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CHAPTER 1

Brasov, Romania, October 1973

Golden fireplace flames licked the frigid bedroom air and
captured Emelia Von Tirgov's melancholy gaze. An ornate
hearth of carved wooden cherubs gave the impression of
heaven's doorway, wide open. A vaulted ceiling loomed above
cream walls and thick peach carpet, complimenting Emelia's
favorite room in the castle. She finished her diary entry,
suddenly jerking back a bloody finger. The paper cut burned
as she pressed it to her lips and reread the passage...

October 21, 1973

Vladimir will be leaving in the morning for Bucharest. I will
miss him so. He loves his country and feels for its people, and
so he goes to plead mercy from President Ceausescu.
Although we have played host to many a diplomat under the
President's rule, this trip could be dangerous—not so much for
his life—but for our stability. It is our wealth and Vladimir's
political ties that have saved us from losing our home or
having to stand in line for food. One wrong word reaching
President Ceausescu's ear could change that forever and put
us at odds with the administration, leaving us targets for the
police known as the Securitate. I pray for Vladimir's safety.

I try to remain positive, and the child I carry inside is
already bringing me joy! Happiness is never far away, and I
feel so alive. Perhaps Vladimir is right—it is a daughter. She
will be beautiful with dark eyes like her father and a
determined spirit to make her strong and safe. She will have
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the added security of her two-year-old brother, although little
Michael does not quite understand when we speak of the new
arrival. The birth is many months off, yet my arms already
ache to hold this child! However, patience must come in the
form of hope, and the promise that all is well. Our wonderful
future lies ahead.

She basked in the fire's warm glow and reclined in her
favorite nightgown. The sheerness aroused sensual feelings;
sensations of being young, beautiful, and so complete as a
woman. The recent weeks had been kind to her figure, which
had become slightly fuller yet shapely. Her blonde tresses
cascaded over creamy white breasts that amply filled her lace
bodice. How she loved the life inside her—how she loved life
itself!

But ashen waves of sadness washed over her as her own
mother could not be here now to enjoy her grandchildren.
Although she'd lost her mother at the vulnerable age of
twelve, she carried the loss close to her heart...

Emelia clutched her mother's limp hand against her chest,
and felt its coolness. "Mama?"

Her father's hand rested on her shoulder. "I'm sorry,
Emelia, she's gone."

"No, she's just sleeping. You said she'd get well. She
promised she'd never leave us!"

She grabbed her mother's shoulders and shook her. "Wake
up, Mama! Wake up!"

She clung to the woman as her father tried to pull her
away. She wanted to drag her mother from the dark abyss.
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Finally, it was her older sister, Mira—always Mira—who'd
come and comforted her. They sat on the bed beside their
mother, talked and said their good-byes. Led gently away,
Emelia glanced back once more making a promise to one day
destroy the dark enigma called death—

Emelia jumped at a sudden crash against the balcony's
French doors. Eyes wide, she slowly rose to investigate. All
remained quiet except for the crackling fireplace and a low
moaning wind outside.

She cautiously approached the doors and saw a thin
fracture in one of the glass panes. Until how, she hadn't been
aware of her hand resting protectively over the small swell of
her abdomen. Her nerves sharp as talons, Emelia felt the
blood pounding in her temples. Then she saw it—something
on the balcony. Frozen in place, she squinted into the
darkness through the glass.

A gray mound lay in a heap near one of the doors. It did
not move. She bent for a closer look and gasped in horror as
two wide, circular eyes peered back at her.

"My God, it's an owl." She opened the French doors wide.

The unnatural twist of its neck and the blood smeared on
the windowpane caused her stomach to churn.

"It's just a baby," she cried.

The bird's transfixed, ebony eyes refused to release their
stare. Suddenly Emelia's chest grew tight and waves of
nausea gripped her stomach.

The wind caught the doors and blew them wide. Emelia
grabbed both handles and slammed them closed. Shaken, she
sank to her knees. She tried to convince herself her reaction
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was due to the pregnancy, but looking out into the blackness
of the night, hot tears streamed down her face. In an instant,
everything had changed; she could feel it, sense it. Their lives
had been altered forever, for she knew her safe haven, Von
Tirgov castle, stood in danger.
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CHAPTER 2

Vladimir Von Tirgov peered out the window on his right to
see Brasov's train station well lit against the night sky. The
locomotive's high-pitched shriek announced the overdue
arrival and the end of the long train ride home. Mechanical
problems produced a late start and then halfway between
Bucharest and Sinaia there'd been a further delay when a
herd of sheep decided to cross the tracks.

The platform clock displayed the eight o'clock hour. He
should have been home long ago and Emelia would be
worried. He was glad his visit to Bucharest was at an end and
that he'd had some success with President Ceausescu. There
remained political milestones to overcome.

As the other passengers departed, he collected his
belongings—a leather brief case, several magazines, and his
coat. The extended trip hadn't been kind to his bones and he
tried to stretch in the cramped seat before standing. He
looked forward to kissing his beautiful wife and taking a long
hot bath.

He made his way down the aisle and hoped all was well at
home. Emelia had been frightened and deeply upset by the
baby owl dead on her balcony, convinced it was a bad omen,
and as a result, he shouldn't go to Bucharest. He smiled
knowing within the hour he would hold her in his arms and
gladly tell her how wrong her prophecy had been.

He smiled at the thought of her and realized their life
together had been paradise. With a twenty-three year age
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difference between them, he'd never heard her complain once
that she'd married an old man. Now there was growing
concern on his part over the truth of his past and the curse of
the seventh generation. He'd told no one outside the family,
except Emelia. He showed the signs early on, and some in the
family thought his strange powers bordered on witchcraft. It
actually proved more powerful than witchcraft, and it gave
every seventh generation male his ability to communicate
with the dead.

The train lights flickered inside, and he hurried to vacate
the cab. On his way toward the lot, he squinted in the
darkness to see his car. With only a few vehicles remaining,
he easily spotted it in the far corner. He hurried as a bitter
wind chilled the air and turned his breath into smoky dart-like
wisps. Inside his pocket, he groped with frozen fingers for the
keys. He turned when a rustling sound beside him caught his
attention. At first, he saw only darkness. Then a flash of red.

A gypsy dressed in bright colors rushed him. Vladimir
dropped his case to defend himself. He tore at the man's
tattered shirt and clawed at his bare chest, but the man
possessed incredible strength for his size. Vladimir's six-foot
frame and impressive build was no match for the five-foot
willowy assailant. A low growl and rancid breath wafted close
to his face as the man effortlessly pinned him to the
pavement.

Vladimir pleaded. "Take my wallet and leave me! I've done
nothing to you."

Against the bright moonlight, Vladimir saw the gypsy smile
under black gleaming eyes. His grip grew tighter against
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Vladimir's shoulders as a mournful wail rose deep in his
throat. The man's eyes penetrated Vladimir's, and he opened
his mouth to expose yellowed fangs.

"No!" Vladimir screamed. "Get away!" He fought as the
man bent close. Knives of pain tore through his neck. He was
paralyzed as the man began to feed. Vladimir felt his blood
draining as the man drew hard, and a strange euphoria lifted
above the pain and fear, and he calmly lost the desire to
resist.

Warm blood—his blood—trickled down his neck as the
gypsy suckled like a babe at breast. Vladimir closed his eyes
and rode the pleasant floating wave. Weightless now, as if his
physical body no longer existed.

Suddenly, his chest seemed to explode from within. His
eyes widened in panic. He couldn't breathe. The attacker fled,
leaving him to die. Vladimir clutched his throat, his hands
sticky with blood.

"Help," he cried. "Help me." The empty parking lot
surrounded him in the solemn darkness. Hot shards of pain
shot through his chest and spread upward. At last he
succumbed to the fire in his head, and sunk into a void
blacker than night.

X X X Xk

Vladimir startled at something nearby. Where was he? Had
it all been a terrible nightmare? A dimmed lantern illuminated
the room enough to see he lay in a small tent on a narrow
cot. The clothes he wore reeking of smoke and mint, were not
his own.
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Muffled voices seeped through the canvas, but offered no
clue whom they belonged to or where he might be. His stiff
neck had been bandaged with strips of soft cloth, and he
smelled the aroma of blood. He tried to sit up, but found he
had no strength as every muscle screamed in agony. Before
he could call out, the tent flap opened and an elderly gypsy
woman came to his side. Her dark eyes sparkled against the
lantern's light as she smiled tenderly above him. Long gray
braids hung on either side of her chubby face and lay over a
hefty bosom. Her bracelets jingled as she prepared to remove
his bandages.

Vladimir caught her wrist as she reached for him, their
gazes locked in silence. Finally, he asked, "Where am I?"

She pulled from his grasp and continued her work. "I must
change your dressing."

Too weak to fight, he allowed her to remove it. "Who are
you?" he whispered.

"I am Zarina, mother of Sirelle. He did this to you."

"What happened? Why do I feel so strange?"

She stopped cleansing his wounds briefly then continued.
"You rest now. When I finish, you must sleep."

"Your son, Sirelle. Is he mad?"

Her leathered complexion appeared to soften as tears
brimmed her eyes. "He is not the son I knew. May God show
him mercy." With that, she set the remaining bandages aside
and started to leave.

Vladimir grabbed her multicolored skirt, and pleaded,
"Please tell me what has happened. I feel so humb, as if I
don't really exist."
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"Everything has changed," she said, dimming the lantern.
"Sleep now." The tent opening swung closed behind her,
leaving Vladimir alone in the dark.

Against the ebony darkness, somewhere nearby an owl
hooted a familiar refrain. Vladimir fought the urge to sleep.
He must get home. Every nerve tingled—every physical
sensation magnified. He glanced over his surroundings and
discovered he saw everything clearly through a pale gray veil.
From the gypsy camp, although silent on the surface, there
came the breathing of many sleeping souls. Vladimir, fully
awake now, sat up without the slowness he usually
possessed. His arthritic limbs did not creak with stiffness or
ache from immobility. Not even the vigor of youth had ever fit
his body so well. He'd never felt this strong and alive.

He tore the bandages from his neck and stroked the place
where Sirelle had pierced him. The wounds and pain had
ended—gone. He wondered if he'd ever really been injured.
Perhaps he'd hit his head in the struggle with Sirelle and had
dreamed the rest. Vladimir searched the cluttered dwelling for
his own clothes, knowing the gypsy garb would only frighten
Emelia when he returned home.

When he passed the wooden crucifix on a nearby stand, he
was overcome by an odd tingling sensation. It felt alarming,
like a warning. He quickly moved away, distracted by a
desirable scent. He followed it to the darkest corner of the
room where he found a pile of discarded clothing—his clothes.
They smelled of blood. The aroma caused a stirring within so
deep as to be primal. His throat tightened, his loins ached
with desire. He brought the bloodied shirt to his nose to

15



Destiny's Call
by Scarlett Dean

breathe in the sanguine scent of his own blood, his eyes
closed in longing. The blood was sticky, and he could not
quell the desire to taste it. He plunged his tongue into the
wadded mass and began to suckle the area like a hungry
child.

Repulsed by his own behavior, he tossed the clothing
aside. What could possibly be happening to him? Was this the
act of a loving husband and father? How could he face his
family again? He behaved more animal than human.

Suddenly the room began spinning. He squeezed his eyes
shut, but this did nothing to end the vertigo. His legs, weak
and leaden, Vladimir stumbled toward the tent opening to find
Zarina. He threw open the flap and saw a blazing campfire
surrounded by several tents. Three gypsy men with rifles
guarded the camp, one sleeping on the ground. The spinning
sensation slowed, and he gripped the tent for support.

"Help me ... please," his voice sounded distant.

Immediately, the men stood, with their guns pointed
directly at him. One of them barked orders to a comrade
without taking his eyes or his aim from Vladimir.

The sleeping soldier, now fully alert, ran to a nearby tent
and disappeared. Vladimir fought to maintain his stance for
fear any sudden movement might get him shot. The brightly
dressed sentinel remained stock-still, his eyes wide in what
appeared to be fear. Knowing that gypsies were naturally
leery of strangers but seldom afraid, he wondered what might
they possibly fear from an unarmed man?
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A dark shadow moved against the largest tent and Zarina
came into the camp light. Vladimir then lost his grip, and fell
to his knees.

"Zarina ... what's happening to me?"

The gypsy woman commanded, "Put down your weapons,
they are useless! Help him to the wagon."

"What are you talking about?" he asked her.

The men half carried, half dragged him, afraid of getting
too close, and Zarina climbed into the back of the wagon
ahead of him.

He lay back against a soft padding of blankets and closed
his eyes while a moon glared above, a solitary, mournful eye
behind a black veiled face. His hearing became suddenly
acute, and the surrounding forest seemed to come alive in the
darkness. He heard twigs cracking, small ground animals
scurrying out of breath. He clapped his hands to his ears. As
the wagon started through the woods, barren tree limbs hung
overhead, reaching for him with stark, brittle fingers. He
trembled and in turn reached for Zarina.

"You must tell me the truth. What is happening to me?"

She lifted his head onto her lap and stroked his forehead.
"It is not happening. It is already done. We are taking you
home where you will be safe. But there is much to consider,
as ... as your life has been altered forever."

"What do you mean? Am I ... dying?"

Her solemn expression grew darker with eyes reflecting
the moon's eerie glow. Zarina's hoarse whisper penetrated
the night. "You are not dying, for you are now as my son,
Sirelle. You are the living dead, a vampire."
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He felt the world spin out of control. Zarina's words echoed
over the wagon wheel's rhythmic lull. "Vampire ... vampire ...
vampire!"”

His breath became shallow and his slowing heartbeat
pounded in his ears as he struggled to remain awake. A
heavy blanket of numbness enfolded him, and he felt himself
pour like blood over the mountain edge of eternity.
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CHAPTER 3

Tears brimmed as Emelia read her latest journal entry...

May 1, 1974

My absence from you has been justified. The past months
have consisted of chaos and grief, when they should have
been full of joy; our lives forever changed the night the
gypsies brought Vladimir to me—for their kindness and
hospitality I'm indebted. Now our lives are about to change
once more with the birth of the child. How can all of this be?
My husband exists in our home as vampire and yet he is
about to become a father?

I feel the life inside and find no gladness, for what will the
child be told of its father? He is cursed ... he is dead ... your
Tata is but sleeping. The children and I will visit his grave as I
have been doing out of duty and show, but he is not there.
I'm sure the household staff wonders why I spend so much
time in the cellars of the castle, locking myself behind bolted
doors for hours each evening. Perhaps they justify it to
themselves as the grieving widow gone temporarily out of her
head.

Each evening, my husband awakens from his deep,
troubled slumber and I spend precious time with him, alone.
We've shared many happy moments there, although it is
damp and cold for me at times, it doesn't bother Vladimir. In
this unusual, heartbreaking way, he has been able to watch
his child grow inside me, weeping inconsolably upon feeling
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the baby's kick for the first time. While he is vampire, he is
still a loving father.

He has never attempted to take my life or blood and
seems to remain under control in my presence. I don't fear
him, but miss our old life so much. It was the gypsy woman,
Zarina, who counseled me that first night, explaining, "You
must allow him to rise up and go in the night. It is now his
way. Do not judge, for he must do this evil thing. You cannot
change what has happened or stop what he does. May God
have mercy on you."

That is why each evening after I visit him; I make an
excuse to go before it is too late. I know he would never ask
me to leave, but he must feed before the sun rises. At times,
I despise what he has become, wishing to destroy him for my
own peace as well as his. Yet, I'm still drawn to his tender
nature. And so, this is how I see him, night after night, and
he is still my Vladimir; the true love of my life.

He pleasures me greatly, for his body has become frozen
in eternity, forever strong and virile. Even now with my
misshapen figure, he offers unrelenting, tender passion no
other earthly delight can provide. My cries of ecstasy mingle
with tears as I revel in the splendor of his new life, one
without aging or pain, yet I mourn the old life where we
would have the opportunity to age together. We remain as
man and wife with no bond broken between us.

I am grateful yet concerned over the impending visit of my
older sister, Mira, from America. She has written that she will
arrive next week to help with the baby. Again, I must play the
grieving widow so she will not be suspicious. Mira is very
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perceptive and not easily fooled. I believe our nursemaid Olga
has doubts of her own, but is too afraid to voice them. Great
caution is called for during the next few weeks or all will be
lost.

Green eyes gleamed at Vladimir through the thick brush of
the forest, watching him take his kill. The scantily clad whore,
oblivious to the danger, sputtered an inebriated giggle and
unbuttoned her blouse.

"Come to mama," she ordered, and grabbed Vladimir by
the hair to press him to her breasts.

Daegon watched in disgust, knowing novice vampires often
made the mistake of taking too long to seize their victims,
ultimately resulting in the Kkill's escape. His knowledge of such
things had allowed him to take his place as master of the
vampire community. After more than two hundred fifty years,
he had much experience in all vampire matters with powers
developed far beyond any of his flock. Daegon ruled with
vengeance and strength. No one dared to question his
authority or challenge his place as coven master.

This particular vampire, Vladimir Von Tirgov, was new to
the dark side and not part of any coven, yet. Daegon had
decided with lust in his heart that this one would become his
own. He would instruct him in the ways of vampire and
cultivate Vladimir's powers to rule beside him forever.

The harlot's raucous laughter distracted him and he saw
her lay down, enthusiastically hoisting up her skirt. As
Vladimir mounted, Daegon wore a wry smile as the woman's
wanton expression turned to shocked horror. The painful
pleasure she'd received had not come from between her legs,
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but from her throat. As Vladimir drained her life force, she
continued to buck and push to gain her freedom. Gradually,
her struggle ceased and her bare legs fell limp. Daegon found
satisfaction at her vacant, wide eyes. Vladimir had done well,
even without a master's tutelage. He would be great one day.

Vladimir pushed away from the whore and wiped her blood
from his mouth. A sinister remorse filled him after each Kill
that made it impossible to view his victim afterwards. He
turned away knowing the feeling would pass; it always did.

His nerves were electrified with fresh blood and he felt his
strength return. How these acts repulsed him and forced him
deeper into the abyss of self-loathing. Yet the need was more
powerful than any human drive he'd ever experienced. It
overpowered his sense of right, and his life-long quest for
peace and fairness. He brushed the dirt from his clothes and
stepped over the corpse. His desires were satisfied; his
appetite was quelled. Until next time.

Vladimir stopped. Someone was near; he could smell their
scent. The nearby brush shook briefly as a tall figure stepped
into the small clearing. The man stood well over six feet and
wore a black hooded cape that obscured his face. Long fingers
clutched the cape at his chest as he moved closer. Although
no words were spoken, Vladimir heard what the man was
telling him.

I am Daegon Enescu, coven-master to our kind. You are
not alone.

If these thoughts were meant to put him at ease, they'd
failed. Vladimir's nerves were razor-sharp, ready for the
challenge presented. He attempted an introduction. "I am—"
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Viadimir Von Tirgov. I know who you are!

Vladimir was uncomfortable that their communication had
been one-sided, but before he could offer a complaint, the
man spoke in a deep, archaic voice. "My power of the mind
disturbs you. Very well, I will speak as you do."

Taken off guard, Vladimir sputtered, "You read ... you
heard my thoughts?"

"Of course. It is but one of my gifts—gifts I generously
offer to you as my student.”

