  had  let on. 

That thought distracted her until the end of the bridge, where a large pair of double doors sat. Archer opened  them,  revealing  a  large,  circular  room.  Other doors  led  into  it,  equal y  spaced  around  the  edge, while stairs sat at one side, leading both up and down. 

They went upwards first, climbing two flights of stairs  to  arrive  in  what  could  only  be  a  throne  room. 

The chair at the center was raised on a circular dais, and  worked  with  both  gold  and  velvet  until  it  almost shone.  The  rest  of  the  floor  was  a  mosaic  depicting creatures  Briony  would  have  thought  of  as  mythical; everything from dragons to mer-folk. Windows around the  room’s  edge  provided  a  view  out  both  the surrounding  landscape  and  the  rest  of  the  towers. 

From where she was, Briony could see that this was easily the tal est. 

“If  this  is  the  throne  room,”  Briony  asked, 

“Where’s the King?” 

Archer  thought  for  a  moment.  “There  aren’t even any guards here, and there should be. I think we should hurry to the King’s chambers, Briony.” 

“Why?” 

“Leytham told you that his brother is old even by Hugtandalfer standards? Wel , when I left, he was not wel ,  and  if  even  the  throne  room  is  deserted,  things must be serious.” 

“If it’s that serious,” Briony pointed out, “wil  he even want to see me?” 

Archer  took  her  hand  and  squeezed  it.  “He’l want to see you.” 

Archer led the way back down the tower. King Waltham’s  chambers  were  about  halfway  up, apparently,  at  the  very  heart  of  the  place.  As  they made  their  way  down,  Briony  couldn’t  help  noticing that every level seemed to be decorated in a different way. One would be hung with portraits, and covered in deep  carpet,  while  the  next  would  have  wal s  that seemed to glitter and reflect light onto careful y placed sculptures that seemed to be in glass. 

“Al  the great artists of the Kingdom wanted the job  the  last  time  the  King  redecorated,”  Archer explained without being asked. “Rather than cause an argument,  his  majesty  gave  them  a  level  each  to  do, and made a competition of it.” 

“It sounds like a wise move,” Briony said. 

Archer nodded. “It was.” 

Final y,  they  came  to  the  level  they  wanted.  It was decorated mostly in white and gold, with banners around  the  wal s  and  golden  designs  worked  into  a white  marble  floor.  There  were  people  there  too. 

Dozens  of  them.  Hugtandalfer  guards  stood  by  the stairs,  watchful  as  Briony  and  Archer  descended. 

Servants rushed back and forth, fetching and carrying. 

Most of the people there though seemed to be nobles of some sort, wealthily dressed Hugtandalfer men and women 

standing 

and 

apparently 

waiting 

for

something.  They  were  al   beautiful,  al   seemingly young,  and  al   surprisingly  hushed.  It  seemed  that whatever was going on was serious. 

Briony heard a ripple of whispering go through them  as  she  entered.  Then,  almost  as  one,  they stepped back to reveal a large bed, draped in layers of sheets. A figure sat up in that bed. In human terms, he would have looked no more than forty, but the youth of everyone else around him made that seem ancient by comparison. Of course, if what Aunt Sophie’s father had said was true, he was ancient. 

Briony  edged  forward,  hardly  daring  to  move too quickly. There were more whispers from the crowd as Briony did so, and Briony could only hope that they weren’t being too unkind about her. Though right then, she  probably  had  bigger  things  to  worry  about.  She was,  after  al ,  about  to  meet  her  biological  father  for the first time. 

It  seemed  to  take  forever  to  cover  those  last few  steps.  Probably  because  Briony  was  so  nervous by then that she could hardly bring herself to put one foot in front of the other. It didn’t help that Archer had abandoned  her  somewhere  along  the  way,  stepping back  into  the  surrounding  crowd.  He  presumably thought that this was something Briony needed to do alone. He was probably right, though that didn’t make the walk to the bed, with so many eyes on Briony, feel any better. 

As Briony approached, the man in the bed, the King, opened his eyes. There was a sense of strength in  those  eyes  that  didn’t  come  through  in  the  rest  of him.  Not  just  lying  there.  Yet  in  that  gaze  there  was age, and weight, and authority. In that one moment, it was  easy  for  Briony  to  see  how  the  deathly  il   man before her might have ruled a kingdom. 

Briefly,  Briony  wondered  whether  she  should be  curtseying.  After  al ,  this  was  a  king.  But  the Hugtandalfer before her just smiled and reached out a hand to take Briony’s. His grip was soft, but insistent, as  though  he  wanted  to  make  sure  that  Briony  was real. 

“You know who I am, child?” The words had a kind  of  fragile  warmth  to  them,  as  though  the  King wanted to be able to stand and enfold her in his arms, but simply didn’t have the strength for it anymore. 

Briony nodded. “King Waltham. My… father.” 

“Yes. You have no idea how good it is to hear those  words.  And  you  are  Briony.  My  child.  My daughter. My heir.” 

“Heir!” 

That  came  from  the  crowd  of  fanged  elves behind  them,  and  Briony  turned  at  the  sound.  The group parted to reveal a male Hugtandalfer, as young-looking as they al  were, his long, straight hair divided into  black  and  white  stripes  that  fel   wel   past  the shoulders of the sky blue tunic he wore. His eyes were a  bril iant  silver,  standing  out  against  his  high cheekbones,  aquiline  nose,  and  ful   lips.  He  was broad-shouldered,  but  moved  with  sure-footed  grace as he stepped forward. 

He  was,  Briony  decided,  quite  possibly  the most  gorgeous  young  man  she  had  ever  seen. And, given the amount of time she had spent around Kevin and Fal on, she had plenty to compare him to. Only the look he gave Briony as he stepped closer spoiled the effect  a  little.  It  was  a  look,  not  just  of  pride,  but  of contempt  for  her  too.  Apparently,  this  young Hugtandalfer real y didn’t like her. 

King  Waltham  sat  up  a  little  straighter.  “You have something to say, Vigor?” 

Briony guessed she should have known. 

The  Prince  shook  his  head.  “No,  father.”  The second  word  sounded  very  deliberate,  as  though Vigor was anxious to reinforce the connection. 

“Then  you  should  come  here  and  meet  your long-lost sister, shouldn’t you?” 

The  young  man  hesitated,  his  gaze  flicking from King Waltham to Briony. 

“So  you  do  have  something  to  say?”  the  King asked, when the Prince didn’t come any closer. 

Vigor  nodded.  “Yes.  Yes,  I  do.”  He  looked Briony over from head to toe, and Briony had to force herself  not  to  wilt  under  the  sheer  intensity  of  that stare.  It  was  a  probing  thing.  Practical y  an  intrusion. 

“She’s human.” 



“Briony is one of us,” King Waltham said. 

“If  she’s  Hugtandalfer,  than  why  doesn’t  she resemble  us?  Why  does  she  look  like…  this?”  Vigor gestured to her. “Sister indeed!” 

Briony bristled at that. Who did this boy think he was?  “Brother  indeed!”  she  shot  back.  “I  have  a brother named Jake already, and from what I’ve seen even  in  the  last  minute  or  two,  he’s  more  suited  to ruling anything than you.” 

“You  dare  question  my  suitability?”  Vigor glowered at her. 

Briony looked at the crowd around them. They were looking on with interest. It occurred to Briony that she might have gone too far, but by that point, it was too late to back down. 

“You’re  right,”  she  said.  “I’m  not  your  sister. 

After al , we aren’t related by blood, are we?” 

The  King  raised  an  eyebrow.  “Where  did  you hear that, Briony?” 

Briony  shrugged.  She  didn’t  want  to  get Leytham into trouble. “Vigor is adopted, isn’t he? So we aren’t of the same blood.” 

Briony saw al  the eyes in the room turn to the Prince. Apparently,  the  nobles  there  were  waiting  to see what his response would be. Though for a second or two, al  he did was stand there in silent fury. 



“It is true that Vigor is adopted,” King Waltham said,  apparently  attempting  to  defuse  the  situation, 

“but I have raised him in my court. I have named him as my son in every sense but blood. Now, let it rest.” 

“I  am  more  fit  to  be  king  than  this  little  girl,” 

Vigor snapped, ignoring King Waltham. 

“Let it rest,” King Waltham said. In that instant, there was real power in the King’s voice. “As for who is  fit,  that  is  something  we  shal   see.  It  is  not  a discussion  for  now.  Now  is  the  time  for  welcoming your sister back from the other lands. Give her the kiss of greeting, son.” 

That was one of the more awkward moments of Briony’s life. And of Vigor’s too, if she was any judge. 

The Prince moved forward reluctantly and kissed her briefly on both cheeks. Given how handsome he was, it 

might 

have 

been 

pleasant 

under 

other

circumstances, but right then, al  Briony could think of was  how  much  trouble  she  had  managed  to  get herself into this time. 

So  she’d  found  a  family  on  a  different  world. 

That  didn’t  mean  much  when  her  new  father  was dying, her new adopted brother clearly hated her, and she was about to be dropped into the middle of some kind  of  battle  for  succession.  Even  the  vampires  of Wicked were better than that. In fact, Briony decided in  that  moment,  the  best  thing  she  could  possibly  do right then was to get as far away from the whole place as possible. 

She needed to go home. 





Chapter 5

 

Perhaps  Archer  sensed  how  Briony  was feeling  right  then.  Perhaps  he  had  simply  spent enough  time  watching  her  to  guess.  Either  way,  he moved forward to take her hand. Briony started slightly at the sudden contact, as wel  as looking around at the crowd of Hugtandalfers occupying the royal apartment. 

What would they think, seeing the dragon shifter rush forward to comfort her like that? 

Right  then,  with  Vigor  stil   looking  at  her  with less  than  friendly  eyes,  and  her  Hugtandalfer  father staring up at her from his sickbed, Briony wasn’t sure that she cared. Archer might technical y have been just as  much  a  part  of  this  strange  world  as  any  of  the others, but right then, he felt like a link back to Wicked. 

Back to home. 

“Your  majesty,”  Archer  said,  “forgive  me,  but with the Princess so soon arrived from her home, she must  be  tired  by  now.  Perhaps  we  could  have  your permission to retire so that she might rest?” 

Briony  had  never  heard  anyone  speak  quite that formal y before. Then again, that was probably the kind of thing that you had to put up with around royalty. 

Which could be a problem if she was supposed to be royalty  now.  Briefly,  Briony  had  a  vision  of  courtiers flocking  around  her,  speaking  to  her  like  something out of a Jane Austen novel. This was too strange, and it felt like she was acting out some kind of role in her theater  class,  but  one  look  at  the  dragon  shifter besides  her,  the  fanged  elf  brother  glowering  at  her, and the crowd of royal fanged elves in the room, she knew  as  much  the  first  time  she  realized  vampires were real in her world, that al  this was real, too. 

After  al ,  she  had  entered  this  strange  new  world, this beautiful, but somewhat dangerous world straight from  Wicked  Woods.  And  from  everything  she’s experienced since coming to Wicked Woods; if it was possible for vampires and werewolves to exist, then it was  possible  for  dragons  and  fanged  elves  to,  too. 

She’s seen the crossover with her own eyes…Archer the  dragon  flying  over  the  trees  of  Wicked  and Aunt Sophie… that was a hard one to digest, but now that she realized what she was, everything about her made sense.  Everything  here  made  sense…  especial y since Palisor was a part of the Wicked Woods. 

She looked over at Archer, who in human form looked  to  be  one  to  two  years  older  than  Fal on. 

Archer, in his golden skin and amber eyes, who have been  nothing  but  protective  throughout.  He  was  now her  dragon,  and  she  was  his  royal  elf.  He  had  been sent  to  bring  her  back,  and  he  had  done  it.  So  why was  he  standing  up  for  her  now?  Unless  it  was  this business  of  the  connection  between  a  dragon  and  a Hugtandalfer? What was Archer not tel ing her? What role was she to play in this? 

Briony didn’t get the chance to think it through though,  because  Prince  Vigor  chose  that  moment  to laugh. 

“Tired?  Oh,  is  attending  the  sickbed  of  her father too much for the poor little human?” 

“I  think,  your  highness,”  Archer  said  to  the Prince,  “that  it  might  have  something  to  do  with  the Princess’ previous exertions.” 

“Previous  exertions?”  The  Prince  raised  an eyebrow,  getting  a  smal   laugh  from  some  of  the courtiers. “Wel , I suppose we’re al  worn out after that. 

Some of us, anyway.” 

“Hey!” Briony exclaimed as she got that. “That was  not  what Archer meant.” 



“Real y?”  Vigor’s  eyebrow  arched  stil   further, his  silver  eyes  looking  at  her  up  and  down  with  the appreciation of what? A man appreciating the form of a  woman?  Briony  couldn’t  help  but  blush  under  his scrutinizing  glaze.  His  forwardness  was  infuriating, and  he  was  supposed  to  be  her  adopted  brother. 

There was a line she was not going to cross with that. 

Vigor’s  look  of  appreciation  quickly  changed  to cockiness. “And yet you blush just at the mention of it.” 

It seemed that there was no way to win. Vigor was  obviously  determined  to  score  points  off  Briony no  matter  what  she  said,  and  the  courtiers  seemed happy enough to go along with it. Probably, they found it entertaining, and if it meant that they could keep in the  good  graces  of  a  prince  at  the  same  time,  so much the better. 

“Have  a  good  look?”  Briony  said,  her  chin jutted  up.  “Prince  or  should  I  say,    Brother?  You  sure don’t  get  enough  exertions  to  be  giving  a  once  over on your own sister!  ” 

Vigor’s  face  went  crimson  as  he  protested softly,  “but  we’re  not  real y  blood-related…you’re practical y a stranger.” 

“My  daughter  is  a  vision  of  loveliness,  isn’t she?”  King  Waltham  said  proudly.  “Even  despite  the harrowing  journey  she  and  her  young  dragon  went through to reach us.” 

“In  fact,  your  highness”  Archer  said,  “before coming  to  Palisor,  Briony  and  her  friends  fought  with al   their  strength  and  might  against  the  dark  ones. 

The…vampires.” 

Archer  hesitated  over  the  word,  as  though knowing what effect it would have. And it certainly had an effect. Gasps came from the surrounding courtiers, while one of the women there actual y fainted. Though that  struck  Briony  as  completely  over  the  top,  and frankly not very convincing, given that she managed to do it in such a way that she fel  straight into the arms of a  handsome  male  courtier,  who  then  had  to  help  her from the room. 

“Vampires?”  one  of  the  remaining  courtiers said. “Are you sure?” 

Another, a woman who had vials and pouches on the belt of her gown, and whom Briony took to be some  kind  of  physician,  echoed  the  thought. 

“Vampires  have  not  been  seen  here  in  a  long  time, Archer.  The  only  ones  here  are  the  ones  King Waltham fought and banished to…” 

“Malwinn.” The King’s voice was firm. “Enough. 

There are some things better left unsaid.” 

The  woman  curtsied  low.  “Forgive  me,  your majesty. I meant no harm.” 



“Briony didn’t fight the vampires here, anyway,” 

Archer  said.  “She  fought  them  around  her  home. 

Some  of  you  know  that.  You  have  heard  the  news  of her.  Princess  Briony  was  a  vampire  hunter  in  her world…a  very  brave  one,  despite  her  lovely appearance.” 

That sent another ripple of sound around King Waltham’s  chambers.  Surprise,  from  those  who obviously  had  not  heard  the  news  before,  and  who looked  at  Briony  with  renewed  interest,  as  though trying  to  work  out  how  she  had  done  it.  That  much, Briony  had  half  expected.  What  was  slightly  more unexpected,  given  how  easily  the  courtiers  had laughed  at  Vigor’s  innuendo,  was  the  touch  of admiration that also showed up there. 

Only  Vigor  himself  seemed  unconvinced.  “I don’t believe it.” 

“Believe it or don’t,” Archer said, “but the truth is that Briony kept one particularly evil master vampire out of Palisor through her efforts. I was there. I saw it.” 

Prince  Vigor  gave  Archer  a  contemptuous look. “And did most of the work, no doubt. We al  know what lengths dragons wil  go to in order to find-” 

“Enough,” King Waltham said. “I have told you once  already,  my  son.  Do  not  make  me  order  you back to your tower.” 



Vigor  stood  there,  very  stil ,  and  then  gave  a single, terse nod. 

“Good.” 

Was  it  Briony’s  imagination,  or  did  King Waltham  look  a  little  less  wan  and  exhausted  as  he said  that?  Certainly,  when  he  looked  over  to  Briony again and smiled, there seemed to be more strength in it than there had been before. 

“Of  course  you  must  rest,  my  dear.  It  sounds like you have had a busy time. But I trust you wil  not be too tired to attend the banquet that wil  be held in your honor later.” 

“A  banquet?”  Briony  couldn’t  help  the  note  of surprise there. “You’re holding a banquet, for me?” 

She wasn’t the only one surprised, by the looks of  it.  Half  of  the  courtiers  excused  themselves  in  a hurry. Apparently, they needed to make preparations if they were going to be able to look their best as they attended. 

“Of  course  we  are  having  a  banquet,”  King Waltham  said.  “It  is  not  every  day  I  get  my  daughter back, after al , and you, Briony, I think you wil  be just what  Palisor  needs.”  Waltham  looked  around  at  his loyal  subjects.  “My  il ness  has  been  hard  on  many  of them.” 

At  that  point,  he  did  something  that  made  the announcements of banquets and the rest look tame by comparison. King Waltham stood up. 

The  physician  hurried  across  to  him.  “Your majesty, please. You must not stand. You are not wel enough.” 

“Must not, Malwinn? Remind me which of us is the  King  and  which  the  physician  again,  would  you? 

Only I could have sworn that I was the one who got to decide these things.” 

The  physician  was  brave,  Briony  had  to  give her  that.  She  stood  there  for  almost  a  second, blocking the King’s path. 

“I  just  don’t  want  to  see  al   my  hard  work undone,” the Hugtandalfer woman said. 

“I know, Malwinn, and I am sure that no one wil blame you for an old man’s stupidity. Step aside now though.  I  am  feeling  stronger,  and  I  wish  to  hug  my daughter.” 

As  the  physician  moved  to  one  side  with  a worried  look,  Waltham  did  exactly  that,  moving  close to Briony and wrapping his arms around her. 

“You  are  exactly  what  we  need  in  an  heir, daughter,  a  champion  to  help  us  against  the  dark ones.” 

“You mean Pietre?” Briony asked. “I didn’t think he could get here.” 



The King looked over at Archer. “Pietre?” 

“The master vampire I spoke of, your majesty.” 

Archer  shifted  his  gaze  to  Briony.  “Pietre  is  just  one master vampire who wants a way into Palisor. There are  many,  many  more  master  vampires  from  your world,  from  al   over  your  world,  who  want  the  same thing.” 

King  Waltham  moved  back  from  Briony,  his hands  on  her  shoulders.  Briony  wasn’t  sure  if  he  just wanted to look at her, or if she was holding him up. 

“We spend so much of our time defending the gates, trying to keep the dark ones out.” King Waltham said.  “It  says  a  lot  that  you  took  on  that  task  even  in your former world.” 

He  took  Briony’s  elbow  then,  leading  her towards the exit to the room. That seemed to surprise the  courtiers  as  much  as  anything  else  that  had happened so far, and Malwinn the physician hovered with a worried expression. 

“Malwinn, I am fine,” the King assured her. “The return  of  my  daughter  has  done  more  to  reinvigorate me  than  any  potion  you  could  give  me.  Now  stop shadowing me like you expect me to keel over and go get ready for the banquet. I’m sure you have dresses to  try  on,  or  something.”  He  winked  at  Briony  and whispered, “We need to enliven this place. Look at al the gloomy faces, especial y Malwinn’s. You would’ve thought someone had died.” The King caught Malwinn stil  lingering in the room. “Malwinn?” 

The woman curtseyed again. “If your majesty is certain?” 

“Completely.” King Waltham looked around the rest  of  the  room.  “That  goes  for  al   of  you  as  wel . 

Tonight’s banquet is supposed to be a celebration, so go and prepare for it.” 

One  by  one,  the  courtiers  hurried  out.  Some looked  excited  by  the  prospect  of  the  party  to  come. 

Others looked at Briony with quizzical expressions, as though  stil   trying  to  work  out  exactly  what  she  meant for  them  and  the  Kingdom  around  them.  For  al   that Briony  felt  strange  and  out  of  place  right  then,  it couldn’t  have  been  any  easier  for  them.  They  had acquired  a  princess  almost  from  nowhere,  and  it would  no  doubt  shake  up  the  politics  of  their  land  in ways  that  might  mean  a  lot  for  their  positions  in  the court.  The  look  Briony  got  from  Malwinn  was  a  little more  direct  though.  It  said,  as  clearly  as  if  the Hugtandalfer  had  spoken,  that  Briony  was  to  do nothing to wear her father out. 

King Waltham seemed oblivious to it. Instead, his  attention  was  fixed  on  Briony.  “Seeing  you  is  the medicine,  the  cure  I  needed.”  He  smiled.  “You  are blood of my blood, the last of my line. I never regretted knowing  and  loving  your  mother,  for  al   that  she  was human, but knowing that my blood lives on in you, that has given me renewed hope.” 

Briony couldn’t help glancing over to the portion of the room where Prince Vigor stil  stood as the King said that. His scowl made his feelings very clear, and, for  al   that  he  was  obviously  self-important  and  ful   of pride,  Briony  wasn’t  sure  that  she  could  blame  him. 

The  last  thing  she  wanted  to  do  was  to  enter  a  new world just to rock everything. 

Archer  moved  up  to  Briony’s  other  side.  He looked  very  satisfied  about  something.  “Ignore  the Prince. His majesty is right. Just you arriving here has already started to make things so much better.” 









Chapter 6

 

Briony and King Waltham were almost at the doors  to  his  chambers  when  trumpets  sounded outside it. 



“The  heralds?”  King  Waltham  said.  “More visitors?” 

“Just  some  catching  us  up,  your  majesty,” 

Archer said. 

When  the  doors  opened  once  more,  Briony wasn’t  surprised  to  see Aunt  Sophie  and  her  father, Leytham.  The  King  seemed  a  lot  more  surprised, though. 

“El isa?  Is  that  you?  You  have  not  changed  at al .” 

Leytham  shook  his  head.  “This  is  not  El isa, brother. This is Sophie. My daughter and your niece. 

Though  when  she  entered  El isa  and  Briony’s  world, she  aged  quickly  as  a  human.  Unlike  Palisor,  where we take years to age, in Briony’s world, every creature with  a  drop  of  human  blood  in  them  age  as  humans do. Which means…” 

“Sophie is much older than El isa and Briony…” 

King Waltham said.  “Yes, yes, I know.” The King held out  his  arms  to  Aunt  Sophie,  and  she  went  to  him, taking both his hands in hers. 

“I’m  sorry,  your  Majesty,”  she  said.  “About El isa. Pietre got to her and turned her.” 

King Waltham’s face lit up. “So she is stil  out there in the Woods of your home?” 

Aunt Sophie looked down, “No, she died as a vampire, trying to lead a rebel ion against Pietre.” 

Waltham’s  face  showed  his  grief  at  hearing about Briony’s mother. “I had wanted to go through the gates  myself  to  visit,  but  she  had  already  moved  on, began a new life, had married her own…a human, and started a family.” Waltham looked over at Briony. “She was a little older than you when we met. Just as pretty and ful  of life. She took my breath away…this human creature who was able to slip into Palisor. It was rare, unheard of even, but there she was, and we fel  in love. 

Many  did,  too,  here.  To  us,  she  was  the  mythical one…being able to find her way into Palisor. She was a special human for sure, but the pul  of her own world was  too  great  for  her  to  remain  in  Palisor. And  I  did not know she gave birth to a child…mine…until much later,”  Waltham  patted  Aunt  Sophie’s  hand.  “I  am grateful Elissa and Briony had you to watch over them. 

And  I  hear  you  are  an  excel ent  guardian  of  Palisor and thwarted vampires from finding the gates.” 

Briony saw Aunt Sophie’s head dip just barely in a half-bow. “It is true, your majesty.” 

Waltham  nodded.  “Wel ,  your  arrival  gives  us another reason to celebrate.” 

Aunt  Sophie  unabashedly  laughed,  much  to Briony’s relief. Despite her younger appearance, she was  the  same  old  tough  Aunt  Sophie  that  she  had grown  to  love.  Then  Sophie  moved  over  to  Prince Vigor,  who  was  stil   busy  scowling  over  at  them  in silence. It seemed that her newfound youth had done something  to  bring  out  Aunt  Sophie’s  mischievous side,  because  she  walked  around  him  the  way  she might a statue, but then suddenly reached out to pinch the  Prince’s  rear.  Prince  Vigor  yelped  and  spun towards her, reddening. 

“Ah,  so  you  are  real,” Aunt  Sophie  said.  “And there  I  was  thinking  that  you  were  just  some  sort  of artwork  with  al   that  chisel  broodiness.  ‘Prince, scowling’  perhaps.  So,  are  you  going  to  give  your step-cousin a hug?” 

Vigor  looked  briefly  confused  by  the  whole thing. “A  what?” 

He seemed slightly embarrassed by the whole episode,  and  even  more  embarrassed  when  King Waltham stepped forward to put an arm around Aunt Sophie’s  shoulders,  drawing  her  away  from  him. 

Being rescued, Briony suspected, wasn’t the Prince’s style. 

“Sophie, Vigor has spent no time in the human lands. Their customs are something he is not used to.” 

Hugging was a human custom? Briony thought back to the way the King had hugged her. Apparently, not al  hugtandalfs had a problem with it. 



“Wel , we’l  just have to get him used to it, won’t we?” Sophie said. She stepped forward as if to enfold Vigor in a crushing hug, but the Prince stepped back. 

“Stay  away  from  me,”  he  snapped,  and  then stalked past them, exiting the rooms. 

King  Waltham  looked  after  him  with  regret. 

“Forgive  Vigor.  My  adopted  son  has  little  time  for things beyond our lands.” 

“Wel ,  we’l   just  have  to  change  that  too,” Aunt Sophie said. “Briony may be a Hugtandalfer, but she is stil  human. I don’t want Vigor or anyone in Palisor holding that against her.” 

Waltham  reached  out  to  pat  Briony’s  hand. 

“You  have  to  forgive  Vigor,  Briony.  When  I  did  not know  of  you,  I  raised  him  to  assume  the  throne.  He has  always  believed  that  to  be  his  destiny,  and  now, finding out that he must share it with you, he is angry.” 