"Your student? What for? I've learned all I need to know to
survive this curse."

Vladimir hadn't gone two feet before he fell to his knees.
He clutched his head as Daegon's voice roared like fire in his
brain.

"Ingrate! I would give you the world!" He spat his words as
if they were bitter. "Would you prefer to simply survive? I can
bring you to your full potential, to a level others in the coven
only dream of." His tone softened. "You are weak. Sirelle is
only a rabid vampire, not created in love. He is doomed to
run wild for eternity seeking peace from his altered existence.
But you—you are unique. I can make you truly great."

"Sirelle did not take me out of love I can assure you;
therefore I too, am rabid."

Daegon lifted a bony hand to brush back his hood. Vladimir
stared into the pasty face of death, yet the vampire's emerald
eyes were hypnotic. He forced his gaze away from them.

"It is not too late for you, Vladimir, but time is essential. If
you take one in love for your own, you will be spared a
lifetime of torment. I must warn you, the longer you wait, the
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more desperate you will become. In the case of Sirelle and
others like him, he waited too long and his soul is insane. He
is unable to save himself. It is too late. Do not allow this to
become your fate."

Vladimir's anger boiled at Daegon's words. "What you're
suggesting is mad—you're mad! I could never lay this curse
upon someone I love, and if you yourself could, then you're a
sick, disgusting animal in need of destruction. Now leave me
and take your false promises and deranged righteousness
with you."

Daegon's leathered complexion tightened into a frown.
"What is it you cling to in this life? I've offered you the world."

"Something you'll never have, even with all of the powers
and principalities at your service. It's a foreign and
unattainable concept for you—it's called love. And it's my
great gift, Daegon, the one capable of overpowering and
incinerating yours to mere ashes."

Vladimir turned then and vanished into the forest leaving
Daegon with his thoughts.

Oh, foolish Vladimir, your so-called power has just become
your destruction.
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CHAPTER 4

Emelia turned sideways before the full-length mirror to
scrutinize her figure. "There's only one word for it. Fat!" She
plopped down on her bed rubbing her temples as she fought
for self-control. Her condition wouldn't last forever; the baby
was due any day. With all of the twists and turns her life had
taken over the past few months, this one would end with
beauty and good. It would bring forth life instead of death.
Hope was not lost.

She rested a hand on her abdomen and spoke to the child
within, "If only we can both hold out a while longer, little one.
Unfortunately, the contractions I've had lately haven't been
the real thing. Meantime, we need a distraction. It's been a
while since I've visited the horse stables and my horse,
Borak. Perhaps he'd like a short walk around the grounds
today?" Emelia felt the baby's strong kick inside as if sighaling
agreement. "All right, a walk it is."

Before heading out to the stables, Emelia peeked in on her
napping son, Michael. Surrounded by his favorite stuffed
animals, several pair of glassy button-eyes kept watch as
faint snoring drifted from the crib. Butter-colored ringlets
covered the toddler's head against an orange satin pillowcase.
Emelia beheld every inch of his small form and tenderly
adjusted his blanket. She frowned and pulled the child's
thumb from his mouth—a habit she'd been unable to break
him of—then she smiled when his rosy lips stayed slightly
parted. He was truly a wonder, their angel. She kissed him on
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the cheek, taking in his sweet smell. He squirmed a little, and
returned his thumb to his mouth. Emelia tiptoed out and
quietly closed the door behind her.

Outside, the late afternoon sun still warmed the spring air
with a few dark clouds in the distance. A forceful neigh
sounded from inside the stable as she approached. It seemed
Borak was in full spring spirit today, as well. Emelia recalled
the day she'd received the proud red stallion as a wedding gift
from Vladimir. The horse had taken to her immediately and
they'd formed a bond no one could have predicted.

He sputtered and stamped inside his stall and Emelia could
see at once her four-legged child was ready to play. The
stable smelled so good, even the less pleasant odors. She
loved the way the sweet aromas of sun-baked straw and fresh
oats mingled with the horse's natural scent. She missed these
things most since Vladimir's accident. If only life could return
to normal.

She nuzzled Borak's neck and rubbed his side. "Have you
wondered about me?"

Borak neighed in response and allowed his cheek to be
stroked. She led him outside past the inner yard toward the
grounds where he could graze. An emerald grass carpet
stretched into the distance where mature trees bordered the
castle's property in a gradual slope that met a natural stream.
Just past the trees on the west side was a small clearing
where she and Michael had shared many picnics and had
proven to be the perfect romantic hideaway for she and
Vladimir.
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Today the clearing provided a quiet place to contemplate
the last few months and what they might mean for the future.
Limbs heavy with buds fanned in the gentle May breeze over
the gurgling stream below the short ridge. Borak caught the
wind with a raise of his head and stomped at the ground.
Emelia laughed at his impatience and pulled a large carrot
from her pocket. "You know I wouldn't forget your treat."

The horse crunched noisily and offered no rebuttal to his
master's sudden confession. "I'm afraid for my family now
that Vladimir is cursed. Although he's immortal, he is more
vulnerable than ever. I fear the staff will find out the truth,
especially after the baby is born. What then? Do we leave our
home and dwell in a cave somewhere? If they discover the
secret, they'll kill us all. I can't share these things with
Vladimir; it would hurt him. He has always been the strong
one, but now I'm the one who must remain courageous and
protect him."

She felt a sudden cool breeze and looked at the passing
clouds overhead. A small funnel of dead leaves blew up in the
clearing and the air smelled like rain. She thought she saw
someone standing in the brush, but when she looked again
there was nothing but a squirrel.

"We'd better head back, Borak. It's quite a walk and I can't
race you like I used to."

She took hold of the reins to lead him, but he lifted his
head and pulled away. Another gust of wind whipped a mass
of hair across her face and she briefly let go of the reins.

"C'mon, baby," she coaxed. "The skies are getting dark.
What's wrong? The weather has never bothered you before."
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Borak stood close to the trees, his tail sharply twitching
back and forth. Emelia clutched the straps tight, realizing she
had to get him moving. She grabbed the reins. This time the
horse reared back and raised his front legs into the air.
Emelia kept a firm grip on him and refused to let go. Borak's
high-pitched neigh heightened her own fears that an animal
might be in the nearby brush. Then lightening cut a jagged
streak through black clouds and sent Borak into a panic.

Emelia saw his muscular chest rise with his legs kicking.
He landed inches before her and started to rear up again,
forcing her backwards. Suddenly, her foot slid out behind her
on the slick mud and she tumbled over the mossy ledge. She
grabbed a nearby branch and felt a painful jerk up her arm.
Carefully rolling to one side, she pushed with her feet to gain
a stronger grip on the branch, but her shoes slipped against
the wet soil.

Thunder shook the sky and Borak flew into another round
of helpless thrashing above her. She watched his feet pound
the ridge's edge, drawing closer with each landing. If he
slipped off, he would trample down on top of her. Sharp slices
of pain traveled up her arms as she clutched the branch and
continued to struggle for a foothold. Suddenly, the branch
gave way and she rolled downhill toward the stream.

She screamed as jagged rocks slashed her arms and she
slammed repeatedly against the rugged hill. At last, she was
hurled against a huge boulder at the stream's edge where she
lay bleeding and disoriented. The first heavy raindrops
splattered her muddied cheek as she attempted to rise up.
She cried out, as knives seemed to cut through her arms. Her
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legs felt like lead posts and she was unable to move them.

She squeezed her eyes tight to stop the spinning sensation.
As the rain soaked through her clothes, she shivered. "My

baby ... my baby," she cried softly. Tears mixed with rain

down her cheeks as she fell silent and drifted away.
X 3k Xk Xk

Vladimir's eyes bolted open into thick blackness; every
sense told him it was far too early to rise, yet he could not
deny a sudden overwhelming fear. An emotion he found alien,
unusual. He feared so little. He listened carefully now in the
darkened cellar for approaching footsteps or anything
unusual. Nothing.

Suddenly, a flash of red went off in his mind. Vladimir's
nerves tingled like the night in the gypsy camp, and he was
sharply aware and on guard. He closed his eyes and focused
on the flash of red. Then he saw Emelia's tortured expression,
heard the sound of two slowing heartbeats and he knew.
Emelia and the baby are dying.

Without regard for the light that might still be clinging to
the evening, he unlocked the door, but found the cellar
completely dark. He sped through the unlit winding passages
of perspiring cement and mortar, eager to find Emelia. He
could not smell her familiar scent. She was not in the castle.

Muffled voices behind the stairwell door told him he was
near the first floor, close to the kitchen. He knew the staff
mustn't see him, else he might lose Emelia forever. As he
cloaked his body with invisibility, he decided his newly
learned hunting skills would serve him well. It had been
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useful many times when stalking a kill. The ability to cloak
himself from view, Vladimir had found, proved a simple trick
played on even simpler minds.

Vladimir carefully pushed open the door to the kitchen and
saw two staff members, speaking in hushed tones, their
expression grim, preparing the evening meal.

"They've looked for Lady Emelia everywhere, but she's not
here. She took out her horse, and never returned. Borak
came back alone."

The other cook tossed a handful of chopped potatoes into a
pot. "I always feared that cursed horse. Did you ever see his
eyes? He's an evil one, I say." Her expression softened. "Oh, I
hope Lady Emelia is all right."

Vladimir stepped into the kitchen and willed his presence
to go unnoticed as he avoided eye contact. The two cooks
continued in hushed conversation, as Vladimir hurried past
them and to the front foyer where he left the castle
undetected.

A defiant bulwark of gunmetal clouds crashed into an
angry purple sky. Lightening exploded, setting the sky ablaze
for one blinding moment, ozone hanging in the air like a
poisonous gas.

Driving rain pelted Vladimir's face as he lifted his arms and
rose into the air. He could smell Emelia now in the night, even
through the heavy downpour. He soared like a great eagle to
the forest clearing. Two heartbeats pounded in his ears, so
close now—one dangerously slow, the other nearly gone all
together. He heard Emelia's labored breathing becoming
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shallower. Finally, over the clearing ledge, he saw her broken
body next to the stream.

Vladimir flew over the steep incline and landed solidly
beside her. He stroked her muddy face and noticed a familiar
smell hanging like a cloud overhead. The stench of death. He
grabbed her up and jumped with great power back to the top
of the ridge. They rose into the air and sped toward the castle
like two spirits riding the night sky. They soon reached the
huge double doors, and Vladimir kicked them open with one
powerful thrust. He no longer cared who knew what he'd
become. Just as he reached Emelia's bedroom door, Michael's
nurse, Olga stepped out of the nursery and into the hallway.

"My God..." She crossed herself. "It's true, you are not
dead!" Her eyes narrowed as she came forward. "Now you've
cursed Lady Emelia as well."

Vladimir could smell no fear in the woman. He met her
gaze and commanded, "Open the bedroom door. She's not
dead, yet."

On the bed, Vladimir stripped Emelia of her wet clothes.
"Hurry, Olga, get some blankets. She's dangerously cold."

As he held Emelia close, he saw her struggling to hold on
to life. With her skin ashen, he saw that her respiration was
almost nonexistent. He laid his hand over her swollen middle
and felt a sudden rush of warmth. The child remained yet
alive, but barely, its heart rate slowing fast. He cradled
Emelia and tenderly kissed her, his tears mingling with the
dirt on her face.

"I can't lose you, my love. I cannot lose you both." Her
cheek was cold against his palm. "Please forgive me, darling.
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I beg your mercy and understanding. Don't hate me for what
I must do."

He turned her head to one side and bent close to plunge
his fangs deep into the icy blue flush of her neck. Her body
stiffened briefly, then fell limp. Her blood tasted warm and
sweet and filled him with strength as well as tremendous
grief. When he'd nearly drained her life force, he raised her
lips to his own and spilled the last of her blood into her
mouth. As she swallowed, the color returned to her cheeks
and Vladimir imparted the last few precious drops to her.

Emelia's eyes opened slowly, and she took in a sudden
large breath, as if for the first time. Vladimir watched as her
broken body healed within seconds, her color becoming that
of a spring rose.

"Vladimir," she whispered and buried her head against his
chest.

Olga returned to the room. "Great Jesus, our Lord!
What've you done to her?" She rushed to Emelia and took her
hand, dropping to her knees in prayer.

"Yes, pray for me, Olga, for the pains have begun." Emelia
looked lovingly at Vladimir and said, "Our child will be born
tonight."

Emelia sat up and pressed herself against the headboard,
clutching her abdomen. "It's time!"

Olga used the blankets to prop her up, then lifted the foot
of the sheet to examine her. "Oh, my Lady, the baby is
almost here."

Vladimir held Emelia as another contraction took her, and
Olga commanded, "Push! Push hard!"
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He watched in awe as Emelia grew suddenly stronger and
grabbed her bent knees, again pushing with great force. Her
final scream bled into the cream colored walls and faded into
silence as Vladimir heard the strong, sudden cry of his infant
daughter, and he instantly knew her name: Arianne.
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CHAPTER 5

Emelia stayed close to Vladimir, hidden in the shadows,
while they waited for two members of the President's
Securitate to pass. Moments before, she'd watched as the
soldiers had beaten a peasant for stealing a loaf of bread and
left him lying in the street bleeding. Emelia was drawn to the
scent of his blood. It awakened a hunger inside she'd never
known.

Vladimir seemed to sense her urgency and forced her to
stay back. She heard his thoughts as if he were whispering to
her.

Wait. It is too soon.

The men trudged on, with their boots heavy against the
cobblestone walk as they moved down the street. Emelia's
body ached as if her muscles were on fire. Her hunger had
become intense and she knew it was time to feed.

Earlier, she'd pleaded with Vladimir to find some other way
to survive. The thought of drinking human blood filled her
with guilt and grief. She'd brought forth a life the night before
and tonight she was expected to destroy another's. Vladimir
reminded her their children needed her and she must do this
in order to survive. There was no other way.

The poor peasant lay curled against the curb, crying.
Emelia could see the man's bloodied face, and bone
protruding from his upper arm. He'd been defenseless against
their power. Angry at their vicious brand of justice, she
realized she'd have no remorse in taking one of them.
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Vladimir moved beside her and nodded that it was time.

The soldiers stood together on the street corner with their
cigarettes glowing in the dark. Emelia felt disgust for them as
they joked about the man they'd beaten, and her jaws began
to move downward to accommodate her fangs. Her body had
gone through so many changes in the past twenty-four hours
that she found herself in awe. Her husband's instructions for a
successful kill remained clear in her mind and she prepared to
take the man closest to her. She prayed she would be quick
enough.

In a flash, Vladimir grabbed the tallest soldier. The man
screamed as Vladimir's fangs sunk deep. Emelia yanked her
victim back by his hair and dropped him to his knees. Such
strength she'd never known. His neck lay exposed as he
struggled for release. She smelled his fear and saw the
disbelief in his eyes.

His cries filled her ears as she bit deep into his neck. She
felt his pulse pounding against her lips and eagerly drank the
warm liquid. Gradually, the man stopped his struggle and lay
limp in her arms. She knew she must stop or the man would
die. Her throbbing muscles no longer burned and her strength
was renewed.

Vladimir knelt beside her and laid the man aside. "It's time
to go."

"What will become of them?" she asked.

"Eventually they'll go mad."

Emelia realized her power over death and smiled. She'd
finally defeated death as her enemy. This was her new life.

X X X X
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Mira Brasov peered out the train window at familiar
landmarks. The station wasn't much further. She saw subtle
changes here and there, but everything looked the same. The
past five years away from her homeland had passed quickly.
It had broken her heart to leave family and friends when she
went to America, but when the opportunity arose, Mira's
adventurous spirit couldn't say no. She felt there was no
future for her in Romania under Ceausescu's rule and sought
out friends who'd left the country before her. When the letter
came that housing had been set up with a Romanian family,
she was ecstatic and hurried to make her plans. Only twenty-
four at the time, she packed the very basics and sailed off to
the United States, knowing only the names of the family she'd
be staying with and that they'd come from Romania several
years before. She was convinced she'd be all right, after all, if
she'd survived tough times in Romania, surely the U.S. would
be easy.

The first year had proven her theory wrong. Jobs were
hard to come by and she struggled with the language even
though she had been taught English in school. Finally, she
landed a bakery job doing what she knew best—creating
pastries and cakes. She vowed to one day own her own
bakery and perhaps a catering business on the side. Right
now, those dreams would have to wait, however. She toyed
with the silver locket she wore around her neck as her mind
replayed the telephone conversation with Olga, her sister's
nanny, only days before. She knew something was wrong by
the woman's tone.
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"Is this Mira Brasov?" the hushed voice crackled over the
line.

Mira recognized the familiar language. It sounded strange
after hearing mostly English for so long. "Yes. Who's calling?"
she answered in her mother tongue.

"I am Olga Covasna, your sister's nursemaid. You must
come to Romania now."

Mira felt her blood turn to ice. "Olga, has something
happened?"

"There isn't much time. I fear for the children. Please
hurry.”

"Olga, what happened?"

"There's danger. Emelia died during childbirth."

Olga's cryptic call did little to answer the question of what
had actually happened. What danger could there possibly be
if her sister was dead? It was hard to say if the woman was
the superstitious type, or if it was simply a matter of concern
for the orphaned children's welfare.

Mira winced as though she'd been slapped. Her sister was
dead. Guilt coiled around her conscience like a boa
constrictor—she should have gone to Emelia when Vladimir
died. What kind of sister was she? Family should be there for
one another, and she and Emelia were all that were left. Now
it was too late. Instead of celebrating a birth, she would plan
a funeral.

The lights inside the train flickered twice to indicate they
were approaching their destination. Mira dug in her purse for
a mirror. After a ten-hour flight and a long train ride, she
probably looked like hell. She didn't want to frighten poor
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little Michael; it would be difficult enough to explain that he'd
be coming to live with her.

She ran a comb through her auburn tresses and felt a grip
of remorse when she saw her china-blue eyes so much like
her sister's reflected back at her. They shared the same thin
shaped nose and high cheekbones and could have passed for
twins except for her two years seniority.

She caught a glimpse of her necklace with the Brasov
family crest as it glinted against the window's light. She and
Emelia both had been given one as a gift from their father on
their twenty-first birthdays. It had kept her grounded during
the rough times when she first arrived in America, and
reminded her she was a Brasov—strong and sure. She was
proud of her heritage and never took the necklace off. As far
as she knew, Emelia didn't either. Inside the large silver
lockets, they both kept a tiny pearl of their mother's.
Someday, she would pass Emelia's locket down to Arianne.

The train's whistle shrieked as they slowed into the station.
She hoped Olga's nephew, Peter, would be on time to meet
her, because the thought of waiting alone at the station
where Vladimir had been murdered frightened her. She
stepped out into the warm sunlight and felt a wave of relief.
Peter stood nearby, looking much the same as she
remembered, with a pair of thin anemic lips pasted above a
long chin. He greeted her with no more than a nod, took her
suitcases and headed toward the parking lot. She shivered
against the spring air with a feeling of dark foreboding.

Inside the small car, she began to unwind. The worst of
the trip was behind her. She needed to collect her thoughts
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and decide the best way to tell little Michael he'd be leaving
the people and life he'd always known. It would be no less of
an adjustment on her part, she decided, as she went from
single and carefree to raising two children. Just as she'd done
five years ago when she'd set out for a new life in a new
country, she held tight to the philosophy that all would be
well. They would start a new life together.

Mira had dozed on and off for most of the ride after several
failed attempts to engage Peter in conversation. As he pulled
up the long stretch of road that led to Von Tirgov castle, Mira
found she was fully awake, and leaned forward to take in the
beauty of the castle's grounds with its mature trees and
luscious landscape. Dusk crept over the evening sky in pale
shades of purple and burgundy, and she rolled down the
window to take in the view and breathe in the heavy scent of
honeysuckle. Her hair whipped across her cheek and undid
any hope of a neat appearance, but she no longer cared—she
was home.

Her stomach grumbled and she realized the light meal
she'd had on the trip was a faded memory. Suddenly, she
gasped when she saw the castle up ahead—her appetite
temporarily forgotten. It was just as she remembered, yet
somehow grander, taller, all-consuming. Peter brought the
car to a halt under the lofty archway near the front doors and
cut the engine. Mira let her mind fill with memories, slowly
getting out of the car. While Peter went to fetch her bags
from the trunk, she stepped back in order to take in the full
height of the residence.
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Wooden double-doors with decorative metal bolts nestled
under the archway between two wide steeple towers. Still as
solid as the day it was built, the dark brick and mortar
hugged tight after hundreds of years of foul weather and
battles. She crossed the courtyard to the entrance and lifted
the L-shaped handle to push open the heavy door. Peter
came up behind her as she entered the spacious foyer. He
dropped her suitcases onto the marble floor with a thud, and
disappeared before she could thank him.

The vaulted ceiling made her nearly six-foot stature feel
small. She continued into the parlor and called out, "Hello?
Olga are you here?"

Her voice echoed in the large room as her eyes scanned
the parlor and settled on the portrait above the wide
fireplace. Emelia and Vladimir stared back at her with smiles
that spoke of hidden secrets. They were a handsome couple.
Her throat tightened as she remembered her sister, her best
friend. She looked around and saw the home did not portray
any signs of danger as Olga had led her to believe. Perhaps
the nursemaid had over-reacted.

The mantle clock reminded her it was nearly seven o'clock.
"Time to eat," she announced to herself. "Now, if I can
remember where the kitchen is—" she turned and stopped.
No words would come. Her clammy hands trembled as she
raised them to her mouth. Emelia stood in the doorway.

Mira braced herself against the love seat. She couldn't take
her eyes from her sister. Emelia was more beautiful than Mira
ever remembered and looked far from dead. She wore a long
ivory gown with a lace bodice that exposed opalescent skin
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against the light. Her lips were full red blossoms in a thin
smile. Mira watched her carefully, for although she obviously
wasn't dead, there was something terribly wrong with her
little sister.

Emelia approached her with arms outstretched. "Mira," she
said softly, "I've missed you. I'm so glad you're here." She
pulled back and cupped Mira's chin with icy fingers. "You look
wonderful. The American lifestyle makes you happy?"

Confused, but relieved to see her alive, Mira embraced
her. She held Emelia close, but felt no warmth to her skin or
softness of her body. It was as if she were made of stone.

Mira bit her lower lip hard and tried to contain her anger.
She'd been led to believe her sister had died by some insane
nanny and now Emelia stood before her as though nothing
had happened.

"Emelia, what the hell's going on here? Where's Olga?"

Emelia's blue eyes narrowed and her tone was cautious.
"Olga is in the nursery. Why do you ask?"

"Your nanny called to inform me of your recent death only
three days ago! But here you are, obviously alive. Now what's
going on?"

Emelia's smile faded and twisted into a deep frown. "I'd
hoped to have some time with you before having to explain.
It seems Olga has caused a change in plans. Come with me,
sister. I'll give you the answer you're looking for. But I warn
you, in this house the truth will not set you free."

She led Mira out of the parlor and into the kitchen to the
cellar door. Mira stopped feeling something was very wrong.

"Where are we going?"
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"You'll see. Please trust me." Emelia opened the door.
They made their way inside where the air was cool and
musty and the lighting was made poor by dusty wall sconces.

The steep stairway wound down toward the first hall of
cellars, and Mira followed her carefully, wondering where she
was taking her.

Emelia glanced back to explain, "The staff has been
ordered to stay in their quarters after dusk. Olga is the only
one permitted to leave her room because she cares for the
children. She knows the truth."

"What truth?" Mira hesitated.

Emelia moved ahead without an answer.

Mira held tight to the railing as they descended, her heart
slowly breaking for her sister. She'd lost her husband and
now she'd gone mad. "Emelia, you're ill, please come back
upstairs. I'd like to see my new niece."

When they reached the bottom step, Emelia continued.
"Arianne is beautiful. She looks so much like Vladimir, with
her black hair and dark eyes. He is very proud.”

Mira stopped briefly to decide whether to continue to go
along with the sick charade or hurry and find Olga.

Emelia motioned for her to follow. "Not much further." Her
gown dusted the musty cement floor as she walked.

Mira followed behind and kept an eye out for any
unwelcome cellar creatures. The evening was growing into an
impossible nightmare.

Emelia stopped before a wooden door at the end of the hall
and pulled a long brass key from her gown pocket.
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"I'm entrusting this secret to you, Mira. Remember, you
asked for the truth. My life ... my family, will never be the
same and we need your help." She pushed open the door and
stepped aside for her to enter.

Mira rubbed her arms to fight the frigid air and squinted to
adjust her vision in the darkness. The room was the size of a
small bedroom, furnished with a bed, and a long metal table
against the far wall. Shadows climbed the painted panels by
the light of two lanterns and offered little warmth or comfort
to the cramped surroundings.

"What is all this, Emelia? Why did you bring me down
here?" Mira asked.

"This is our home. Vladimir and I stay hidden here during
the day and come out only at night."

"VIadimir? How could that be? He's dead." She regretted
her harsh tone.

"Please try and understand. We are cursed, never to be
clean again. We are vampires. There is nothing anyone can
do."

Mira felt the sting of tears at her sister's sick display of
insanity. Her grief for Vladimir had consumed her and stolen
her mind. Filled with compassion, she pulled her sister close
to embrace her like a child.

"My little sister, how I love you. I'm so sorry things had to
be this way. But you must think of the children and be strong.
Vladimir is gone and I don't understand the sick hoax Olga
has played on me, but I'm so happy you're alive."

Emelia jerked back. "I am not alive! Not as you would
believe. I will walk in darkness for eternity at my husband's
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side, for we have overcome the ultimate tragedy of mortality.
Why can't you believe me?" Her eyes blazed against the
lantern's fire and Mira tried to pull free of her vice-like grip.
Emelia's lips formed into a sinister smile and then opened
wide. Pearl-white fangs glistened sharply.

Mira turned her head. "No! Get away. Stop!"

Emelia drew closer, her breath hot on Mira's neck. She felt
her sister's pressure against her skin grow more intense until
she wanted to scream, then suddenly it stopped. Her arms
ached where her sister had gripped her. She stumbled back
from the abrupt release.

Emelia's voice was a coarse whisper. "You believe me now.
Do you see what I've become—how your little sister has had
to adapt in order to survive?"

Mira still trembled while she tried to make sense of it.
She'd seen for herself the monster lurking inside Emelia. Olga
was right. Emelia was dead, and in her place was a damned
spirit, cursed to exist in eternal torment. She reached out to
touch Emelia's arm. "Yes. I believe you, what choice do I
have? But how can you live this way? Surely your staff will
find out!"

"As far as they know, I died giving birth. Olga has asked
them to stay until my funeral. It would be too risky to keep
them."

"What about the children?" Mira's voice cracked. "What will
happen to them?"

Emelia's expression softened. "We need you, Mira ... the
children need you. You can stay here, have free rein of the
castle, come and go as you please. Olga will tend to their
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needs, but they need loving guidance from someone close to
them. You're their family, please say you'll do it."

Mira's mind spider-webbed in several directions. How could
this be? It was still surreal to her. Finally, she shook her
head. "What you're asking is impossible, Emelia. I will gladly
take them as my own, but we will leave Romania. I left here
once for freedom and now it is for safety."

"Vladimir and I can't leave our motherland. It is too
dangerous. There are those who seek to destroy us. Please
say you'll think about it, Mira. Don't answer yet."

She grabbed Mira's hand before she could respond and led
her back toward the stairs. "Now, let me take you to meet
Arianne. I'm sure the choice will be easy once you hold her in
your arms."

Mira followed her out of the cellar in silence. Emelia was
right the decision was easy. She already knew what she must
do. The only problem now was how to escape with the

children.
X X X X

Mira slept little that night, awakened from nightmares
several times. Her mind was filled with images of giant black
shadows that clawed for her with long bloody fingers. Finally,
she arose to escape their terror and form her plan. She'd
seen with her own eyes the truth of Emelia's claim; she was
indeed a vampire. Although she had yet to see proof of
Vladimir, there would be no reason for Emelia to lie. The
fierceness with which her sister had attacked frightened her.
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Was she in real danger? As long as they needed her help to
care for the children she felt safe.

Her blood ran cold when she thought about Arianne and
Michael. Could they be in danger as well? If Emelia thought
they would be taken from her, would she become desperate
enough to kill her own sister? Her sister's words remained
clear in her mind, "My beautiful daughter is so like her father.
She is already half vampire. In time we shall rule the night
together.”

Tears slid down her cheeks as she recalled seeing little
Michael asleep in his crib as she cradled the infant Arianne in
her arms. She'd slept soundly with black silken lashes nearly
touching her fair skin, unaware of the darkness and potential
danger around her. It had been while she rocked the child she
realized a tremendous void in her life had been filled. Her well
of emptiness now overflowed with love and peace as she
bonded with her niece and nephew. These precious,
unblemished lives were entrusted to her by fate, through the
most horrific circumstances ever known. The children would
be raised as her own.

For now, she would go along with Emelia's plan until she
could secure Olga's help. After the funeral, she would have
full custody of both children, as she was the only living
relative. Only then could she set her plan into motion to save
their lives, and possibly her own.
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CHAPTER 6

Emelia stretched in her bed, refreshed but already fighting
the familiar gnaw of hunger. She sensed the late hour from
deep in the cellar. It was time to hunt. She cherished her
nighttime rides with Borak as they raced the wind through the
damp air rising from the marshes. How strange it was that
she had come to love the night, and no longer missed the
sun's light or the explosive multicolor hues of an evening
sunset. She knew she had changed, and held no regrets.

Vladimir stirred in the bed beside her and watched her
dress for the hunt. "Are you sure the sun is down?"

"Yes, I can feel it. It's going to be a beautiful night." She
slipped into her dress and pleaded, "Come with me, we can
feed together."

He rose slowly. "You seem to find a pleasure in killing that
I don't share. When I feed it is a very intimate, private thing.
I see no thrill. It's only survival."

The flames from the wall sconces flickered and cast a dim
yellow light over the damp cellar room. Shadows danced on
the walls. Vladimir's eyes reflected the light as she moved
beside him.

"See this gift for what it is," she said, touching his cheek.
"I embrace it as my final accomplishment of a vow made
when my mother died. You have given me everything I could
want, this home, two beautiful children and now the greatest
gift of all—immortality. We have defeated death don't you
see? Never again will I weep over death's power in my life.
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My children will never suffer the loss of their parents as I
have. If only the world could see there is a way out from
under mortality."

"It's a curse."

"Many of our kind feel differently." Emelia nuzzled his
cheek.

"They share your view?"

She shrugged. "I'm sure everyone learns to accept it in
their own way. Some despise the fact they're forced to kill
and drink blood to survive; others embrace it—and realize it
is the only way."

"No. I don't accept it. And just as you vowed so many
years ago to abolish death's power, given a chance, I would
choose to release myself from the shackles of this
immortality."

Emelia offered no reply. There was nothing to say. Vladimir
had made his choice. She leaned close and kissed him softly

before she turned to go. The night awaited her.
X 3k Xk Xk

Later, deep in the cellar shadows, Mira waited. It was
nearly dawn now and she knew Emelia must return soon. Her
mind still fought to dispute the truth she'd come to know. She
wanted more proof of the evil monster her sister claimed to
be.

Her eyes widened when she saw what her heart had told
her was impossible. Emelia passed through the wall itself. Her
pallor was gone and she wore a pink flush, her lips still soiled
with the telltale splatter of blood. Her ethereal motion
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reminded Mira of a gentle spirit gliding in the wind, but she
knew no human could move like that. The truth hit her hard
and she choked back a sob. Emelia was truly a vampire and
the children were in danger. The sooner they were out of their

parent's grasp, the safer they'd be.
X 3k Xk Xk

Several days later, Mira struggled with shaking hands to
button her blouse. The mirror reflected a pale woman with
wide blue eyes and a nervous smile; a reflection she barely
recognized. The past week had drained her of physical and
emotional energy she couldn't afford to lose. Acceptance of
Emelia and Vladimir's fate had not come easy, but that night
in the cellar had given her no choice. With Olga's help she'd
formed what she prayed was a solid plan. Today those plans
would be set into motion with Emelia's funeral.

She checked her watch and noted it was time to leave. The
car would be waiting to take her and the children to the
church ahead of the guests. She couldn't be late.

At the nursery door, Mira paused and watched Olga cooing
softly at little Arianne as she swaddled her snugly. Her throat
tightened as tears bit the corners of her eyes. Now is not the
time, she chided herself.

Mira forced a smile as she bent to straighten Michael's
bowtie. "There now, don't you make a handsome young man?
What a big boy you are."

Olga gently placed the baby into Mira's arms, then turned
to Michael. "Now you be good for Aunt Mira. Listen to her and
help her with your sister..." Her expression shattered like
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crystal in a tempest as she turned back to Mira. "May God ...
be with you."

"Olga, please leave as soon as possible. It's not safe for
you to stay."

The nursemaid gave no immediate reply and escorted
them out of the nursery. "It's time. You mustn't miss your
flight."

X X X X

In the church, incense floated over the pews as the large
group of mourners gathered like black shadows. Bright
sunlight pierced the stained-glass saints of the windows and
created colorful prisms on the pale tile floor. Before the altar
where the priest prepared to offer solace, strength, and hope
eternal, a linen-draped mahogany casket basked in the
prayers and grief of the parishioners. The organ began to
rumble a low funeral hymn and the last of the mourners rifled

sideways into their seats.
X 3k Xk Xk

In the car, Mira bowed her head and whispered a prayer
over Arianne as they sped toward their destination. She
watched Michael stare out the window as the fields and
livestock rushed by in a blur. Not too much further, she
thought with a sigh. The finality settled in her mind like a
closing door. Soon it would be over.

She met Peter's glance in the rearview mirror, and his
expression betrayed unspoken anxiety. She cradled her niece
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tighter and took in the sweet aroma of baby powder as she

wedged herself firmly in the confidence of her actions.
X 3k Xk Xk

At the cemetery, the open grave gaped in a hungry
expression as the coffin rested on supports. The priest's
touching eulogy and prayer evoked more tears, and with a

final blessing, he dismissed the mourners to their pain.
X 3k Xk Xk

Jets blasted overhead at the airport as Mira covered
Arianne's face lightly with a hanky against the heavy fuel
stench. She took Michael by his sweaty little hand and
glanced once behind to see about Peter. He moved at an
annoying pace and she stopped herself from barking orders to
step it up. She couldn't walk fast enough with the terminal

now in view.
X X X X

After the last of the mourners departed, the first shovel full
of warm soil splayed over the casket below. Several cemetery
workers pitched heartily, each toss bringing them closer to a
hot meal and their fill of plum wine. The work continued in a
steady rhythm to bring the day—and Emelia Von Tirgov's life

to a close.
X X X X

Mira felt claustrophobic as the fasten seat-belt signs lit up
overhead. The jet's engines whined louder and the plane
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began to move. Michael had fallen asleep beside her and
Arianne cooed softly in her arms. They were on their way.
She forced herself to breathe deep as her heart hammered
inside her chest. She knew she should be relieved that
everything had gone as planned. Still, an uneasy feeling
gnawed at her soul. Mira jumped as Michael suddenly cried

out in his sleep, "Mama!"
X 3k Xk Xk

As the daylight faded over Von Tirgov castle, deep in the
cellar below, Emelia abruptly awoke from her cryptic sleep.
She'd heard Michael's cry. Her senses told her that her
children weren't in the house. They were far away from her
now. She knew it was still daylight and realized she was a
prisoner in her tomb, unable to reach them. Her guttural
scream echoed the damp walls against the silence of an
empty house and heart. Her children were gone.
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CHAPTER 7

Emelia breathed in the night's musty scent. She would
take no pleasure in the hunt tonight. Several weeks had
passed since her children's' abduction. No trace had been
found, but she knew where Mira had taken them. Olga had
nearly paid the ultimate price for her betrayal, but Vladimir
had stopped her. He'd reminded Emelia they needed Olga to
care for their home and guard their secret. It was understood
she could not leave, or Vladimir would be forced to silence
her. Olga's nephew, Peter, had stayed on as well to care for
the grounds and tend the horses. The Von Tirgov castle
remained alive in appearance only.

Emelia's black skirt draped over Borak's back in graceful
folds as she rode. They'd traveled for hours during the night,
over hills and through forests to finally reach the caverns near
the Alps. Her acute sense of smell told her there were no
humans near, only a faint metallic scent. It had been a full
day since she'd fed and the tight opalescent skin across her
bony hands alarmed her. The craving inside for the taste of
human blood would soon drive her mad.

Suddenly alert, Emelia dismounted and tied Borak to a
nearby tree. The damp leaves padded the sound of her
approach through the thicket. An owl's hoot questioned her
intrusion from a thick branch above. She raised her head to
take in the air and hurried past the watchful bird. Beyond the
trees ahead, she detected the smell she'd sought—a human
scent.
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She peered through the heavy brush and saw a figure in
the darkness. Emelia's throat tightened in anticipation of her
feast. A young woman stood alone in a small clearing and
Emelia wondered why.

The woman turned as Emelia approached; there was no
scent of fear around her, it seemed she expected to meet
someone. Emelia kept her eyes fixed on the victim without a
word. As she reached for her, the woman was jerked away.

A tall, hooded figure wrapped an arm around the woman's
waist. At once she surrendered, exposing a creamy white
neck. Emelia raced forward and severed the hold with a knife-
like sweep of her arm. This was her meal. The woman fell to
the ground, but before she could crawl away, Emelia grabbed
her by the hair.

Emelia's chest felt as though it might explode from hunger.
Her jaws gave a powerful thrust as her fangs emerged. She
bent to take her Kkill.

Suddenly, the figure drew back the hood and exposed a
man with long white hair and blazing green eyes. His twisted
sneer revealed razor fangs of his own. Emelia heard his
throaty laugh as he swiftly thrust-kicked her in the chest. She
flew backwards and landed hard against a tree.

With one fluid movement, the vampire picked up the
woman like a rag doll and plunged his fangs into her neck.
Emelia watched with frustration and desire as blood trickled
toward the woman's breasts.

Emelia lunged. "T'll kill you for that!"

She scrambled to her feet, hissing, and slammed the man
hard. The woman's limp body dropped to the ground and he
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briefly stumbled back. His eyes fixed on Emelia as he wiped
blood from his chin.