Briony hesitated for a long moment. She didn’t like  Vigor’s  attitude.  Of  course  she  didn’t.  But  she didn’t  like  this  talk  of  sharing  thrones  any  more  than that. 

“Why  should  Vigor  have  to  share?”  she demanded.  “If  he  was  raised  to  become  king  here, why  shouldn’t  he  do  that?  I  don’t  mean  to  sound ungrateful, but I don’t want to be anyone’s ruler. I have a life back in Wicked. I’m needed there. I have friends there, a brother, and Kevin and Fal on…” She looked at Aunt Sophie, “and a diner and Preservation Society to run…” 

King  Waltham  looked  shocked,  and  even Leytham  seemed  a  little  surprised.  “But  you  are  my blood  heir,”  the  King  said.  “Palisor  wil   be strengthened by it. If there is a legitimate blood heir to the  throne,  it  cannot  be  ignored.”  It  looked  as  though he might say more, but he seemed to think better of it. 

“We wil  speak again after the feast. For now though, servants  wil   have  gone  to  your  tower.  You  should prepare for the banquet.” 

Briony took the hint, and she walked back over the  bridge  to  her  tower  with  Aunt  Sophie.  Leytham stayed  with  his  brother,  apparently  having  further things  to  discuss,  while  Archer  trailed  a  little  way behind them until they got to the tower, but then led the way. 

“If the King wants you to ready yourselves, then you  wil   need  to  go  to  the  preparing  room,”  Archer said, leading the way along flights of stairs to a room with  elegant  lattice-work  doors.  “I’l   leave  you  to  get ready.” 

As  the  dragon-shifter  left,  the  doors  opened, swinging  out  towards  Briony  and  Aunt  Sophie  to reveal  a  large  room  with  a  balcony,  where  a  trio  of Hugtandalfer women were laying out dresses. The one who  had  opened  the  doors  appeared  no  older  than Briony or Aunt Sophie did, and smiled at them as she saw them before dropping into a curtsey. 

“Welcome,  your  highness,  my  lady.  Everything is ready for you.” 

Briony  didn’t  know  what  to  say  to  that,  so  she settled for heading into the room. There were dresses prepared  on  al   sides,  al   exquisitely  beautiful,  but  al also  more  formal  than  anything  Briony  had  seen before,  let  alone  worn.  She  walked  right  through  the room and out onto the balcony. 

The  view  there  helped  to  take  away  a  little  of the sudden tightness in her chest. It wasn’t home, but it was more than breathtaking enough to make up for it, being on the side of the tower that faced the outside world,  rather  than  the  rest  of  the  castle.  From  where she was, Briony could see the hil s that she had flown over,  and  she  thought  back  to  the  creatures  she  had seen staring up. 

“It’s strange, isn’t it?” Aunt Sophie said. 

Briony  nodded.  “But  beautiful.  I  don’t  think  I’ve seen anywhere as beautiful.” 

Aunt Sophie walked to her side and looked out from the balcony. “Wel , it’s not quite like Wicked, but Palisor  certainly  lives  up  to  its  reputation.  There’s  a reason so many non-humans want to come here, after al . I suspect even Pietre might be able to appreciate this beauty.” 

Briony shuddered at the mention of the master vampire’s name. She found herself wondering why her great-aunt would bring him up, but now that she had, there were things Aunt Sophie needed to hear. 

“Pietre  was  stil   causing  so  much  pain  in Wicked when I left, Aunt Sophie.” 

“Yes,” the other girl said with a sad note in her voice, “he would.” 

“It’s bad,” Briony went on. “The war between the werewolves  and  vampires  isn’t  over,  and  now  more people are caught in the middle. After Pietre set fire to his  own  coven,  he  relocated  somewhere  we  couldn’t find  him.  He’s  been  gathering  more  and  more vampires into Wicked, hoping to break into Palisor.” 

“Not to mention the fact that Kevin, Fal on and Jake  are  stil   stuck  there,”  Aunt  Sophie  said.  “Look Briony,  I  know  how  much  al   of  this  is  for  you,  being here  when  everything  else  is  going  so  wrong  back there. I know, darling.” 

“You do?” 

Aunt  Sophie  nodded.  “I  do.  This  must  be  the craziest thing you’ve ever heard or seen. But you have to remember that Palisor is the reason why you were brought to Wicked in the first place. You were meant to  come  here,  Briony.  I  know  it  is  hard  leaving everything  else  behind,  but  you  have  to  try  to remember that.” 

Briony  felt  her  eyes  widen.  Aunt  Sophie  was talking  as  if  she  should  just  forget  Wicked.  Briony wasn’t  sure  she  could  do  that.  “I  just  keep  thinking about al  the people there. The ones I won’t get to see again while I’m here. Fal on and Kevin, obviously, but also Jake and George, Maisy and Steve, even just the kids  from  school.  I  mean,  it’s  not  like  they  can  just come here, is it?” 

Aunt Sophie placed a gentle hand on Briony’s shoulders. “I’m afraid not.” 

Briony lent against the balcony rail, pursing her lips. “I have to go back to Wicked, Aunt Sophie.” 

Her  great-aunt  stretched  in  the  sunlight  like  a cat.  “Are  you  real y  in  such  a  hurry,  Briony?  Do  you real y want to give up al  this so soon?” 

Briony stared at the new, younger Aunt Sophie. 

Just  for  a  moment,  she  wondered  what  happened  to the one she knew. The one who was a vampire slayer, a  devoted  citizen  of  Wicked,  someone  who  wouldn’t give up on her friends. “There are people back there who  could  be  hurt,”  Briony  pointed  out.  “I  can’t  just abandon them.” 



Aunt  Sophie  shrugged.  “You  might  not  have  a choice, Briony. You know that getting back is at least partly  down  to  chance.  Besides,  you’re  needed  here right  now.  The  timing  couldn’t  be  more  perfect,  with Waltham so il . Do you want that stony Prince Vigor to rule here?” 

“You seemed to like him,” Briony shot back. 

“Yes, wel , it’s not like we’re actual y related, so I can ogle him al  I want.” This real y was a new Aunt Sophie.  Or  was  it?  Even  in  the  old  one,  there  had been  a  mischievous  glint  in  the  eye.  Maybe  this  one was  just  what  you  got  when  you  put  that  into  a nineteen-year-old  body.  “That  doesn’t  mean  he’s ready  to  be  king.  He  is  a  strong  and  capable  young man, I’ve no doubt being raised by Waltham ensured that,  but  like  I  said  before,  he’s  too  selfish  to  be  the King.” 

“So you want me to just step in?” Briony asked. 

Aunt  Sophie  shrugged.  “It  may  not  come  up. 

Your  presence  has  already  a  healing  effect  on Waltham.  He may prove to outlive us al !” She turned suddenly serious. “But he may not, and if so, you need to be ready.” 

“Excuse  me,  your  highness,  my  lady  Sophie.” 

Briony turned to see the servant who had opened the doors  addressing  the  pair  of  them.  The  woman bobbed another curtsey. “Forgive me, but if we do not begin soon, we wil  not have you both ready in time for the banquet.” 

Briony was about to point out that there was stil plenty  of  time  to  go,  but  some  of  those  dresses  had looked very complicated. She nodded. “Al  right, we’l come straight through.” 

The  next  couple  of  hours  were  one  of  the stranger  experiences  of  Briony’s  life.  It  wasn’t  just  a case  of  washing,  picking  out  a  dress  and  maybe putting on a little eyeshadow. Instead, whole teams of servants  went  to  work  on  both  her  and Aunt  Sophie, setting  about  them  with  makeup  and  perfume  before helping them into layer after layer of garments. Some of  the  latter  were  almost  painful y  restrictive  as  the servants hauled them into place, lacing and tying them so that they looked as they should. 

When they were done, Briony surveyed herself in  a  mirror.  She  could  hardly  believe  that  it  was  stil her.  She  wore  a  dress  of  red  silk  and  velvet,  with delicate  cream  slashes  coming  through  here  and there.  Her  hair,  meanwhile,  had  been  turned  into  a smal   work  of  art  with  the  aid  of  pins  and  clips. Aunt Sophie  had  undergone  an  almost  equal  amount  of work, though she was in a delicate dress of gold and lace.  It  seemed  more  practical  than  Briony’s,  not trailing along the floor, and even her hair was simpler, in a single braid down her back. 

Aunt Sophie looked at Briony for a second, and then burst out laughing. “What do you look like?” 

“Me?  We  both  look  like  someone’s  idea  of princesses.” 

Stil , it wasn’t like they had time to do anything about  it,  and  Briony  had  to  admit  that  they  looked pretty good, so they headed back to the main tower, where  the  banquet  would  be  held.  It  took  them  a couple of false starts, but they final y found something that  looked  like  a  banqueting  hal .  Certainly,  there were tables set out for food. 

Except that the room was empty…

Or not quite empty. Aunt Sophie walked over to one  of  the  tables  and  picked  up  what  looked  like  a crooked  dagger.  She  took  one  look  at  it,  grabbed Briony by the hand and ran as fast as she could with Briony in tow, only stopping when they were wel  clear of the room. 

Out  of  breath,  Briony  looked  up  at  her  great aunt. “What was that about?” 

Aunt  Sophie  actual y  looked  scared.  “That, Briony,  is  Palisor’s  worst  nightmare.  The  vampires who have made it here, that is one of their weapons. 

It’s a warning, I think.” 



“I  heard  people  mention  vampires  before,” 

Briony said. 

Aunt  Sophie  paused,  but  then  nodded.  “If  you think Pietre is hard to fight, think again. Vampires that make  it  through  into  Palisor  are  older,  stronger,  and hungrier  than  he  wil   ever  be.  And  since  you  are currently the only unchanged human here… this could get bad, Briony.” 

At those words, Briony felt her heart fal . Palisor was beautiful, but it seemed that even here she wasn’t safe.  Even  here,  she  would  have  to  be  the  thing  that she had been forced to be back home. 

A vampire hunter. 





Chapter 7

 

With  Pietre  gone,  Kevin,  Fal on  and  Jake could only stand there. Kevin knew as wel  as anyone how  dangerous  the  master  vampire  could  be,  yet  he had  escaped  once  again.  And  with  him  gone,  their hopes for getting Briony back seemed to be in tatters. 

Kevin shook his head. No, he wouldn’t accept that.  He  couldn’t  accept  that.  Though  right  then,  he wasn’t sure what they could do. 

Fal on paced back and forth. “I’m going to go.” 

Kevin resisted the urge to comment on what a good thing that was, or to ask whether he was going to join up with Pietre. 

“Where are you going?” Jake asked. 

“I’l  start with the diner to check in with George,” 

Fal on said. He looked away. 

“And after that?” Kevin asked. 

“Pietre  isn’t  the  only  master  vampire  in  the world.  Given  the  activity  around  here,  he  might  not even  be  the  only  one  in  the  area.  Another  master wouldn’t  know  about  me,  and  he  or  she  might  have what  we  need  to  get  into  Palisor.  After  al ,  they probably want to as much as Pietre.” 

Kevin thought for a moment, cocking his head to one side. “If you’re wrong, they’l  kil  you.” 

“You say that like you wouldn’t rejoice.” 

Kevin shrugged. “Just an observation.” 

Though  the  truth  was,  he  wasn’t  sure  how  he would  feel.  The  contradictions  stacked  up  inside  him like  a  house  of  cards,  and  Kevin  wasn’t  sure  which way they would fal  when they final y did. Fal on was his brother.  Fal on  was  a  vampire.  Fal on  was  trying  to help them. Fal on was far too close to Briony. It was an impossible knot to deal with, so Kevin didn’t. Instead, he just stood there while his brother sped off. 

“So what do we do?” Jake asked. 

“I  don’t  know,”  Kevin  admitted.  “I  guess  we should look for anything that might tel  us more about Palisor in general, but if we want anything useful, we’l have to go to someone who knows about the history of our world.” 

“There’s always Josh,” Jake suggested. “Even if  he  doesn’t  know,  he  might  know  someone  who would.” 

That was a possibility, Kevin had to admit. The werewolf  king  seemed  to  know  a  lot  about  Wicked thanks  to  the  histories  kept  by  his  family.  Not  that seeing  him  would  necessarily  be  that  comfortable. 

After al , it hadn’t been so long since Josh had been declaring  Briony  a  prisoner.  Though  hopeful y,  the attack  on  the  vampires’  home  would  have  dealt  with that problem. 

There didn’t seem to be too many other options in any case, so Kevin nodded. “Let’s go.” 

They ran in wolf form, cutting through the forest with clear purpose. Kevin drank in its scents as he ran. 

The  scent  of  smal   creatures  in  the  undergrowth,  the scents  of  patches  of  flowering  plants,  the  marker scents  of  larger  animals,  trying  to  tel   the  world  that they were strong, and that this was their territory. Kevin would have laughed if he could have. Compared to his werewolf  form,  n o  normal  animal  counted  as  truly strong. 

Soon, the two of them arrived at the manicured square  of  lawn  with  the  werewolves’  mansion  at  its center, changing back to human form as they moved closer.  Kevin  looked  around  cautiously  as  he  did  so. 

After  leaving  the  battle  with  Briony,  he  didn’t  know what kind of welcome they would get. When the door swung open ahead of them to reveal Josh, Brian and Carol, Kevin tensed. 

Josh  stepped  forward.  “Kevin,  Jake,  it’s  good to  see  you.  I’m  glad  you  came  through  the  battle unscathed.  Man,  that  was  a  victory,  wasn’t  it?  We burned  down  their  house,  got  Carol  and  the  others back, and nearly got Pietre himself.” 

“Aunt  Sophie  and  Briony  nearly  got  him,  you mean,” Jake pointed out. 

The werewolf king nodded. “You’re right there. I was…  hasty,  deciding  that  they  had  betrayed  us. 

When  you  see  them  again,  tel   them  that  they  are welcome here.” 

The  others  nodded  behind  him,  though  Carol was perhaps a little less enthusiastic than her brother. 

She looked like she had been crying, though so soon after  losing  her  twin  brother  Channing,  that  was probably understandable. 

“Where is Briony?” Josh asked. 

“That’s  sort  of  what  I  wanted  to  talk  to  you about,talk  to  t  Kevin  replied.  He  looked  at  the  other two.  He  wasn’t  sure  how  much  he  should  trust  them. 

Brian  had  already  made  it  clear  how  interested  he was  in  Briony,  while  Carol  had  never  liked  her.  He certainly didn’t want to spread around the knowledge of the gate to Palisor any more than he had to. “Can we talk in private?” 

Josh  might  have  caught  the  flick  of  Kevin’s eyes  to  them,  but  he  nodded.  “We  can  talk  in  my office.” 

He  led  the  way  through  to  the  smal ,  pin  neat room,  gesturing  for  Kevin  and  Jake  to  take  seats  on comfortable  armchairs  that  sat  in  front  of  an  antique desk. Josh sat behind it, looking to Kevin a little like a principal who had agreed to al ow a couple of kids to speak to him. But then, Josh had always been big on reminding people of his position. 

“What  did  you  want  to  speak  to  me  about?” 

Josh asked. “I take it that this is something to do with what  happened  to  Briony  and  Sophie  Edge?  My sources tel  me that Mrs. Edge hasn’t been seen in a while, and if you’re here without Briony…” 

He left that hanging. A gap that just demanded to be fil ed. 

Kevin  looked  straight  at  the  werewolf  king. 

“Have you ever heard of Palisor?” 

Josh’s eyes flickered, just a little. “What about Palisor?” 

Kevin  didn’t  flinch.  “So  you  have  heard  of Palisor?” 

Josh shrugged. Kevin wasn’t sure how much he believed  that  casualness.  “Only  from  my  parents. 

Bedtime stories for young werewolves.” 

“What  did  they  tel   you  about  Palisor?”  Jake asked. 

Josh paused. “If I tel  you, you’l  al ow me some questions of my own?” 

Kevin nodded. 

“Good,”  Josh  said.  “Then  Palisor  is  supposed to  be  a  paradise  for  al   supernatural  creatures. 

Somewhere  they  don’t  have  to  worry  about  what humans  think.  Somewhere  that  they  al   seek, consciously  or  unconsciously.  As  I  said,  it  is  simply something my parents told me.” 

“And  their  parents  before  them,”  Kevin guessed. 

“True.  And  if  I  remember  wel ,  there  was  a distant rumor about a way through being near Wicked, but  you  know  how  these  things  go.”  Josh  stopped. 



“Now it’s my turn to ask questions. How did you hear of Palisor?” 

“From  Sophie  and  Pietre,”  Kevin  said.  “And you’ve seen the dragon shifter.” 

The Werewolf King nodded. “Yes, I have seen the dragon shifte r. He became friendly with our kind, blending in so flawlessly that we al  thought he was a werewolf at first. You’re saying he’s from Palisor?” 

Kevin nodded wordlessly. 

Josh  drummed  his  fingers  on  the  desk  top. 

“We’ve seen other shifters before here in Wicked, of course… jaguars, foxes, and so forth. I must admit, a dragon was a new one. I should have guessed.” 

“He led Briony through the gate,” Jake said. “If you know how to find a way into Palisor, we need your help to get through to get her back.” 

Josh  was  stil   for  several  seconds.  “What makes you think I know how? I told you, Palisor is just a fable to me.” 

Kevin  shook  his  head.  “You  know   something. 

Pietre  has  been  looking  for  this  place  for  centuries. 

That  must  mean  something  to  you.  It’s  why  he  has stayed  in  Wicked  Woods  al   these  years,  hoping  to find a way in.” 

“Why would he do that?” Josh asked, but then waved  the  question  away.  “Oh,  don’t  answer  that. 



Pietre  wil   always  look  for  a  way  to  make  vampires stronger  and  more  powerful,  especial y  against  the wolves.  So  Palisor  has  something  that  wil   benefit him.” 

Kevin nodded. “From the way Sophie and that dragon defended the gate against Pietre, it definitely seemed like there’s a reason they don’t want Pietre to make  it  into  Palisor.  But  don’t  dodge  the  question. 

What do you know, Josh?” 

The  Werewolf  King’s  eyes  narrowed. 

“Remember whom you are speaking to.” 

Jake interrupted. “Help us out here, Josh. 

Please.” 

Josh nodded, got up, and walked over to a bookshelf.  He  didn’t  take  anything  down  off  the shelves,  but  simply  moved  the  whole  thing  aside  to reveal a space beyond it. Not quite a secret room, just a little corner of one blocked off by the shelves. Boxes sat within. Josh took a dusty leather book from one of them. 

“This  room  contains  journals  for  every werewolf  king  since  the  Wickhams  arrived  here”  he said.  “This  one  is  my  great-grandfather’s.  Since becoming king, I’ve been trying to learn what I can of my heritage. I can’t say that I was very interested in it before that.” 



“You  had  other  things  to  do,”  Kevin guessed. 

“I had a whole life planned out. Col ege, Wal  Street, life in New York.” 

“And then you had to come back here to be king.” 

Josh shrugged. “I wanted a normal life, but things rarely work out as planned. Anyway…” 

Josh  flipped  through  the  pages  of  the journal, final y coming to a stop about halfway through. 

He  read  aloud.  “Palisor  is  the  source  of  power  and renewal  for  paranormals.  It  is  meant  as  paradise,  a peaceful  kingdom  where  paranormals  can  be  free. 

The  darker  paranormals  such  as  vampires  are  not al owed  within.  The  keepers  of  the  gates  to  Palisor must guard against them through each generation.” 

“So  Aunt  Sophie  must  have  been  a

gatekeeper,”  Jake  said.  “That  explains  why  she stayed  even  after  everyone  disappeared  in  the Wicked Woods.” 

Everyone. Such a smal  word to take in

himself,  his  parents,  his  uncle.  Not  to  mention  Kevin and Fal on. So much had seemed to start that day, but in  fact,  it  had  already  been  in  place  for  centuries. 

Kevin  might  have  asked  about  that,  but  a  thought came to him. 



“What about Briony? How did she figure

into this?” 

“If  she’s  related  to  Mrs.  Edge,  and  we  agree that Sophie Edge is one of these gatekeepers, then it is possible that she may be a gatekeeper, too,” Josh said.  “My  great-grandfather’s  journal  does  suggest that it is hereditary.” 

Jake  shook  his  head.  “But  I’m  related  to Aunt Sophie. Why aren’t I a gatekeeper, then?” 

“Good  question.”  Josh  looked  at  Jake.  Real y looked at him for several seconds. “Which makes me wonder. You two are so different. I mean Briony is…” 

“Gorgeous,”  Jake  said  bluntly,  clearly  unhappy about it. “And I’m not. I never wil  be. I’m awkward, and wil  always be forever awkward, stuck as half-vampire and half-werewolf for al  eternity.” 

“I didn’t mean it like that, Jake,” Josh said. “We al  went through that awkward stage, but have you ever felt Briony was different…from you or anyone else?” 

Kevin  nodded.  “She  is.”  Of  course,  he  knew exactly how different Briony was. 

Josh tapped his fingers against the book. “I’m not  just  talking  about  looks.  There’s  something  else. 

Something that I have been sensing since the moment I met her. Something I suspect we al  have.” 

“Yes,” Kevin said. “We know.” 



Jake looked distraught. “I’m not sure I do. Are you saying that Briony is total y something else? That she’s not real y my sister?” 

“No,  I’m  not  tel ing  you  that,”  Josh  said. 

“She’s  definitely  have  some  human  in  her,  but  she’s something else, too.” 

Kevin  found  himself  thinking  back  to  Pietre’s taunts  about  Briony  being  closer  to  vampire  than human. “Josh, if you know what she is, tel  me straight. 

Is she a vampire?” 

Josh  laughed  at  that.  “From  what  I  can  see, she’s  about  as  far  from  that  as  it’s  possible  to  be. 

Assuming these journals are correct, then what she is would be closer to one of the fey.” 

“The fey?” Kevin asked. “Like a fairy? Holy-” 

“She doesn’t have al  the features,” Josh said, 

“so  I  could  be  wrong.  But  maybe  a  form  of  it.  I  don’t know much about the fey, though. As you can probably guess, trying to grow up normal, this fantasy stuff was never real y my thing.” 

Kevin  stole  a  glance  at  Jake,  who  nodded. 

They  could  both  think  of  two  people  who  were  about as heavily into that kind of thing as it was possible to be. 

“And that’s al  I know,” Josh said. “Now, excuse me, because I have a lot to do. Saving the others was one  thing,  but  al   this  means  that  a  new  concern  has sprung up. Pietre’s new lair, wherever it is, seems to be  attracting  a  lot  of  old  vampires. A  lot  of  powerful vampires.  Until  you  brought  me  this,  it  didn’t  make sense. But now, wel , I can see that master vampires would flock here, if they knew that there was a way to Palisor. Our war, far from being over, seems to be just beginning.” 

Kevin couldn’t help a little twinge of fear at that. 

He  suppressed  it,  though.  He  had  more  important things  to  deal  with.  Like  seeing  a  couple  of  people who might know more than he did about the fey. 











Chapter 8

 

For Kevin, the hardest part was waiting, rather than running straight to meet with Maisy and Steve. He met them at the school, to avoid the kind of attention that showing up at their houses would bring from their parents.  Of  course,  walking  into  a  school  and cornering a couple of the students could have brought its  own  problems,  but  Kevin  was  able  to  arrange  a meeting  to  talk  to  the  principal  about  possibly  doing more  teaching  work  there  as  a  cover  for  what  he actual y wanted. That meeting actual y went quite wel . 

Apparently,  the  students  had  loved  him,  and  the principal  was  wil ing  to  overlook  his  sudden disappearance  as  a  result.  It  was  enough  to  make Kevin  wonder  what  life  would  have  been  like  had  he not been bitten. Would he have just settled into a job like this? Would he have been happy doing it? 

Kevin pushed those thoughts from his mind. He needed  to  find  his  favorite  two  geeks.  It  was  a  long shot,  trying  to  find  out  more  from  them,  but  with  any luck, some nugget of valuable information would have lodged itself in one of their brains, disguised as a TV

or  fantasy  game  reference.  At  the  very  least,  both Maisy and Steve deserved to know what was going on with Briony. She was their friend too. 

Since it was lunch, Kevin found them in the cafeteria, and sat down at their table. Both Steve and Maisy  looked  up  in  surprise  to  see  him  sitting  there with them. Apparently, they hadn’t heard that he was in the school. 

Maisy took the lead.  “Hey,” she said. “What are you doing here? Where’s Briony?” 



Kevin reached out, snagging one of her

fries. “That’s what I need to talk to you about.” 

“That sounds ominous,” Steve said. 

Kevin  shrugged.  “I  guess  it  depends  on whether  you  cal   disappearing  through  some  sort  of gate into another world ominous or not.” 

“Another world?” Maisy just stared at him for a second  or  two,  as  though  waiting  for  a  punch  line. 

“You’re not joking, are you?” 

Kevin  shook  his  head.  “I  wish  I  were.  Briony went through it after Mrs. Edge, along with a kid who can shift into a dragon.” 

“And  you  just  let  that  happen?”  Maisy demanded. 

“There  was  kind  of  a  battle  going  on  at  the time,”  Kevin  pointed  out.  The  excuse  didn’t  seem  to cut much ice with Maisy. “Look, I’m doing my best to get her back.” 

“What  did  the  gate  look  like?”  Steve  asked. 

Apparently,  the  disappearance  of  Briony  was  one thing,  but  the  sudden  appearance  of  gates  to  other worlds  was  something  else  entirely.  “Are  we  talking Stargate  here, or windows to another reality, or what?” 

“Steve,” Maisy said warningly. 

Steve looked across at her. “You can’t tel  me that  you’re  not  interested.  Gates  to  other  worlds?  It sounds like any fantasy gamer’s dream.” He reached out  towards  Maisy’s  fries,  but  she  slapped  his  hand away. “You let Kevin steal some.” 

“Yes,  wel ,  he  doesn’t  have  his  own.”  Maisy looked  thoughtful  for  a  moment.  “Al   right,  I’l   admit  it. 

The whole idea does sound pretty interesting.” 

“Like something out of a game,” Steve insisted. 

Maisy sighed. “Al  right, like something out of a game. Only it isn’t. A game, I mean.” 

Kevin  nodded.  He  knew  that  it  was  Maisy  he had  to  convince.  With  Maisy  on  board,  Steve  would probably do just about anything. “That’s why I’m here. I just  don’t  know  enough  about  what’s  going  on,  and  I figured that, as regular gamers-” 

“As geeks, you mean?” Maisy said. 

“-you  might  at  least  have  a  vague  idea  about how things were supposed to go.” 

Steve looked pleased by that, but Maisy looked a little more doubtful. 