His expression never wavered and he clutched Emelia by
the throat with one hand, lifting her. "I would welcome it," he
said, and suddenly released her. She dropped to the ground
beside the victim, face to face with eyes frozen wide in a
stare of surprise. Emelia looked longingly at the blood, now
drying on the woman's skin and felt the ache return.

A heavy hand rested on her shoulder, its large ruby ring
inches from her cheek, as the vampire's voice filled her head.
I am Daegon Enescu, coven-master. Come with me, Emelia,
and you will never hunger again.

She knocked his hand away and got up. "You're Daegon
the thief! And how do you know me?"

He smiled at her discomfort. "You are Vladimir's wife."

"How do you know Vladimir? Did you steal from him, too?"

"I know many things. For example, you haven't fed for
over a day, your horse is tied just beyond those trees and you
would do anything to retrieve your children." His final words
were acid on her bleeding heart. Her desperation rose.

"What do you know about them? Tell me."

"I'll do better than that. I will show them to you." Before
she could react, he reached out and cupped her chin.
Immediately a vision formed in her head...

Beyond a white fence, Michael ran through a small yard of
thick green grass and chased a flock of black birds. As he
reached for them, they rose up in flight and scattered into the
bright blue sky. He clapped his little hands and called out,
"Wee! Birdie!"
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Mira chased after him and scooped him up in her arms.
Michael giggled as she tickled him and they entered a petite,
white bungalow. Inside, Emelia followed the vision past a tidy
kitchen and down a narrow hallway, where pictures hung in
neat rows. Gilded frames housed faded black and white
photos of their parents and homeland, telling the Brasov
family history.

She watched Mira head into the first doorway on the right.
Emelia's heart pounded hard as she saw Arianne kicking and
wriggling in her crib. She'd grown so much already and her
wide, dark eyes were alert to Mira's voice. "Where's my girl?
Are you ready to play?"

Emelia's arms reached to hold her child close and smell her
sweet baby aroma. She closed her eyes tight as the vision
faded into the darkened forest around her. She grabbed
Daegon's arm and fixed her gaze on his emerald eyes. "Show
me how you do this," she commanded. "Teach me to be like
you!"

Daegon's long chin lifted slightly as he looked down at her.
"Ah, it seems you are a great deal wiser than your husband."

Emelia was cautious. "What do you mean?"

"He declined my offer to bring him to his full potential as
vampire. Together, we could have ruled the night. But he
prefers to wallow in guilt and self-pity."

"VIadimir never mentioned you. He's very strong and
doesn't need your help."

Daegon smiled. "You're quite right. Now that he's taken
you as his victim, he is no longer rabid and his powers will
grow much stronger. Believe what I tell you, for my two
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centuries as vampire have been quite the learning
experience—experience I'm willing to share."

Intrigued, Emelia refused to let him know it. "I'm only
interested in getting back my children. What good is eternal
life if your will to live has been taken?"

"Vampires have no use for a will. You are immortal." He
seemed to read her thoughts and finally said, "But I can help
you. Your powers are crude, but not beyond polish. What I
have shown you today is but a taste of the potential you hold.
You can have what I have."

"At what cost?"

Daegon arched a long gray eyebrow. "You would put a
price on your children?"

Emelia's cheeks burned. "I asked you what cost. I didn't
say I wouldn't pay it."

He pulled his hood back over his head and stepped over
the dead woman as he disappeared into the woods. "All I ask

is your allegiance."
X 3k Xk Xk

"Here we are." The clean-shaven attorney slid the
paperwork across the cherry wood desk. "Arianne's last name
is now Brasov."

Mira scanned the documents and struggled to comprehend
legalese. "It went smoother than I'd anticipated. I hope the
orphanage will work out as well."

The man's expression spoke volumes, when his eyes
wouldn't quite meet hers. He shuffled a stack of papers. "I'm
sure it won't be a problem, Ms. Brasov. Adoption is big these
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days, especially children from other countries." He set the
stack aside. "If you'll excuse me, I still don't understand why
you aren't keeping both children."

Mira squirmed in the cushioned high-back chair and felt
her cheeks grow warm. He seemed to be cross-examining her
over the decision to put Michael in an orphanage. Wasn't he
supposed to be on her side? She couldn't share the real
reason—that both children were in danger as long as they
were together. She knew Emelia and Vladimir would stop at
nothing to get their children back. Her escape to the United
States had only bought time, not safety.

She forced a reassuring smile. "It was not an easy
decision, Mr. Peck. But I am unable to care for more than one
child," she lied. "I feel little Michael will be better off at St.
Paul's Orphanage. There, he will get the proper education and
have a chance at adoption. Believe me, it is the hardest

choice I've ever had to make, but it is necessary."
X 3k Xk Xk

Vladimir reached the castle just before dawn to find Emelia
absent. She'd grown more brazen against the day light, often
returning as the first rays penetrated the morning haze. He
feared she no longer cared for her life and welcomed the
searing death the sun had to offer. She'd become desperate
in her search for Michael and Arianne, although they both
knew where their children were. She had become adept at
seeing their daughter through her mind's eye, a trick the
coven-master, Daegon, had taught her. Vladimir knew he
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could not be trusted and feared for Emelia, yet she would not
give up on the hope he would help her.

They knew Arianne was well and living with Mira, but their
link with Michael had been broken. He realized they had to
make contact with her before they lost both of them, but they
could not leave their homeland and risk destruction. Every
day he could see Emelia dying a slow, agonizing death at her
loss, and he knew of only one way to obtain the power he
needed to save her. However, he'd vowed never to return to
the curse he'd denied so long ago, although there was no
other way.

Vladimir allowed his mind to enter the depths of a trance,
drawing into the world of the dead. He had neglected his gift
for so long, yet it came easily as he focused his mind. The
familiar weightless sensation filled him as he drifted among
the gray fog of the spirit world. He needed to find a desperate
soul willing to do his bidding at any cost. Tortured spirits cried
out for rescue and peace as he passed through the void. Their
sunken eyes cried tears of blood as they clawed at his
presence. He pushed through them toward an intense feeling
of pain that seemed to call to him, and reached out for a
nearby shadow.

Vladimir winced and drew back from the raw agony before
him. He saw a man in eighteenth century attire come into
focus and bow before him. "Master. Save me from this
torment!"

Vladimir knew he'd found his servant at last; the one who
would become Arianne's dark conscience and eventually force
her to return home.
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CHAPTER 8

St. John, Indiana 1995

Mira ran the open scissors along the ribbon and watched it
curl into a springy peach tendril. She secured it atop the tiny
white gift box and smiled at her decorating attempt. Arianne
would be very surprised by the contents. It had never been a
question of what she would give her niece for her twenty-first
birthday, but rather what style. Mira wanted to give her a
locket similar to the one that had been given to her on her
twenty-first birthday. But fashion had changed and she knew
the locket would have to match Arianne's taste or it would
end up in the dresser drawer under a pile of dilapidated
pantyhose.

Her own locket was identical to Emelia's—a two-inch
diameter mother-of-pearl oval, with an embossed silver
cursive B for Brasov. When times were tough in their lives,
she and Emelia both stood firm on the foundation of their
heritage and let it build them up to meet any challenge. Mira
smiled. There had been many moments over the past twenty-
one years raising Arianne, that she had found herself
clutching her locket. Through temper-tantrums, chicken-pox,
cheerleading, and puberty, she'd held firm to her locket and
to her belief that she'd done the right thing so many years
before.

On her way to Arianne's room, she spied the parade of
hallway pictures that had grown considerably since she'd
moved in. The walls read like a pictorial time line of her life
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with her niece. From kindergarten through high school, the
photos reflected a bud of a child with wide dark eyes and
blue-black hair to a glowing beauty with full, pouty lips and
creamy olive skin. Arianne was Mira's pride and heart, yet so
much like her father in looks.

Mira propped the gift on Arianne's dresser jewelry box and
glanced at the snapshots framing her niece's mirror. The little
girl room had slowly changed over the years into a young
woman's, as she traded Barbies for a bra and teddy bears for
a telephone. On her nightstand were several college books in
place of glamour magazines. Arianne knew what she wanted
out of life and already referred to herself—in Mira's company
only—as Dr. Brasov.

A knot formed in Mira's stomach when she considered that
one day soon she would have to reveal the truth to Arianne
about her parents and the past. Although she'd never heard
from Emelia since she'd taken the children, Arianne could be
in danger now that she was grown and soon to be on her
own. She needed to know the truth. Dread filled her like a
dark shadow seeping into her simple, content life. The painful
secret must be revealed in order to protect her.

Mira jumped at the sound of the kitchen screen door and
hurried out of the bedroom.

"Aunt Mira?" Arianne called. "Where are you?"

"In here." Mira settled into the living room recliner with a
book.

Arianne's cheeks were flushed with excitement. She
quickly scanned the bookshelves and tabletops as she
chattered. "I aced that biology exam and found every book I
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need for my research paper in the library. What luck, huh?"
She planted a kiss on Mira's forehead and plopped onto the
couch, briefly checking behind the pillows.

Mira grinned. "Lose something?"

Arianne shrugged. "Maybe."

Mira casually turned another book page. "Can I help you
find it?"

"I think you can." Arianne moved to the floor beside Mira's
chair. "It's a huge box with a large red bow," she fully
extended her arms, "and it has something special inside."

Unable to stand the game another moment, Mira reached
over and hugged her niece, whispering in her ear, "I think
you'll find it on your dresser."

"Really?" Arianne was already on her feet.

"Happy birthday, baby."

Arianne grabbed Mira's hand and pulled her from the
recliner. "I can't believe you fit a Porsche in my room!"

Mira rolled her eyes and smiled. Not on a baker's salary. It
had taken months to save for the locket. Although she'd been
able to use the sizeable inheritance from Emelia and Vladimir
for raising Arianne, Mira had chosen to keep it separate,
putting it in trust until she turned twenty-one.

She and Arianne had lived comfortably off of her salary,
using only some of the inheritance for big ticket items like her
high school class trip, a prom dress and, of course, college
tuition.

She watched Arianne's reaction as she tore off the
wrapping paper and opened the box. "Oh, Aunt Mira, it's
beautiful. It's like yours!"
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"Well, not quite. I chose something a little more modern. It
opens like mine, though. Here, let me show you."

The gold-faced, oval locket displayed a bold B font in
emerald birthstone accents. The tiny side latch opened the
piece with places inside for miniature photos.

The young girl wrapped her arms around Mira's neck. "I
love you Aunt Mira, and I'll never take it off."

Mira stepped behind her and draped the necklace around
her neck. "Now, let me give you the speech my father gave
me when I received my locket." She secured the clasp and
turned Arianne back around to look at it. "Grandpa Andrei
said, 'Never forget your roots—where you come from. You will
always be Brasov!'" She smiled and added, "And you'll always
be my girl."

A faraway look settled over Arianne's bright expression.

"What is it? What's wrong?" Mira asked.

Arianne clutched the locket gently. "I'm not being
ungrateful, Aunt Mira, but when you said I should never
forget where I came from, I draw a blank. I know I came
from Romania after my parents died, but that's all I know.
What are my roots?"

Mira barely heard her question. Her palms were suddenly
wet with perspiration and her heart galloped hard in her
chest.

"Aunt Mira? Are you all right?" Arianne asked as she
followed her aunt's gaze across the room.

There on the pillow of the bed lay a long-stemmed, red
rose.
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Arianne picked it up and took in a full breath of its scent. "I
didn't even notice it till now. It's beautiful. Thank you." She
put the flower to her nose once more.

Mira's limbs felt like ice and she sat on the edge of the
bed. "Arianne, today you are a grown woman and you're
right—you should know your background. But now it's for
your safety as well as heritage."

Arianne put the flower aside. "I don't understand.”

Mira wet her lips. "I didn't give you the rose. It's a

message from your parents.”
X 3k Xk Xk

Black eyes watched from the shadowed corner of Arianne's
bedroom as Mira explained the sad truth about her parents.
Shylock shifted silently as the story continued.

"So you see, Arianne, it's very important that you
understand, and that you watch yourself. I hate to bring this
to you on your birthday, but they've made contact and your
life can never be the same."

Arianne crossed her arms over her chest. "Ha. Ha. Now
what's with the Halloween talk, Aunt Mira? Is there another
surprise for me?"

"I'm afraid not. It's the truth. Your parents are vampires."

"But they don't exist."

"Yes, they do. I saw your mother ... what she does to
survive. She isn't human, and that makes you half mortal and
half vampire."

"That's impossible." Arianne felt her chest tighten.
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"I understand this sounds unreal to you, but you must
believe me for your own safety. I can't protect you anymore.
You must be strong and alert, because I don't know what
they'll do. The only thing I'm sure of is that they want you
back with them, in Romania."

Arianne sat beside her. "I can't believe this. It can't be
true. How insane! But I know you wouldn't lie to me. The hurt
in your eyes is so real. Are you sure there isn't some other
explanation?"

"None that I know of. I saw the proof myself."

"So my parents are alive?" Arianne looked hopeful.

"Not really, Arianne. They're just ... shells of what they
used to be. But I'm afraid they want you back."

"No way. It's finished as far as I'm concerned."

Mira frowned. "What do you mean? It can never be
finished."

"I intend to finish it. I promise you, I'll never let my
parents have their way—I'll never return to Romania."

"But aren't you the least bit curious about them?"

"How can I wonder about people I've never met? You're
the only parent I need. We have no one else—we're family."

Shylock watched the two women hold each other as tears
were spent. How touching, he thought bitterly. He moved
from his isolated space and stood close enough to touch them
as he fanned his hand over Mira's head.

Dear Mira. You've forgotten a very important part to the
story. Wouldn't Emelia be disappointed with you if...
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He leaned close to her ear and whispered, "...she knew
you'd left out little Michael?" He chuckled to himself as she
abruptly drew up stick straight.

Mira gasped. "Did you hear something?"

Arianne shook her head. "What was it?"

Mira trembled inside. "I'm not sure, but I heard ... no, felt
something."

"Let's go have some tea. I think we both need a break
from the subject.”

As the two women left, Shylock departed, deep in thought.
Vladimir was wrong. His daughter was not going to return so
easily. He must find a way or lose hope for his freedom
forever. Things were not like they once were, long ago, when
he had made the rules, and then broken them, a time when
he had no master. If he wanted to taste freedom again,
Arianne's cooperation was not negotiable.
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CHAPTER 8

Arianne returned to her bedroom still trying to digest her
Aunt's news. Vampires? It couldn't be. She was a modern
woman, in a modern world, ready to go after her dream of
becoming a doctor. None of it made sense. She didn't believe
in ghosts, and she certainly didn't believe in vampires. It
broke her heart when she considered seeking professional
help for Mira.

She jumped when icy fingertips grazed her cheek. Her
reflection in the mirror showed nothing there. All this talk of
the walking dead was making her skittish.

When she turned, she gasped to see a man in black.

"Good evening," he said.

Arianne squeezed her eyes tight. Her mind told her this
couldn't be happening. Victorian gentlemen didn't just
appear. When she opened them, he was still there.

"Who the hell are you?" She stepped back.

He bowed curtly. "I am Shylock Duval, your dark
conscience."

"Get out."

"Not until I get what I came for." He adjusted his cape.

Her eyes narrowed. "And that would be?"

"You."

"My parents sent you, didn't they?"

"I am here at your father's command."

Arianne threw the rose at him. "What are you? Some sort
of ghost?"
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"I've already told you. I am your dark conscience. I'm here
to remind you that your place is in Romania with your
parents."

"What's in it for you? What did my father promise?"

Shylock looked away.

"Well?"

"My freedom. Eternal rest."

"Ah, then you are a ghost. Well, let me save you the
trouble. You're wasting your eternal time."

He began to fade, but his parting words were clear.

"You can never be clean, Arianne. The curse is upon you."
X 3k Xk Xk

Months had passed since Arianne's twenty-first birthday
and her visit from Shylock. When she'd told Aunt Mira, she'd
broken down, asking Arianne's forgiveness for not telling her
the truth sooner. She'd worried that his presence in Arianne's
life could have somehow been prevented if she had. But
Arianne had assured her that wasn't the case and she would
deal with the annoying apparition in her own way.

"I'm stronger than you think. And I'm not afraid of some
specter with an attitude.”

Since then there'd been only a few signs of his presence
with an occasional long stem red rose appearing in odd
places, and the eerie feeling she was being watched. He
stalked her to a park bench one afternoon where she'd tried
to ignore him. Finally, she'd suggested her parents come and
get her themselves. His answer had been vague and he'd
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quickly disappeared afterward. If that was the most he was
capable of, she decided she could live with it.

The school year was set to begin. Gratefully, she'd found
her growing excitement and busy schedule had occupied her
mind. She set aside the college paperwork and reached for
her journal. There was so much to tell, yet too much to
consider.

August 12, 1995

Dear Journal,

Another school year will be beginning in two weeks. I'm
anxious to continue my studies. It is sure to be a long road,
but one with a foreseeable end, a happy ending. My life
situation, however, does not seem to have that luxury,
considering Aunt Mira's confession regarding our past
together.

Through it all, my dear Aunt Mira risked her life to bring
me out of my parents' evil world and raise me as her own.
She has given me the sense and courage to continue. Yet,
somehow, I get the feeling she's not telling all. Could there
possibly be more to this somber tale? I won't let her down
and insult her years of sacrifice by returning to Romania.
When I reach the end of my path, I will be Dr. Arianne
Brasov, holding firm to the roots of the woman who means
everything to me.

My quest now, is to find the way to make me whole again,
to cleanse my darkened soul. Can this ever be?

A knock at the door interrupted her writing. "Come in,"
Arianne answered.
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Mira peeked inside before she entered carrying a can of
soda. "I thought you might like a drink. You've been in here
quite a while."

Arianne closed her journal and shoved it aside. "Thank
you, Aunt Mira. I've just been collecting my papers and
thoughts for school. I can't believe it's only two weeks away."

Mira sat on the edge of the bed. "Me, too. This summer
flew by. But you're on your way to becoming the first doctor
in the family. I couldn't be more proud.”

"I'll miss you, you know. Dorm life can be fun, but it's not
the same as home."

"Well, I'm here for you anytime. Call me when you get
lonely, and I might just do the same."

Arianne traced an imaginary line across her desk with her
finger. "This will be my first year away with Shylock haunting
me. Most students bring their clothes, books, and favorite
stuffed animals—not their dark conscience. But then, I'm not
like most student's, am I?"

Mira's expression turned serious. "I was frightened when
you first told me about him, but from what you've said, I
believe you can handle Shylock. Remember, he has no real
power over you. He's only here by your father's command to
entice you. Nothing more." She smiled and added, "He might
even prove entertaining when you're trying to stay awake,
burning the midnight oil."

"I could do without him. And one day I will. There has to
be a way."

"I'm afraid he won't rest until you do as he asks. Your
parents want you back at any cost, so watch yourself."
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"Yes, Shylock explained their desire for my return to the
homeland, so I asked him why they simply don't come and
get me? He said it isn't safe for them here."

Mira rose to leave. "Well, I have confidence in you,
Arianne. Stick to your convictions and he won't sway you."