“I  don’t  know,  Kevin,”  she  said.  “Getting information  from  games  isn’t  going  to  be  that accurate,  is  it?  I  mean,  just  look  at  how  different vampires are.” 

Kevin  nodded.  “I  know,  but  there  are  some similarities, right? It’s al  based on the original legends somewhere  down  the  line. And  that’s  al   I  need. Any information is better than none right now, believe me.” 

Maisy nodded, and ate a mouthful of her lunch. 

“I guess so. So what exactly do you want to know?” 

“What do you know about the fey?” 

Maisy and Steve looked at one another. Maisy gestured with her fork as though trying to give shape to an idea. “That’s… kind of a big area, Kevin. These days,  people  use  the  word  ‘fey’  to  cover  al   kinds  of things. Practical y everything out of Northern European and Celtic mythology, for a start. You’re going to have to narrow things down a little.” 

“Wel ,” Kevin said. He wasn’t sure for a second if he should tel  the two of them everything, but then he realized  that  if  anyone  had  a  right  to  know,  it  was probably  Briony’s  two  closest  friends.  “What  kind  of fey might resemble a vampire?” 

“Um…”  The  two  geeks  looked  at  one  another for  a  while,  as  though  it  might  help  them  think.  As much as he liked them, Kevin couldn’t help the thought that they were probably attempting some kind of sci-fi nerd mind meld. 

Steve came out of it first. “I guess there’s one thing. It’s not one of the Irish sidhe though, but it’s kind of broadly good, and it has fangs.” 

“Fangs  sound  about  right,”  Kevin  said.  “What are these things cal ed?” 



Steve shrugged. “I forget what the word is. It’s Norwegian or something.” 

“Danish,”  Maisy  said,  “and  it’s  ‘hugtandalf’. 

What?  Nicky  wanted  me  to  come  up  with  rules  for playing one a couple of months back.” 

“So these…” 

“It just translates as ‘fanged elves’,” Steve said. 

Kevin  couldn’t  believe  it.  It  sounded  like  he’d gotten  luckier  than  he  could  have  hoped  for.  Thank goodness  for  geeks.  “Do  you  know  anything  about them?” 

Maisy  nodded.  “Wel ,  assuming  that  we  can take  a  Faeries,  Fey  and  Sidhe  rules  supplement  as accurate. They’re actual y pretty cool. They have fangs, like  vampires,  which  come  down  whenever  their emotions  are  running  high,  and  they  have  these amazing powers…” Suddenly Maisy stopped. “Kevin, why are you so interested in this?” 

Kevin  ignored  the  question.  “Do  you  know where  they  live?  Where  they  come  from?  Please, Maisy, it’s important.” 

Maisy shrugged. “They’re supposed to live on a special world ful  of magic…” 

“Which could be on the other side of a portal,” 

Steve finished for her. 

Maisy  looked  at  Kevin  expectantly.  “Is  that where  Briony  went?  Hang  on…  she’s  one  of  them, isn’t she? That’s why you’re asking. Briony’s a  fanged elf.” Maisy practical y jumped out of her seat. “That is the  coolest  thing  I’ve  ever  heard! And  it  explains  so much. No one human has skin and hair that nice.” 

“Shh.”  Kevin  put  a  finger  to  his  lips.  “Not  so loud.  I’m  sure  Briony  and Aunt  Sophie  wouldn’t  want the whole school to know.” 

“Sorry.” 

Kevin took a breath. “So, if I wanted to find this fey world, how would I do it? I know, I know, it’s just a game, but pretend for a moment that I real y needed to get in there to reach level twenty or something.” 

Maisy  thought  a  little  more.  “The  fey  like nature,” she said, “so maybe the more natural a place, the more likely it wil  be to hold the gate. They’d put it in  the  woods,  obviously.  Maybe  near  streams  or certain types of trees and flowers. In a lot of things, fey have  affinities  for  particular  types  of  natural  settings, and don’t like to stray into other ones.” 

Kevin  nodded.  “That  fits  with  where  the  gate came up before. But I don’t know if that’s enough. You both know how big the woods are. Hundreds of acres. 

Thousands.  How  am  I  going  to  find  the  right  kind  of clearing in al  that?” 

Maisy  smiled  like  she  knew  something  that Kevin didn’t. “You just look for it.” 

That  wasn’t  exactly  the  kind  of  answer  Kevin had been hoping for. He got up to leave. “You’ve both been  very  helpful. At  least  now  we  know  what  Briony could be. I have to go, though. I need to start looking for  a  way  in.  Fal on  can’t  go,  Jake  can’t  go,  so  that leaves me.” 

“Settle  down,”  Maisy  said.  “I  didn’t  mean looking  by  physical y  combing  the  woods.  I  meant looking  electronical y.  Ever  since  we  joined  the Preservation  Society,  Steve  and  I  have  been  looking at  ways  to  use  technology  to  keep  track  of supernatural activity.” 

That caught Kevin’s interest. He’d done enough science  to  understand  the  possibilities  of  wel -

constructed  search  algorithms.  The  way  they  could show up patterns that people often couldn’t pick out on their own. “You have something that works?” 

“Of  course,”  Steve  said.  “Wel ,  sometimes, anyway. And this time, it should be simple. You just tel me  everything  you  remember  about  the  clearings where the gate opened, and then I take satel ite maps of  the  forest,  and  I  set  a  program  looking  for  those characteristics. Easy.” 

Kevin  could  see  the  possibilities  at  once. 

“You’re  right.  It  wil   stil   leave  us  with  a  lot  of possibilities,  but  I’l   know  where  they  are,  and  I  can check on them.” 

“Of  course,”  Steve  said,  “if  you  could  give  me enough data on when and where gates had opened in the past, we might be able to do more to predict what wil  happen.” 

Kevin thought about the journals of the werewolf kings. Would they have enough information? He didn’t know. 

“For  now,”  he  said,  “concentrate  on  the  basic search. If we can do more later, we wil .” Kevin’s eyes lit  up  as  another  thought  came  to  him.  “If  you  knew what  to  look  for,  you  could  also  find  Pietre  and  the vampires this way, couldn’t you?” 

“Maybe,” Steve admitted. 

Kevin got up right as the bel  signaling the end of  lunch  rang.  He  patted  Steve  on  the  shoulder  and grinned  at  Maisy.  “I  was  beginning  to  think  it  was hopeless, but now I think we may have something.” 

Maisy  and  Steve  both  smiled,  and  Maisy leaned  across  to  kiss  Steve.  “Final y,  we  do something for the society that’s helpful.” 

She  moved  over  to  Kevin,  looking  up  at  him with  serious  eyes.  “Look  Kevin,  I  know  how  you’re worried about Briony. So am I. We’l  get her back. We need  her,  she’s  a  big  part  of  Wicked  now,  and  we won’t lose her. We can’t.” 

Kevin nodded. He hoped that Maisy was right. 

He real y did. The thought of losing Briony weighed on him  like  a  pocketful  of  lead.  “Let  me  know  when  you find something,” he said. “Until then, I’l  be out trying to see if I can come up with anything else that might help. 

And be careful.” Already a couple of the goth students were  looking  across  at  the  three  of  them.  “If  Pietre learns that you might be able to track him down…” 

“Don’t worry,” Steve said, “we’l  be careful.” 

“Or I wil  be anyway,” Maisy added. “And I’l  try to make sure that Steve is, too.” 









Chapter 9

 

Abandoning  the  banqueting  hal ,  Briony  ran with  her  great-aunt  through  the  hal s  and  corridors  of the castle. They stopped at each room, searching for signs  of  the  Hugtandalfer  servants  and  nobles  who should have been there. Yet there continued to be no sign  of  them.  Had  the  sudden  threat  of  vampires driven them into hiding, or was something else going on? 

“We’l   need  weapons,”  Aunt  Sophie  said. 

Briony  hadn’t  even  thought  of  that.  Back  home,  she would  have  had  ready  access  to  weapons  designed specifical y with vampires in mind. Here though, what was there that they could use? 

Aunt Sophie grabbed a chair in the next room they came to. It was a beautiful thing, almost a work of art,  but  Aunt  Sophie  broke  it  without  any  hesitation, handing  one  of  the  legs  to  Briony  to  use  as  a  stake. 

Briony  guessed  that  kil ing  vampires  came  before having  nice  furniture.  Now,  they  just  had  to  work  out what was going on. 

“Where are King Waltham, Archer, and the rest of them?” Briony asked. “I mean, if there are vampires here,  shouldn’t  there  be  knights  or  something  to defend the place?” 

Aunt Sophie shrugged. “I don’t know any more than you do, Briony. At a guess, I would say that, the people  here  aren’t  used  to  being  attacked  by vampires in their own court. Just the sign of a dagger was enough to scare them away from the banquet, so I don’t  know  if  we  wil   get  any  help  from  that  quarter.” 

Aunt  Sophie  shook  her  head  then.  “Looks  like  we have our work cut out for us, Briony. I suspect that half these elves haven’t seen a vampire in so long, they’ve forgotten how to fight them.” 

That certainly explained some of the comments before, about Briony and Aunt Sophie showing up at just the right time. Though Briony wasn’t so sure about it being perfect timing from where she stood. Showing up  just  in  time  for  a  fight  with  vampires  was  not  her idea of fun. 

“Are  you  sure  that  we’re  up  to  this?”  Briony asked. She didn’t mean to sound defeatist, but there was  no  way  of  knowing  how  many  vampires  might have managed to find a way into the castle. It could be just the two of them against an army, for al  they knew. 

“Up  to  it?”  Aunt  Sophie  laughed,  and  Briony couldn’t  help  reflecting  again  that  this  new,  younger version of her was a little brasher than she had been. 

“I’m  looking  forward  to  it.  I  haven’t  felt  this  good  in…

wel , forever. Right now, I feel like I could take on any vampire. Now come on. We’re wasting time.” 

She set off again at a run, and Briony struggled to  keep  up.  They  were  moving  so  fast  that  Briony could barely look where she was going as she ran. So fast, in fact, that when they rounded a corner and found a tal , broad-shouldered figure coming the other way, there  was  simply  no  time  to  stop.  Briony  rebounded and  sat  down  heavily,  her  only  consolation  in  her embarrassment  the  fact  that  Aunt  Sophie  did  the same. 

Briony  looked  up,  and  even  that  consolation went out the window. It had to be Vigor, didn’t it? The Prince stood over them, resplendent in armor that was a mixture of steel plates and leather strips, designed to  give  the  maximum  amount  of  protection  while  stil al owing  the  wearer  freedom  of  movement. A  sword hung at his side. The col ision hadn’t moved him in the slightest, of course. 

“Why, if it isn’t my favorite statue,” Aunt Sophie said, leaping nimbly to her feet. To Briony’s surprise, Vigor  flushed,  and  moved  forward  to  offer  Briony  his assistance  in  regaining  her  feet.  He  even  mumbled something  that  sounded  like  an  apology  as  he  lifted her, setting her on her feet as easily as he might have lifted a child. 

“What brings you out here?” Aunt Sophie asked. 

“I  am  here  to  sweep  for  vampire  assassins,” 

Vigor said simply. 

Briony  looked  around  at  the  empty  corridor. 

“Where is everyone else?” 

“They have taken up defensive positions deeper in the castle. As should you both.” 

Aunt  Sophie  raised  an  eyebrow.  “You’re planning  on  fighting  whoever  left  that  dagger  on  the banquet table al  on your own.” 

“It is my duty,” Vigor said. “My fa… the King is not  wel   enough  to  fight.  Those  around  him,  including the dragon, have moved to keep him safe. I am what remains.” 

“So  you  real y  a re  planning  to  take  them  on alone?” Briony asked. 

Vigor  shrugged.  “As  I  said,  it  is  my  duty.  I  am protector of this castle when the King cannot fight, and I wil  not fail him.” 

Briony  could  just  see  Prince  Vigor  throwing himself  into  the  middle  of  a  mob  of  vampires  in  the name of duty. 

“We’l  help,” she said. “Aunt Sophie and I know vampires.  We  know  their  strengths  and  their weaknesses.” 

Vigor shook his head. “You should go and seek out the others. Remain with them, where it is safe.” 

Briony bristled a little at that. “What? Because we’re girls? Just because you live in a castle, that’s no reason to have medieval attitudes, you know.” 

“Because you are  human,” Vigor said. “Sophie here  may  be  one  of  us  now,  but  you  don’t  even possess supernatural strength or magic. How can you possibly hope to survive a fight against a vampire?” 

Briony wasn’t about to let that go either. “I may be  human,  but  I’ve  seen  and  fought  more  vampires than you ever have, Vigor.” 

“You  should  be  with  the  courtiers,”  Vigor insisted. “The King would never forgive me if I al owed you to be kil ed. He has made his feelings about you plain. And you… whatever you say, you are too human for this.” 

Aunt Sophie gave Vigor an annoyed look then. 

“Briony is part human, yes, but she’s also Hugtandalfer like  you.  Her  strength  and  powers  wil   be  realized  in time.  Do  not  underestimate  Briony,  Vigor.  Or  me.  If you  want  us  to  stay  where  it’s  safe,  you  can  try  to make us, but I don’t like your chances.” 

With  that,  Sophie  took  the  lead  and  charged ahead down the corridor. Vigor gave an exasperated sigh  and  set  off  after  her.  Briony  grinned  at  that  and did her best to keep up. Aunt Sophie came to a halt in a  gal ery,  hung  with  portraits  of  people  who  were undoubtedly  Briony’s  ancestors  and  relations.  Briony couldn’t  resist  a  quick  glance  around  at  them.  There was so much she did not know about her family here. 

Aunt Sophie was speaking, though, so Briony did her best to listen. 

“Do  you  know  how  to  fight  vampires,  Vigor? 

First  thing’s  first,  if  they’re  as  old  as  everyone  says they  are,  they  possess  incredible  strength  and abilities.  Even  the  ability  to  read  minds,  hear  things from  a  long  distance,  and  fly.”  Aunt  Sophie  poked Vigor  in  his  armored  chest.  “It  takes  more  than strength and bravery to win against ancient vampires. 

It takes smarts and the element of surprise if you want to get close enough to stake one.” 

“Oh, surprises. I love surprises.” 

The voice came from above them, and a dark shadow flashed down, knocking Aunt Sophie flat, the stake  spinning  from  her  hand  to  clatter  against  the wal .  She  leapt  back  to  her  feet  as  a  laugh  sounded around  them,  echoing  in  ways  it  shouldn’t  have  been able to. 

Briony  tightened  her  grip  on  her  stake,  not wanting  to  be  caught  out  in  the  same  way.  She  saw Vigor  draw  his  sword  and  take  up  a  fighting  stance. 

Together, the three of them glanced around, but there was no sign of anyone. Only when the laugh sounded again, above them once more, did Briony look up. 

A young man was clinging to the ceiling like a spider, dressed in a dark tunic and pants, with black, almost  knee-length  boots  and  a  sword  at  his  waist. 

His  long,  dark  hair  fel   around  his  face  thanks  to  his current  location,  but  even  so,  Briony  could  make  out the redness of his eyes, could see the moment when his mouth opened to reveal fangs. 



Briony  thought  that  she  would  have  plenty  of time  to  raise  her  stake  as  he  leapt  at  her,  but  the vampire  was  faster  even  than  Pietre.  Before  Briony could so much as blink, he was in front of her, mouth opened wide to bite her. Briony didn’t have the time to do anything. 

Vigor  was  faster,  though.  He  charged  the vampire,  aiming  a  slash  with  his  sword  which  forced the  creature  back.  The  vampire  drew  his  own  sword and  spun,  aiming  a  low  slash  at  Vigor’s  legs.  The Hugtandalfer prince leapt, avoiding it neatly. 

They  kept  on  like  that,  and  it  soon  became clear  that  the  two  were  both  master  swordsmen. 

Vigor’s style was brutal, with stroke after stroke aimed at  his  opponent  in  a  continuous  onslaught,  but  the vampire was a constantly moving target, throwing out sudden thrusts to force Vigor onto the back foot just as Briony thought the Prince might final y break through. 

Such was the quality of the swordplay on show that Briony did not dare to interfere. Instead, she found herself glued to the action taking place in front of her as  counter  riposte  fol owed  riposte,  and  the  two combatants’  feet  slid  back  and  forth,  looking  to  gain some advantage in distance or timing that might final y al ow them to finish off their opponent. 

Briony was so involved, in fact, that she didn’t notice the moment when more vampires arrived. They came  as  the  one  fighting  Vigor  had  come,  scuttling along  the  ceiling  and  dropping  down  to  attack. Aunt Sophie  kicked  one  back,  and  then  barely  parried  an attack from another. 

“Fight, Briony!” 

That was enough to break Briony’s immobility. 

She  lunged  for  a  vampire,  but  it  twisted  away  easily. 

Another  moved  around  to  her  side,  dancing  back  as Briony spun to attack it. On they went, switching back and  forth  as  Briony  tried  to  strike  at  them,  but  never quite enough to gain a hit. They were toying with her. 

While  Vigor  and  Aunt  Sophie  fought  hard  around Briony, the vampires were actual y  toying  with her. 

Each  one  moved  so  fast  that  Briony  knew  it had to be true- these vampires were al  at least as old as Pietre. Which meant…

Which  meant  Briony,  Vigor,  and  Aunt  Sophie had a slim chance of winning. Not like this. Not in a fair fight.  Maybe  Vigor  and  Aunt  Sophie  could  have beaten  one  or  two  of  them,  but  not  as  many  as  this, and not with Briony there. Vigor was right. She was a liability. 

Almost as soon as she thought it, Briony found her  makeshift  stake  knocked  out  of  her  hand  like  it wasn’t  there.  At  the  same  time  though,  the  two vampires  attacking  her  took  a  step  back.  Briony turned,  expecting  some  fresh  threat.  Except  al   there was  standing  before  her  was  a  sweet  faced  girl  with jet  black  hair  and  green  eyes,  only  a  little  older  than her brother Jake. 





Chapter 10

 

Briony  took  a  longer  look  at  the  girl.  She looked healthy, even beautiful, and was dressed after the  fashion  of  the  rest  of  the  court.  She  had  to  be some Hugtandalfer aristocrat’s daughter, so what was she doing here? 

There wasn’t any time to ask. “You shouldn’t be here,” Briony said instead. “It’s not safe. Hurry and go before they attack again.” 

Yet even as she said it, a new vampire

stepped  forward.  Even  by  the  standards  of  vampires general y, he was good-looking, appearing to be in his early  twenties,  with  sandy  hair  and  eyes  of  a  deep hazel. He was dressed in black, from the fingers of his gloved  hands  down  to  the  tips  of  his  highly-polished boots.  And  he  was  heading  for  the  girl  in  front  of Briony. 

“Get behind me!” Briony ordered. She ran in front of the girl, placing herself between her and the new  threat.  Even  unarmed  as  she  was,  Briony  was determined  not  to  let  the  vampires  get  to  the  young girl. 

The approaching man stopped just in front of her, as casual y as if Vigor and Aunt Sophie weren’t stil  fighting his fel ow vampires just a little ways away. 

“Princess  Briony,  I  presume,”  he  said, giving  her  a  courtly  bow  that  had  to  be  designed  to mock  her.  “We  have  been  awaiting  your  arrival  for  a very  long  time.”  He  smiled,  and  just  for  a  second, Briony was reminded of Fal on. The same near beauty in  his  face.  The  same  delicacy  to  his  features.  Then the  new  vampire’s  fangs  appeared,  and  he  snarled. 

“Where is the scepter?” 

“Scepter?”  Briony  asked.  “I  don’t  know  what you’re talking about.” 

The  newcomer  shook  his  head  and  stepped stil   closer.  “There’s  no  point  in  trying  to  deceive  me. 

You’re  Waltham’s  heir.  Of  course  you  would  know about the scepter.” 

“Believe me, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”  Briony  looked  around,  trying  to  locate  a weapon.  Aunt  Sophie  was  on  the  other  side  of  the room, fighting off two vampires with desperate speed, while  Vigor  on  the  other  side,  stil   trading  sword moves with the dark haired vampire who had been the first to attack them. Neither was near enough to throw over  a  weapon,  and  in  any  case,  both  looked  as though  distracting  them  might  prove  fatal.  It  seemed Briony was on her own. 

The vampire in front of Briony grinned, looking almost frighteningly friendly despite his fangs. 

“You  know,  I  think  I  actual y  believe  you.  Stil , you may not know what the scepter is, but that doesn’t mean you can’t help us get it.” 

“I’l  never help you,” Briony said. 

“Oh, I think you wil .” 

Briony  tensed,  expecting  the  vampire  to  rush her, but he just stood there grinning, crossing his arms casual y.  Why  wasn’t  he  attacking?  Something  was wrong. As Briony began to think that thought, she felt strong  hands  grabbing  her  from  behind,  a  feminine laugh sounding in her ear. The girl? 

It  was  indeed  her.  She  laughed  again.  “You real y  are  that  naïve.  You  couldn’t  even  tel …”  Briony turned her head and saw the girl’s fangs exposed as she  stared  longingly  at  Briony’s  neck.  “I  haven’t  had human  blood  in  so  long.  She  smel s  so  good.  Can  I just have a taste, Barron?” 



Thankful y, the vampire in front of Briony shook his  head.  “No,  Elise,  we  must  keep  her  alive.  Bring her.” 

The girl, Elise, improved her grip on Briony, holding  her  around  the  waist  and  lifting  her  with  one arm. Briony tried to twist out of the hold, but found the vampire  had  as  much  strength  as  anyone  she  had ever  met.  She  was  fast  too.  Before  Briony  could  cal out  to Aunt  Sophie  or  even  Vigor  for  help,  she  was being  borne  away  through  the  castle  with  blurring speed.  And  when  they  reached  a  window,  the  girl leapt. 

It was so different to the time Fal on carried her  through  the  air.  It  was  smoother,  far  more control ed,  and  somehow  Briony  knew  that  Elise  had done this thousands of times. She barely skimmed the ground with each leap before taking to the air again, while  a  black  blur  soon  joined  them  as  they  passed through the nearby forest and into the hil s. 

Eventual y, they came to a stop. The land around  was  different  than  the  rest  of  Palisor,  and  it took Briony a moment to realize why. It was dead. The sky  was  a  dul ,  cloudy  grey.  The  rocks  around  were jagged, with no signs of vegetation. And at the top…

It was the kind of castle Briony had always imagined  vampires  having;  a  thing  of  pointed  towers and  dark  banners,  set  with  spikes  on  the  outer surfaces and imposing its might on the world around. It could  almost  have  been  stolen  wholesale  from Transylvania. 

Elise set down Briony, letting her scramble to find her footing on the rocks. Meanwhile, the black blur  that  had  accompanied  them  resolved  itself  into the  too  handsome  form  of  Barron,  who  took  Briony’s hand, touching his lips to it in a parody of a courtier. 

“Princess,”  he  said,  mockingly.  “Welcome  to  the Kingdom of Darkness, our home.” 

“By our, you mean…” 

“Vampires,” Elise put in. “What else?” 

Briony shuddered. The castle reminded her of something  from  the  days  of  black  and  white  horror films.  She  did  n o t  want  to  go  inside.  Not  that  she would get a choice, probably. 

Next to her, Elise laughed. “I had forgotten how a human would see this castle, Barron. Just look at the Princess’ face. Such dread. Quite lovely, real y.” 

“Come,” Barron said, taking hold of Briony by the waist and lifting her. Couldn’t someone just let her walk for once? “It is much cozier inside.” 

He sped to the top of the hil  through the main gate  and  into  the  castle,  not  stopping  until  he  had reached a suite of rooms, where he set down Briony on a chaise lounge covered in deep red velvet. 

It  went  with  the  rest  of  the  room.  Everything there  was  red,  or  black,  or  silver,  and  it  seemed  no expense  had  been  spared.  The  reds  came  in  velvet, silk and rubies, the blacks in ebony, onyx and jet, while al   the  silvers  had  to  be  platinum,  given  the  way vampires  reacted  to  the  real  thing.  Put  together,  it looked  either  like  the  most  expensively  furnished place Briony had ever been in, or like further proof that vampires  liked  to  take  decorating  tips  from  old movies. 

“Don’t 

make 

yourself 

too 

comfortable, 

Princess.”  Elise  sat  down  besides  her,  throwing  an arm  around  Briony  like  they  were  best  friends.  “You won’t  be  here  long  if  Barron  has  his  way,  and  he usual y gets what he wants.” 

“The scepter,” Briony said. 

“Oh, so you have been listening,” Elise said drily.  “Yes,  the  scepter.  Al   supernatural  creatures  of the dark want it, after al .” 

“Why?” Briony asked. “What’s so special about it?” 

“Power, obviously.” 

“What kind of power?” 

Elise  laughed.  “I  could  explain  it  to  you,  but  I suspect  it  would  be  too  much  for  your  wee  human head to take in.” 

“Elise,” Barron’s voice shot through from a hal way. Briony hadn’t even noticed him step outside. 

“Don’t  be  patronizing  to  our  guest.  She  is  after  al , King Waltham’s daughter.” 

He  came  back  into  the  room  with  a  cut  glass goblet  in  each  hand.  Elise  reached  out  for  one,  but Barron  ignored  her,  handing  one  of  the  goblets  to Briony. 

“Here.” His voice was soft. Almost gentle. “You must be thirsty after our little jaunt.” 

Elise reached out her hand for the other goblet Barron held, but he kept that for himself, drinking from it  in  one  smooth  swal ow.  Elise  didn’t  seem impressed, but Barron kept his eyes on Briony. 



“You look like her to say the least.” 

“Who?”  Briony  said,  looking  into  her  goblet. 

Was it blood? 

“Your mother,” Barron said. “And no, it isn’t blood.  Those  of  my  kind  who  make  it  to  Palisor  are general y  old  enough  to  put  such  thirsts  beyond  us. 

Blood is just a conduit for other things in any case, and as we age, we no longer need it to act as a medium.” 

Briony thought back to Elise asking to drink from her. 



“Elise is the youngest of us,” Barron said. 

“She  found  her  way  into  Palisor  during  the  time  you would  cal   your  Middle  Ages.  She  does  not  need blood, but is stil  weaning herself off of the memory of it.”  Barron  smiled  again.  “And  yes,  I  can  read  your thoughts. That is one of my gifts.” 

Elise stood up, was obviously not happy about the comment. “You could at least have brought one out for  me.  You  know  how  to  torture  a  girl,  don’t  you?  I smel  the Princess, and I’m suddenly back to craving human blood.” 

“Then show some wil power, Elise,” Barron said.  “You  have  no  need  for  the  blood.    How  many years  have  you  not  had  human  blood  and  lived perfectly wel  without it?” 