After Mira left, Arianne undressed for bed. She hadn't told
her aunt about her recent feelings of doubt and curiosity.
Could she hold off forever in the fight to ignore her parents'
wishes? Would she eventually give in and find herself in
Romania? Her troubled dreams were filled with visions of
places so familiar to her, yet she'd never actually been there.
In her heart, she knew they were of her native home. At
times, her soul ached to stop the fight, embrace the truth,
and accept her fate. Yet, in the morning after the night's
shadows burned away in the dawn, reality always confronted
her at the breakfast table in the form of Mira's loving eyes.

She clutched her locket with new determination. This
torment could not last forever. She must know who she is!

Through her clouded senses, she became aware of the
scent of roses. She turned to find Shylock.

"What do you want?" she asked bitterly.

He stepped from the shadows. "Why must you fight so?
Surely, you understand your peace of mind is very simple to
obtain." He continued past her, his cape fanning the pages on
the desk as he strode. His expression remained thoughtful as
he stroked his long chin and made his way to the window.
She watched him warily. With his palms pressed against the
sill, his ribbon-tethered ponytail lingered over his collar like a
snake wearing a bowtie.
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Arianne sneered at his proper gentleman ways, able to see
beyond the white gloves, and suave demeanor. She knew he
was nothing but a puppet trying desperately to regain his own
soul.

"What's your story, anyway? How did you get into this
mess?" she asked.

"It's a long, boring story, dear."

"I've got all the time in the world. You're from what, the
1800's?"

"Yes. I was a con man in my day, and quite good at it, I
must say."

"Married?"

His expression was grim. "No. Sadly, I never realized that
dream."

"Then you were in love?"

"Yes. Her name was Angelique Knightsbride. She was the
daughter of a wealthy department store owner."

"What happened?"

"My career was exposed by someone with a vendetta
against me. After Angelique learned the truth as to how I
made my living, I received a letter explaining she was to be
married to another man."

Arianne felt the pain of his loss and realized there was
more to Shylock than she'd thought. He wasn't a shallow,
self-centered jerk.

"So how did you ... die?"

"I went to prison for killing a man who'd prostituted his
daughter. I felt I'd done the community a great service. The
authorities didn't share my vision. Murder is murder. It was at
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Newgate Prison, even before my trial, that I suffered my final
disgrace. Drunken prisoners raped and murdered me for the
sport of it."

"But how did that bring you to my father?"

"I'd never been judged or punished for my deeds and thus
my soul went to purgatory where I would never experience
peace, or hell. Then came your father."

Arianne hung her head. Perhaps she'd been too harsh on
her personal ghost. He was suffering just as she was. They
both wanted their freedom.

His voice cut her thoughts. "And that is my story. Please
understand, I'm not here for your pity. I'm here to bring you
back to your parents. It is your rightful place."

The old Shylock was back.

"You're only looking out for yourself, Shylock. A con man
at his best. Get out. I'm not in the mood for your twisted
advice and pathetic pleas. I will never return to Romania and
never become what my parents expect of me."

He moved toward her. Arianne met his gaze, never
wavering as he lifted her chin to look into her eyes. His
gloved fingers seemed to hold no temperature at all.

"I know your thoughts, my dear. You have your own
doubts and desires. How long can you possibly fight them?"

She pushed his hand away. "Till I return your dandy-ass to
my father once and for all. You know, Shylock, you're just like
anything else in this world that eventually outlives its
usefulness. One day my father will grow tired of you and send
you back where you came from, where you'll never persecute
another man's daughter."
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Shylock winced briefly as though she'd struck him. Was it
pain she saw? A sudden memory? His expression smoldered
under a lasting stare as his image slowly faded.

His voice was a whisper, "Nor a man's son." Then he was
gone.
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CHAPTER 10

Emelia left Daegon's lair in the caverns after delivering his
evening kill once more. Allegiance, she'd learned, meant
trading her service as a vampire for training. It was more
than loyalty; it had become a pact between them. It was a
small price for learning the ways of her new life and building
the powers that would enable her to find her children. Surely,
after twenty-one years she was almost ready.

Daegon had not shirked his part and had spent countless
nights with her, instructing and correcting her. "Unless you
want to starve, you must believe that timing is everything.
There is a way to hunt and a proper way to Kkill. These things
you must learn.”

And learn she did. Night after night, they hunted together,
slipping among the mortal population undetected until it was
too late and a victim would fall. She soon mastered the art of
stealth motion, and was able to move so quietly even the
candle flames did not quiver. Her kills were quick and smooth,
mercifully taking the prey before they could succumb to
overwhelming panic.

"You must be quick and never allow their hearts to race
too long, or blood will be wasted when you enter them,"
Daegon had warned.

Her powers of flying, invisibility, and speed improved
beyond even Daegon's expectations and he behaved like a
proud parent over a child's accomplishments. Yet, his tutelage
had come with a price, as she brought his prey like sacrificial
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offerings. How long, she wondered, before she would
command the night as the coven-master, with nothing to fear
but the light of day.

"And what of that?" she had asked her mentor. "What
power does the sun hold over us?"

He studied her for a moment, as if she'd asked the
impossible. Then he said, "It represents the light of God. It
exposes a vampire for what he really is and forces him to face
his own evil, which ultimately destroys him."

"Then that is all there is to fear?" she asked.

A tired sigh escaped him as he pulled back his hood.
"There is something else, for which you are not ready."

"What is it, Daegon? I want to know."

"In time, you will come to understand that your
immortality is limited because of your physical presence. You
can die."

"What is it?" she repeated. "Tell me."

He closed his eyes briefly and started, "It is the Jen-Ku you
must fear. They are the reason many of us feel trapped in this
place. Only a few are able to get passed them or survive an
attack."

"Who are they? How will I know them?" she asked.

"Who or what they are isn't important, but you will know
them to be like no other human."

"I don't understand. What gives them so much power?"

"They are a prestigious priest sect that broke from the
church hundreds of years ago. They are a considerable force
against the vampire."

"How can a priest kill?"
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"Ah, you're wise to question this. Since the church does
not recognize vampires, it cannot deal with what they call the
walking dead. It cannot condone murder, even in the name of
God, and therefore claims no association with the Jen-Ku."

Emelia frowned. "Why are they so feared?"

"A Jen-Ku priest is highly trained in the martial arts and
they have developed many powers, some equal to the
vampire, including the ability to cloak their thoughts. The Jen-
Ku weapon of choice is a curved dagger formed to cut out the
vampire's heart with speed and accuracy. It is written, they
will not cease until all vampires are extinguished from the
earth. If you encounter one, you will be unable to get into
their mind, and that is your cue to flee."

"But how is it your coven has survived in the caverns all
these years?"

"I am the primary defender, and they do not attack us
here. Still, we have lost many to them."

"Is that what happened to Jerrick?"

"Yes. The poor fool wouldn't listen to me and came to find
an ambush."

Emelia recalled hunting that particular evening with
Daegon, when they'd come upon a coven member writhing on
the ground. Jerrick's chest had been sliced open, his heart
missing from its protective cavity. Daegon ordered her to stay
with Jerrick and hurried off into the forest seeking the Killer.

She cradled the vampire, but was helpless as he clung to
her, his body jerking in spasmodic rhythms as he choked on
thick, blackened blood. Eyes wide in terror, Jerrick's gaze
fixed on her, never releasing until his head fell back into her
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lap. She watched in horror as his skin tightened against his
bones until she thought it would tear apart. Finally, it turned
black like badly burned meat and shriveled to dust.

She forced the memory away as she made her way back
home and listened closely for any unusual sounds nearby.
She heard only forest animals along the ground and hurried
on. The sky had turned from deep black to purple. The sun
would soon rise. Sadness gripped her as she felt without
hope. She longed for the day she would be powerful enough
to overcome the Jen-Ku, and her only fear would be the sun's
light on her darkened soul. For on that glorious day, she
would leave this place to fulfill her promise and her heart's
empty void to find her children at last.
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PART II: DARK DESTINY
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CHAPTER 11

Chicago, Present

Harriet Gross wriggled her arthritic toes inside fuzzy pink
slippers as she sat on the side of the hospital bed. This was
the first time in weeks she'd been able to get up by herself
and go to the bathroom. She swore there was a permanent
bedpan etching on her behind.

She scuffed along the smooth floor tiles pushing her I.V.
pole with one hand as she held her open-backed gown closed.
Inside the bathroom, she checked her appearance in the
mirror. Sunken blue eyes rested in hollowed sockets against a
yellow-gray complexion. Tiny sprigs of white hair resembled
sporadic weed patches sprouting from her bald scalp. The
chemotherapy had had its way with her body, and she
decided she'd seen healthier looking holocaust victims. But
there was hope—hope like never before.

When she'd been diagnosed with leukemia, the prognosis
had been grim. No one, including Harriet, ever expected to
live over a year—let alone be cured. When Dr. Brewster
approached her about an experimental procedure involving
DNA exchange, she'd said yes immediately. What did she
have to lose except the cancer? Her husband, George, and
daughter, Sally, had tried to talk her out of it, arguing at least
some time together was better than none. They reminded her
that if the treatment failed or went wrong, she could die
within days. Harriet had decided to take the chance.
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Sally reluctantly obliged as the DNA donor, and Harriet
was moved to the intensive care unit prior to the process to
insure a more secluded environment from the press. Even
staff members had no idea what was about to happen.

The morning of the procedure, she'd been prepped,
drugged, and allowed to see her family before being wheeled
into the operating suite. Although she'd floated in and out of
twilight sleep, she recalled Dr. Brewster's pleasant blue eyes
above a white mask and his reassuring words, "I'm ready to
kick leukemia's ass, care to join me?"

An hour later, she'd awakened in recovery and felt no
different than before. The wait began. That was almost two
weeks ago. Since then, she'd had more tests than ever. She'd
been probed, prodded, and poked like a piece of oven meat.
It had been emotionally draining, physically exhausting and
yet spiritually uplifting with the daily hope she held in her
heart.

Harriet's energy and blood count levels were slowly
returning to normal, and she'd gladly said good-bye to her
excruciating bone pain. Gone were the night sweats and
sleeplessness. Erased from her routine were the countless
times a day she'd pressed the PCA, or patient controlled
analgesic pump, attached to a port inside her chest. It
seemed to her Dr. Brewster's plan was a success.

She checked her teeth in the mirror and smiled. No
bleeding gums. "Hmm. At this rate, I'll be back in a bikini by
June and will need a weekly hair appointment again. Who
knows? Maybe that younger DNA will even give me back my
sex drive!" Happy tears flooded her eyes at the thought of
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having a normal life again. With the tests results due back

tomorrow, she had only one more day to wait for a miracle.
X 3k Xk Xk

Inside the large cathedral, aromas of incense rode the
sound of chimes as altar candles cried tears of the whitest
wax. Red-cushioned, oak pews hugged either side of the long
aisle, beside the stained glass windows that displayed
landmark biblical scenes. The immense pipe organ stretched
hollow fingers toward the ceiling as if in praise, while its great
symphonic lungs rumbled the communion hymn.

Parishioners lined the way to the altar, some standing
quietly meditating on their own dark thoughts, others chatting
softly to one another, but all had come to together for the
common purpose of hope and the promise of forgiveness.

Dr. Arianne Brasov bowed her head to finish a prayer
before making her way to the front to receive communion.
She stared at the statue of Christ on the cross until someone
nudged her to move ahead. For six years, she'd prayed for a
miracle, for some sort of sign that she would be healed. How
long, Lord? Am I wasting my time here?

She knew it was probably a sin to be here; yet, she
realized hope hides fear and common sense from the person
who needs it most. She gathered her courage and moved
closer to Father Jonah as he offered communion. His white
robe was bright against the soft yellow lights above the altar,
and he held the surreal look of a glowing saint. How she loved
him.
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When she'd first arrived in Chicago, she'd been alone and
scared. Father Jonah had come to her rescue. He'd prayed
with her and had listened to her hopes for the work she was
starting at the Research Center. She was living a dream come
true, and yet she could not confess the entire truth. The past
was catching up fast and not even God could save her if it
did.

Communion wine trickled down Arianne's throat like warm
blood.

"Body of Christ..." Father Jonah's voice echoed throughout
the cathedral as the communion procession continued.

She looked away from the silver cross that hung about his
neck, and became locked with the young priest's gaze. His
mournful expression called to her. Unreadable, it spoke
volumes. Her naked soul stretched before him and she stifled
a cry as his lingering stare branded her with Hell's fire. It
seared her to the core and she broke from the line, nearly
colliding with an elderly woman wearing too much perfume
and a sweet smile.

The woman's crooked index finger pointed to a spot on
Arianne's blouse. "Peroxide is the best way to get that out.”

Arianne frowned at the bright red blotch of communion
wine.

"Best hurry home before the stain sets, dearie." The
woman waddled on toward the next row of pews.

Arianne closed her eyes and felt the same haunting
presence she'd felt when she'd entered St. Victor's Church.
The unwelcome aura was a warning to turn her away. She
grabbed her coat and purse and hurried toward the large
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ornate doors. Her steps quickened through the entryway past
statues wearing fixed, penetrating stares.

"Go. Hurry," one whispered.

Her breath caught when she heard the dead saints
suddenly scream, "Get out! Leave this place before it's too
late!"

She pushed the heavy door open and rushed outside. Her
heels descended the marble steps at a staccato pace. An icy
gush of Chicago air filled her lungs as she turned her face to
the skies. The frigid winter sun did nothing to warm her
frozen soul. Arianne rushed from the sanctity of God's house
unaware she was being followed.

Traffic din blared as she pressed ahead, but it did not
drown the saint's wails in the wind. She buried her face in her
scarf and hurried on.

Suddenly she was yanked to an awkward stop, and found
herself looking up into eyes of stone.

"Arianne." The familiar voice was ancient and heavy.

For a brief moment, her heart ached with pity, pity that
quickly turned to anger as she recalled her stalker's evil
intent. With gritted teeth, she spat his name. "Shylock. I
should have known." She jerked her arm free and stepped off
the curb.

He fell into step beside her, his voice much calmer now
behind a dark smile. "Why do you torture yourself? You can
never hope to be pure." Was it sarcasm or warning in his
voice?

"Get away!" She picked up her pace.

"You cannot escape your heritage."
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She dodged a slew of oncoming pedestrians and pressed
ahead. "In God's house even a whore can be made clean.
Why not me?"

Shylock's expression was incredulous. "Because she has
only taken the seed not the blood!"

Arianne stopped. A lifetime of heartache and guilt ripped
through her thin defense. She slapped his cheek hard.

Shylock only smiled down at her. "Was that for me or your
father?"

She slapped him again, this time harder.

His smile grew weary. "For Mother?"

Before she could raise her hand once more, she stubbornly
met his gaze. What was she doing?

"Go to hell." She pushed him out of her way and
disappeared into the crowd.

He looked after her and frowned. "Too late."
X X X X

Brasov, Romania, Present

As the sun sets behind the Transylvanian Alps, the
shutters and shades of the small town in its foothills quickly
draw closed with locks intact. The children playing hard on
the streets and yards carrying the sweet smell of dirt and
sweat are called in for the night, away from their imaginations
and into the reality of a safe home. For thirty years it has
been this way—for eternity it will always be.

Tourists roam the streets freely with their guidebooks and
cameras in tow, completely unaware of the well-founded fear
of the locals. The night terrors that have cursed the area for
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years are explained as legend or ghost story for tourism
purposes, but the discovery of hundreds of bloody corpses
over the years cannot be passed off so easily.

Those who have seen it for themselves and have lived to
tell about it, recount the sight of a beautiful woman with
flowing blonde hair, riding recklessly on a red horse. Her
white dress appears fluorescent in the darkness—a fleeting
streak of light against the moonlit night. It is only when she
stops that fear spreads like fire in a parched desolate forest.
Some say her screams can be heard for miles and echo over
the Alps—a heartsick banshee cry, perhaps in response to her
own pain or fear. It is for this she is known as the horse

demon...
X X X X

Dusk enveloped the small graveyard where Emelia knelt
beside the tombstone that bore her name and epitaph.
Vladimir's rested next to it, covered with dried leaves and bits
of gravel, which she gently brushed away. The sky slipped
into the twilight hues of purple and gray, summoning her
nocturnal hunger. It was time to hunt.

She kept her head lowered to give the somber impression
of one deep in mourning at a loved one's grave. She knew
there would soon be a passerby who would come near enough
to comfort her. She could see it in her mind like a gypsy's
prediction in a crystal ball. This she had learned from Daegon.

For many years, she'd remained loyal to the coven-master
in return for his tutelage in the ways and powers of the
vampire. Her frequent visits to the coven lair had upset
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Vladimir. He'd told her Daegon was of the highest evil and not
to be trusted. But her powers had grown and surpassed her
husband's. His mistrust of Daegon had cost him, and he
would never be considered for coven-master, should
something happen to Daegon. Emelia had proven herself
worthy of this title, yet she cared nothing for the position. Her
desire was only for her children.

While she held hope of seeing them again, she knew the
circumstances would be quite different now, for they were
grown. It was her goal to find and bring them to their own
potential as spirits of the night—as vampire. The Von Tirgov
name would live forever and they would rule a coven of their
own.

Arianne held the most promise for this plan, for according
to Daegon, she was half mortal and half vampire. "All that is
needed, is her first kill to become full vampire. Surely, she
could be persuaded by you, Emelia, as her beautiful, immortal
mother."

She knew she must build her powers to enable her to
leave Romania without fear of destruction. Vladimir's plan to
convince Arianne to return by using Shylock was a waste of
time. He'd failed every attempt to bring her daughter home
and she wished her husband would join her in the effort to
find a way to leave Romania. Once they were in America, she
was sure the task would not take long and she and her
children would rule the darkness.

Emelia's senses were magnified by a sudden presence.
Dramatically crossing herself to show her grief, she bent her
head as in prayer. The figure shuffled quietly toward her, the
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steps muffled in the dew-sodden grass. A brief smile formed
at the success of her ploy. Who can resist the grieving widow?

She felt her nerves bristle when a hand rested gently on
her shoulder. Her comforter was a priest. Had he been just
any priest, a simple man of the faith, she would have
entertained no fear, and in seconds his soul would have been
released to the heavenly Trinity. But Daegon had taught her
well. Unable to penetrate this man's thoughts, she knew he
was a Jen-Ku.

Emelia played along and hoped to maintain his belief he
was comforting a widow. Suddenly, she detected the pungent
adrenaline aroma that signaled his readiness to fight. He
knew what she was.

She thrust upward and sailed over his head, landing
behind him. Crouched and ready, her fangs descended into
place. Only one of them would leave this graveyard of their
own accord. Emelia vowed it would be her.

The priest turned quickly and dropped into a roll, avoiding
her kick. He drew his dagger from the belt around his tunic.

Emelia leapt high onto the thickest branch of a nearby
tree. To her amazement, the priest followed.

He balanced easily on the lower branch; his voice was a
coarse growl. "You cannot escape the Jen-Ku."

Emelia lunged. "Escape is for cowards."

His strength was more than she'd anticipated and with one
swift turn, he held her immobile against the tree's trunk. "I
release you to hell!" he called and thrust the blade into her
chest, pinning her to the tree.
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Her dress grew sticky with ebony blood. She summoned
her strength and clutched the priest's throat. His eyes bulged
wide and he released the dagger in order to fight her vice-like
grip.

She raised him high above her head. "Hell is for tourists.
Try living in my world."