“Too many to count,” Elise admitted. “It doesn’t make it easier, though.” 

“I have a job for you that wil  see you clear of the Princess for a while, then,” Barron said. “Go send a  message  to  King  Waltham  that  we  have  the Princess, and we wil  feed on her if he does not bring the scepter to us.” 

“Assuming he even has it,” Elise said. “I searched the castle before throwing the dagger down on  the  banquet  table,  and  it  wasn’t  there.  Nor  was King Waltham. I would have finished him off before he could rejuvenate if he had been.” 

“He must have the scepter with him, then,” 

Barron said. “And he must not be in the castle.” 

“So, how do I send word to him?” Elise asked. 

“Do I just run al  over the Kingdom looking for him?” 

Barron appeared to ignore the sarcasm in the question, reaching out to Briony with a hand, softly touching  her  hair,  feeling  its  silkiness  between  his fingers.  Briony  tried  not  to  react.  Not  even  when  he leaned in close to breathe in the scent of her hair. “Ah, human hair,” he touched her cheeks, “human skin…so soft, so warm and alive.” 

Elise coughed, and Barron came out of his dreamy  look.  “There  was  a  time  when  I  wanted  to become  human  again,  but  that  was  long  ago,  and since  finding  Palisor,  I  am  glad  to  be  what  I  am…  a vampire.” 

Barron’s fangs extended and he came in close to Briony’s neck. So close that she was sure he would bite. She even started to twist out of his way, but in an instant,  Barron  was  gone.  He  was  standing  up  away from her, a lock of blonde hair in his hand. He’d taken it from her. Barron took out a handkerchief and placed the hair in it, wrapping it up, before handing it to Elise. 

“Give this to one of the courtiers,” Barron said. 

“They  wil   get  the  message  to  Waltham  without  you having to run about anywhere.” 

“Except back here,” Elise said. “I’l  run al the way. I won’t be long.” 

Barron’s  eyes  were  fixed  on  Briony  again. 

“Take your time. There’s no hurry. So long as Waltham gets the message, it does not matter.” 

Elise grimaced. “Yes, Barron.” 

Barron didn’t look at her even then, but Briony did. The vampire girl gave Briony a hostile look. One that  promised  retribution  in  the  near  future,  before speeding off. Frankly, with Barron stil  so close to her, Briony suspected that she had bigger problems. 









Chapter 11

 

Briony watched Elise go, blurring off from the room. She didn’t know whether that was a good thing or  not.  On  the  one  hand,  it  got  rid  of  a  vampire  who had already asked to taste her blood. On the other, it left her alone with Barron. 

Barron  smiled  over  at  her.  “I  knew  your mother quite wel , you know.” 

“How?” Briony asked. 

“I  watched  her  when  she  first  entered  Palisor from the mortal world. I thought she would be the one to  help  us.”  Barron’s  eyes  clouded  over.  “She  was your age, young, confident and very lovely. I see where you get your looks, Briony.” 

Briony  wasn’t  sure  that  she  wanted  another vampire around her who spent his time complimenting her. Not when they invariably wanted something from her, at least. 

Barron went on. “I thought I was the first one to see  your  mother  come  through  the  gate.  When  she came  over,  she  was  lost,  and  I  helped  her  get  her bearings.  For  a  while,  I  was  intoxicated  by  her,  the smel  of life, the feel of warmth on her skin. It made me remember what it was like to be human…so long ago before I found Palisor.” 

“Shouldn’t  finding  Palisor  make  you  want  to forget  everything  about  the  mortal  world?”  Briony asked. “Isn’t that’s why you’re here?” 

Barron smiled slowly, “On the contrary, I am like al  the vampires who have made it through here – the old ones, the ancient ones. We yearn for this place so much  so  precisely  because  it  offers  us  the  ultimate gift, the ultimate power here in Palisor.” 



Briony knew she had to ask. “What is that?” 

“Life.”  Barron  said  it  simply,  but  Briony  could hear  the  yearning  in  it.  That  was  what  the  vampires wanted here? Just to be alive? To be human again? 

“Don’t underestimate it,” Barron said, obviously reading  her  mind  once  more.  “To  become  human again,  to  feel  blood,  our  own  blood,  rushing  through our  veins  again…  there  is  something  special  to  that, Briony.  And  we  could  achieve  it  so  easily.”  Barron moved so that he caught Briony’s chin, turning it up to look  at  him.  “We  simply  need  the  scepter,  and someone who is stil  human enough.” 

“Which  means  I  am  the  way  to  meet  both  of those needs,” Briony guessed. 

Barron  nodded,  obviously  pleased. 

“Precisely.” 

Briony laughed to herself. 

“What is it?” Barron asked. “You’l  have to think more clearly if you expect me to understand.” 

That,  Briony  decided,  could  quickly  get annoying.  “It  just  occurred  to  me  that  Pietre  and  the others like him spend so much time trying to get here, thinking  that  it  wil   make  them  more  powerful vampires, and here you are saying that the big prize of Palisor is to be human once again.” 

Barron shrugged. “Even among creatures



as  long  lived  as  us,  lore  shifts  and  changes.  Stories don’t  say  what  they  original y  did.  Meanings  shift. 

People mishear, or hear what they want to. I am sure you have seen it before.” 

The  stories  about  vampires  and

werewolves  back  home  sprang  to  mind.  Stil   Briony wanted to be clear. “So, if you get the scepter, you wil turn back into mortals once again?” 

Barron nodded. “Assuming that we have a human  around  so  that  the  scepter  can  have  a  life essence to copy and give to us.” 

“So  why  fight  with  the  Hugtandalfers?” 

Briony  asked.  “If  you  truly  intend  to  become  human again, then you don’t need to antagonize them or their king.  Why  steal  me  away  like  this?  Why  sneak  into their castle?” 

“Why not just ask for it?” Barron finished for her. 

“Would  you  stop  doing  that?”  Briony nodded though. “Yes. Why not just ask?” 

Barron smiled once more. “If it helps, I am asking you, Briony. Help us.” 

Briony thought about it for several seconds. 

Her  first  instinct  was  not  to  trust  this  man.  This vampire.  For  al   that  Barron  had  said,  he  had  stil kidnapped  her.  Yet,  if  al   he  wanted  was  to  be human…

Briony  nodded.  “Al   right.  I  can  find  the scepter  for  you  and  perform  this  transformation There’s a price for it, though.” 

“Name it,” Barron said. 

“You don’t harm anyone else. I’m doing this to curtail a war.” 

Barron’s smile became bril iant. “That’s exactly what  I  wanted  to  hear  you  say,  Briony.  I  can  accept your terms.” 

“You stil  haven’t told me why you didn’t just ask  King  Waltham,  though,”  Briony  pointed  out. 

“Surely  he  would  have  helped?  I  mean,  why  wouldn’t he and his people want to turn the vampires back into mortals?” 

Barron’s eyes narrowed, and Briony knew that  she  had  said  the  wrong  thing.  “Because  we  are evil, and you do not help evil things. That is what they cal  us, anyway. We are the ‘evil ones’, our corner of their world is the Dark Kingdom. They need to feel that they  are  good,  and  for  that,  they  need  someone  to label  as  evil.  It  is  the  same  in  your  world,  though  at least there, humans have a reason to fear those of us who  have  not  shifted  to  more  civilized  means  of feeding.” 

“You sound like you hate King Waltham.” 



“Hate?” Barron’s voice grew lower. “Hate can  barely  begin  to  describe  what  I  feel  for  him.  He hunts us down, cal ing us monsters. He has denied us our right to the scepter’s power. He has kept us from being…  human  again.  To  me,  h e  is  the  monster.” 

Barron seemed to make an effort then, composing his features. “And yet I wil  do what you asked, because I am not.” 

ed t        Barron looked like he might say more, but he found himself interrupted by a sudden explosion of voices beyond the room. Barron winced. 

“Someone you know?” Briony asked. 

Vampires sauntered into the room. They

were  not  as  wel -dressed  as  Barron,  favoring  leather and  furs,  studs  and  spikes  that  made  them  seem somewhere between the goths back at school and the real  life  barbarians  of  that  name.  They  were  joking among themselves, laughing raucously as one of them with  shoulder  length  white  hair  told  a  story  of  some kind. 

“And  then  I’l   probably  start  on  the Hugtandalfer  women  and  children.  You  know  how delicious fear tastes in that last moment.” 

“So you wouldn’t just rip out their throats, Marcus? Take the blood?” 

“Why? If being here has shown us one thing, it’s  that  there  are  better  things  than  blood.  Oh,  we’l probably have to kil  a few quickly, but its better if we take our time. Especial y if we want to do it publical y, so that the other things that live here learn their place.” 

“Marcus.” Barron managed to fil  that one word with more disgust than he’d managed even when speaking  about  King  Waltham.  The  white-haired vampire looked around, fal ing silent. 

He  was  tal ,  over  six  feet,  which  would probably  have  made  him  a  giant  of  a  man  when  he was  alive,  and  every  bit  as  handsome  as  Barron.  In fact,  the  two  looked  so  similar  in  their  features  that Briony  knew  they  had  to  be  brothers.  When  the newcomer’s gaze slid from Barron to her, Briony felt a shudder  go  through  her.  Briony  could  see  in  that moment al  the things that this vampire wanted to do to her, and it made the charm of Barron in the past few moments  melt  away  like  mist.  These  vampires  were every bit as bad as Pietre, if not worse. 

“Wel , wel ,” the tal , white-haired vampire said, stepping out of the group. “You’ve been holding out  on  us,  brother  mine.  A  human?  And  one  so lovely…we haven’t seen a human for a long time.” 

Barron glared back at the newcomer, his fangs extended.  They  were  long,  almost  like  a  saber-tooth tiger’s. “Hold off, Marcus. Al  of you. She is Waltham’s daughter, heir to the throne of Palisor.” 

“But she’s human,” Marcus pointed out. 

One of his cronies appeared next to Briony with the speed of one of the old vampires, extending a hand  out  to  touch  her,  almost  as  though  he  couldn’t believe there was a human in front of him. Or as if he simply couldn’t wait. 

Barron was immediately at Briony’s side, his  hand  grabbing  down  on  the  other’s  wrist  with  a crunch  of  bone.  He  pushed  him  back  away  from Briony, before reaching into his jacket and drawing out a  stake.  His  arm  blurred  forward  to  impale  the  other vampire. 

“I said hold off.” 

Briony sat there in shocked silence at that. 

Barron had just kil ed to protect her? Though from the looks that passed between him and his brother, there was no love lost there. 

“No one touches her,” Barron repeated in a clear  loud  voice.  “She  is  the  heir  to  Palisor.  She  is human.  She  has  the  bloodline  that  wil   break  the vampire’s curse.” 

The white-haired vampire appeared in front of Briony, leaning down towards her.  He kept an eye on Barron. “Don’t worry, I don’t plan to touch her, brother. 

Not yet.” 



He  stayed  where  he  was,  and  Briony  realized then that he was sniffing her, like an animal. He took a deep whiff of her and looked towards his brother once more.  “She  smel s  of  human  and  Hugtandalfer  both. 

Interesting. How, brother?” 

Barron, Briony noticed, seemed to be on edge. 

He clearly did not want to be saying any of this, but he did  so  anyway.  “We  underestimated  Waltham, Marcus. He had more charm than us vampires, wooed the human woman who made it through the gate, and got her with child. Then, he hid the woman back in her mortal world where she raised the child as a human…

with  no  knowledge  of  Palisor,  the  Hugtandalfer people, or the scepter.” 

Briony listened as intently as Marcus. Did everybody but her know about her past? 

Barron continued. “Waltham took it further than  that,  though.  He  had  his  brother’s  daughter  help raise  the  child,  training  her  to  hunt  and  kil   vampires, without magic or supernatural strength.” 

Several of the other vampires grimaced as Barron said that. 

Marcus  laughed,  his  reddening  eyes  peering closer at Briony. “The pathetic specimens in her world, perhaps.  Maybe  even  those  fools  who  fol ow  you, brother.” 



“Careful, Marcus.” 

“But  to  suggest  that  this  could  hunt  one  of  the true  vampires  here  in  Palisor?”  Marcus  leaned  in  so close to Briony that he could whisper directly into her ear. “You think vampires in your world are frightening? 

We  are  worse.  I  see  you  shuddering,  little  girl.  I  hear your  heart  grow  faster  and  faster  like  a  little  bird’s.  It would  be  so  easy…so  easy  to  squelch  that.  Hunter, ha.” 

“Marcus,”  Barron  snapped,  putting  a  hand  on his  brother’s  arm,  “would  you  think  for  a  minute? 

Would you think about what this means?” 

“Oh,  I  have  thought,  brother.”  Marcus  moved, twisting Barron around expertly, then putting his hands on either side of the vampire’s head. “And what I think is that, with this girl here, it is final y time to be rid of you. Goodbye, brother.” 

Marcus  twisted,  and  Briony  heard  the  snap  of breaking  bone  as  Barron’s  neck  broke.  Marcus caught  the  stake  that  dropped  from  his  brother’s nerveless  hands,  and  drove  it  up  into  his  heart, pushing  Barron  away  to  die.  In  those  last  moments, Barron’s  eyes  reflected  his  shock,  as  he  stared  at Briony  from  the  carpet  until  the  familiar  blue  flames claimed his body. 





Marcus turned around to look at Briony, tossing the stake aside. “Now,” he said, “where were we?” 

 





Chapter 12

 

Briony  watched  Barron’s  stil   body  for  the seconds  that  it  took  for  flames  to  consume  it.  She wasn’t entirely sure why she felt anything at that death; after  al ,  he  had  been  the  vampire  who  ordered  her kidnapped from her father’s castle. Yet she did. Briony couldn’t help thinking of the sheer waste of a life there. 

She  was  actual y  starting  to  understand  him,  she thought. 

Not to mention what it might mean for her own safety. Marcus was stil  staring down at her with pure  malevolence,  after  al ,  while  even  most  of  the vampires in his group were looking at Briony like she was  nothing  more  than  an  interesting  diversion. 

Something to be used up and then discarded. It wasn’t a thought Briony liked at al . Even Pietre hadn’t kil ed quite so utterly without reason. 

“You kil ed him,” Briony said. “You kil ed your own brother.” 

Marcus shrugged. “You say that as though I should care, little human. Little  princess.” 

“He was your brother,” Briony insisted. 

“He  was  weak!”  Marcus  moved  to  sit beside  Briony  on  the  red  chaise  lounge.  He  leant closer  to  her,  one  hand  brushing  Briony’s  hair  just barely. “Shal  I tel  you about the world we inhabited as humans, my brother and I? A world a thousand years before  Rome  was  more  than  a  cluster  of  houses?  In that  world,  there  was  no  room  for  the  weak.  It  is  a lesson my brother forgot.” 

Briony shook her head. 

d.     “Oh, you don’t like that?” Marcus said. “It is  true.  Barron  has  been  pushing  his  brand  of weakness  on  us  for  years,  tel ing  us  that  we  should hold  ourselves  back.  That  we  should  feed  only  on emotions  and  stay  meek  so  that  the  Hugtandalfer would  not  hunt  us  down  for  taking  their  blood.”  He stood, looking terrifying in his furs and leather. “Wel , it stops today. We need to be strong.” 

“For when you have the scepter?” Briony guessed. 

“Ah, of course you would know about it.” 

“I only know what Barron told me,” Briony said.  “He  told  me  what  you  wanted  with  it,  nothing more.” 

Marcus regarded Briony careful y, his hair fal ing  across  his  eyes  so  that  he  looked  even  more barbaric than before. “You don’t know its location?” 

Briony shook her head. “No. I swear.” She did her best to swal ow her fear. “What do you plan to do with me?” 

“Ah, what a question. What should I do with you?”  Marcus  was  behind  Briony  then,  his  hand catching  her  hair,  pul ing  her  tight  back  against  the chaise  lounge.  “Perhaps  I  should  show  you  some  of the  things  that  my  brother  and  I  did  with  Roman matriarchs when that city final y fel . It would be a fitting tribute to his memory, don’t you think?” 

Briony steeled herself, and did not respond. 

“Such a brave one,” Marcus said, relaxing his  grip  just  a  little.  “Trying  to  be,  anyway.  Your  fear real y  is  delicious,  girl.”  Marcus  laughed  then,  letting go  of  Briony  completely.  “If  you  are  truly  Waltham’s heir, then you wil  be of use to us. If not, then I wil  wring every  last  drop  of  fear  and  pleasure  from  your  body before I kil  you. I wil  take your blood too. Thanks to my blasted brother, I have had to restrain myself for far too long there.” 

“What about us?” One of the other vampires asked. 



“Oh,” Marcus said casual y, as though it was nothing.  “You’l   al   get  your  turns  with  her.  Besides,  I know you, Tribrand. You’l  be lapping up the waves of fear with the best of them while I feed.” 

The other vampire shrugged. “Waste not, want not.” 

“I  am Waltham’s heir,” Briony said, trying to regain some control of the situation. “So, if you need the scepter, I can get that for you. You’l  have to let me go to get it, though.” 

“Do  you  think  I’m  stupid,  girl?”  Marcus demanded. “You just told me that Barron told you what we planned to do with the scepter. Do you real y think that  I  would  believe  Waltham’s  heir  would  go  along with  that?  It  would  go  against  everything  Waltham stands for.” 

“But we both want the same things,” Briony said.  “I  want  to  see  peace  among  vampires  and hugtandalfs, peace among vampires and humans. If it makes you human, the scepter wil  bring that, right?” 

At the very least, Briony thought, it would do something  to  weaken  this  terrifying  vampire  to  the point  where  he  wouldn’t  be  such  a  threat.  He  would merely  be  a  muscular  man  with  a  bad  attitude  and worse  taste  in  clothes.  If  anything,  Briony  was  even more wil ing to help make Marcus human than she had been to help his brother. 

To  Briony’s  surprise,  Marcus  began  to laugh. It was a ful -throated laugh, the kind of laughter that  Briony  could  imagine  coming  from  some barbarian  warlord  on  the  demise  of  his  enemies. 

“Barron,  Barron,  Barron.  My  brother  amused  me  so much, sometimes.” 

“Perhaps you should have kept him alive then,” 

Briony suggested. 

Marcus  moved  back  around  until  he  was  in front  of  her,  kneeling  before  Briony,  just  inches  away from  her.  “Did  I  ask  for  your  opinion?  Such  a  naïve vampire  hunter, and she thinks to tel  me what to do.” 

“I don’t understand,” Briony insisted. “Isn’t getting  the  scepter  a  way  for  vampires  to  return  to being  human?  That’s  what  Barron  told  me.  He  said that he didn’t want to have to fight constantly. He didn’t want people to see him as a monster anymore.” 

Marcus reached up to wipe the beginnings of a tear from Briony’s eye. “As I said, my brother was weak.  He  and  those  that  fol owed  him  might  have wanted that, but no true vampire would. Why would any of us want to be mortal again? To grow old and die. 

Don’t be a fool.” 

“Then what?” Briony asked. 

“The  scepter  is  power,”  Marcus  said. 



“Generations  of  power.  The  power  of  each Hugtandalfer  king  and  queen  flows  into  it  upon  their death. Waltham’s wil  when we kil  him. With it, I could do far better things than my brother imagined. I could open al  of those irritating gates the Hugtandalfer insist on using, for one thing. My kind could come and go as they  pleased.  And  of  course,  with  so  many  new vampires flowing into Palisor, it would be easy to take control here. And the human world… wel , that wouldn’t take very long at al .” 

Briony shuddered. “Conquest? Is that al you can think of?” 

“What  else  is  there?”  Marcus  laid  the gentlest  of  kisses  on  her  forehead.  It  was,  Briony knew,  nothing  more  than  a  way  of  showing  that  he could do whatever he wanted to her. “Ultimately, sweet human, everything comes down to it.” 

Briony shook her head. “I don’t believe you.” 

Marcus smiled, and as he did so, his fangs extended.  They  were  as  savage  and  long  as  his brother’s had been. “You wil .” 

Briony tried to fight him, but it was useless. 

Marcus  had  her  arms  trapped  in  an  instant,  and  her neck pul ed taut a moment after that. He hesitated just a moment, with his fangs poised above Briony’s skin, and Briony knew that he was drinking in the too rapid flutter of her heart, savoring the raw fear like the finest of wines. 

Then he bit her. It was savage. It was worse than savage. With every other vampire who had bitten her,  there  had  been  pleasure.  Even  with  Pietre. 

Marcus’ gift, however, was fear. Fear, and more fear, and more stil , heaped upon itself so that Briony could only  scream  in  mute  terror  as  he  drained  her  blood, utterly paralyzed with it. 

Marcus’s mouth stayed on her, taking more and  more  blood,  until  Briony  thought  that  he  might have lost control, that he might actual y kil  her with it. It was just one more thing to be terrified about. Traces of  blackness  began  to  appear  on  the  outside  of Briony’s vision, and she thought that she could feel her heart struggling to pump in her chest. A little more, and she was sure that she would die from it. 

Marcus pul ed back as though that was just what  he  was  waiting  for.  He  lowered  Briony  to  the couch almost gently. 

“Mmm. Of course, I could have done this without the blood, but why pass up the chance to taste such  a  rare  type  of  blood?  Human  and  Hugtandalfer both. Delicious.” 

He left Briony there, sobbing in her fear, for several seconds. 



“Hush. I won’t kil  you yet, girl. I want you to get me the scepter, remember? You’re just drained to the point where we can be sure you won’t run off. Now, tel  me where the scepter is, or as soon as you have regained a little of your strength, we wil  begin again.” 

“I told you before,” Briony managed, the words  coming  out  as  a  bare  croak.  “I  don’t  know where it is.” 

“Liar!” Marcus leaned down until Briony was staring straight into his eyes. “You said before that you could get the scepter. How could you do that if you did not  know  where  it  was?”  His  breath,  so  soon  after taking blood, was hot on her skin. “If you do not tel  me, then I wil  drain you again, and again, and again until you do. I can make you feel whatever I want while I do, girl. Did you like your little taste of fear?” 

“P-please,”  Briony  heard  herself  beg.  “I don’t know where it is. I real y don’t. I swear.” 

Marcus stood, moving back to the other

vampires. They looked strangely satisfied, and Briony realized  that  they  had  been  feeding  off  the  fear  even as Marcus took her blood. 

“I hope for your sake that you are lying to us, Briony,”  Marcus  said.  “I  real y  do.  Since  you  are  part hugtandalf,  it  wil   not  take  you  long  to  regenerate blood, so you wil  not die from this. I wil  not let you. I wil  take your blood until you tel  me, and I wil  do worse things. Do you believe me, Briony?” 

“Yes.” Briony had no trouble at al  imagining al  the things that Marcus might do to her. Every one of them made her shiver with fear. And there would be no hope  of  stopping  him.  Marcus  was  right  about  that. 

Even strong, she would have stood next to no chance. 

As weak as this, al  Briony could do was suffer. 

“I wil  be back in an hour or three,” Marcus promised, his fangs returning to normal. “We wil  see how  you  do  then.  With  your  Hugtandalfer  side,  I believe that wil  be enough time. When I come in, I wil ask the location of the scepter exactly once. If you do not answer me… wel , then I wil  get to taste your blood al  over again. Think about it until then, Briony.” 

With that, Marcus turned around, heading for the door without so much as a backwards glance at Briony. His vampires fol owed in his wake, leaving her.  Alone,  al   Briony  could  do  was  lie  there,  and shiver, and hope that something would happen in the next  three  hours.  If  it  didn’t…  wel ,  she  didn’t  want  to think about what would happen if it didn’t. 











Chapter 13

 

Briony  lay  on  the  couch  and  tried  to  focus. 

Tried to get a grip. She was not going to give in. Not like  this.  She  knew  that  she  had  no  hope  of  fighting Marcus  or  his  vampires,  but  she  could  stil   think, couldn’t  she?  There  had  to  be  some  way  out  of  this, and  Briony  would  find  it.  At  least,  she  would  if  she didn’t want to end up drained again and again. 

A thril  of fear went through her then, strong enough  to  make  her  physical y  shiver.  Briony  had thought that she knew about fear before. She had felt it so  many  times  in  the  past  few  months.  Yet  just  the thought  of  Marcus  was  worse  than  the  rest  of  it  put together.  He  was  worse  than  Pietre.  Far  worse.  At least Wicked’s master vampire had a bit of a soft spot for Aunt Sophie. At least he pretended to be civilized. 

Marcus had kil ed his own brother without so much as a second thought. 

He would do far worse to her. 

Briony  looked  around,  trying  to  think  of something  that  would  help  her.  Would  the  door  be locked?  Would  the  window?  If  she  tried  the  window, would she be strong enough to make the climb down? 



Briony  knew  without  trying  it  that  she  would  not.  That was  the  worst  part  about  Marcus.  He  had  made  her weak.  Made  her  genuinely  helpless,  so  that  Briony real y  wouldn’t  be  able  to  stop  whatever  he  had planned for her. 

Briony  felt  a  surge  of  anger  then.  She wasn’t  going  to  al ow  this.  Wasn’t  going  to  al ow Marcus  to  simply  trample  over  the  mortal  world, spreading his fear so that he could feed from it. With a groan of effort, Briony sat up. Then, clutching the edge of the couch for support, she forced herself to stand. 

She was on the floor. How had she gotten there.    Dreamily,  Briony  recognized  that  she  must have  passed  out  from  blood  loss.  She  couldn’t  help thinking of Fal on then, who had worked so hard not to bite her while they were together. He would never have done  something  like  this.  And  Kevin…  he  was  so strong, so comforting. He had always been there when Briony  needed  him.  Always.  Briony  needed  to  get back  to  them.  To  tel   them  about  Marcus,  and  to  tel them… so many important things, too.. Like how she loved them….her mind drifted off to her memories of Fal on  …  his  sweet  devotion  and  earnestness  with her.    Then  she  thought  of  handsome,  warm,  and dangerously  handsome  Kevin.  How  she  wished  they were here now! 



When Briony opened her eyes, she could

feel strong hands pul ing her up from the floor. A large figure  loomed  above  her,  and  inwardly,  Briony screamed.  Marcus  was  back.  He  was  here  to  take more of her blood, here to torment her, here to-

“Briony? Briony, can you hear me?” The

figure  sighed.  “Honestly,  dragon,  I  should  never  have let  you  talk  me  into  this.  My  father’s  stupid  human daughter wil  be the death of us both.” 

The figure resolved itself into the armored form  of  Prince  Vigor. And  besides  him  was Archer, looking down at Briony with obvious worry. He bowed as he saw Briony look at him. 