With that, she brought his throat to her parted lips and
sunk her fangs deep as she drank. His piercing screams cut
through the night.

Finally, she threw him from the tree and watched him
hurdle to the ground. She grabbed the dagger's pommel and
jerked it from of her chest. Immediately the fire inside ceased
and she saw the wound heal in the moon's pale light.

Emelia jumped from her perch and seized the priest by his
hair to finish him. With his blood running freely from her
mouth, she pressed her open lips to his and forced him to
drink his own blood, commingled with her saliva. He would
now join her in the curse he so vehemently despised. He
would be hunted by his own kind.

As the priest lay before her, his eyes wide with the wonder
and great fear she'd felt upon her own dark birth, she smiled
in triumph. "Welcome to your new life."

With new blood flowing through her, she felt the heat of
strength rise once more. She knew she had used her powers
well. Tonight she'd proven her readiness for the challenge
that awaited her. After thirty years of patiently learning and
waiting, the time had come for her to find her children. The
Jen-Ku no longer held any power over her.
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CHAPTER 12

"Damn it! We're so close." Dr. Arianne Brasov pitched the
white blouse she carried across the desk to her boss.

Dr. Fred Brewster held it up with a questioning look.
"Really, Annie, I was under the impression ours was strictly a
working relationship. Should I toss you my trousers?"

"Don't Annie me. You're the only one who can get away
with that silly name. And no, I don't want to see your lily-
white ass, but I do want you to look at this stain on my
blouse and tell me what you think."

He frowned over the top of his bifocals and gently rubbed
the red blotch. "Looks like blood, but then I'm only a
hematologist. What do I know?"

"Exactly! How could that wine have turned to blood?"

He took a closer look. "Where did the stain come from?"

"A sloppy communion at St. Victor's. Why?"

"That could explain it." He examined it closer.

"I was afraid you'd say that. Guess I suspected it all
along."

"Let's test it to be sure. Could be a reaction against the
material that makes it appear to be blood."

Arianne gave her mentor a loving look. "Nice try. But we
both know what it is and why. This curse is killing me, Fred. I
can't live with this treacherous secret much longer. Sooner or
later, someone is bound to find out what I am."

Fred's expression darkened. "Everyone has demons, Annie.
We all have a baleful side better left shielded. But yours can
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be erased." He made his way around the desk and took her
hands into his own. "Look. You're right. We are close. And
we'll keep looking until we find a way to make your blood
normal again. Don't get discouraged, we have time to find
your cure."

Arianne felt her eyes begin to burn. God, how she hated to
cry. "Was I ever normal, Fred?"

"Of course, you were. Before your mother was bitten, you
were a happy little fetus, waiting to start your life. But then
the unthinkable happened and your mother became a
vampire. Unfortunately, you shared her blood, but only part
of it. You had normal blood cells, Annie, and they can be that
way again. We just have to find a safe way to cleanse the bad
cells. Be patient a little longer."

Arianne picked up her blouse again and shook her head.
"If we don't find a cure soon, my parents will find a way to
take me back to the dark side forever. I can't let that happen.
I'd take my own life."

"Annie, don't talk like that. We'll figure it out, I promise.
Our work here is extremely innovative. I'm convinced DNA is
the key to unlocking every disease and deformity in the
universe. When those results come back on Mrs. Gross today,
we'll know if we're on the right track. It will prove our theory
on sectioning out and replacing DNA. All we need is one cure
for the green light. Once that happens, we can start the
process for your cure. But as I've said before, we need to find
a donor with clean DNA, preferably from a family member."

"I know my Aunt Mira will do it."
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"Yes, but we need a back-up in case it doesn't work.
Matching can be a tricky thing."

"There's no one. My only relatives are vampires."

"We still have time, Annie. I promise you we'll find a way.
But I won't rush the process. It has to be perfected, otherwise
it could kill you."

Suddenly the office door swung open with a brief knock. A
lab technician entered in a white lab smock and smug
expression. His tone failed to reflect sincerity.

"Sorry to intrude, Dr. Brewster, but I have those results
you were looking for." The tech's gaze fell on the stained
blouse in Arianne's hands. "Looks like blood, Dr. Brasov. You
should try peroxide."

Chills chased up her spine. "Yes, I've heard that
somewhere."

Fred was clearly annoyed by his employee's rude intrusion.
"Roger, Dr. Brasov and I were having a private discussion. I
would appreciate a better attempt at knocking next time."

The tech shrugged and offered a weak smile. "Sorry, boss.
Guess I was just excited about the news and wanted to be
the first to congratulate you."

Fred glanced at Arianne before asking, "Congratulate me
for what?"

"Well, Dr. Brewster, the results are in on Mrs. Gross.
Everyone's goin' wild in the lab. It looks like you've

discovered a cure for leukemia."
X X X X

Von Tirgov Castle, Romania
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Shylock felt his master's summons well before he found
himself at the castle. The Chicago park bench where he'd
been sitting and watching the ice skaters circle the pond
became fluid beneath him and the scene began to fade. A
great force drew him slowly into a consuming gray shadow
that brought him to Von Tirgov Castle.

He passed through walls of stone and into the library
where he stared at the dancing flames of the fireplace. How
long must I wait for peace? When will my ravaged soul be
allowed to submerge in blissful, eternal slumber?

If only Viladimir could feel my pain. His expression turned
dark at the reality. He knew his evil past had mapped his
future. After all, a bastard child turned con man didn't really
deserve paradise. Surely, God could absolve his sin and at
least allow his soul to rest—no longer lingering in limbo or
playing slave to a hell-bound master.

He broke his stare from the flames and swallowed the hurt
and anger he harbored. In the end, he doubted Vladimir
would truly free him, and in perfect irony, he would be the
victim of a con game.

Suddenly his attention was drawn to the awkward bending
of the fireplace flames. A great gush of wind snuffed out the
blaze and fanned a sooty cloud across the room. Shylock
raised an arm to cover his face from the ashes and heard his
master's voice.

"You fool!" Vladimir thundered.

Shylock dropped to one knee and bent his head. "Master."
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"Where is my daughter? I do not feel her presence." The
vampire moved across the room away from Shylock and the
cooling logs ignited once more.

Shylock watched his master cautiously. Vladimir's face
glowed against the yellow light.

"Master, it is a difficult task. Arianne is not willing to come
and share your life. Instead she desires freedom from the
family's curse."

Vladimir turned on him. "That can never be! She is half
vampire and now that she's grown, she's in danger of the
Jen-Ku. Arianne must return to the safety of our castle before
it is too late!"

Shylock waited for the wrath to fall. Surely, Vladimir would
send him back to purgatory now that he'd failed. He was
surprised to hear the sudden calm in his master's voice.

"Do not allow her to think that way. Now, I understand
why she doesn't come. You have failed me and ultimately
yourself. You speak of freedom for my daughter, but don't
you see your own freedom lies with Arianne? When you
accomplish your task, I will give you eternal rest and final
peace. Not before! If you are wise, you will make her see the
truth."

A movement in the doorway drew Vladimir's attention.
"Emelia. Come in."

Shylock watched her glide across the room to greet her
husband. She planted a tender kiss upon his cheek and
leaned against him. "Darling? Will you retire soon? The sun
will rise before long."
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Vladimir brushed a lock of blonde hair from her neck.
"Soon, my dear. I'm instructing Shylock about Arianne."

Emelia's gaze turned cold. Her exposed fangs glistened as
she hissed at him. "What good is he, Vladimir? He has proven
useless in the endeavor. Surely there is another way? Our
daughter is in danger. Every day pushes her further from us
and closer to the fate that will destroy her. Why do you have
patience with this fool?"

She placed both hands gently to Vladimir's face. "Don't
force me to spend eternity without my children."

Shylock turned away, afraid his anger would show. Too
often, he entertained the fantasy of watching the shocked
expression on her pale oval face as he wrenched her
blackened heart from her chest and exposed it to the sun's
light. He smiled now at the thought of the cold dark liquid
pouring from her chest while she fought for another breath.

Vladimir's voice pierced the dream. "Shylock, my wife is
just in her concern. We've been patient long enough. If you
do not bring Arianne before the next full moon, you will
indeed spend eternity in purgatory.”

He dropped to his knees. "No, Master. You promised. You
promised me freedom! I will do anything for you. I beg more
time!" He cowered at the vampire's anger.

"Before the next full moon or I will return you to the gray
abyss where I found you!"

Shylock slowly raised his head to find he was alone.
Fireplace embers were dying now, along with his hope. As his
body grew transparent to leave the castle and return to
Arianne, he knew what he must do. This time he would not

95



Destiny's Call
by Scarlett Dean

fail.
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CHAPTER 13

Arianne greeted the condo security guard as she made her
way to the lobby elevators. The elderly black man offered a
smile from behind the large desk as smooth jazz played from
the small radio beside the phone. Arianne was convinced
Rhorman Tines had been part of the blue prints when the
condominiums were built. She couldn't recall a time when he
hadn't kept his vigil over the building and she felt a sense of
security when she came home late at night. Nothing got
passed Rhorman.

She pushed the elevator button and longed for a hot
shower and a cool glass of wine. Her feet ached, her stomach
growled and the events of the day chased themselves inside
her brain like naughty two-year-olds. She entered the
luxurious mirrored elevator and grimaced at her reflection.
Her hair stood at attention thanks to the "Windy City," and
complimented the shadows under insomniac eyes. She leaned
her head back and felt her stomach go briefly weightless as it
back-talked from nutritional neglect. The past few days had
not been kind to her work schedule or her hopes. The wine
stain on her blouse had tested positive as blood and
confirmed her suspicion that her cursed soul had no business
in church, let alone taking communion. It was just another
reminder she would never be clean—never see a cure.

To add sunshine to the paradise of her day, she'd lost her
best friend and co-worker to fame. Dr. Brewster's discovery
had proven how fickle life could be. The medical community
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had prayed for a leukemia cure for too long. Then boom, it
happened. But the joy she'd anticipated was absent, replaced
by fear and resentment. Guilt clutched her stomach when she
realized how selfish she was being. This miracle had taken
away the one man on the planet who possessed the genius to
save her. Their work together to find the cure for her dark
secret was temporarily on hold, for Fred had been catapulted
from behind the microscope and into the spotlight. No more
midnight sessions at the lab testing and examining all
options. Her mentor was more likely to be spending his
evenings talking with late night talk show hosts on the
subject of slide staining techniques. Her hope was slowly
dying.

She opened her condo door and found herself smiling for
the first time all day. "Come here, baby."

A low-pitched howl filled the spacious entryway as the
sixty-pound wolf made his way toward her, ears lowered.
Arianne bent to embrace him. "Destiny, what's wrong? You
look like you've been naughty. Did you chew up another bra?"
The wolf licked her chin and howled once more.

She buried her head in the animal's white fur and held him
close. "You're the only thing right in my life, even if you were
a gift from my parents.”

Two years before, she'd moved to Chicago, far enough
from Indiana to spread her wings and close enough to home
and Aunt Mira. For the first time, she had her own apartment,
utilities in her name and some second-hand furniture.
Although her schedule had been hectic, it should have been
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the best time in her life as the new Dr. Brasov, but she had
labeled one day in particular, the worst day of her life.

Finally settled with her medical credentials in order and a
positive outlook, she'd landed a job in the emergency room at
a large Chicago hospital. The first month had proven to be
tough with sixteen-hour shifts and meals on the run. Yet, she
felt good about herself and the work she did—everything from
controlling midnight fevers to successful heart codes. Her
tainted past was slowly fading into the forgotten shadows and
she held the hope that if she buried herself in the work she
loved, her pain would eventually die and wash away. Then it
happened.

The emergency room door burst open as a young woman
in a faded bathrobe rushed inside. "Help me! Somebody
help!"

In her arms was a frail, bony child of about eight, in pink
and white Barbie pajamas. The child's bare feet were gray
and her left arm dangled over her mother's like a flaccid
dishtowel. Arianne's heart hammered. She knew in her heart
it was too late. Tears soaked the mother's cheeks as she
helplessly offered the little girl to Arianne. As she cradled the
child, she heard the woman whisper, "Please, save my baby."

Behind the curtain, everyone realized the child had been
dead for quite some time, apparently passing in her sleep.
Her bald head showed the signs of post-chemo, peach-fuzz
growth. As she examined the child's ravaged, emaciated
body, Arianne felt a strange overpowering burning in her soul.
There was nothing more she could do for the little girl, yet
she continued to poke and prod. Why, she wondered? What
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had gone wrong? How could this be prevented from
happening to someone else? Before long, she felt a gentle tug
on her sleeve. It was one of the nurses.

"Dr. Brasov, we really need to call it," she said softly. "The
mother is waiting."

Arianne closed her eyes to clear her mind. What would she
say to the mother—the hope for a cancer cure is right around
the corner, but medical science hasn't come quite far enough
to save your daughter? Later, as she held the grieving woman
in her arms, she knew she'd turned a major corner in her
career. She decided to become a soldier in the war against
cancer as a researcher.

When she reached her apartment that evening, she
inserted the key, and had stopped when a low whine came
from inside. She listened carefully and jumped back when
something scratched at the door. Before she could run for her
neighbor's across the hall, she heard a mournful wail, as if in
distress. Fear cast aside, she slowly opened the door to find
two, wide brown eyes staring up at her surrounded by thick
white fur. How had the pup gotten in, she wondered?

A low growl followed by a high-pitched howl commanded
her attention. She picked him up and he nuzzled her neck.
The sweet puppy scent filled her senses and she felt a sudden
rush of release and comfort after her horrific day. Her heart
abruptly tumbled from its high spot when she noticed the red
rose on the kitchen table, beside it a folded note. The animal
licked her chin as she read it.

Dearest Arianne,
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Your parents have sent you the wolf pup as a token of
their love and for your pleasure and protection. They do love
you and wish for you to embrace your destiny.

—Shylock

For the first time in her life, she felt a strange bond with
the parents she'd never met. She wished in her heart she
could accept their love. Shylock's words caught her attention
as she reread the last line ... embrace your destiny. She held
the wolf up to her face and looked into its eyes. "I think that's
a wonderful idea, probably the only one Shylock has ever
had. I will embrace my destiny, and that is what I will call
you."

She smiled at the memory now as she made her way to
the kitchen with Destiny following close behind. The flashing
light of the answering machine briefly caught her attention.
Her stomach clenched. What now? She decided to wait until
she'd eaten and continued into the kitchen.

"Come on," she called to the animal. "I'm sure you're as
hungry as I am and if I don't get something to eat soon, T'll
be howling right along with you."

Blinded by the kitchen light, she blinked hard in disbelief.
A single long stemmmed red rose lay upon the counter.

"Damn," she whispered under her breath.

"Indeed." The familiar deep voice echoed in the kitchen.

She whirled around ready for a fight. "How many times
must I warn you to stay out of my home?"

Shylock brushed passed her. "As many times as you wish.
It will do you no good." He uncorked a bottle of burgundy and
poured a glass for her. "I'm here to stay. Drink?"
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She snatched the glass from his hand and threw it against
the wall. The shattering sound felt good to her bleeding
emotions. She wanted to smash another. A long splintered
shared glistened on the floor and she grabbed it. Her voice
was barely a whisper as she pinned him against the sink.

"Now you listen to me, you useless, black-hearted sack of
worms. Tell my father I want no part of his blood-sucking
family reunion. I will not come to him, now or ever. He is
wasting his time and your talent as a dark conscience."

Shylock cocked his head and looked down at her. He raised
an eyebrow and grinned. "My, you are a tough little
vampiress. Why don't you cut me and see if I bleed? Perhaps
that's just the push you need to see the error of your ways."
He clutched her wrist and eased the shard toward his throat.
"Go ahead, Arianne, take the blood. It is your destiny."

Before the glass could pierce his skin, there was a low,
seething growl behind them. Arianne sensed what was
coming and quickly jumped aside. The wolf lunged, knocking
Shylock to the floor.

Arianne stood nearby watching. "No, Shylock. That's my
Destiny and apparently, yours, too."

As the wolf ripped another piece of his shirt away, Arianne
smiled and snapped her fingers. "Heel."

The wolf immediately stopped the attack and came to her
side.

The unwelcome spirit got up and adjusted what was left of
his shirt. "You don't understand the implications of your
actions. When your father released me from purgatory, I
owed him my very existence. He is my master and I will do as
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he asks. Do not underestimate my worth or power. For
although I do his bidding, I am not without a will of my own.

Arianne held Destiny's collar tight. "Is that a threat?"

"Merely fact, my dear. You don't realize I also have the
ability to help you."

"Help me what—go to hell with you and my parents?"

"Hardly. You're achieving that all by yourself. But there is
a way for us to both achieve our goals."

Arianne couldn't turn away. His eyes stared through her;
his words enticed her soul. Was it possible that her dark
conscience could actually be the one thing to save her?

Before she could ask, she saw his features fading, but his
parting words stayed with her like a haunting melody.

"There is a way, Arianne. All is not lost."

n
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CHAPTER 14

Across town, Lieutenant David Spears trudged up the
narrow staircase of the Windhaven Apartments and noted the
rancid cigar odor before he reached the second floor. The gut-
wrenching smell meant only one thing—the Chief was on the
scene.

What the hell's he doing here?

A uniformed officer greeted David at the top of the stairs,
his radio cutting in and out with a static voice. "How's it
going?"

David shook his head. "I love my job, Petrie. I love my
job." The steps creaked under his weight as he slid a hand
along the wobbly railing. "Is that incense I smell?"

The officer rolled his eyes. "No. That's just the chief's no-
sense cigar."

David passed several officers in the hallway and an older
woman in curlers, wearing a tattered winter robe. An
apartment door stood open near the end of the hall and
exposed a circus of people inside from cops to forensics. In
the center ring of the chaos stood ringmaster, Chief Jessie
"Mags" Magnus, puffing away on a bite-size stogie.

"'Bout damn time you got here, Spears. Your beeper need
new batteries?"

"I couldn't find the apartment in the fog of cigar smoke,"
David replied as he continued passed his superior toward the
crime scene. To his annoyance, Mags followed.
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"Yeah, well, you better make your little comments while
you can. After twenty-five years, I've about had all the fun I
can take. Retirement's lookin' pretty good right now."

David ignored the man's idle threat—the same one he
always reserved for stressful days or the only comeback after
a good zinger by one of his staff members.

"How'd you get here so fast, Mags?"

"I was down at O'Riley's downing a few brews when the
call came in. Figured I was close by. What the hell."

David nodded. "So, what do we have?"

"Single male, about twenty-five, found after neighbors
downstairs heard a bunch of noise and called the landlady."

"That her outside in the robe?" David entered the small
bedroom with Mags on his heels.

"Yup. Wait till you see this, Spears. It's quite creative."

David moved inside the small master bedroom and into the
bathroom to find the victim on his knees, his head wedged
inside the toilet. A black leather dress belt had been tightened
around his neck, cutting into the skin.

"Who is he?" David asked.

"His name if Paul Bently. The landlady says he's employed
at the Research Center as some sort of lab tech or
something."

The detective bent and searched the floor for clues. "How
long ago did this happen?"

"The call came in about ten with complaints of excessive
noise."

"T'll need to talk with the tenants," David stood. "Any sign
of forced entry?"
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"Nope. No visible footprints either."

"Maybe he took his shoes off," David teased.