“My Princess.” He knelt to examine Briony’s neck,  where  the  wound  from  Marcus’  fangs  lay.  “Are you hurt badly?” 

“More  importantly,  can  you  carry  your  own weight?”  Vigor  demanded.  “I’m  not  about  to  have  to carry you al  the way back to the palace while fighting off al  the creatures the vampires have let loose one-handed.” 

Briony groaned. That was Vigor, al  right. A more  important  thought  popped  into  her  head.  “Did Marcus get the scepter?  Has he already opened the gates?” 

“Scepter?” Archer said. 



Vigor looked down at her. “She’s babbling.” 

“I am not! Marcus wants the scepter to open the gates, and he was going to… he was going to…” 

“You’re safe now,” Vigor said, and it was almost as unexpected as anything there. “Are you sure Marcus wants the scepter?” 

“Yes,”  Briony  said.  “He  wants  it  to  open  the gates.” 

“You said that.” 

“He wants to join up with al  the vampires in the mortal  world,”  Briony  said.  “He  said  they  could  take over Palisor, then go back to take the world.” 

Kneeling  next  to  her,  Archer  shook  his  head. 

“He’s  mad.  The  scepter  is  safe  with  King  Waltham, Briony. Even if Marcus got it, it would never choose to stay.” 

“Choose?” Briony echoed. “The scepter’s alive?” 

“It holds the essences of our ancestors,” 

Vigor snapped. “Of course it’s alive.” 

“Alive enough to destroy anyone who tries to possess it when it doesn’t want to be,” Archer said with a reproachful look to the Prince. “Alive enough to go missing rather than be used for evil.” 

Which would make it total y useless when it came to plans for world domination, Briony guessed. 



“Do the vampires know that? Because they sure seem set on getting their hands on it.” 

Vigor gave her another contemptuous look. 

“If  I  real y  thought  that  the  scepter  was  in  danger,  do you think I would be here trying to save you rather than protecting it?” 

Briony matched his look with one of her own. “I never asked to be saved, Vigor.” 

“Because you were doing such a wonderful job of  escaping  alone.  What  was  your  plan?  Sleep  until they forgot about you and went away?” 

“Why are you even here?” 

“Sophie and your dragon insisted.” Vigor said. “Wel , mostly Sophie.” 

Briony  couldn’t  help  noticing  a  little  more softness  in  the  Prince’s  voice  as  he  said  Aunt Sophie’s name. Aw, Vigor had a crush! 

“She insisted I go after you on the dragon, while she fought off the remaining vampires at the castle. It seemed  a  foolish  plan,  but  she  would  not  stop  until  I agreed. Now, are we going to get back to her, or are we going to wait around for the vampires to show up?” 

Archer  extended  a  hand.  “Vigor  is  right,  my princess.  We  need  to  go.  Marcus  has  made  things very dangerous.” 

“More  dangerous  than  they  were  anyway?” 



Briony said with a shudder. 

Vigor nodded. “He has let loose some of the  vilest  creatures  kept  in  this  kingdom.  Creatures my… our father should have cast out, but did not wish to  inflict  on  the  mortal  realm.  The  vampires  attacking the  towers  released  them  from  the  lower  reaches. 

Though they are few, they are strong. We real y must go now. Can you stand?” 

But it was too late. Footsteps sounded and the  door  to  the  room  swung  open.  Marcus  stepped inside.  He  had  a  sword  in  one  hand,  while  the  other held what appeared to be a severed head by the hair. 

Briony  fought  the  urge  to  throw  up.  Was  it  some vampire who had angered him? No, that didn’t work. 

Vampires didn’t leave remains. 

As  Marcus  held  the  head  up,  Briony recognized  it  as  that  of  King  Waltham’s  physician, Malwinn. 

“I see you’ve managed to lure out two of Waltham’s  most  loyal  men,”  Marcus  said,  as  though he  weren’t  doing  anything  out  of  the  ordinary. 

“Excel ent. And what I had hoped. Even if you do not know  where  the  scepter  is,  human  girl,  you  have brought me two who wil .” He tossed Malwinn’s head down  before  Briony,  making  her  wince.  “You  should know  we  have  found  a  way  to  communicate  with  the vampires from your world. Now, where is that toy I took from our headless friend?” 

With  his  now  free  hand,  he  pul ed  out  a  smal bal  of glass, holding it up. It swirled with colors for a moment, before showing a greenish-blue dragon flying through  the  air.  First  he  was  in  Palisor,  then  he  was flying through a mist, and final y, the dragon was over a green pasture with a brook and trees. 

“Wicked Woods!” Briony guessed. 

Marcus  nodded.  “Exactly.  Waltham’s

personal  dragon  volunteered  to  go  through  the  gates for  us.  He  was  persuaded,  of  course.  He  couldn’t stand to see his beloved king kil ed. And that is what would happen if Waltham came out of hiding.” 

“Why would he do that?” Briony demanded. 

Marcus reached out with his sword, the very tip of it touching Briony’s hair. 

“For you, of course. Oh, and his other heir now, as wel . It was obvious to Waltham’s dragon that the idiot king would come to me, and I would kil  him, and then I would take the scepter.” Marcus moved the sword  slightly,  and  a  lock  of  Briony’s  hair  fel   to  the ground. “But as I pointed out to the dragon, if it would simply open one or two gates for me, I would not need to  do  any  of  that.  It  was  very  loyal  to  its  master. And now, access to your home is easy.” 



Briony gasped. “No. Please. This is wrong” 

Marcus smiled, his sword dipping to hover just  over  Briony’s  heart.  “Haven’t  you  learnt  yet? 

‘Wrong’ is an idea for the weak. You bleat it so that the strong wil  not take what they want from you. It means nothing.” 

Briony shook her head. “I don’t believe that.” 

“Of course you do not,” Marcus said. “You have not seen what I have seen. You have not seen the way people are, making the same mistakes again and again. You have not had to fight for everything you ever had. You have not built up your power over centuries, doing  whatever  was  necessary  to  ensure  your survival.” 

“I  would  never  do  what  you  do,”  Briony assured the vampire. 

“Which is why you wil  always stay weak. 

And look at the Hugtandalfer people. They have lived in peace, with their foolish notions of right and good, for so long that they have forgotten how to fight. They have  become  sheep.  Easily  led,  easily  scared,”  he nodded at the head on the carpet, “and easily cul ed. 

Only a few of them have the strength to protect them, and those wil  never be enough.” 

Briony bit back her anger at that, barely. 

“You should be grateful that I’m not stronger than you.” 



“Final y,”  Marcus  said,  “the  truth.  What would you do if you were stronger than me, girl. Would you  keep  me  as  a  prisoner?  Would  you  make  me suffer?” 

“I would kil  you.” Briony said it simply. She had never been as certain of something as she was of this. 

Marcus laughed. “Good. We might get you to  learn  the  proper  way  of  things  yet.  Now,  though,  I need  these  young  men  to  tel   me  where  the  scepter is.” 

Fear washed over Briony, sudden and al

consuming. She knew it wasn’t natural. 

“How  should  I  do  it?”  Marcus  asked. 

“Should  I  hurt  you  in  front  of  them  until  they  give  me what I want? Should I drink more of your blood?” 

“Please  don’t,”  Briony  found  herself begging. She couldn’t help it. 

Marcus shook his head. “Shush, human. I see a simpler way of going about this.” He hefted the sword he held, looking from Archer to Vigor. “Now, let us not say that I am not fair. I wil  give the two of you a chance.  The  first  one  of  you  to  speak  gets  to  live.  I can’t  be  more  generous  than  that.  Be  quick  though. 

You  wouldn’t  want  to  end  up  like  our  headless  friend here, would you?” 









Chapter 14

 

Fal on  ran,  the  trees  whipping  past  as  he dodged  between  them,  glancing  back  over  his shoulder every few seconds with the fear of someone who  knew  what  might  be  coming  after  him.  He  was sure  that  he  had  gotten  away  cleanly  from  the  last master vampire he had visited, but it would be just like them  to  let  him  think  that,  right  up  until  the  moment when they struck. If someone had recognized him, or if one  of  them  realized  that  they  had  let  him  know  too much…

Fal on shook his head and kept running, sprinting so fast that the forest was little more than a blur  around  him.  He  could  have  jumped,  could  have flown,  but  they  would  be  watching  for  that.  Here beneath the canopy of trees, he at least had the ability to  stay  out  of  sight  while  he  raced  to  deliver  his warning. 

It shouldn’t have been like this. He had gone to the other master vampires solely with the intention of learning more about the place Briony had gone to, this  “Palisor”.  It  had  seemed  so  obvious  that  one  of them would know something, and so long as none of them had learnt about his shunning, it would be simple to get close to them. 

So Fal on had done it. One by one, he had sought out the new vampires in the area and worked his way close enough to them to learn hints of things. 

He  had  put  up  with  suspicion  from  vampires  strong enough to have ripped out his heart had they wanted to do it, run errands for creatures so old that the sheer weight of years had driven them to the brink of sanity, and drank blood alongside the worst of them. 

Anything he’d had to do, Fal on had done, hiding his disgust as best he could. He had played the good  little  vampire  so  that  he  could  listen,  and  learn, and hopeful y find a way back to Briony. At every step, Fal on  had  kept  her  face  in  his  mind,  reminding himself  that  the  dangers  were  worth  it,  that  anything that  got  him  close  enough  to  learn  about  accessing Palisor was worth it. 

Except that wasn’t what Fal on had learned. 

Al   his  sneaking  around  had  not  earned  him  a  single hint about the other world. He had learned something far worse instead. Now Fal on just had to hope that he could get back to Wicked in time to warn people. 



Fal on ran on, hoping he was going the right way.  Kevin  would  know,  of  course.  Kevin  always seemed  to  know  that  kind  of  thing.  Just  like  Kevin seemed to be able to say the right thing to Briony, do the  right  thing  around  her.  Sometimes,  it  wasn’t  just the fact that he was a werewolf that made Fal on hate him. 

Yet  Fal on  knew  he  would  need  him. 

Apparently,  only  shifters  could  get  past  the  gate without a dragon or Hugtandalfer royal to act as key, so  even  if  Fal on  were  able  to  find  the  gate,  he wouldn’t be able to go after Briony. Kevin could. And Fal on  wasn’t  about  to  sacrifice  Briony’s  safety  just because he would have vastly preferred to be the one helping her himself. 

That, though, was a problem for another time.  For  now,  he  had  to  get  back,  to  warn  people about  what  was  coming.  And  that  meant  finding  his way back. Deciding to risk a smal  jump to get some sense  of  direction,  Fal on  hopped  up  between  the trees,  looking  out  over  the  green  expanse  of  forest canopy,  his  better  than  human  eyes  picking  out  the distant  glimmer  of  windows  and  houses.  That  way then. 

Then his eyes picked out something else. It was no more than a greenish-blue blot against the sky at first, but the color and the size made Fal on take a second look, landing on the nearest of the treetops so that  he  could  look  out.  He  stood  there  for  almost  a minute as the blot grew closer, growing in detail as it did so until Fal on could final y make out…

A  dragon.  It  was  massive  compared  to Archer,  its  scales  green  on  its  upper  parts  and  blue beneath. It flew with calm beats of wings bigger than a bus,  gliding  for  long  stretches  between  each magnificent stroke. It was the sort of creature that they wrote  stories  about,  only  Fal on  couldn’t  imagine  any knight or hero defeating something like that. It looked like it could have burnt whole cities if it wanted to, yet al  it was doing was flying. Perfectly, beautiful y flying. 

A dragon meant a gate. It wouldn’t stay in this world. Even Archer had only done that in order to find Briony. So somewhere, there was a way home for it. And that way home meant that, just for a little while, Fal on  and  Kevin  would  have  a  chance  of  getting Briony back where she should be. 

Except that Fal on had a warning to deliver. 

He  had  to  get  back.  Had  to  tel   people  what  was coming, before it did. Could he afford to take the time to  go  running  after  a  dragon,  when  there  were potential y so many lives at stake? 

Could he afford to ignore it, though? When would he just happen on another dragon? And without a  dragon,  how  would  he  ever  find  the  gate  to  this

‘Palisor’?  Hadn’t  Briony’s  Aunt  Sophie  and  Pietre spent  decades  looking  for  a  way  in?  Could  he  real y afford to squander a once in a human lifetime chance like that? 

Couldn’t his warning wait? Fal on knew that people had to hear what he had to say, but did it make a  difference  whether  they  heard  it  ten  minutes  from now, or a couple of hours, once he’d had a chance to fol ow the creature flying above? 

And retreating rapidly. The dragon was on a new course now, and it was heading away from Fal on as  quickly  as  it  had  come.  Looking  up,  Fal on  knew that he had only seconds to make his decision. Did he fol ow  it  or  didn’t  he?  Did  he  warn  the  people  of Wicked,  and  risk  losing  Briony  forever,  or  did  he  go after the dragon, and risk everything that might fol ow from that? 

There was no decision to make. Fal on

couldn’t lose Briony. He simply  couldn’t. 

Fal on set off, bounding over the trees, not caring  now  that  it  might  expose  him  to  the  eyes  of watching vampires, knowing that it was the only way to keep up with the creature ahead of him. He flew with smooth grace now, barely touching the treetops as he skipped  between  them,  keeping  his  eyes  firmly  fixed on the dragon. 

What  would  happen  if  it  spotted  him? 

Archer  had  been  far  from  friendly.  In  fact,  Fal on  got the impression that the only reason the dragon hadn’t tried to kil  him was because Briony had vouched for him.  This  one  didn’t  know  Fal on,  so  if  it  noticed  his presence, it seemed likely that it would turn and bring flames to bear on him, burning him the way Archer had burned so many of Pietre’s. 

Yet  what  could  Fal on  do?  Give  up  and hide?  Fal on  couldn’t  do  that.  He  had  to  keep  going. 

Keep  fol owing.  Keep  hoping  that  the  dragon  would lead him to the gate, and let him dare to hope that he might see Briony again soon. Fal on leaped to another branch,  feeling  it  give  under  him  and  leaping  again before it could snap, al  without ever taking his eyes off the dragon. 

He made leap after leap, pushing his body to the edge of what it could do. Had Fal on not been a vampire,  had  he  not  acquired  the  ability  to  leap through  the  air  in  this  almost  flight,  he  would  never have kept up with this dragon. Its wings only seemed to cut through the air in lazy arcs, yet it sped away with monstrous speed. Fal on forced himself to go faster. 

There would be a price for this later. The hunger  that  was  always  there  in  the  background  was beginning  to  rise  through  Fal on  as  his  body  burned fuel at a furious pace. He would need blood when he was done with this, which in a forest probably meant finding  some  woodland  creature  and  feeding  on  it. 

Some  helpless  rabbit  or  deer  would  die  for  this,  but that  was  far  better  than  feeding  the  way  most vampires did. And if it meant that he could get Briony back, it was more than worth it. 

Fal on flew on, and on. Branches whipped past him with every step. He ignored them. The wind whistled  around  him  as  he  flew.  He  cut  through  it. 

Fal on refused to let his body slow down, despite the sheer effort it was taking to keep it moving so quickly. 

Would it have been easier if he had been an older vampire? While talking with the newly arrived vampires,  Fal on  had  seen  some  phenomenal displays of power, but always mixed with such cruelty that  Fal on  had  simply  been  disgusted  by  them.  Yet now, for the first time, Fal on found himself wishing that he  were  a  hundred  years  old,  two  hundred. Anything that would give him the power to keep up the pace in this chase. 

Fal on was fal ing behind, and he knew it. 

The ground was getting higher, and every leap  was  taking  more  and  more  effort.  Fal on  wasn’t sure that he had anything more to give. He wanted to. 

He needed to, but his body simply refused to respond the way he wanted it to. Each jump he made now was slightly slower than the last one. Each one carried him slightly  less  far.  And  with  each  one,  the  gap  to  the dragon increased slightly, until it was just a dot on the horizon. 

And then it wasn’t even that. Fal on landed between  trees,  leapt  again,  and  it  was  gone.  He landed with a crash, too exhausted by now to land with any grace, looking out in the direction that the dragon had  been  travel ing  in.  Fal on  forced  himself  to  make one  more  jump,  but  it  was  no  use.  The  dragon  was gone. He couldn’t catch it now. He could barely even stand now. 

Where was he? If he could work out exactly where he was, perhaps Fal on could stil  find his way back to Wicked to deliver his warning. But no, he had known in his heart of hearts that this was a choice. He couldn’t  both  go  after  the  dragon  and  get  back  to Wicked. He had made that choice. And now, because Fal on had been too weak, too slow, he had nothing. 

Fal on  slumped  back  against  a  tree. 

Nothing.  He’d  had  nothing  for  so  long.  Ever  since Briony  had  chosen  his  brother  over  him.  This  had been  his  one  chance  to  make  things  better.  His  one chance to show Briony how much he cared about her. 

He’d failed. And because he had failed, he didn’t even have  time  to  stop  the  rest  of  it.  Fal on  sat  there  and shut his eyes, breathing heavily. 

And that’s when he heard the wolf start to growl in the undergrowth beside him. 







Chapter 15

 

The  growling  intensified,  becoming  a  rumble that carried through the trees as a wolf stepped out in front of Fal on. It was large and black, with yel ow eyes that shone with reflected light. Fal on tensed, knowing that the werewolf would attack. 

He saw its muscles bunch, ready to leap, but it didn’t get a chance. A second werewolf form leapt out from  the  bushes,  placing  itself  in  the  way  and snapping at the first one. The black wolf clearly didn’t like that, because it snapped back at the newcomer, their jaws locking against one another’s for a moment. 

Yet it seemed that the black wolf wasn’t strong enough to  win,  because  after  a  second  it  backed  away,  and the new werewolf transformed. 

It  was  Kevin,  who  stood  there  with  his  arms folded  as  the  first  wolf  also  changed,  becoming  a blond-haired  man  Fal on  didn’t  know.  He  was  in  his mid to late twenties, and he clearly wasn’t happy. 

“What do you think you are doing stopping me from kil ing a vampire, Kevin?” 

“Josh, this isn’t just any vampire. This is Fal on. My brother.” 

“You stil  shouldn’t have moved to stop me like that. I’m the King here. Not you.” 

Kevin  bowed  his  head  slightly.  “I’m  not disputing that, Josh. It was just the only way to stop you kil ing him.” Kevin turned to Fal on. “Hi. You surprised us. We thought you were one of them.” 

“Them?”  Fal on  asked.  “Have  Pietre’s vampires come out this far?” 

Kevin  shook  his  head.  “No,  something worse. A new group from the West.” 

Fal on’s  chest  tightened  then.  He  knew some of the vampires Kevin meant. After al , hadn’t he just spent enough time around them? 

It seemed that the first wolf, Josh, wasn’t happy  at  being  snubbed  like  that.  He  approached Fal on, looking at Kevin al  the while. Josh sniffed the air,  and  looked  menacing  for  a  moment.  “We  do  not tolerate vampires, Kevin.” 

“He’s my brother,” Kevin said. “I don’t like what he is any more than you do, but he hates Pietre, Josh.” 

The  other  werewolf  hesitated.  Fal on thought for a moment that he might say Fal on should be  kil ed  anyway,  but  he  final y  nodded,  with  another glance at Kevin. This Josh had cal ed himself a king, but he didn’t act like he was in charge here. He acted like he was taking his cue from Fal on’s brother. 

“Is that true?” Josh demanded of Fal on. 

“Do  you  hate  Pietre  so  much  that  we  should  ignore what  you  are?  Would  you  help  werewolves  against your own kind?” 

“Yes,” Fal on said. “I would.” 

Josh looked at Fal on with scrutinizing eyes. 

“And  why  should  I  believe  what  you  say  to  me, vampire?” 

“Pietre has done horrendous things,” Fal on said.  “Especial y  to  the  ones  I  love.  He  destroyed Briony’s  parents,  who  were  the  only  good  vampires  I knew  of,  and  has  tried  to  destroy  her,  too.  Why wouldn’t  I  hate  him  for  al   that?  Why  wouldn’t  I  do everything that was necessary to protect Briony?” 

Josh  looked  from  Fal on  to  Kevin  and  back again.  He  seemed  pleased.  “And  so  it  gets complicated. Hmm… Briony does have an interesting effect on the young men around her, doesn’t she?” 

“Josh.”  Kevin’s  voice  held  a  warning  note, which  earned  him  an  unpleasant  look  from  the werewolf king. Then though, Josh smiled. 

“The  effect  that  Briony  has  on  people  isn’t enough  for  me  to  risk  everyone,  Kevin.  I’l   need  your word.  No,  I’l   need  more  than  that.  You’l   stand  surety for  him.  You’l   vouch  for  Fal on  before  he  goes anywhere near the others.” 

“Why  would  Kevin  have  to  do  that?”  Fal on demanded. 

“You said it yourself, vampire. Pietre and his ilk have  done  evil  things.  Our  kind  has  lost  so  much  at their hands, including my brother Channing. Even now, my sister Carol is recovering from both that loss and the torture she suffered at the hands of vampires. And our  kinds  have  never  been  inclined  to  trust  one another. Do you real y think that a vampire could walk into  our  camp  unprotected  right  now  without  being ripped to shreds?” 

Fal on could feel the truth of that in his sudden urge to argue, or better yet, to fight outright and teach this werewolf a lesson in manners. He only control ed himself with difficulty, clenching his hands into fists so tight  that  his  knuckles  whitened  even  beyond  their usual pal or. 

Josh the werewolf king continued as if nothing had  happened.  “Whereas  if  Kevin  vouches  for  you,  I wil  place you under my protection and the others wil leave you alone so long as you behave yourself. After al ,” he glanced at Kevin again then, “who would dare to cross the King of al  the werewolves?” 

Fal on didn’t know what there was between his brother  and  this  man,  but  he  wasn’t  sure  he  liked  it. 

Even so, he nodded. “Yes, of course, Werewolf King, I wil  behave myself in your presence.” 

“Good,” Josh said. “Kevin?” 

“Yes, I’l  vouch for him.” 

Josh nodded, seeming satisfied. “Then he has my  protection.  We  need  to  get  back  to  the  others now,”  Josh  explained  to  Fal on.  “A  few  of  us  are  out looking for some of the new vampires we have heard about in the area. Carol, Brian and I obviously want to stop the threat they represent.” 

“So do Jake and I,” Kevin said, and Fal on got the  feeling  that  he  was  walking  in  on  an  argument there. “We just want to see if they know anything about Palisor too.” 

Josh shrugged. “I guess we could al  do to learn more about it.” 

“Fal on  wil   make  things  easier,”  Kevin  said. 



“He can act as a scout for us, and can sense another vampire easier than we can.” 

“Good,”  Josh  said.  “Let’s  head  back  to  the camp. We should be around the others.” 

Josh  led  the  way  as  the  three  of  them  made their way through the woods, until they came to a smal clearing  where  Jake  was  waiting  along  with  another couple of werewolves. One was a young woman, while the  other  was  male  and  around  Fal on’s  age.  They were similar enough that they were obviously related. 

Presumably  they  were  Carol  and  Brian,  Josh’s siblings. 

Carol looked up as Fal on approached, and her transformation  into  a  wolf  was  almost  instantaneous. 

Her growl wasn’t as deep as Josh’s had been, but it was every bit as menacing. 

“Stop!”  Josh  said,  stepping  closer  to  Fal on. 

“That’s  an  order,  Carol!  Fal on  here  is  under  my protection.” 

The wolf looked at her brother quizzical y. 

“This  vampire  is  Kevin’s  brother,”  Josh explained. “He is apparently as against Pietre as any of us, and wishes to help find Briony.” 

At Briony’s name, Carol growled louder. 

“He and Briony are close friends,” Josh said in a tone Fal on didn’t entirely understand. “Very close.” 



That  was  enough  to  get  the  werewolf  girl  to change  back,  her  hair  wild  from  the  transformation. 

She  walked  over  to  Kevin  as  though  she  hadn’t  just threatened his brother. 

“He’s  not  as  handsome  as  you,”  she  said, putting a hand on Kevin’s chest. “But if he’s handsome enough  to  give  me  a  clear  run  at  you…”  Kevin  just shook his head and Carol let her hand fal . 

The  male  werewolf,  Brian,  stood  then,  looking Fal on up and down. Apparently, the same words that had just defused a little of his sister’s hostility had only served to increase his. At least he didn’t seem to be about to attack though. 

“Close?” His tone said that he couldn’t believe it. “Before you became a vampire or after?” 

“After.” 

The  werewolf  snorted.  “What  would  a  girl  like Briony see in a vampire?” 

“As  opposed  to  you,  for  example?”  Fal on asked, taunting the young man just a little. 

Jake chose that moment to speak up. “Fal on’s okay,”  he  said.  “He  and  Briony  might  be  kind  of…

complicated,  but  he’s  never  let  us  down.  He  even helped Aunt Sophie escape from Pietre.” 

“He’s  stil   a  vampire,”  Brian  said.  “Are  you real y asking us to leave him alone, Josh?” 



The  werewolf  king  shook  his  head.  “I’m  not asking.  Kevin  has  vouched  for  him,  and  Fal on  is under my protection. You wil  not harm him.” 

Brian  nodded,  obviously  reluctantly.  “I’l   abide by your decision. You know I wil .” 

“Carol?” Josh asked. “How about you?” 

“I hate al  vampires, but I figure, if he’s going to be  the  one  taking  Briony  away  from  us  werewolves, then I can hold back.” 

Fal on  let  out  a  breath.  “Good.  Then  there’s something I need to tel  you. I saw something.” 

“What?” Jake and Kevin asked it together. 

“Something  that  might  help  us  find  Briony  and get  her  back. A  dragon. A  dragon  came  through  the gate from Palisor. At least, I guess it did. I saw it flying overhead and I tried to fol ow, but it was just too quick.” 

“I  wonder  why  it  was  there,”  Josh  said.  “From the  notes  my  ancestors  have  left,  dragon-shifters general y  only  appear  in  our  world  for  a  very  good reason.  There  isn’t  enough  magic  here  to  make  it comfortable  for  them  long  term.  If  this  dragon  is  like the  last  one,  the  golden  one,  then  he  wil   be  here  to open the gates and bring someone back through into Palisor. Perhaps if we could work out whom, we could find it more easily.” 

“Perhaps it wil  find us,” Brian suggested. “The golden one was drawn to us as fel ow shifters, wasn’t he?” 

“It’s  possible,”  Josh  said,  “though  we  can’t know for certain.” 