"How thoughtful. But doesn't that strike you as a little
odd? With all the crappy slush outside, this guy comes
waltzing in here across the fansie-pansie white carpet and
doesn't leave a smudge?"

"We'll see what prints come up. We may not need his
feet."

"Whoever he is, he's not too bright, coming in here at
night with all the other tenants at home. Anyone could have
seen him leave."

"When it comes to murder, you don't always need to be
smart, just lucky."

Mags moved out of the way to let an evidence technician
by. David started to follow, then stooped to inspect what
looked like a tiny paper fragment stuck on the nail head of
the doorway threshold. He called the tech over. "You'll want
to bag this."

Not smart, just lucky.
X 3k Xk Xk

"Dr. Brasov?"

Arianne jumped at the unexpected interruption. When she
swung around on her stool, she saw a sandy-haired man with
tan, rugged features. Cop, she labeled, and turned her
attention back to the microscope. "What can I do for you,
Officer?"

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him move beside her
as she continued to count platelets on the slide.
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"I was going to introduce myself properly, but you've
proven to be a psychic. There's probably no need to tell you
my name." The man crossed his arms over his chest.

Arianne straightened and silently reprimanded herself for
being such a bitch. When you stay up all night with your dark
conscience, it can do terrible things to your manners. She
smiled and shook hands with him. "Touché. Can we start
over?"

His lop-sided grin said it all. "Sure."

His hand was warm and caressed hers firmly. Arianne
cleared her throat. "Uh, and you are?"

"Detective David Spears, Homicide. Can I ask you a few
questions about Paul Bently?"

"Ah, that was you on my answering machine last night."

"Yes."

"Sorry I didn't get back to you. I got in late and forgot to
check my messages."

"No problem."

Arianne frowned. "Is Paul in trouble?"

"Yes, I'm afraid so. Paul was murdered last night in his
apartment."

"Oh, my God. I can't believe it. Why?" She suddenly felt
cold all over.

"That's what I'm trying to find out, but more importantly,
who."

"If there's anything I can do Detective Spears, please let
me know."

"Please call me David." He leaned against the counter.
"Actually I'd like to know if you have any ideas about who
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might want him dead. You know the usual scuttlebutt around
the workplace. Was he having any problems?"

"What kind of problems?"

"Gambling, drugs, a bad break-up recently?"

Arianne thought a moment. "I really didn't know him that
well. The lab techs kind of hang around together and leave us
doctors out of it."

"I see." He glanced around the spacious lab, his attention
drawn to the microscope. "So this is the famous lab. Nice."

"Yes. This is Dr. Brewster's lab. Small, but effective.
Actually, we all work together, but he's in charge. The
discovery was his and we're all very excited for him."

"Pardon my observation, Dr. Brasov, but you don't sound
all that enthused.”

She forced a smile. "Do I give that impression? I don't
mean to. We worked closely on other projects and he's been
a mentor to me. This is the miracle we've prayed for and,
frankly, it couldn't have happened to a more deserving
person. I suppose I kind of miss him now that he's been
thrown into the limelight."

David nodded. "Well, all that Hollywood stuff fades pretty
quickly when another hot media ticket shows up. He'll be
back in the lab sooner than you think."

Arianne smiled. She hadn't thought of it that way. After all,
she knew Fred wouldn't be able to keep away from his work
for too long. He loved what he did more than anything.

"I think you may be right. Finding a cure is just the
beginning. We still have a lot of work to do."
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The lab door swung open and Arianne looked up to see one
of the lab techs coming in.

"Good morning, Jimmy. I'd like you to meet Detective
David Spears."

The two men shook hands as Jimmy teased, "What did you
do, Dr. Brasov?"

David's glance made her uneasy. There was something
about him that made him easy to talk to. Too easy.

"Don't get your hopes up, Jimmy. I'm not going anywhere.
Detective Spears is looking for some information on Paul
Bently."

Jimmy shrugged his wide shoulders. "What's up with
Paul?"

David straightened. "I'm sorry to tell you this, but he was
killed last night."

"No way. What happened?"

Arianne watched David's expression change. Gone were
the easy smile and warm glances. He was back to business.
"He was murdered."

Jimmy swallowed hard, his large brown eyes wide.
"Murdered? I can't believe it. Who'd do something like that to
Paul? He was the nicest guy here."

"I'm sure he was, but not everyone felt that way. Have
you heard anything lately that might indicate he was in some
sort of trouble?"

Jimmy ran a pudgy hand through his short hair. "Not
really. But he was kind of quiet. Never said much about his
personal life."

"How well did you know him?"
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"Not too well. He hung around with other guys from the
lab, but I'm not into camping and all that. I wish I could help
you."

"Thanks, anyway, Jimmy." David turned to Arianne. "I'll
need a list of all the lab employees, and I want to speak with
each of them."

"Sure. Whatever you need." She turned to Jimmy. "Could
you get the employee roster for the Detective?"

"I'll be right back."

David's expression softened as he said, "Thanks for your
help, Dr. Brasov."

Arianne felt her cheeks grow warm at his smile. She hadn't
blushed since college. What was happening to her? "Please
call me Arianne."

Their gazes locked briefly before he turned to follow
Jimmy. She wanted to call him back, then realized how foolish
that was. They'd just met. How could she possibly know
anything about him? Dr. Brewster's wise advice came to
mind. "Arianne, sometimes when our minds can't make sense
of something, our hearts have to do the serious thinking for
us and come up with the real answers."

Right now, her heart told her David Spears might be a
person worth trusting.
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CHAPTER 15

That night, Arianne awoke drenched. The nightstand clock
showed it was only midnight. She braced herself and knew
what was next. The coming of the full moon always triggered
violent physical attacks, barely controlled by any medication.
At the advice of Dr. Brewster, she used Demerol to ease some
of the pain.

She fumbled in the drawer and found the small leather bag
that contained the syringe and ampoule. The body aches were
nearly at their peak and she quickly injected herself.

Destiny whined on the other side of the bedroom door as
she bolted it shut. He, too, seemed to know what was about
to happen. "Be a good boy and go lay down," she called.

Before the last words were out, she doubled over in pain
and hobbled to the bed. She crawled under the covers and
gripped them tight against her. Suddenly her blood grew cold
and her teeth began to chatter. She was freezing and no
amount of blankets would keep her warm.

Hot tears flowed down icy cheeks as she shivered violently
in bed. How much more could she take? Each attack seemed
to grow more dangerous than the last. Through her blurred
vision, she thought she saw a dark shadow in the corner by
the dresser.

"Shylock?" she whispered.

Another round of shakes gripped her and she squeezed her
eyes shut. She could hear Destiny scratching at the door,
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desperately trying to get in. After a few seconds, the shaking
ceased.

Arianne laid her head back against the back of the bed and
took a cleansing breath. The pain was already beginning to
break through the painkiller. Next time she would have to use
a higher dose. Her body was on fire now and she stripped off
her gown and saw her skin pink with heat. Naked before the
mirror, she took in the view of tousled ebony hair and
bloodshot, animal-like eyes. Her open mouth exposed pearly
white fangs that glistened against the lamplight.

She pushed herself from the dresser and rushed for the
door. The knob was slippery in her hand and she groped at it
clumsily. The door wouldn't open. She yanked hard and shook
it without success. Arianne threw her head back and
screamed as she repeatedly thrust her shoulder against it.
Then the shadow she'd seen a moment ago, moved out of the
corner, and Shylock stood before her.

"You know what to do. End your torture and become
complete. Be whole."

Her gaze followed Shylock as if in a trance. The pain was
easing and she told herself to fight.

As she stood before the mirror again, he commanded,
"Look at yourself! You are Arianne Von Tirgov—heiress to
your father's empire. Go! Take your victim and be done! Do
not deny yourself any longer."

With that, the bolt on the door flew open, giving her
freedom. She could feel her strength return and felt her head
begin to clear. Her fangs glistened as she hissed at the dark-
haired vampire before her and she fought the desire to suckle
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warm human blood. The longing threatened to overpower
her, but she focused on Fred's encouraging words. "I promise
you we'll find a way."

She heard her phone in the living room and the answering
machine pick up. How she wanted to answer and hear a
human voice. She needed to keep a clear head. Instead, she
stiffened as Shylock caressed her shoulders from behind.
There was something comforting in his touch, like a brother
tending to a younger sister. He remained silent and his eyes
would not meet hers in the mirror. As she lost consciousness,
she felt the gentle way he allowed her to sink to the floor.

She awoke in the fetal position a short time later, alone.
X k Xk X

Emelia closed her eyes as her silken gown shimmered
down her bare skin and fell to the floor. She viewed herself
and smiled. After all these years, her body had not aged.
Immortality. Forever beautiful. How she wanted to share
these gifts with her defiant, strong-willed daughter. Arianne,
however, saw it as a curse. It would be impossible for her to
take her rightful place as a Von Tirgov unless she was
convinced otherwise. Emelia smiled. Soon that would change.

As her powers developed more fully, she would approach
Daegon for his help. The Jen-Ku were very powerful, but he
knew their ways. There had to be a safe way out of the
homeland. Her heart was light for the first time in years in the
hope soon she would find her daughter and quite possibly
Michael as well. Tonight was a celebration at her triumph over
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the Jen-Ku priest and the impending end to the pain she and
Vladimir had shared for too long.

The golden candlelight gave her skin a pale, buttery glow.
Suddenly there was a presence behind her and Vladimir's
mouth trailed her exposed neck. She turned to face him and
felt him harden against her, as she pressed close.

"Emelia," he whispered, "I would give you the world."

She nuzzled his neck. "I only want my children."

A deep, sadness showed in his eyes as he caressed her
face. "I cannot force Arianne to come."

"Then she will come willingly."

"I will find a way," he promised as they moved toward the
large canopy bed.

"I already have, my darling. I already have."
X k Xk X

Arianne approached the altar cautiously. It was the first
time she recalled seeing it barren. Only a long white cloth
covered the top—no candles, no incense, no offering. The
cathedral was vacant and she continued closer to the altar, up
the three familiar steps to the place where Father Jonah
usually stood for communion. The air was heavy and smelled
of mildew and burnt candles. A sudden chill gripped her bones
at the dampness, enveloping her like a death shroud.

Where was Father Jonah? She needed his gentle guidance
and warm acceptance now. The desire to be healed and
cleansed bordered on obsession, and she wondered if it were
possible at all. Guilt welled inside at the thought of the curse
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she dared bring into God's holy house—like Satan crashing a
baptism.

A quiet sob choked her as she fell to her knees before the
altar. She only wanted to be cleansed. Was this too much for
God, she wondered? As her body shook with heavy sobs, she
felt a warm hand rest lightly on her shoulder. She raised her
tear-stained face, and saw Father Jonah's reassuring smile.

"Why are you crying, Arianne?"

"Father, I'm so dirty. I can never be free. Even God has
turned His face from me."

He helped her up without a reply, and stroked her cheek
as he motioned for her to lie upon the altar.

Puzzled by his request, she asked, "Father, are you sure?"

His only reply was a nod and a brief smile.

On the altar, she laid back, arms to her sides, never taking
her gaze from him. As he began to pray over her with his
arms raised, she closed her eyes. She trusted her priest. He
was one of the few.

Suddenly, his voice became hoarse, as though he were
being choked. She opened her eyes and cried out at the sight
before her. The priest's eyes were shiny black and shaped like
those of a snake. His face had drained of its color, turning
grayish-white. She watched in horror as he leaned closer and
barred piercing white fangs. She struggled to get up, but he
held her down in a vice grip. A primal scream rose from her
soul as his fangs plunged deep into her neck.

Still fighting his grasp, the smell of blood reached her and
she realized it was her own. As the warm liquid trickled to her
chest, the sound of ringing bells grew louder. She felt her life
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slipping slowly away. Again the mass bells chimed through
the cathedral until she faded.

Ringgg. Arianne's eyes opened. She still felt the clutches of
her vivid nightmare as she tore herself from its aura. The
chiming in her dream had been the doorbell. She grabbed her
robe and headed for the living room as it rang once more.
She glanced through the door's viewer and saw David Spears.
Shaking herself from the dream's lingering effects, she let
him in.

His rugged features were more pronounced by the circles
under his eyes and stubble of facial hair. Apparently Detective
Spears was getting even less sleep than she was. He
projected a magnetism that drew her, and she wondered if it
stemmed from his confidence, cockiness, or that he simply
made her feel safe.

The warm smile she recalled from their first meeting was
absent. Today he was strictly business.

"Dr. Brasov."

"Good morning, Detective. It's a bit early for cloak-n-
dagger, don't you think?" Her smile faded when his failed to
appear.

"Arianne. Can I come in?"

"Sure. Is something wrong?"

She closed the door behind him, and motioned for him to
sit on the couch. He remained standing. Suddenly, Destiny
bounded in from the bedroom to greet their visitor. To
Arianne's surprise, David never moved as the sixty-pound
wolf came at him. Instead, he stooped and gave Destiny a
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brief, friendly rubdown. Satisfied, Destiny moved on to the
kitchen, sniffing for scraps.

David pinched the bridge of his nose and stood. "I don't
know how to tell you this, so I'll just say it."

Arianne felt her knees weaken.

"Fred Brewster is dead."

It didn't register. She knew David had spoken, but the
words didn't make sense.

"What did you say?"

"I'm sorry, Arianne. Dr. Brewster is dead."

Arianne sat on the sofa arm and closed her eyes. "Oh,
God. It can't be." Suddenly, she began to shiver. "What
happened?"

"That's the really tough part. He was murdered." David
moved closer and rested a hand on her shoulder. "It
happened at the lab."

"The lab? But how? Who?"

"I was hoping you might be able to tell me. Is there
anyone you can think of who would want him dead?"

Arianne felt like she was on automatic pilot as she headed
for the kitchen. Perhaps this was all part of her nightmare. If
she went about her routine, it would end like all silly bad
dreams—abruptly and happily-ever-after. Her hands shook as
she reached for the coffee can in the cupboard. Suddenly she
found it hard to see clearly passed the tears.

"Coffee?" she heard herself asking.

David raised an eyebrow as if to question her actions. She
ignored his look, and filled the coffee maker with water,
trying to collect her thoughts. None if this was going away.
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The reality hurt deep. Fred Brewster, her best friend,
confidante, mentor and, most of all, father figure, was gone.

She glanced toward the ceiling for answers she didn't have
and turned to David. "I'm sorry you have to see me this way.
Usually I'm quite cool under pressure. But this has shaken my
world. Fred was family."

His eyes expressed empathy. "I can understand. That's
why it's important for you to try and recall anything, any
detail, no matter how small."

Arianne let the fresh brewed coffee aroma fill her senses.
How many pots of coffee had she and Fred shared over the
years? "Strong java promotes a quick mind," had been their
motto. Right now clear thinking was in order.

"I can't think of anyone who would hurt Fred. Everyone at
the lab loved him."

"Not everyone. Keep trying."

She filled their mugs and shook her head. "How was Fred
killed?"

David winced as he took a sip from his mug. "Are you sure
you want to know?"

"Look, I'm a doctor. It's not as if I've never seen or heard
unpleasant details before. If I'm going to offer my help, I
think I should know everything."

"He had some serious chemical burns on his face, hands,
and throat..." His voice trailed off.

Her heart pounded and she moved in front of him. "And?
What aren't you telling me?"
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He cupped her shoulders. "Apparently he didn't die quick
enough for the killer, because the offender stabbed him in the
heart."

Arianne fought nausea as she pictured the brutal scene. A
wave of anger shot though her. Could it have been Shylock?

David broke her train of thought. "What? You thought of
something?"

"No. I wish I could help, but none of this makes sense.
Fred was the kindest, gentlest, and most intelligent man I've
ever known. The only thing I can come up with is jealousy."

"Jealousy?" David frowned.

"Yes. I know it sounds sick, but he found the key to a
leukemia cure. Do you know how many prominent, dedicated
people have worked on that for countless years? I would hope
that everyone who's ever worked or hoped for a cure would
be happy and grateful to Fred, but right now it's the only idea
I can come up with."

"I don't know about jealousy, but maybe something just as
sick. Who would stand to lose over a cure like that?"

Before she could answer, David's pager went off. With a
quick check of the message, he said, "I'm sorry, but I have to
go. Will you be all right?"

Arianne nodded and followed him to the door. She caught
a glimpse of her answering machine's flashing light. The
phone had rung the night before during her attack.

David turned back with his hand on the doorknob. "Keep
this locked to be on the safe side. I don't want to scare you,
but if these murders have something to do with the lab, we
don't know the connection yet."
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As the door closed behind him, she pushed the play button
on the machine. Chills raced down her arms at the familiar
voice.

"Annie, this is Fred. Call me ASAP. It's important. I've
found a vital piece to your cure. I should be here for a while
yet, if you can get back to me." With that, the message cut
off.
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CHAPTER 16

David pulled out of Arianne's condo parking lot and headed
toward the station. Traffic was unusually light and he
replayed his visit with Arianne, in part for the case and partly
for pleasure. Her tousled long hair and throaty voice told him
he'd awakened her. It was an enticing look. He also recalled
her shocked, painful expression at the news of Dr. Brewster's
death. He'd wanted to hold her close and protect her from the
hurt, but had maintained the necessary professional attitude
instead. With two murders from the same lab, he needed to
see all of the facts without clouded judgment, especially if it
meant suspecting the beautiful doctor.

He'd done his homework and according to background
information, Arianne was thirty years old and never married.
She'd worked with Dr. Brewster for three years and had never
been in trouble with the law—not even a parking ticket. She
had no family in the area, but there was an aunt in Indiana.
The records weren't clear, but his information showed, she
had been born in Romania and had been brought to America
after her parents' deaths. Consequently, her aunt raised her,
putting her through college and med school with a sizeable
inheritance from her parents.

As far as he could tell, she'd lived a relatively normal life
until her boss had found a leukemia cure and was murdered.
So far, she wasn't really a suspect, but she couldn't be
completely ruled out, either. If Arianne was keeping any dark
secrets, he hadn't found them.
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Think, David, he told himself. Who would want lab
personnel dead? It must have something to do with the
recent discovery. Whoever the killer was, they seemed to
have a definite plan. Forensics had found no unusual prints in
Paul Bently's apartment. The guy probably knew enough to
wear gloves. Lab gloves? Easy enough to obtain. Now Dr.
Brewster brutally murdered in his own lab—again, no forced
entry, and David bet they probably wouldn't find any prints
except for the employees'. Unless the murderer is an
employee.

At a red light, he pushed on the CD player and let his
thoughts ride the music. The possibility of it being an
employee put the whole lab in danger until they could find
him. Or her. This could easily turn into a serial killing of the
worst kind—a vendetta. Considering this option, he realized
the next likely target might be Arianne, turning her from a

possible suspect to potential victim.
X 3k Xk Xk

Forensics had never been David's favorite pastime.
Unfortunately, autopsies came with the territory if you were a
homicide detective. David glanced away from the body before
him, and focused on the beautiful coroner, Dr. Barbara
Gainor, who'd made it perfectly clear long ago, she wasn't
interested in anything but a professional relationship with
him. "Can't blame a guy for trying," he'd told her.