“Let’s hope that’s the case,” Kevin said. Fal on noted that he moved a little away from Carol. “But we can’t  risk  it  not  happening.  We  should  track  the dragon.  It’s  our  best  shot  at  getting  Briony  back. 

People wil  be missing her by now. People at school. 

People at the diner.” 

“People  like  you,  you  mean,”  Carol  added, obviously  not  happy  at  the  sudden  distance  between her and Kevin. She smiled and looked between Kevin and Fal on. “Tel  me, when she gets back, which one of you gets her?” 

“Stop trying to cause trouble, Carol.” Josh’s tone was firm. 

Carol mimed locking her lips closed and throwing away the key before stalking off. 

Josh sighed and looked after his sister. 

“Brian,  make  sure  she  doesn’t  do  anything  stupid. 

Kevin,  I’m  sorry,  but  we  can’t  just  go  chasing  around looking  for  dragons.  You’ve  heard  the  rumors  about the new vampires coming in from the west. We need to  focus  our  efforts  on  them,  or  who  knows  what  wil happen?” 



Jake spoke up then. “If the dragon’s here, and  the  vampires  are  coming  here,  maybe  the vampires  are  here  because  they  know  something about why the dragon’s here. Maybe they’l  lead us to the dragon.” 

“Maybe,” Josh said. “Though it would help if we had some idea of what they were here for.” 

Fal on’s eyes widened then as he realized that  he  had  forgotten  al   about  the  warning  he  was supposed  to  deliver.  How  could  he  have  been  that foolish?  No,  the  answer  to  that  was  obvious.  He’d been too caught up in the possibility of getting Briony back. Yet now, he knew he had to say something. 

“I  think,”  he  said,  “that  I  might  know something about what they’re planning next.” 

“And  how  would  you  know  that?”  Kevin demanded. 

Fal on looked at his brother. “Because they told  me,  Kevin.  They  told  me  exactly  what  they’re going to do.” He hesitated. “And now I think it might be too late.” 







Chapter 16

 

“What is it you need to tel  us?” Josh asked. 

Fal on hesitated, just barely. What would Josh, Kevin and Jake think when they heard? Stil , he had to tel  them. 

“I was running to deliver a warning when I spotted  the  dragon,”  he  said.  “I  found  out  that  the vampires  were  planning  something.  Something  big. 

And Wicked is involved somehow.” 

“But you let yourself get distracted,” Josh said. 

“It  was  for  Briony.”  Fal on  looked  at  his brother,  and  Kevin  nodded.  He,  at  least,  could understand that. “But now I need to get back. I need to get to the diner and warn as many of the Preservation Society  as  I  can  about  the  new  wave  of  vampires coming in. I just hope I’m not too late.” 

“So do I,” Josh said, and Fal on wasn’t quite sure  whether  it  was  a  threat.  The  Werewolf  King turned  to  Kevin.  “I’m  going  to  head  back  to  the mansion  with  Carol  and  Brian.  You  and  Jake  are welcome to come. I would ask Fal on, but he obviously has other things to do.” 

“And in any case,” Fal on said. “I don’t feel like  having  my  throat  ripped  out  by  a  bunch  of  angry werewolves. Now can someone point me back in the direction of Wicked?” 

Kevin nodded towards the trees, and from somewhere, Fal on got the impression that his brother was actual y a little sad to see him go. If so, it would be a first now that he was a vampire. 

“I’l  be over in Wicked as soon as I can to help,”  Kevin  said.  “Now  that  Briony’s  not  there,  she’s counting  on  al   of  us  to  help  take  her  and  Aunt Sophie’s place.” 

Jake nodded. “I’l  help too.” 

Fal on hoped it would be enough. He had seen some of what was coming, after al . 

“I might be a while,” Kevin said. “I have to go see Maisy and Steve first. They think they have a way to help us find Pietre’s new location, but now, they can  probably  help  locate  these  new  vampires  too.  If we  know  where  they  are,  we  might  not  have  to  sit around, waiting for them to do something.” 

“We probably won’t have to wait that long,” 

Fal on said. He could hear some of the tension he felt in his voice. Despite that, he took the time to reassure Jake.  “We’l   get  Briony  back,”  he  told  the  younger vampire. “Briony and Aunt Sophie too.” 

“I hope so,” Jake said. “They’re the only family I have left. Wherever they are.” 



Fal on nodded and left then, snatching up a wild deer as he ran, trying not to think about what he was  doing  as  he  bit  down  on  it.  The  taste  of  fresh blood pumped through him; nowhere near as sweet or as strong as human blood, but enough to give him the strength he needed. 

He ran for Wicked, and he flew too, not caring now if any of the vampires that might have been fol owing him managed to spot him. There wasn’t time for  subtlety  anymore.  There  wasn’t  time  for  anything but pulsing, blurring speed. 

Even with that speed, it took a couple of hours  to  get  back  to  the  town,  and  Fal on  had  to wonder  at  just  how  far  out  he  had  run,  fol owing  that dragon. Add  on  the  time  he  had  spent  chasing  after the  creature,  and  Fal on  had  wasted  most  of  the  day when  he  could  have  been  warning  people.  When  the western vampires could easily have been making their move. 

Arriving in Wicked, he made for George’s diner. It was the logical place to start, even if the other members of the Preservation Society would probably be very careful about listening to instructions from their former leader now that he was a vampire. Most of the staff  were  members  of  the  society,  after  al ,  while going there would also give Fal on a chance to check up on George. 

Yet another thing he had neglected. Fal on knew he shouldn’t have just left a new vampire alone like that, but what else could he do? 

Just for a moment as he approached the

diner,  Fal on  was  sure  that  he  had  made  the  wrong decision. Jil , Percy and Pete were al  there, armed to the  teeth  with  stakes  and  silver  knives,  crosses  and holy  water.  When  he  couldn’t  see  George  straight away,  Fal on  couldn’t  help  wondering  if  the  new vampire  might  have  lost  control.  Might  have  hurt someone when Fal on was supposed to be watching him. 

“What  happened?”  Fal on  asked  Jil .  “Where’s George?” 

“In his office,” the waitress said. “He’s holed up. 

He’s not handling it wel .” 

“Handling what wel ?” Fal on asked. “He didn’t hurt somebody, did he?” 

The  worst  part  was  that  a  smal   part  of  Fal on almost  wished  George  had  hurt  someone,  if  only because  it  was  better  news  than  al   the  other  things that  might  be  going  on.  Or  at  least,  news  that  had nothing to do with his warning. 

Jil  shook her head. “It’s not George. There was an attack.” 



Fal on’s heart fel . 

“What kind of attack?” 

“On  the  high  school.”  Jil   adjusted  a  couple  of weapons. “Several students were hurt. It was definitely vampires, but not the kind we’ve seen before. These vampires weren’t worried about leaving traces of their feeding. They didn’t drag their prey into the woods like the  ones  before.  They  were  happy  to  leave  drained bodies at the school.” 

And there were two obvious absences from the diner. Fal on tried to keep a grip on his feelings. It wasn’t easy. “Maisy? Steve? I should check on them. 

Make sure they’re al  right.” 

“Don’t worry,” Jil  said, shaking her head. 

“They were the ones who told us what happened. They rushed over and told us to get prepared.” 

The  way  Fal on  should  have  done.  The members of the Preservation Society would probably stake him if they knew that he had known, but had said nothing.  And  right  then,  Fal on  wasn’t  sure  that  he would blame them. 

Jil   sighed.  “This  is  bad,  Fal on.  There’s  an attack at school, and now it looks like these vampires are  stronger,  more  dangerous  than  Pietre’s.  Sophie and Briony aren’t even here to lead, while George is barely keeping it together.” 



“I’l   handle  George,”  Fal on  said.  “But  if  these vampires are as bad as you say they are…” as bad as he knew them to be, but Fal on couldn’t say that “then wait  until  I  can  get  George  under  control.  You  guys need  backup  that  can  keep  up  with  vampires.  Right now, that means me and George.” 

Jil  nodded. “Trust me. I’m not about to run off  fighting  vampires  without  every  advantage  I  can get. Just… hurry, okay?” 

Fal on  nodded,  though  he  couldn’t  help wondering whether, if he had hurried in the first place, it would have been necessary. He couldn’t change that now, though, so instead he rushed through to George in  the  office,  stopping  only  to  get  some  donor  blood from out of the freezer. 

George’s eyes fol owed it hungrily as Fal on threw  it  to  him,  and  the  new  vampire  drained  it  in seconds. 

“Where  did  you  get  that?”  George

demanded. 

“From your freezer,” Fal on said. “Hold on, are  you  tel ing  me  that  no  one  told  you  there  was  a supply there?” 

George shook his head. 

“And you didn’t notice it?” 

Another head shake. 



“So this is why you’ve been on edge?” 

“Nobody told me,” George said. “I’ve been trying to hunt smal  animals, but it’s not enough. And al this  time,  there’s  just  been  frozen  blood  sitting around?” 

Fal on cursed himself. He should have been there  to  explain  to  George.  To  make  things  easier. 

“Having blood around is part of learning how to control ourselves  as  vampires.  Not  many  of  us  try  to  control ourselves, especial y when we’re first turned. I had to figure  out  ways  to  survive  without  kil ing.  This  one works.” 

“Glad you’re here, then,” George said. With the  blood,  he  was  looking  better.  “Glad  none  of  the Preservation Society folks, especial y Sophie, staked you before.” 

Fal on nodded. “That was mostly due to

Briony.  She  trusted  me.  She’s  helped  me  so  much. 

Helped me keep some humanity. She showed me that we can learn to live with humans.” 

George nodded. “Having humans around

helps. At least when I’m not starving. It reminds me to be… me.” 

Fal on certainly knew that feeling. Except that now, he had cost people their lives. 

“Briony,” George said. “Any luck in finding her and Sophie?” 

Fal on was glad for the sudden change of topic. 

“We’re  getting  close.  At  least  that’s  what  I  keep hoping.  And  when  we  find  Briony,  we’l   find  Aunt Sophie, too. George, we need to go now. You heard about the attack on the school? We need to help.” 

The diner owner nodded. “Let’s go deal with it, then.  I  don’t  care  if  I  am  a  vampire  now.  No bloodsucker  is  going  to  do  that  kind  of  thing  in  my town and get away with it.” 

Fal on walked out of the diner with George. 

Jil   and  the  others  were  waiting  for  them,  having brought  trucks  around.  More  members  of  the Preservation Society were there with them, and Fal on was glad to see Steve and Maisy among them. 

The drive to the school was a short one, and not a particularly fruitful one either. They got there, only  to  find  rows  of  police  cars  already  there,  their lights  flashing.  Fal on  saw  the  members  of  the Preservation  Society  hide  their  weapons  quickly. As they drove closer, a wiry police officer with a serious expression held up a hand to stop them. 

“You’re going to have to turn around and head back into town, folks,” he said. “There’s nothing to see here.” 

A quick scan of the area suggested that might be true. Certainly, Fal on couldn’t see any signs of vampires left behind. 

“We heard there might be a problem,” Jil said. 

“No. No problem. Everything’s taken care of. You can al  go home.” 

“What happened?” Maisy asked. “It must be something, if so many of you are here.” 

The police officer shook his head. “Strictly speaking, I can’t tel  you that, Miss. But, in the interests of cutting off any rumors that might start otherwise, we think  that  a  pack  of  animals  from  the  woods  got  in here. Probably ran short of food. One of the dangers of living so close to the woods, I guess.” 

“Animals,” Fal on echoed. 

“That’s right, son. Now, are you al  going to go home, or do I have to ask what you’ve got in those trucks?” 

“Alright,  Officer,”  Maisy  said.  “We’l   go back.” 

They turned and drove a short way back

along the road to the diner before stopping. They had to talk about this. 

“Looks  like  they’re  trying  to  cover  it  up again,” Pete said. 

Jil   shrugged.  “Did  you  real y  expect  anything else?  I  thought  there  might  be  one  or  two  vampires about though.” 

“There  aren’t,”  Fal on  said.  “I  would  have spotted  them.”  He  looked  at  Maisy  and  Steve.  “Is  it true that you’ve found a way to find them?” 

Steve nodded. “We’re al  set. Wel , nearly.” 

“Good,” Fal on said. “Because I can’t wait much longer.” 









Chapter 17

 

“So, how does this device work again?” Kevin asked  Steve,  who  passed  him  what  looked  like  a perfectly  ordinary  touch  screen  phone.  Kevin  looked over  at  Fal on  who  was  standing  a  little  ways  away with  his  arms  crossed.  Fal on  had  cal ed  him immediately to get him into town, saying he had found a way to find the vampires coming into town. And best of al , a way to find locate gates to Palisor. 

“Wel , first, I thought it would just be a case of  looking  at  the  environment.  You  know,  things  that signal  gates,  things  that  vampires  like  around  them, that kind of thing.” 

“But then,” Maisy said, looking at Steve with pride,  “Steve  realized  that  if  we  could  tap  into  a  live satel ite feed, we could put an infra-red filter over the images, letting us see people’s heat signatures. And obviously,  vampires  don’t  give  off  as  much  heat  as other people, so every time this spots something that looks  human,  but  doesn’t  give  off  heat,  it  highlights them.” 

Kevin  nodded,  and  looked  down  at  the screen. Sure enough, there was a large, purplish blob where  Fal on  stood.  “So  can  we  set  it  to  find concentrations of vampires?” 

Steve nodded and adjusted a couple of

things on screen. “There. Just fol ow the directions that come up.” 

Kevin thanked him, then he and Fal on set off  together  through  the  woods,  keeping  one  eye  on the  screen  while  simultaneously  looking  out  for vampires  around  them.  It  was  slow  going,  checking and  re-checking  the  screen  as  they  made  their  way through the undergrowth, yet the device seemed to be clear that there was a large concentration of vampires ahead. When Kevin zoomed out on the map, he could even see it; a scatter of dark spots moving about like bees in a hive. 

Soon, and they found themselves getting close  to  an  area  that  looked  familiar  to  Kevin.  There was an open pasture ahead with flowers and a brook that Kevin was sure was the one where the gate had opened  before.  Kevin  and  Fal on  looked  at  each other. 

“Why  would  the  device  lead  us  here?”  Fal on asked. 

“I  guess  Steve  must  have  got  his  settings wrong,”  Kevin  guessed.  “He  said  before  that  it  could find  places  the  gate  might  open.  He  must  have accidental y set it to search for them.” 

Kevin started to check the device, even though he  wasn’t  entirely  certain  how  it  worked.  Fal on nudged his arm and pointed. 

“Kevin, look.” 

Kevin  fol owed  the  line  of  Fal on’s  finger  and saw  it. A  dragon,  heading  straight  for  the  clearing  in which  they  stood.  It  was  huge,  with  blue  and  green patches. 

“Is that the one you saw before?” Kevin asked. 

Fal on  nodded.  “We  need  to  get  out  of  the clearing.” 

Agreeing,  Kevin  ran  back  with  him  into  the trees, trying to stay hidden as the great beast landed in a flurry of wings. The last thing they wanted was to be spotted. With an inrush of air its form changed, the dragon shifted into a young man whose spiky blonde hair  had  blue  streaks  running  through  it  for  an  effect that was striking, almost punk. 

Without  pausing,  the  transformed  dragon walked to a spot beside the brook. Mist rose from the ground, swirling up more than ten feet from the ground. 

It  thickened,  and  Kevin  started  to  see  the  outline  of stone  within  it.  The  dragon  was  summoning  a  gate. 

Kevin  could  hardly  believe  their  luck.  They  had  gone looking  for  vampires,  but  they  had  stumbled  upon something  far  better.  Something  that  might  let  them get to Briony and bring her home. 

Kevin  looked  at  Fal on,  who  nodded.  They tensed themselves to run for the gate. 

Before they could actual y do it though, figures started to emerge from the gate. They were powerful y built,  wearing  furs  and  scraps  of  chainmail,  carrying weapons  that  looked  hundreds  of  years  out  of  date. 

And they were vampires. Kevin was sure of it. 

One  of  them  stepped  forward  to  grab  hold  of the  dragon’s  arm  roughly,  wrenching  it  behind  him. 

“Now, Dragon, since you have fulfil ed your promise to open  the  gate  and  al ow  us  through,  I  promise  not  to kil  you for now. Never let it be said that I am not fair. 



Where are the others?” 

“They’re here,” the dragon said. It sounded like it was in pain. “In the trees.” 

Almost as the dragon said it, a shadow

dropped lightly from the trees, landing on its feet in the clearing.  It  seemed  that  Steve’s  device  had  been accurate after al , which raised the worrying possibility that  there  were  far  more  vampires  around.  This  one had dark midnight hair and appeared to be in his late twenties.  He  was  dressed  al   in  black,  in  a  black sweater  and  dark  jeans  that  only  served  to  heighten the contrast with his pale skin. 

As he moved forward, more vampires fel

down behind him, moving to form a half circle around the  gate.  Inevitably,  they  were  al   attractive  young women  and  men,  dressed  with  as  little  color  as  their leader. 

“We’ve been waiting for you,” the newcomer said. 

“I see that.” The vampire from the other side of the gate nodded. “Marcus wil  be pleased that you are the first group to answer his cal . What do they cal you, and where have you come from?” 

The vampire al  in black looked back at his group.  “I’m  Sloane,”  he  said,  “and  we’re  al   from  the Western part of the U.S.” 



“And  you  know  where  we  are  from, 

Sloane?” 

Sloane nodded. “Palisor.” 

The vampire who had come through the

gate  nodded.  “Exactly.  You’re  lucky.  You  and  your group are about to have a free for al  in a paradise for supernatural creatures. No more hiding behind human rules. No more being careful. You’l  enjoy that, I think.” 

Sloane smiled. So did most of the vampires he had with him. “Yes, we wil . We’re hungry. A smal taste at a human school simply isn’t enough. We can’t wait to sink our teeth into some of the more delectable creatures  we’ve  heard  about…mermaids,  unicorns, hugtandalfs.” 

“And who can blame you?” This voice came from  back  in  the  trees,  but  Kevin  recognized  it  even before  Pietre  stepped  out  into  the  clearing.  The vampires  already  there  turned  towards  him  with suspicious  looks  that  quickly  became  even  more hostile when more vampires joined Wicked’s master. 

“Now, now,” Pietre said equably. “There’s no  need  to  get  upset.  I’m  not  here  to  spoil  your  fun. 

After  al ,  Palisor  sounds  like  a  feast  far  too  good  to miss.” 

“Who are you?” the leader of the Palisor vampires asked, drawing his sword with the hand he wasn’t using to control the dragon-shifter. 

Pietre didn’t seem to be bothered by that in the  least.  “I  am  Pietre,  the  master  vampire  here  in Wicked.  I  was  just  fol owing  this  one,”  he  nodded  at Slone, “to teach it some manners for hunting so openly in  my  territory,  but  it  seems  that  he  has  done  me  a favor,  leading  me  to  you.  You  are  welcome  here,  of course. Very welcome.” 

“Good,” the leader of the Palisor vampires said, not sheathing the sword. “I wouldn’t want to have to rip your head off for not being hospitable, would I?” 

“Oh, no,” Pietre said. “I’m sure none of us would  want  that.  You  are  in  a  position  to  offer  free access through the gate?” 

“Hey!” Sloane interrupted. “I was here first.” 

Pietre  ignored  him.  “If  you  can  get  me through  the  gate,  I’l   al ow  you  free  access  to  al   of Wicked.” 

The leader of the Palisor vampires nodded. 

“Done.  You’re the kind of vampire we are looking for. 

Both  of  you,”  he  added,  cutting  off  Sloane’s  protest. 

“Come, there is little time.” 

The  vampire  turned,  preparing  to  head back  through  the  gate.  As  it  did  so,  however,  the dragon  shifter  he  held  twisted  in  his  grip,  wrenching clear  of  it.  It  stepped  back  from  the  vampire,  kicking out at another that tried to get close. 

“No,” it said, “I can’t do it. I won’t. I won’t let so many vile things into Palisor.” 

Vampires lunged for it, and the transformed dragon  moved  out  of  the  way.  Kevin  turned  to  his brother. “That dragon’s our way in to help Briony. We have to help it.” 

Without  waiting  for  an  answer,  Kevin charged  forward,  transforming  into  a  wolf  and attacking the nearest of the vampires. The move was enough to al ow the dragon-shifter to get close to one of Slone’s vampires, kil ing it with a move Kevin barely saw. 

“Don’t just stand there,” the Palisor vampire cal ed out to the others, “kil  the dragon!” 

“You can’t kil  me,” the dragon shot back. 

“You  need  me  to  get  through  the  gate.  Whereas  I…” 

he ducked and snapped the neck of another vampire, 

“I can kil  as many of you as I want.” 

The leader of the Palisor vampires aimed a sword  blow  at  the  dragon  that  it  barely  dodged.  “We needed  you. We needed someone to open the gate. 

Now that you’ve done that, we just need a shifter to go through with. The wolf wil  do as wel  as you.” 

The vampires surged forward, and Kevin

cursed  himself  then,  even  as  he  snapped  at  another vampire, bringing it down to ground level so he could finish it off. If he hadn’t come out of hiding…

But it was too late to think about that. Al  he could  do  was  keep  fighting.  Fal on  was  beside  him, trying to help, while the dragon transformed in a blaze of  green  and  blue,  knocking  vampires  flying  before turning  its  flames  on  them. A  whole  line  of  vampires next  to  Pietre  ignited,  screaming  as  they  burst  into flames. 

“Get  him!”  The  Palisor  Vampire  charged forward  as  he  said  it.  Other  vampires  rushed  at  the dragon  too,  but  a  quick  lash  of  his  tail  sent  them sprawling. 

Kevin knew it couldn’t last though. There were simply too many vampires. The dragon looked over at Kevin then, and somehow, Kevin knew what he had to do  if  he  wanted  to  stop  the  vampires  from  using  the gate  as  they  wished.  In  a  blur  of  movement,  he transformed,  knocked  a  vampire  from  its  feet,  and sprinted for the dragon. 

It  blew  forth  another  gout  of  flame  as  Kevin leapt onto its back, forcing the vampires away from it. 

Then, with a mighty burst of effort, it leapt for the gate, its  wings  spreading  even  as  it  ploughed  through  the mist  at  the  gate’s  heart.  Kevin  clung  on  as  best  he could while the dragon flew through, not wanting to find out what kind of damage fal ing off at this speed would do. 

The dragon whirled and Kevin looked down at the  gate.  Vampires  were  coming  through,  hurrying  to fol ow  in  whatever  wake  he  and  the  dragon  had  left. 

Some  looked  like  Pietre’s  vampires,  while  others looked  like  the  ones  from  the  West  coast.  More started  to  appear,  but  even  as  they  did  so,  the  gate faded  and  vanished,  leaving  those  on  this  side stranded. 

Kevin wondered if that was the dragon’s doing. 

Certainly,  it  seemed  too  sudden  to  be  down  to anything  else.  Vampires  mil ed  about  in  the  meadow on this side of the gate, looking lost and out of place. 

Right then, though, Kevin didn’t care. Accident or not, he was in whatever world Briony had gone to. 

He could final y find her. 







Chapter 18

 

Kevin held onto the dragon for dear life as they flew,  clouds  passing  by  beneath  them,  and occasional y  around  them.  As  the  dragon  glided  on, Kevin dared to look down, seeing acres of trees give way to val eys and high pools. He gasped aloud as he saw  the  mermaids  in  them,  and  spotted  other, stranger creatures in open spaces between the trees. 

For someone who had spent so much time

around nature, someone who had spent so much time learning  about  the  creatures  of  his  own  world,  this place was incredible. Would Briony have seen al  this when she came through with Archer? Would she have seen  the  same  dramatic  mountains,  lush  emerald grass, and silvery trees? 

The beauty of the landscape didn’t last, though. Almost without Kevin noticing it, a subtle shift came  over  the  landscape  that  they  flew  above. 

Jagged  mountains  and  outcrops  stood  up  from  the surrounding fields in dark spurs, the trees grew more stunted and twisted, interspersed with rocks. Even the air  seemed  cold  and  damp,  while  the  clouds  around them grew dark with veins of lightning flashing through. 

Kevin  hoped  the  dragon  shifter  wouldn’t  fly  through one of those. 

It  didn’t,  but  it  did  head  down  into  a secluded  spot  largely  hidden  from  view  by overhanging  cliffs,  landing  with  a  jolt  that  nearly bounced  Kevin  off  its  back.  Kevin  slid  down,  glad  to get  his  feet  on  solid  ground  again,  and  the  dragon transformed  back  into  the  shape  of  the  young  man with the blue streaked hair. His clothes, Kevin noted, didn’t  get  as  rumpled  as  Kevin’s  did  from  the transformation. 

The dragon-shifter looked at him, turned around, and started to walk. 

“Hey!” Kevin cal ed after it. “You can’t just walk off. What’s going on? Where are we?” 

The dragon shifter looked round, seeming faintly annoyed. “Palisor. Now don’t talk.” 

“Why not?” Kevin asked, but the dragon shifter gestured to be quiet. Taking the hint, Kevin stopped. 

The dragon shifter pointed, and Kevin looked, just as a lightning flash lit the sky. It revealed a shape against the skyline that it took Kevin a moment to process. A castle, looming dark and foreboding against the angry sky. 

“Don’t tel  me, Dracula lives there.” Kevin made a joke of it, but again the dragon shifter silenced him with a look. 

“Are  you  determined  to  make  as  much noise  as  possible?”  the  shifter  demanded.  “Do  you want  them to find us here?” 

“Who’s them?” Kevin asked. He looked at the  castle  again.  There  real y  was  only  one  type  of supernatural  creature  that  could  live  in  a  place  like that. “Vampires?” 

The dragon nodded. “Yes. They are holding the Prince and princess inside, along with my brother Archer. I hope we are not too late, but we must try.” 

“Try  what?”  Kevin  asked.  He  didn’t  know anything  about  princes  or  princesses. About  the  only part  of  it  he  understood  was  Archer.  Perhaps  the dragon  would  know  something  about  what  had happened to Briony. 

“To  save  them,  of  course,”  the  dragon-shifter said. “If we do not, then King Waltham wil  try it himself, and he is not wel  enough. So it fal s to us.” 

Kevin wasn’t sure why it fel  to him. As far as he could see, the whole situation had nothing to do with him.  On  the  other  hand,  he  wasn’t  about  to  leave anyone in the hands of vampires if he could find a way to free them. “If it’s against these vampires aimed at destroying Wicked, then I’l  help.” 

“Good,”  the  dragon-shifter  said.  “We  should have the advantage of surprise. The master vampire, Marcus,  stil   thinks  he  can  see  me  in  the  alchemist Malwinn’s bal , which shows that I am stil  in Wicked. 

But  he  does  not  know  that  I  have  tricked  the  bal ’s seeing  eye.  It  wil   continue  to  show  me  there,  even while we sneak up on those who hold the royal family. 



They wil  not see us coming.” 

He  started  forward  towards  the  castle,  and Kevin stopped him. 

“Wait.” 

“What is it now?” 

“We’re  about  to  assault  a  castle,  and  I  don’t even know your name.” 

The  dragon-shifter  shrugged.  “Is  that  al ? 

People  who  spend  so  much  time  in  human  form  are strange. I am cal ed Fletcher. Now, can we go?” 

Fletcher  didn’t  wait  for  an  answer,  but  set  off towards the castle. Kevin fol owed. The dragon-shifter led him to a smal  side gate, the lock of which didn’t last  long  under  the  dragon’s  hands.  Sticking  to  the shadows, they made their way into the main rooms of the  castle,  keeping  a  careful  eye  out  for  vampires. 

Twice, Fletcher had the two of them stop, staying out of sight while footsteps passed nearby. 

Kevin  had  other  things  to  think  about  beside the closeness of vampires though. There was a scent in  the  air,  part  sweet  honeysuckle,  part  warm  vanil a, that Kevin recognized. That he would know anywhere. 

“Briony. Briony’s here.” 

Fletcher  rol ed  his  eyes.  “What  did  I  say?  The Princess is here. Now hurry up.” 

 Princess? No, there wasn’t time for that. Kevin had  to  find  her.  Had  to  find  Briony.  He  practical y raced  through  the  castle,  the  dragon-shifter  in  tow, fol owing  that  oh  so  familiar  scent  every  step  of  the way. 

It led them to a large room furnished opulently. 

The  kind  of  place  that  might  have  held  guests,  not prisoners.  Kevin  had  little  time  to  think  about  that though, because Briony was there. She was dressed in the most elaborate outfit Kevin had ever seen her in, looking every inch the Princess Fletcher said she was. 

Wel , except for the bit where she was holding a stake and  facing  up  to  a  white-haired  vampire  while  being flanked  by Archer  and  a  burly  young  man  dressed  in armor and wielding a large sword. 

There were other vampires there too, and almost as Kevin arrived, they attacked Briony and the others.  They  were  fast.  Very  fast.  So  fast  that  Briony looked utterly out of her depth as the two young men beside  her  struggled  to  fight  them  off  while simultaneously keeping Briony safe. The white-haired vampire in particular seemed to be focused solely on her, so that both of the others had to keep breaking off from their own fights to keep her alive. 

the  Some quirk of the battle turned Briony’s features  so  that  her  eyes  met  Kevin’s,  and  in  that moment, Kevin saw the love and relief in them. Then Fletcher  rushed  past,  blocking  his  view,  and  threw himself  at  the  white-haired  vampire.  It  spun,  catching him and turning him into a hold designed to snap the dragon-shifter’s  neck,  but  Archer  intervened  with  a kick to the stomach that did little real damage, but at least al owed Fletcher to wriggle clear of the vampire’s grip. 

Briony took advantage of the distraction, rushing over to Kevin. Kevin eased past her, punching a vampire with bone-breaking force. Then, while it was stunned, Briony moved through to stake it. 

“Fancy seeing you here,” Briony said with a smile. 

“You know I’d fol ow you anywhere.” 

“I know.” 

They  fought  together,  Kevin  using  his greater  strength  and  speed  to  immobilize  vampires long  enough  for  Briony  to  stake  them,  Briony  helping to  fend  off  a  few  of  the  blows  aimed  their  way.  They fought their way back to the other three, and together, the  five  of  them  held  a  rough  circle  against  the vampires. 

More vampires poured into the room, and more  stil .  So  many,  that  it  seemed  that  the  five  of them would never be able to kil  them al . So many that they didn’t even bother attacking, because they were so  certain  of  victory  when  they  did.  Kevin  thought  he recognized some of them, dressed al  in black as they were. They had to be some of Sloane’s vampires. The ones who had gotten through the gate. They must have fol owed  him  and  Fletcher,  and  now,  they  had obviously  found  the  part  of  Palisor  where  they  most belonged. 

Kevin looked down at the brush of a hand against  his,  and  found  Briony  squeezing  his  hand tightly. That brief touch said so much; how she missed him,  and  loved  him,  and  how  they  would  get  through this.  At  least,  that  was  what  Kevin  wanted  it  to  say. 

That  was  certainly  what  he  meant  when  he  wrapped his own fingers over hers. 

With  the  vampires  holding  back  for  the moment, Archer, Fletcher and the young man who had to be the Prince looked around at the two of them. The latter  looked  pointedly  at  the  spot  where  Kevin  and Briony’s hands were intertwined. 

“You must be one of those the Princess left behind.” 

“I’m Kevin.” 

“And I am Vigor, Prince of Palisor, and protector of the realm while my father remains il .” 

Kevin glanced around at the vampires who stil  surrounded them. He got the feeling that they were waiting for someone to make the first move, knowing that,  though  their  numbers  would  overwhelm  the  five, the first few of them to attack would probably die. 

“How is that going, do you think?” Kevin asked. 

The Prince didn’t answer at first, but looked Kevin  up  and  down.  “It  could  be  worse.  You  are  a wolf.” 

It wasn’t a question. 

“Be welcome, wolf-shifter. Palisor is for al those who do not carry the dark in them.” 

The  white-haired  vampire  chose  that moment  to  move  to  the  front  of  the  creatures surrounding them. He smiled savagely, red-eyed and long-fanged. “Palisor wil  be ours soon enough, Prince Vigor.” 

“I think not.” The Prince opened his mouth, baring  fangs  of  his  own.  Kevin  was  glad  that  he  had heard  about  the  fanged  elves  before  he  came  there. 

“You  have  been  here  for  too  long,  Marcus,  if  you cannot even remember about werewolves.” 

“What’s to know?” the vampire demanded. 

“Just another thing to kil .” 

“To be kil ed   by,”  Vigor  corrected  him. 

“They are guardians of the gate as much as dragon-shifters are, except that where the skil  of dragons is to cal  forth the gates, werewolves exist to slay your kind.” 

One  of  Sloane’s  vampires  laughed. 

“Werewolves aren’t so strong.” 

Vigor’s  smile  broadened.  “Not  in  your world, where they are cut off from the magic, maybe. 

But  here?  Here  in  Palisor,  where  there  is  magic enough  to  spare,  you  wil   find  them  a  little  more difficult.  They  are  poison  to  your  kind,  vampire.  One bite, one scratch in their wolf form… that’s al  it would take.” 

“You’re lying,” the white-haired vampire, Marcus,  said.  “What  would  you  know  of  the  world beyond,  Hugtandalfer  prince  who  does  not  look beyond his realm? What would you know of creatures that  fol owed  my  kind  through  the  gates  mil ennia ago?” 

Prince  Vigor  shrugged.  “If  you  do  not believe me, you have only to attack.” 

For  a  moment,  just  a  moment,  Kevin thought  that  they  might  not  risk  it.  He  did  not  know  if this  story  was  true,  but  if  it  proved  to  be,  who  would want  to  fight  him?  To  emphasize  the  point,  he transformed,  growling  at  the  vampires  there.  It  stil wasn’t enough. 

“Get them,” Marcus ordered. “Kil  them.” 









Chapter 19

 

When Marcus gave his instruction, Briony felt Kevin’s wolf form tense beside her. She knew, without having to ask, exactly what he was planning to do. He would leap into the vampires, snapping and snarling, trying to drive them back long enough for her and the others to run. It was suicidal, but for her, he would do it. 

“Kevin, no,” Briony begged. “Please, no.” 

It was too late though. Kevin leapt at the first vampire  to  move  forward  in  a  blur  of  fur  and aggression,  jaws  open  to  bite,  body  arching  through the  air.  The  vampire  raised  an  arm  with  casual confidence,  jamming  it  forward  to  block  the  bite  and give  it  time  to  attack  Kevin  while  he  was  occupied, apparently  unconcerned  until  the  very  moment  when Kevin’s teeth closed on his forearm. 

The vampire screamed. 

It pul ed back, wresting clear of Kevin’s grip as it did so, but it seemed that the damage was done. 

The  vampire’s  whole  hand  and  arm  were  swol en  to abnormal proportions, and it was holding them with its other hand as it cried out in pain. It fel  to its knees, the veins  on  the  arm  standing  out  and  almost  black against  its  skin.  And  worse,  that  blackness  was spreading. In a matter of a few heartbeats, every vein in its body was like that, and a second after that, it fel back onto the floor, blue flames claiming it as it died. 

The  rest  of  the  vampires  looked  on  in horror, and Briony had to admit, she could understand it.  That  was  a  horrible  way  to  die.  It  was  more  than that,  though.  It  was  a  way  that  meant  vampires, ancient, powerful vampires, were more vulnerable than they had ever been before. 

Even Marcus seemed impressed. “So it is true,” the savage vampire said. “The werewolf’s bite  is poisonous to vampires.” 

“Of course,” Vigor said. “You thought I had lied?” 

“You are a hugtandalf. Weak. Pathetic. You would  do  anything  to  save  your  skin.  Not  that  you have.”  Marcus  glared  around  at  the  vampires  in  the room. “I told you to kil  them.” 

The vampires seemed reluctant to start

forward. 

“I wil  kil  any of you who does not fight,” 

Marcus bel owed. 

They attacked then, charging forward out of sheer fear of their leader. Vigor leapt forward to meet the  first  of  them,  his  sword  cleaving  right  through  the startled-looking  vampire.  Vigor  looked  almost  as shocked as it was and swung his sword at another. It fel  as quickly as the first. 

“It’s too easy,” he said above the noise of the battle. 

Briony looked at the dying vampires in the instant  before  they  burned.  Their  clothes  weren’t  the oddly  medieval  ones  of  Palisor.  “It’s  because  they’re from  my  world,”  she  yel ed  back,  dodging  an  attack from a vampire before Kevin tore it from her. “They’re weaker than your ones. Younger.” 

Young enough, in fact, that Briony might have some hope of fighting against them. Brandishing her stake, she picked out a vampire in modern clothes and struck out at it. It was stil  fast, stil  deadly, but at least this time it was slow enough for her to see what it was  doing.  One  movement,  another,  and  then  Briony was driving her stake up into the creature’s heart. It fel back, already dead. 

Behind  her, Archer  and  Fletcher  were fighting  their  way  through  the  horde  of  vampires, moving in almost perfect unison. There wasn’t room in the opulent suite for them to transform, but they were stil  able to whirl and move, step and strike, leaving a trail of dead vampires in their wake. 

Vigor, meanwhile, seemed to be enjoying himself,  using  Pietre’s  vampires  to  distract  the  older ones  of  Palisor,  shoving  them  into  the  way  while  he fought with strength and cunning, sword to sword with some of the most dangerous creatures in the room. 

Even he didn’t create the kind of havoc Kevin did, however. He tore through the vampires like they  were  barely  there,  lashing  out  with  teeth  and clawed  paws,  delivering  scratches  and  bites  to  any vampire  foolish  enough  to  get  in  his  way,  so  that vampire  after  vampire  died  with  their  veins  bursting with  the  black  poison.  The  ones  who  remained unbitten scrambled over one another in a bid to keep out of Kevin’s way, only coming forward when Marcus shoved them in his direction. 

Al  except one. Briony spotted Pietre from the  corner  of  her  eye,  moving  towards  Kevin  with predatory  grace  and  a  sword  in  his  hand.  She  didn’t have time to reflect on how cruel it was that he should have been one of those to get through to Palisor, but instead  started  to  move  to  intercept  the  attack.  A black  clad  vampire  stepped  into  her  path.  Briony lashed out, not wasting a second as she staked it in a single movement, but by then…

The  sword  swept  up  and  then  down, plunging through the shoulder of the wolf and sending blood spraying. 

“You should never have come through, wolf. 

With  that  bite  of  yours,  you  are  far  too  dangerous  to leave alive here in Palisor.” 

“No!” Briony charged towards Pietre as

Kevin  slumped  to  the  floor,  thrusting  her  stake  at  the master  vampire’s  back.  He  deserved  to  die.  More than any vampire Briony had met, Pietre deserved to die. 

At the last minute, Pietre spun, catching Briony’s wrist easily and twisting it painful y up behind her  back.  “Hel o,  Briony.  Tel   me,  how  does  it  feel  to know  that  you  can’t  save  your  precious  wolf?  He  is wounded beyond al  help, you know.” 

“Let  the  Princess  go.”  Vigor  stepped between  them  and  Kevin,  his  sword  held  level.  The vampires  around  them  seemed  content  to  leave  him alone while he did it. They had seen what he could do with a blade, after al . “I wil  make your end quick, if you do.” 

Pietre  laughed.  “I’m  sorry,  I  must  have misheard.  Excuse  me  for  one  moment.”  He  looked around the room. “Everybody stop.” 

Amazingly, they did. Perhaps it was just that so  many  of  them  were  Pietre’s  vampires.  Perhaps  it was simply that strange charisma he seemed to have, but they stopped. Marcus didn’t seem happy about it. 

“What are you doing, youngling? Who are you to say that my vampires should stop?” 

“Oh, shut up. If you want to argue about whose vampires they are, we can do it later. Though you  might  want  to  remember  that  I  have  more vampires than you. For now though, I want to listen to what  the  young  man  in  the  armor  has  to  say.”  He turned  his  attention  to  Vigor.  “Did  you  cal   Briony  a princess?” 

“She is her royal highness, Princess Briony of Palisor,” Vigor said, “and this is your final warning. 

Release her.” 

“Now this is surprising,” Pietre said. He leaned  close  to  Briony.  “Who  would  have  thought  it? 

You, a princess. Which makes the idiot with the sword what?  Your  knight?  Another  young  man  for  your col ection?” 

“I,” Vigor said, “am Prince Vigor of Palisor. 

You are in our lands, stranger. Release the Princess.” 

Pietre laughed. “You keep saying that. Why should I, boy? I have Briony and you’re tel ing me to let her go, but real y, why shouldn’t I just snap her neck if you don’t drop that sword of yours? Go on. Drop it.” 

Vigor’s face flushed, but he dropped his sword. “Very wel .” 

“You see,” Pietre said with a glance across at  Marcus,  “al   this  ‘kil   them  al ’  nonsense  is  total y unnecessary.” 

Vigor  smiled  and  brought  his  hands together.  Blue  light  flared  between  them,  reminding Briony  of  nothing  so  much  as  the  flames  that consumed vampires when they died. “But then, I don’t need a sword to kil  you.” 

let   Briony’s eyes widened as Vigor drew his arm back like a basebal  pitcher. 

“I  can  easily  break  her  neck  before  you  can throw,” Pietre pointed out. 

At that, the Prince stopped. But he did glance off to the side with a faint smile. Archer and Fletcher cannoned  into  Pietre,  tearing  him  away  from  Briony and  throwing  him  back  into  the  horde  of  vampires. 

Fletcher plunged after Pietre, while Vigor snatched up his sword again and fol owed suit. It seemed that the battle was back on again. 

Briony didn’t care. She knelt by the prone form of Kevin, stil  bleeding on the floor of the suite, hardly noticing the violence taking place around her. 

“Don’t  you  dare  leave  me,  Kevin,”  she whispered. 

“He  doesn’t  have  to,  Princess,”  Archer  said, moving to kneel beside her. “Not if you heal him.” 

“Heal him?” Briony asked. It was hard to think with Kevin there like that. “Heal him how? I could get some vampire blood, I guess, but-” 

Archer  shook  his  head.  “You  don’t  need  to. 

Hugtandalfers can heal, Princess.” 

“So  we  need  Vigor.”  Briony  looked  across  to where the Prince was fighting at least three vampires, including Pietre. Somehow, she doubted that he would be done any time soon. But if it meant Kevin’s life, she would  go  over  there  and  drag  him  out  of  the  battle herself. 

“You aren’t listening,” Archer insisted. “Al  of the  Hugtandalfers  can  heal  to  some  extent.  You  can heal him, Briony.” 

“Me?” Briony leaned forward, trying to keep pressure on the wound to Kevin. It was what you were supposed to do, wasn’t it? She tried not to think about the blood slipping between her fingers. Slipping out of Kevin as his life dripped away. “What can I do? I’m not even ful y Hugtandalfer. Vigor has been quick enough to point that out.” 

Archer shook his head, stood briefly, and shoved  a  vampire  who  was  getting  too  close  away from them. “He doesn’t know what he is talking about. 

Or  he  wants  it  to  be  true,  so  that  he  can  claim  you aren’t Hugtandalfer enough to rule. Your Hugtandalfer side  is  more  than  strong  enough  for  this,  though. 

You’re of Waltham’s blood. He’s the oldest, strongest Hug in Palisor. Trust me, Briony. Palisor needs a ruler who  is  of  Waltham’s  blood.  He  alone  was  the Champion  for  Palisor  against  these  vile  creatures. 

You  are  his  only  blood  born.  You  just  have  to  ful y realize it.” 

“What do you mean, ‘realize it’? Like Aunt Sophie did?” 

“Exactly that,” Archer said. “If you become your  ful ,  Hugtandalfer  self,  you  wil   be  able  to  heal Kevin. You wil  know how to do it instinctively. I hadn’t wanted  this  for  you  so  soon  though.  It  means becoming more Hugtandalfer than you might be ready for.” 

And less human. Archer did not mention it, but  Briony  knew  what  he  meant.  Was  she  ready  to accept that? To give up on the thought that she might ever be just a simple human girl again. Briony looked down  at  Kevin,  whose  breath  was  coming  in  short, shal ow gasps now, and she knew the answer to that without even having to think about it. 

“That doesn’t matter,” she said. “But I can’t just  realize  my  true  self,  or  whatever  it  is,  can  I?  I mean, it took Aunt Sophie years to get to that point.” 



“She didn’t have a dragon,” Archer said. “I told  you  that  when  we  first  met,  remember?  That dragons were there to help the Hugtandalfer become more. I’l  help you, Briony. You just have to say yes.” 

Briony didn’t hesitate. “Yes.” 









Chapter 20

 

Archer took Briony’s hands, moving her away from  Kevin  slightly.  Briony  couldn’t  help  looking  back at  the  wounded  werewolf  as  he  did  so.  She  was  so proud of him, loved him so much. He had come for her across  worlds,  and  despite  the  feelings  that  stil flickered in her for Fal on, that meant so much. 

Al  the more reason to do this, then. 

“What do I have to do?” Briony asked. 

Archer moved her hands to his neck. “Hold on. I need to transform.” 

“In  here?”  Briony  looked  around  at  the mil ing  vampires,  and  then  up  at  the  ceiling.  Not  that far  up,  though.  “Archer,  there  isn’t  room.  You  can’t transform here. You need more space.” 

“Don’t worry about that,” Archer said. “Just worry about your own transformation.” 

“How do we do it?” Briony asked. So far, Archer hadn’t said anything other than that he could do it. He certainly hadn’t explained how. 

“Dragons  move  magic  about,  Briony,” 

Archer  said.  “How  else  do  you  think  we  can  open gates? Al   I  need  to  do  is  pul   in  enough  magic,  and since  I’m  your  dragon,  you  can  take  it  right  into yourself.” 

“And how do I do that?” 

“Cal  to it, Briony. Just cal  to it, and it wil come. Now, hold on.” 

Archer transformed, scales and powerful muscles  appearing  under  Briony’s  fingers  as  his dragon form appeared, leaving her to cling on for dear life. She was right, too. There wasn’t enough room for a  dragon  in  the  room,  not  even  one  like Archer  who wasn’t ful  grown yet. 

Then Archer kicked out at one of the castle wal s,  and  there  was  suddenly  a  lot  more  room. 

Stones  fel   away,  leaving  an  opening  through  which Archer jumped, his wings opening in flight. 

For a moment, Briony thought that he had tricked  her.  Thought  that  this  was  a  ruse  to  get  her safely  away  from  the  battle  now  that  Kevin  was  too badly  hurt  to  let  them  win  it.  In  that  moment,  Briony hated  Archer  for  abandoning  Kevin  like  that.  It  was only  when  Briony  realized  that  they  weren’t  going anywhere that she calmed down a little. 

Archer’s  wings  beat  furiously,  almost hummingbird fast, as the great creature hung in the air before  the  exposed  room.  Briony  could  feel  his  skin tingling,  almost  as  if  there  were  electricity  running beneath  it.  Only  it  wasn’t  electricity,  she  realized.  It was magic. Raw, untamed magic. 

Briony  put  both  her  palms  to Archer’s scales. What had he said? That she had to claim it? 

Wel , she could do that. 

“I accept it,” Briony yel ed above the rush of the wind. “I accept it al . Whatever this means, I take it. 

I am the daughter of King Waltham, and this is mine to take.  Whatever  power  he  has  to  wield  against  these dark  ones,  whatever  power  there  is  to  heal,  I  accept it.” 

Power shot into Briony like a lance. It was hot  and  cold,  dark  and  light,  al   at  the  same  time.  It was possibility in its purest form, and it was so much more than that. It was fire, streaming through every cel as it changed her, and yet it didn’t hurt. It was magic. 

Purely,  simply  magic,  pouring  into  Briony,  flowing through her until she was sure that she glowing with it. 

Was this what it had been like for Aunt Sophie?  Had  she  felt  this  moment,  when  everything was  so  perfect?  Or  did  Briony  get  something  more from  it  because  her  dragon  was  pushing  the  power into  her,  forcing  the  change  faster  than  it  might  have happened otherwise? Briony simply didn’t know. 

It didn’t matter. What mattered was that she could feel herself changing, moment by moment. Her Hugtandalfer fangs were out, while her whole body felt different. Lighter somehow. More in tune with the world around it. Briony could see some of the combatants in the room below staring up at her. Did the process look that spectacular from the outside? 

Archer flew in to set Briony down in the room, transforming once more so that he could rejoin the fight and knocking a pair of vampires back with a jumping  kick  that  kept  them  wel   away  from  Briony. 

Vigor,  meanwhile,  had  paused  in  the  middle  of  an intricate  passage  of  swordplay,  locking  blades  with one of the older vampires while he stared at Briony. 

“So it’s true,” Vigor said quietly, “You are King Waltham’s daughter. You are one of us.” 

He shoved the vampire he was fighting

back  and  beheaded  it,  but  Briony  wasn’t  paying  him any attention… her mind clearly focused on one thing. 



Her eyes were fixed firmly on Kevin, who lay there, stil in his wolf form, on the floor. Briony knew what she had to  do.  She  knelt  by  Kevin  and  pushed  the  faintest pulse of power into him, as gently as breathing. 

The  effect  was  quick  and  there  was  no longer  a  wolf  there.  Instead,  Kevin  lay  on  his  front  in human  form,  looking  around  at  Briony  weakly.  He smiled, just barely. 

“I always knew you were special.” 

“Shh,”  Briony  said,  wrapping  her  arms around  him,  feeling  the  love  that  she  felt  for  him. 

Except  that  it  wasn’t  just  love.  It  was  the  magic  too, pulsing  just  beneath  the  surface  with  every  thought Briony had of how much she cared about Kevin. Was that what magic was? Love? Briony wanted to think so in  that  moment  as  she  held  Kevin  to  her  and  let  the warmth  of  intertwined  love  and  power  wrap  around them. 

That wasn’t just a figure of speech. Light extended from Briony, pushing out in a half sphere that cocooned  her  and  Kevin.  One  of  the  vampires touched  it  and  jerked  back,  burned  by  it.  The  power wasn’t there to burn, though. It was there to heal. 

Briony pressed her hands to the wound on Kevin’s shoulder, one on top of the other. His skin felt cool  to  the  touch  now,  but  almost  as  soon  as  Briony noticed  it,  warmth  started  to  pour  into  him.  She  paid attention to the edges of the wound, and they started to  close  up,  healing  with  tremendous  speed.  The wound faded from a gash to a scrape, and then to a mere  pink  line  on  the  skin. A  second  after  that,  and there was no sign that Kevin had ever been injured. 

Briony bent to kiss Kevin, knowing now that she  loved  him.  They  had  both  been  transformed  by their  journey  to  Palisor,  him  becoming  what  was needed  to  defeat  vampires,  her  coming  into  her Hugtandalfer heritage, yet they were both, in so many ways,  exactly  the  same  people.  Briony  was  stil herself, even if she was a princess now, and she stil loved Kevin as much as she ever had back in Wicked. 

Even a trip to a strange and impossible world couldn’t change that. 

It seemed that Kevin felt the same, because he  turned  over  as  Briony  went  to  kiss  him,  wrapping his arms around her and drawing her into a kiss of his own.  It  started  out  gently,  but  Briony  could  feel  the need there, and soon, it was as passionate a kiss as she had ever had from Kevin. For the seconds it took, Briony  felt  like  there  wasn’t  anything  in  the  world except  the  two  of  them,  safe  inside  the  bubble  of Briony’s  newfound  magic.  She  was  so  happy  just  to be  back  in  Kevin’s  arms  once  more  that  Briony wished  the  whole  world  around  them  would  just  go away, leaving this moment to the two of them. 

But it wouldn’t. Even as Briony and Kevin broke from that first kiss, Briony caught sight of Archer and  Fletcher  fighting  back  to  back  against  more vampires,  while  Vigor  swung  his  sword  in  diagonal cuts  that  served  as  attacks  and  parries  at  the  same time. They fought with a strange lack of noise now, as though  they  knew  that  the  fight  was  too  serious  to waste  energy  shouting  on,  while  the  vampires attacked  with  the  eerie,  almost  spider-like  quiet  of their  kind. As  much  as  Briony  wanted  to  shut  out  the world  in  those  moments,  she  knew  that  she  had  to help,  and  that  Kevin  remained  their  most  dangerous weapon against the creatures. 

She  stood,  clutching  her  stake,  and attacked, Kevin at her side. Between them, they cut a renewed  swathe  through  the  vampires,  hardly  having to stop. Briony actual y found it easy, darting between the  creatures  and  avoiding  their  blows  while  Kevin snapped at them and forced them to dodge back. Had the  transformation  done  something  to  improve  her reflexes,  as  wel   as  giving  her  the  means  to  save Kevin? 

Briony didn’t know, but she did know that, even with whatever had happened to her, there were stil  too many vampires to fight. Kevin was a powerful threat,  but  he  seemed  sluggish,  so  soon  after  being healed, and the vampires knew now that they needed to avoid him. How long would it be before another of their number snuck in close to strike at him? 

Even Vigor didn’t seem to be doing as wel as he had. Marcus had joined the fight in earnest, and now the Prince and the master vampire fought blade to  blade  with  truly  frightening  speed  and  skil .  Vigor was good, there was no doubting that, but Marcus had centuries of experience and ferocity on his side. Not to mention a whole host of other vampires, whom Archer and Fletcher were having to keep at bay while Vigor fought. 

How long could they hope to last like that, when for every vampire they kil ed, another two arrived to  take  its  place?  Briony  didn’t  know,  but  as  she staked  another,  barely  avoiding  a  lunge  of  its  fangs, she suspected that it couldn’t be long. 

Then though, Briony spotted something. 

The door to the room was open, and through it slipped two familiar shapes: Aunt Sophie and King Waltham. 

They  moved  around  to  the  rear  of  the  vampires, obviously  seeking  the  optimum  spot  from  which  to strike.  Briony’s  heart  rose  to  see Aunt  Sophie  there, because  there  was  almost  no  one  she  would  rather have at her side in a fight. 

She was slightly more worried to see the King,  given  how  unwel   he  was.  Surely  a  battlefield wasn’t  the  right  place  for  someone  who  had  barely been  able  to  get  out  of  bed  just  a  few  hours  ago? 

Even so, Briony couldn’t help feeling a wave of joy at his presence too. He had come for her. As sick as he was, she was his daughter, and he was not going to leave her in the hands of vampires. Who could ask for more than that? 

Briony nodded to herself. Her now dead

parents back in Wicked stil  mattered a great deal to her, but she was Hugtandalfer now, and there was no denying that King Waltham was her father. More than that, Briony wouldn’t want to deny it. She had a father prepared  to  take  on  vampires  for  her,  and  she  was proud of him. 



Chapter 21

 



Aunt Sophie and King Waltham let out a battle cry  as  they  attacked  the  vampires  from  behind, charging into them and taking advantage of the shock to  kil   with  silvered  swords. Aunt  Sophie  cut  down  a line of vampires in front of her in a single swooping run along it, before looking down at them as they fel  and burned. 

“These aren’t Palisor vampires,” she said as  she  moved  closer  to  Briony.  “The  gate  has opened?” 

Briony  kil ed  a  vampire  of  her  own  and nodded.  She  could  imagine  how Aunt  Sophie  would feel about that. More than any of them, she seemed to have the Hugtandalfer instincts to protect the gate, so if  it  had  opened,  she  had  failed.  Though,  judging  by the  way  Aunt  Sophie  lashed  out  at  the  surrounding vampires, she was determined to make up for it. 

For  a  moment,  Aunt  Sophie  paused, 

looking  around  the  crowd  of  attacking  vampires,  and Briony saw her eyes lock onto one of their number in particular.  Pietre.  But  then,  it  was  always  Pietre  for Aunt Sophie, wasn’t it? 

Aunt Sophie charged forward, her blade

clashing against the one that had stabbed into Kevin. 

Briony  did  her  best  to  keep  up,  determined  to  keep the  rest  of  the  vampires  off  her  great-aunt  while  she finally,  finally  dealt  with  Wicked’s  master  vampire. A growl  from  beside  her  told  Briony  that  Kevin  had fol owed too. 



“Sophie,”  Pietre  said,  and  for  once  his voice  didn’t  hold  that  habitual y  mocking  note  of  his, 

“you’re as young as the day we first met.” He parried another  attack,  and  then  reached  out  to  try  to  touch Aunt Sophie, but she stepped back. “You look just like you did when we fel  in love, my darling.” 

“I. Am. Not. Your. Darling!” Each word was punctuated by a fresh slash from Aunt Sophie’s sword. 

Pietre parried them al . “You taught me to do this. Remember, Sophie?” 

Kevin started forward towards the vampire, but  Briony  held  him  back,  pointing  him  towards another  group  of  the  creatures.  This  was  something Aunt Sophie needed to do alone. 

“No,” the newly young Hugtandalfer woman said, shaking her head. “You can’t be here. Not after everything  I’ve  been  through  to  keep  your  kind  out. 

“How did you even get through?” 

“You’re  angry  with  me,  Sophie?”  Pietre asked, stil  just parrying. Aunt Sophie was intent on her attack now, to such an extent that Briony had to step around her, knocking away a vampire who would have struck her from the side otherwise. 

“Of course I’m angry with you. You’ve kil ed hundreds of people. You kil ed my husband.” 

“He didn’t deserve you!” Pietre got himself back under control, stepping out of the way of a thrust. 

“You’re  angry  with  me?  I  should  be  furious  with  you. 

You’ve  been  holding  out  on  me,  Sophie.  You  knew about  Palisor,  and  how  I  wanted  to  come  here  so badly, but you never let me get near.” 

Briony  staked  the  vampire  who  had

attacked Aunt Sophie. In the meantime, her great aunt sent a furious combination of thrusts Pietre’s way. 

“You  just  wanted  to  destroy  Palisor  and  then Wicked,”  Sophie  said.  “You  just  wanted  what  you always wanted. Power.” 

“Not for power,” Pietre insisted, locking swords with Aunt Sophie so that she could not strike him. “For us! How could I become the man you wanted me to be without Palisor? How could I be anything other than a monster? How could I be the real me?” 

“I found out who the real Pietre was years ago,” 

Sophie said. “It was never about us, Pietre. Just you. 

Always  just  you.  You  kil ed  Pete,  you  kil ed  my  niece and her husband, but not before you had turned them. 

You turned George, kept Wicked in terror of you. You did  that,  Pietre.  Just  you.  You’l   never  be  the  man  I want.” 

She shoved Pietre back then, aiming a thrust at his  heart,  but  Pietre  spun  aside,  dropping  his  sword as he trapped Aunt Sophie’s sword arm and grabbed her hair, wrenching her neck tight. Briony, engaged as she  was  trying  to  fight  off  the  surrounding  vampires, couldn’t  do  anything  but  watch  as  Pietre  pul ed Aunt Sophie’s neck taut, his mouth heading for it. 

It touched her neck in a delicate kiss. 

“I  have  done  some  real y  bad  things,  Sophie,” 

Pietre  said,  “but  what  I  have  done,  I  have  done  as  a vampire. Because I was a vampire. The darkness was too  much  for  me.  Yet  here…  here  I  can  be  more.  I need  the  light  of  Palisor,  the  peace.  That’s  why  I wanted to get here so badly. I would do anything for it.” 

“You think that a trip to Palisor is enough?” Aunt Sophie demanded, shoving Pietre back. 

Pietre  nodded.  “I  have  heard  that  vampires here  lose  their  need  for  blood.  With  that  comes control.” 

“You  mean  you  stil   haven’t  figured  out  how  to control your bloodlust after al  these years?” That voice came from the door, traveling to where Briony stood, Kevin beside her, fighting back the vampires as best she could.  It was the one voice she hadn’t thought to hear in this place. Not in a mil ion years. But there he was. Fal on. 

Even  Kevin  looked  happy  to  see  him  there, while  Aunt  Sophie  actual y  smiled.  It  seemed  that Briony’s  great  aunt  had  taken  a  liking  to  the  young vampire,  though  Briony  found  herself  hoping  that  it wasn’t the same kind of liking that she had apparently taken  to  Vigor.  Then  Briony  saw  the  look  in  Fal on’s eyes and reprimanded herself for that hint of jealousy. 

Love  for  her  shone  in  Fal on’s  eyes,  clear  even  over the rest of the battle. Though there didn’t actual y seem to  be  much  of  a  battle  left.  Few  vampires  remained now. 

Fal on nearly flew over to Briony in his haste to  get  to  her,  to  hold  her  in  his  arms.  Briony  could hardly wait either. But a strong figure moved between them, blocking the potential reunion. Briony looked up and  saw  King  Waltham,  her  father,  standing  with sword in hand. 

“You’re not going anywhere near my daughter, vampire.” 

“Father,”  Briony  hadn’t  cal ed  him  that before,  and  the  word  made  King  Waltham  look around. “It’s al  right.” 

Fal on nodded. “I’m from Wicked, sir, and I love Briony.  I  mean  her  no  harm.  I  came  looking  for  her. 

She and I are together.” 

King  Waltham  looked  skeptical y  from Briony to Fal on and back again. “Together?” 

“Romantical y, Father.” 

A  booming  laugh  sounded  around  them  then, while  the  sound  of  sarcastic  applause  cut  through  it, coming  from  above  the  three  of  them.  Briony  looked up, just in time for Marcus to flip down from the ceiling, landing before them, a sword in each hand. 

“A  hugtandalf  and  a  vampire  in  love  with  one another? That’s one of the most ludicrous things I have ever heard. You might as wel  have the wolf fal ing in love with the sheep.” 

Briony slipped around King Waltham, putting a hand on Fal on’s shoulder. “Whether you believe it or not, our kind can live with and love your kind, Marcus.” 

The  leader  of  Palisor’s  vampires  laughed again. “That probably explains why the ones from your world are so weak. I thought it was just their age, but this foolishness is like a disease. Stil , at least they are plentiful enough. Al  the ones you have kil ed here, and I  can  simply  acquire  more  for  when  I  want  to  wreak havoc in this world and in yours.” 

King Waltham stepped forward, pushing Briony back  and  raising  his  sword.  “You  wil   not  have  the chance, vampire.” 

“Oh, I think I wil .” Marcus raised his own blade, and they clashed. 

Even in those first seconds, Briony saw what a great  swordsman  her  father  must  have  been  in  his youth. As good as Vigor, if not better. King Waltham moved with the uncanny grace of the Hugtandalfer folk, and the sword seemed like a simple extension of his arm.  He  made  movements  so  smal   that  they  hardly made sense to Briony, but she got the impression that each  one  was  a  tiny  adjustment  designed  to  gain some advantage over his foe. 

Yet  Marcus  was  almost  as  skil ed,  even  if  his talents  with  the  sword  had  a  rougher  edge  to  them, born  of  fighting  for  survival  for  so  long.  He  was stronger,  too. Age  had  not  weakened  Marcus.  It  had simply  made  him  more  deadly.  He  met  King Waltham’s  attacks  with  his  own,  fighting  in  deadly silence as he tested the Hugtandalfer ruler’s defenses. 

It took almost a minute before he found a way through, slicing a line of blood along King Waltham’s arm.  Briony  gasped,  and  steeled  herself  to  jump  in, but Aunt Sophie stopped her. 

“Distracting him, even while trying to help, could be fatal for your father. We must wait, Briony.” 

Briony  wanted  to  argue,  but  even  Vigor  stood by, and he knew more about swordsmanship than any of  them.  King  Waltham  appeared  to  recover  for  a moment,  subjecting  Marcus  to  a  furious  barrage  of attacks  that  forced  the  vampire  to  do  nothing  but defend. For a moment, she thought that he might even break through. Yet slowly, surely it became clear what was happening. Marcus was wearing her father down. 

As fast as Briony could think it, Marcus lashed out,  slicing  low,  to  King  Waltham’s  leg,  so  that  the aged Hugtandalfer had to fal  to his knees. 

“Now  hand  over  the  scepter,”  Marcus demanded. 

“I do not have it,” King Waltham said. “So you see, you have lost, vampire.” 

“I think not. It wil  be easy enough to find. 

Now…”  Without  another  word,  Marcus  drove  his sword through the King. 

Vigor leapt at him, forcing Marcus back through sheer fury. The ancient vampire laughed, and let  himself  be  herded  towards  the  side  of  the  room Archer had knocked open. When he reached the very edge,  he  laughed  once  more,  and  leapt  out  into space. 

Briony  didn’t  care,  she  was  too  busy kneeling  by  her  father,  trying  to  heal  him  as  she  had Kevin. King Waltham shook his head, whispering up. 

“It  is  too  late,  and  I  am  too  old,  Briony. 

Saving me would take more strength than you have. I am just glad I could be here to help you.” Briony had to kneel  then,  so  that  he  could  whisper  into  her  ear.  “I wish I had time to spend with you, so that I could see you learn what you’re capable of, child. You wil  have to  learn  that  from  Vigor  and  Sophie,  instead,  now. 

That dragon of yours wil  help, too. But know this. The scepter  is  safe,  for  now,  but  you  wil   have  to  keep  it that way.” 

“I don’t care about that,” Briony said. 

“You  should.  You  must.  You  must  promise  me you wil  keep it safe. Promise me.” 

Briony  hesitated,  but  then  nodded.  “I  promise. 

How do I even find it, though?” 

King  Waltham  smiled.  “You  wil   find  it.  It  wil begin  cal ing  you,  if  you  are  the  true  heir  of  Palisor, and you wil  know where it is.” 

“You can’t die,” Briony said, trying not to cry. “I just found you. I only just found out what I am.” 

King Waltham looked past her, and Briony got the  feeling  that  he  wasn’t  looking  at  anything  she would be able to see. “You are the daughter of kings and  queens.  Heir  of  my  blood.  Rule  Palisor  wisely.  It wil  protect both of our worlds. Always know, daughter, that  I  loved  your  mother  dearly,  and  I  love  you  and Vigor.” 

With that, the ancient king closed his eyes, gave a last gasp, and died in Briony’s arms. 












Epilogue

With the King’s death, came silence. Nobody in  the  room  spoke.  Even  the  vampires  in  the  room have  felt  the  thunder  that  rumbled  through  the  entire castle, shaking the stone wal s and floors with anger. 

The  King  of  Palisor  had  died,  and  the  land  felt  his death,  trembled  and  wept  with  it.  As  if  to  show  the depth  of  anguish  Palisor  felt,  a  fresh  wave  of  rain poured  down  to  the  ground  fal ing  freely  like  tears. 

Nobody seemed to have the right words. Kevin moved to Briony, taking her gently into his arms and drawing her away from King Waltham while Briony cried. This hurt  more  than  she  had  thought  it  would.  She  had barely known her biological father, yet somehow, that made it worse, not better. 

pan>    If  it  was  bad  for  her  though,  it  was worse  for  Vigor.  The  normal y  expressionless  young Hugtandalfer  took  his  father’s  body  up  in  his  arms, cradling  it  like  a  child,  grief  clear  in  every  line  of  his face. He wouldn’t look at any of them directly. 

“I’m too late, then.” Briony looked up to see the King’s brother, Leytham, entering the room. Vigor looked  up  too,  and  for  a  moment,  there  was  more anger in his features than grief. 

“Yes, you’re too late. If you had been here-” 

Leytham nodded. “I would have fought that battle for him. I was not. It’s not me you’re angry with though, is it my prince?” 

“I was fighting Marcus. I could have taken him.  I  should  have  fought  instead  of  my  father,  and  I didn’t. I didn’t.” Vigor looked away again. To Briony’s surprise,  Aunt  Sophie  moved  over  to  him  to  lay  a gentle hand on his shoulder. Vigor tensed as she did it, but seemed to relax as he saw who it was. 

“I have lost a brother today,” Leytham said, and then sighed. “Such a stupid word, lost. It makes it sound like I have mislaid him somewhere. Let us say it as it is. My brother is dead.” He shook his head. “And even  that  is  not  the  worst  of  it,  because  there  is  no time  to  grieve.  Whoever  holds  the  scepter  holds  the key  to  Palisor  and  the  mortal  world  both,  and  the vampires wil  take it if they can.” 

Right then, Briony didn’t care. She was too busy  just  holding  onto  Kevin.  Even  as  she  did  that, though,  she  looked  over  his  shoulder  at  Fal on.  The young  vampire  was  staring  straight  back  at  her,  his eyes unwavering. There shouldn’t be the urge to hold him  at  a  time  like  that,  yet  there  it  was,  deep  in  the heart of Briony. She wanted to go to him and hold him as tightly as she held Kevin. Wanted his arms around her too. She could see that Fal on wanted it as much as she did. 

Yet Briony knew that they couldn’t. Not in Palisor. Not now. She was Hugtandalfer, and he was vampire,  and  after  this,  the  two  could  never  be  at peace.  The  vampires  had  kil ed  the  Hugtandalfer’s only  king,  a  much  beloved  king  and  their  Champion. 

Going  into  his  arms  would  have  caused  much  more pain. 

Briony looked past Fal on then, to where Fletcher and Archer stood on the broken edge of the room, perched like two high divers on the high stones of the castle. They spread their arms and leapt almost simultaneously.  A  second  later,  two  huge,  reptilian forms  rose  on  the  wind,  powering  away  into  the distance with furious wing beats. Briony moved closer to  the  edge,  watching  them,  and  some  flicker  of movement below drew her eye downwards. 

Marcus. Marcus was fol owing them. 

“Where are they going?” Kevin asked. It took  Briony  a  moment  to  realize  that  he  was  asking her. 

“After the scepter,” Briony said, knowing that it was true as she said it, though she wasn’t sure how. “Father… the King… said that the dragons would know where it is.” 

Kevin dropped his voice to a whisper. “Do you know where it is, Briony?” 

Briony was going to shake her head, but she  paused.  She  knew.  She  didn’t  know  how  she knew,  but  in  that  moment,  she  knew.  There  was  only one  place  it  could  be,  so  Briony  nodded  instead. 

“Kevin, we have to get back to Wicked before Marcus and his vampires do.” 

Kevin raised an eyebrow. “It’s there?” 

“It is,” Briony said. “I’m sure of it.” 



*****
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ONE

 

My  name  is  Celestra  Caine.  I  am  seventeen years  old,  which  makes  me  a  senior  at  Richmond High.  I  never  thought  this  would  happen  to  me,  but  it has… I’m one of those people you see every day, go to  school  with,  remember  seeing  at  the  supermarket or  the  mal ,  and  then  one  day  you  don’t  hear  about them  any  longer.  They’re  gone,  and  eventual y,  you forget them. 

Not that I’m easy to forget, as much as I might occasional y wish that I were. I’m tal , about five-seven, and  I’m  wil owy.  Built  for  running,  my  mom  always says.  Then  there’s  my  hair.  It’s  a  bright  blonde  that always  attracts  attention,  from  men  and  women.  The women always want to know what I’ve done with it, and some of them won’t believe that it’s simply my natural hair  color.  The  men…  like  I  said,  sometimes  I  wish  I didn’t  attract  quite  so  much  attention.  Sometimes  I think it might be better if I blended in a little more. 

It’s not al  bad, though. My boyfriend, Grayson, loves my hair. He loves touching it, and I love it when he’s that close to me. I love it when he gives me  that  look  he  has  that  says,  not  just  that  he  loves me,  but  that  he  always  wil .  That  I’m  the  only  girl  for him.  It’s  worth  standing  out  a  little  for  a  look  like  that from a guy like Grayson. 

I first met him running track- he’s the captain  of  the  school  team,  so  it’s  probably appropriate that I’m at practice with him on the day it starts. Then again, I’m at practice with him most days, so  maybe  it  was  always  going  to  work  out  like  that. 

We  finish  up,  and  Grayson  invites  me  back  to  his place for dinner, but I can’t. I have to be home, so I tel him that I’l  see him tomorrow and get going. 

It doesn’t take me long to make my way

home, since it’s not that far from the school. The house is  nice  enough,  in  a  neighborhood  where  there’s  no trouble, and there are plenty of families around. Dad’s car  is  in  the  drive,  so  I  guess  he  must  have  gotten back early from his work as a biochemical engineer. 

Mom  wil   be  there  too  by  now.  She  teaches kindergarten,  and  she’s  always  home  before  me. 

Even as I walk through the front door, I can picture her in the kitchen, working away at dinner, maybe yel ing at  my  brother,  Bailey,  not  to  spend  too  much  time online  before  he’s  done  his  homework.  It’s  just  how things are in our house. 

Except today, something is different. I know that from the moment I set foot through the door. 

I can’t put my finger on it for a second or two, but then I realize what it is. The house is quiet. 

“Mom? Dad? Hel o?” I cal  it out, moving through into the living room, then the kitchen. There’s no  sign  of  either  of  them.  They  aren’t  there  when  I check the rest of the rooms on the ground floor, either, which is weird. By 6 pm, at least one of them is  always there. 

Stil ,  maybe  it’s  nothing.  Maybe  the  sinking feeling  I  have  in  the  pit  of  my  stomach  is  just  an overactive  imagination  playing  tricks  on  me.  For  al that  I  stil   can’t  help  feeling  that  there’s  something wrong,  it’s  not  like  the  place  has  been  trashed,  or anything.  It’s  not  like  anything  has  obviously  been stolen, or is out of place. The opposite, if anything. The whole ground floor is neat, tidy. 

Maybe Mom and Dad have just gone next door for  a  moment.  I  latch  onto  that  thought,  heading upstairs.  Bailey  wil   know.  He  might  not  pay  much attention  to  things  that  don’t  involve  computers,  but Mom  and  Dad  wil   at  least  have  told  him  where  they were going. 

“Bailey?”  I  knock  on  the  door  to  his  room,  but there’s no answer. Tel ing myself that he probably has headphones on while he’s playing one of those online games  of  his,  I  invoke  big  sister’s  prerogative  and open the door anyway. 

Bailey  isn’t  there  either. And  his  room’s  neat. 

Too  neat.  Bailey  is,  like  little  brothers  everywhere,  I guess, a one boy disaster zone. This looks like one of those occasions when Mom has final y gotten tired of tel ing him to clean his room and done it for him, which means that Bailey can’t have been back since. 

In  fact,  the  whole  house  has  that  feel.  Like someone has scrubbed it from top to bottom, and no one  has  been  in  it  to  mess  it  up  yet.  That  probably doesn’t sound like a big deal, but for me, it’s enough. 

Enough to send me hurrying around the house, looking for  clues  as  to  what  might  be  happening.  Because there’s  something  happening. I’m certain of it. 

I go to search every room again, even

though it doesn’t make sense. After al , Mom and Dad and  Bailey  aren’t  about  to  leap  out  from  behind  the sofa,  are  they?  Thereify”s  stil   no  sign  of  them.  More than  that,  beyond  the  car  in  the  drive,  there’s  stil   no sign that any of them has even been home. 

I check my messages. Maybe there’s an

explanation  there.  There’s  nothing.  There’s  nothing when  I  check  my  emails,  either.  Not  even  the  usual stuff I’d get most days, which only makes me bite my lip  harder  with  the  worry  of  it.  I  don’t  like  this.  I  really don’t like this. 

Should I cal  the cops?  That  thought

springs into my head from nowhere. What would I tel them, though? That something doesn’t feel right in my house,  and  that  it  looks  like  a  team  of  cleaners  has been through the place? They’d laugh at me, or worse, accuse me of wasting their time. 

I haven’t cal ed my parents yet, so I try that next. I get out my cel phone and cal  the number for my  father.  It  doesn’t  even  ring.  Instead,  I  just  get  this message, saying “Error, number not recognized.” 

The same thing happens when I cal  my

mother, and when I try to connect to the number for the cel phone  Bailey  has  ‘for  emergencies’.  I’ve sometimes wondered what kind of emergencies a ten year old can have. I guess now I know. I’m breathing faster now, and I know I’m starting to panic. This kind of  thing  just  doesn’t  happen  in  D.C.  Not  that  I  know what “This kind of thing” is yet. 

I punch in another obvious number. That of my Aunt Chrissie. She’s my mother’s sister, and my parents  always  say  that  if  anything  serious  happens, and they aren’t around, I should ring her. I’m not sure what good it’s meant to do, ringing a woman we hardly ever see to come and ride in to save the day, but right now, I’m wil ing to try anything. 



“Error. Number not-” 

“Stupid thing!” I throw my phone and it bounces  off  the  sofa,  coming  to  rest  on  the  carpet.  I stand there seething with anger at it for a minute, my head spinning as I try to make some sense of al  this. 

There has to be a logical explanation for al  of it, right? 

People don’t just… disappear. 

Only, I can’t think of an explanation that works.  Unless  I’m  wil ing  to  believe  that  my  parents and  brother  have  al   chosen  to  cal   in  on  one  of  the neighbors together right at the moment when a freak fault  has  developed  in  my  phone,  and  what  are  the chances of that? 

This is real y starting to weird me out. So much  so  that  I  can  barely  breathe  with  it,  while  my stomach is tight with the apprehension running through it. Nothing good is happening. I’m certain of that now. I just  wish  I  were  as  certain  about  what  to  do  next.  I need to calm down. To think. 

Grayson. I latch onto thoughts of him like a  life  preserver.  He’s  always  been  my  rock;  always been there for me. Whenever I panic about not getting good enough grades to make the track scholarship to Georgetown, he’s the one who talks me through it and helps me study. When I’m down about my track times or just annoyed with my little brother, he’s the one who picks me up. 

Even though this feels so much more

serious than that, I snatch up my phone and speed dial his number. For once, I don’t get that stupid message, either. Now al  I need is for Grayson to pick up. 

Come on, Grayson, pick up. 

He answers on the fifth ring, though given how fast my pulse is currently racing, it feels far longer. 

“Hel o?” he asks. “Celestra?” 

I’m so happy to hear his voice in that

moment  that  I  can’t  think  of  anything  to  say.  There’s too much of it, and it al  sounds so crazy. There’s the house,  and  the  emptiness,  and  the  stuff  with  my phone. For a couple of seconds, al  I can do is stand there,  listening  to  him  on  the  other  end  of  the  phone like some kind of weird stalker. 

“Celes, is that you? Are you al  right?” 

His use of that pet version of my name

snaps  me  out  of  it.  This  is  Grayson.  I  can  tel   him anything,  even  the  strange  stuff.  He’l   find  a  way  to make al  this make sense, or at least a way to make me feel better about it. I open my mouth to explain. To simply say his name. 

Before  I  can  get  the  words  out,  my cel phone  dies.  Just  dies,  without  an  explanation. 

There’s no power, even though I’m sure I charged it up this  morning.  It  won’t  turn  on,  it  won’t  light  up,  and  it certainly won’t let me say anything to the one person who  might  be  able  to  help  me.  I  stand  there,  just staring at it dumbly, for a second after a second. 

The main house phone starts to ring in

the  kitchen.  It’s  an  old  thing  my  dad  liked  the  look  of and  had  rewired,  even  though  we  al   have  individual cel phones.  The  ring  is  harsh,  cutting  through  the silence of the house in a way that only emphasizes it. 

Has Grayson cal ed me back on the

house  number,  guessing  what  has  happened  to  my phone? That must be it. I rush through to the kitchen, knowing that I have to talk to someone about this, or I’m going to burst. I snatch up the handset, cutting off that sharp ringing. 

“Hel o?” 

“Celestra Caine?” 

A man’s voice. It’s not Grayson. It’s not anyone  I  know. And  yet,  whoever  he  is,  he  obviously knows me. Coming here and now, I know the cal  has to have something to do with whatever is going on. 

“Who is this?” I ask. 

“Celestra Caine, you are about to fade.” 
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