Since then, they'd become friends in the gruesome world
of murder. David rationalized that since his last relationship
had ended bitterly, he wasn't ready for another showdown.
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Perhaps that was true. Maybe not. Deep in the night, when
his spirits sunk low, alone in his empty apartment, loneliness
seeped in like dampness into arthritic bones.

A sudden, snap, shook him from his thoughts as Dr. Gainor
stripped off her rubber gloves and tossed them into the
garbage. "What's wrong with you, Spears? You look a little
pale." She slipped off her mask and began washing her hands
in the deep metal sink.

David shed his own mask as she dried off and walked into
her small office.

"Coffee?" She asked pouring two cups.

"You're brilliant," he said, accepting the steaming cup.
She plopped down into the high-backed office chair and
leaned back. "Ah, another great performance by Dr. Gainor."

Her grin faded as David sat down.

"Yeah. Bravo. Now let's hear the review." David stretched
out on the couch and closed his eyes.

"Jeez, Spears, you look like you're next. Sit up, will you?"

He remained prone, and propped his hands behind his
head for a pillow. "Yeah, you'd like to see me naked."

"Believe me, the only way I'd do that is if you were dead."

He sat up. "What a way to go. Can we just get on with it?"

She frowned and propped her feet on her desk. "Okay,
Spears. I can see you're into one of your dark, brooding
moods. Just the facts, ma'am?"

David nodded. "Something like that."

She pulled out a small notepad from her desk, writing as
she spoke. "Well, mechanism of death is a slashed heart. The
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burns on his face, hands, and down his throat were from
hydrochloric acid."

David wasn't surprised. "We figured it was something like
that. Based on the fluid spill over the counter, it looks like he
was doused with the acid in the lab, then was dragged or he
crawled, to his office where he was stabbed."

Barbara thought a moment and then said, "Chances are,
he was nearly dead when he was stabbed. HCL is toxic if
ingested or inhaled."

"We found an interesting smudged footprint at he scene as
well. Looks like the guy slipped in the acid." David leaned
forward taking another sip of coffee.

"Then you might want to look for burns on potential
suspects." Barbara sat back in her chair.

David shook his head. There had to be more. "What else
can you tell me?"

"The weapon wasn't your average knife. The wound shape
seems to indicate some sort of curved blade, almost claw-
like. Standard slashings aren't this clean and precise. It
seems the killer was a professional. He came equipped with
the right tool for the job."

"A professional?" David put down his cup and rose to pace.
After a third return in front of her desk, he shook his head.
"None of this adds up. Brewster was just a dedicated doctor
spending long hours in his lab. He wasn't into anything that
called for a hit."

Barbara sipped her coffee then set it aside. "His recent
celebrity status might have played a part. There are many

124



Destiny's Call
by Scarlett Dean

sickos out there taking in the world from the big screen in
their living room. You can't rule that out.”

"Right. But just how many of them carry miniature
sickles?"

Barbara rested her chin onto her palm. "Looks like you've
got a crime to solve, Spears. I can only do so much of your
job for you." She tore off the top page of the notepad, and
handed it to him.

"What's this?"

"A script for a little something to counter your dark mood.
You're taking life way too serious."

He shook his head and ripped it in half. "Just say no
remember?"

"Listen, David. Don't let this whole thing get to you. I
mean, it's your job, not your life. There's a difference."

David stared at her a moment. He knew she was right,
he'd learned that lesson the hard way. It wasn't that easy. "I
know, Barbara. Thanks for caring." He let the silence between
them settle before asking. "Anything else unusual about the
good doctor?"

"Nope."

"What about a Dr. Arianne Brasov? Ring any bells?"

"Oh, yeah. As a hematologist/oncologist, she's currently
working, or was working with Dr. Brewster in cancer research.
She was his right hand. You should see her."

"I've already talked to her."

Barbara grinned. "Why don't you see her again?"

"What are you smiling about?"
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"I don't know why I didn't think of this before. I know her
personally. You two might just hit it off."

David held up his palms. "No way. Not interested."

"Why not?"

"Forget it." He shook his head.

Barbara tapped her pencil on the desk in an annoying
rhythm. Finally, she said softly, "It's Diane isn't it?"

A familiar ache clenched his heart. It had been two years
and her name could still pull him back to a time when he'd
never been happier, and consequently more miserable. A
faded dream now, he wished Barbara wouldn't have brought
it up.

"Spears, you have to move on. She wasn't the one."

"Why? Because I couldn't spend a little less time with
corpses and more time with someone warm and alive?"

"That's why she left you, but not the reason it wouldn't
have worked."

Barbara had a way of needling a person until she finally
drove her point home like a javelin. This was one of those
times. David tried to deflect her direction. "It doesn't matter.
Like you said, 'She wasn't the one.' Let's move on."

Not easily diverted, Barbara leveled him with a knowing
smile. "You have to see Arianne again."

"Why?"

"Because she might have the missing link you need to

solve this murder."
X X X X

Guilt.
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Arianne added it to her list of attributes. She squinted in
the Research Center's darkened hallway. The streetlights
outside cast an eerie blue glow through the windows down
the hall. She had just enough light to see the keyhole of the
lab's entrance. Her hand shook as she inserted the key.
Yellow police tape coiled at her feet like a snake. It had
accidentally fallen to the floor.

She wished David were here, even though he'd probably
never allow her into the lab. It was a crime scene now, not
her place of employment. She shouldn't be here and would
most likely be arrested if they caught her. How could she
explain her reasons for breaking in? The truth was the murder
victim had left vital information about her cure. Yes, tell the
world the research she and Fred had worked on for so long
had not just been a cancer cure. Many late night hours had
pertained to the search to make her own blood normal and rid
her of the vampire DNA. Now a possible cure lay somewhere
behind a barrier of police tape. Screw the guilt.

She turned the key, heard the familiar click of the open
lock, and went inside. A cold shiver passed through her at the
thought of what had happened here. The silhouette of tables
and lab equipment seemed foreboding against the darkness
of the room. If she turned on the lights, they would be seen
from the outside. Slowly, she made her way to Fred's office in
the dark.

She knew she should have called David back this morning
when she'd played Fred's message. It might be crucial
evidence. But that would have led to more questions—
questions she didn't want to answer. Not yet. Her trust in
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Fred had been complete. She'd been able to share her
darkest secrets and confide in him without fear. Now she was
alone. Trusting David would take a while, if it ever happened
at all. Although she felt he could be trusted, he was the
detective in this murder investigation, and right now she
didn't know just how deep his loyalties to the department ran.
It was too soon to let down her guard.

Inside Fred's office, she closed the door and switched on
the small desk lamp. The cramped room contained no outside
window so even if the building was under surveillance, they'd
never see the light.

She gasped at the sight and closed her eyes. A chalk body
image of Fred's last moments lay etched out on the floor
behind the desk where he'd crawled for the phone. The reality
of what had taken place hit her. She felt like a voyeur,
intruding on the very personal experience of death. Was she
being selfish? In her endeavor to find a cure, had she become
so callous that she could trample over a chalked bodyline
without remorse?

Tears spilled onto her cheeks as she remembered Fred.
He'd always supported her ideas, offering fatherly
encouragements and advice along the way. What would Fred
say now, she wondered?

She wiped the tears from her face and sighed. He would
tell her to stop blubbering and get to work. A smile formed as
she recalled one of his favorite sayings, "Self-preservation
can be a noble profession."
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Although he'd used it in reference to pathogens whose
strains had survived the test of time, the rule seemed to
apply here, too.

She removed several large volumes of medical reference
books from the bookcase, and saw the small safe. Apparently,
the police hadn't gotten this far. Maybe they never would.
Who would suspect a prominent research doctor would keep a
safe hidden in his office? Fred had made sure she'd had the
combination, just in case. She shivered when she considered
he suspected something like this might happen.

Right-left-right. The tumblers clicked into place. Arianne
stopped. She thought she heard a door close. After a long
pause, she shook off the paranoia. Thankfully, this would be
the end of her career in breaking and entering. She didn't
have the nerve for it.

She opened the safe and reached inside to pull out the
contents. Most of it was familiar to her—cancer study
documents and research findings, a set of slides, and his chili
recipe that he'd thrown into the mix as a joke. Fred made the
best chili she'd ever eaten, but he'd adamantly refused to
give up the recipe, warning her that then he'd have to kill her.
The irony made her nauseous.

Arianne rifled through the last of the papers, and spied a
manila envelope with her name on it. ANNIE. No one called
her that except him. She wouldn't allow it. Her fingers
trembled as she tore it open and looked over the documents
inside. They were medical records for her mother, Emelia Von
Tirgov. Typed in Romanian, she struggled to recall what
would have been her native tongue had she remained in her
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birthplace. Still, her Aunt Mira had made sure she'd learned
enough of the language to get by in the event she ever
returned there.

A yellow receipt sailed leaf-like to the floor. Apparently,
Fred had paid to have the documents translated. The records
had come from her mother's physician's office, stating
medical history, including pregnancies. Arianne's eyes
widened as she read the Para/Gravida numbers stating how
many times Emelia had conceived and how many of those
ended in a viable birth.

Two. She read it again. Although her Romanian was a bit
rusty, she knew the number two when she saw it. It had to
be a mistake. She was an only child.

She read further and confirmed her mother had indeed
conceived twice and had taken both pregnancies to term. Had
her sibling died? Why hadn't Aunt Mira mentioned it?

The other document was a hospital birth record for Emelia,
which stated her mother had given birth to a baby boy two
years prior to Arianne. The record confirmed it had been a
viable birth without complications. Arianne had a brother. A
pink post-it note contained Fred's familiar scrawl: Annie,
here's the link we need for the donor DNA—your brother is
the best match!

A sudden noise behind caused her to turn. David Spears
leaned casually against the file cabinet near the door. His
arms remained crossed as he offered a hint of a smile. "Find
everything okay, Inspector?"

Keep cool, she told herself. She shoved the papers back
inside the envelope and turned to face him. "I just needed to
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pick up a few things. I thought as long as the lab is closed for
now, I could at least get some paperwork done."

He frowned and glanced at the envelope. "You're a terrible
liar. What's that?"

She tossed it casually onto the desk. "Nothing important,
really. Just some slide information that needs cataloging."

He moved toward the desk and reached for it. "Then you
won't mind if I borrow it for the investigation?"

Arianne's hand slammed down on top of it, pinning it to
the desk.

His hand covered hers as he leaned close. "Mind if I take a
look?"

Her cheeks grew hot, partly from her attempt at lying, but
mainly, over the nearness of his body. She looked and saw
his facial hair had been shaved and his skin smelled of mild
spice cologne.

His hand remained on hers, gently but firmly in place. He
wasn't going anywhere. He was ready to go the distance in
this showdown. At this rate, they might stand here all night.
Perhaps it was time to trust someone. Most likely, she didn't
have a choice.

She met his stare, and finally gave. "Okay, you win. But I
hope you've had your caffeine quota for the day, because
you're going to need an alert mind to take in what I'm about
to tell you."

David's expression softened but never wavered. "I'm
listening."
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CHAPTER 17

David threw his Camaro into drive and headed toward the
coroner's office while Metallica's music pounded the
dashboard. This was the first morning in days he'd awakened
to his alarm instead of the phone. Maybe things were getting
back to normal.

Nodding rhythmically to the music ... and the dirt still
stains me ... so wash me until I'm clean, he knew normal was
out of the question. He'd never believed in voodoo or the
bogeyman, but after hearing Arianne's explanation about her
past, he felt the rug pulled out from under his convictions. He
recalled her pained expression, and considered her place in
the medical field, there was no reason for her to lie. He knew
it was the truth.

...S0 hold me until it sleeps.

He'd been amazed at how calmly she'd described her
situation. It was simply a matter of fact to her. But hearing
words like vampire and curse, seemed strange coming from
the very normal, well-educated doctor.

She'd explained that her mother's vampire husband had
bitten her while she was pregnant with Arianne. Because
mother and child share blood, Arianne had become infected
with her mother's tainted DNA, thus making her a victim
without being bitten. Arianne was only half vampire and
needed to take her first prey in order to come full circle and
join her parents in their unholy reign.
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She'd explained that after her parent's deaths, she'd been
taken away from her home in Romania. Kidnapped. Her
mother's sister, Mira Brasov, had risked her life to save her.
She was brought to America, far from the possibility of
consummating the horrific plan to make her full vampire. Her
life had been relatively normal until her twenty-first
birthday—that was when she'd met Shylock.

It was at this point in the confession David had looked
around Fred's cramped lab office for something stronger than
rubbing alcohol. As a homicide detective, he'd seen and heard
many far-fetched and frightening things, but this topped them
all. If anyone else had tried to serve this to him, he'd have
had them committed. He hoped it wouldn't come to that with
Dr. Brasov.

He'd found nothing more than a roll of breath mints on the
desk and nodded for her to continue. "Who's this Shylock
character?"

After a long moment, Arianne started. "Technically, he
doesn't even exist. I tend to view him as a recurring bad
dream. You know, something that affects you because you
see it, but no one else can share it with you because it isn't a
tangible thing?"

She sat on Fred's desk with the manila envelope
conveniently tucked under her rump. "Shylock is my dark
conscience, sent by my father to encourage me to take my
place as heir to the Von Tirgov empire, or curse, depending
on how you look at it."

David frowned. "But your name is Brasov."
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She smiled. "Very perceptive, Sherlock. My birth name was
Von Tirgov, but my aunt changed it. Anyway, Shylock first
appeared to me when I turned twenty-one and has been
around ever since."

David straightened, adjusting his gun holster. "And you
believe you're part vampire?"

"Yes. As a medical student, I tested my own blood, and
even studied it under a microscope. It's not normal. Fred is
the only one who knew. We were working together for a
cure."

"So, where are your parents now?"

"In Romania. They still reside in their castle. They can't
leave their homeland or they risk destruction. That's why
Shylock is so important. He's their only link to me. They want
me back and no act is too desperate for them to achieve their
goal."

After much persuasion, Arianne had reluctantly turned
over the envelope with Fred's findings, revealing she had a
brother she never knew about. After a brief crash course in
DNA, he'd learned why Arianne had risked breaking into the
lab to find what Dr. Brewster had left for her.

If Arianne was insane, it was the best cover since Ted
Bundy. She came off extremely credible. If she wasn't crazy,
the world of homicide had just taken a sickening twist.

David pulled into the coroner parking lot, still trying to
digest Arianne's story. It couldn't be. Could it? Vampires were
the last explanation he'd expected to hear from her. It would
take some doing to accept her story, if ever. Right now, he
needed to concentrate on the investigation.
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Arianne tugged at her navy skirt as she sat in her car in
front of Shay's Funeral Home. She'd parked behind the faded,
gray-bricked building to avoid the mass of media vans and
visitor cars on the street. Tapping a polished fingernail
against the steering wheel, she checked her watch again.
Only five minutes later than before. Although she'd arrived
early for Fred's funeral, the parking lot was already filled. It
had turned into a media frenzy. The world was in shock over
the murder of the man who'd discovered a leukemia cure. The
journalistic angles for a murder motive were diverse—from
jealousy in the medical field to pharmaceutical companies
standing to lose too much over a cure of this magnitude.

Arianne didn't care about that; she only wanted the person
caught. So far, they had no suspect, no leads, and no justice.
Tears threatened her mascara as she thought about how
unfair this world could be. Fred didn't deserve to die. He was
a nice guy doing his job. Heroes, she'd learned, didn't ride off
into the sunset in white hats; they sunk into cold darkness
with their hearts slashed.

She closed her eyes to shake the vision from her mind.
Suddenly she sensed she wasn't alone. With her eyes still
shut, she gritted her teeth. "Why now, Shylock?"

He sighed. "I'm not without compassion, Arianne. I realize
how much Fred meant to you. After all, he was your last
hope."

Hot anger temporarily replaced her grief. "And I'm not
without supporters, Shylock. Fred's death won't be in vain.
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His work will continue as a tribute. The entire lab will work
day and night if necessary. We'll never stop."

His lips twisted into a knowing smile. "Ah, but your
motives are not selfless, my dear. I know you were working
together on a cure for your own tainted blood. You cannot
play the victim with me."

"I'm no victim, but Fred was. And you've certainly sealed
your fate, my friend, because I know you killed him."

Shylock's expression was incredulous. "Why would I bother
to kill him?"

Arianne's wrist trembled with contained anger as she
checked the time once more. "Because he was helping me
and had found a way. You couldn't abide that could you? You
selfish, immoral bastard!"

He gripped her arm as she reached for the door. "Arianne,
wait. I swear to you I didn't do it."

She'd never heard remorse in his voice before. Was it
simply more manipulation?

Shylock continued, "Killing Dr. Brewster is not the answer
to my dilemma, if anything it only makes the situation worse.
Alienating you won't help, you already distrust me." He held
up a hand and added, "And rightfully so. But you don't
understand. There are many things you do not know, things
that you should know. I can help you, if only you'd let me."

Arianne had him right where she wanted him, after so
many years, she was going to expose the most damning
evidence ever and permanently wipe the cock-sure grin from
his lips. "I already know I have a brother."
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She stared solidly at his attempt to maintain a stone
expression, noting with satisfaction the slight widening of his
eyes at her statement. Before he could reply, she spotted
Detective Spears going into the side entrance of the funeral
home. She opened the car door and quipped, "Don't wait up."”

137



Destiny's Call
by Scarlett Dean

CHAPTER 18

The funeral home's spacious foyer was filled to capacity as
people waited in line to enter the visitation room. The scent of
fresh flowers and stale perfume hung in the air like a
smothering cloud. Arianne removed her coat and searched for
David in the line ahead. His tailored navy suit and fresh
haircut projected a sympathetic, reserved look. Detective
Spears appeared to be off duty. She watched him scan the
crowd and nod at her in recognition. Her cheeks warmed as
he made his way toward her.

"How're you doing?" he asked quietly, touching her arm.

"I've been better." She felt his warmth through her blazer
sleeve.

"Are you alone?"

"Yes, I came early, but it really didn't do much good. Looks
like the press camped out overnight.”

"Yeah, well it's their job to be annoying. Kind of like
detectives." He smiled.

"Well, right now I don't find you annoying. I'm glad to
have someone to talk to."

"Isn't anyone here from the lab?"

"So far I haven't seen anyone. They're probably waiting
until the media clears." She moved ahead with the line, then
asked, "Are you here on business?"

"I'm always on duty," he stated matter-of-factly, glancing
around the room. "But I'm also concerned about you."

"Why?"
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"If Paul and Fred were in danger, you could be, too. We
still don't have a motive and since you two worked so closely
together, we can't rule you out as a possible target."

"That means everyone in the lab could be in danger."

"Right, but you were closest to Fred, practically partners.
You know everything Fred did about the DNA procedure. If
they went to the trouble of killing him, you might be next.
You need to watch yourself."

"Is this related to the cure?"

"We don't know, but until then it's a possibility."

As the line inched on, Arianne saw their destination against
the far wall. Huge floral arrangements on metal stands lined
the room with photos of Fred placed randomly between them.
She noticed two women with enough family resemblance to
assume they were siblings, standing at the end of the
receiving line beside the elegant gold urn housing Fred's
cremated remains.

"Those two must be Fred's nieces." She nodded toward
them.

"His only family," David stated, leaning close.

Arianne whispered, "Yes. His sister died a few years ago.
He only spoke of her girls a couple of times. I'm not sure they
were very close."

"Not very. The one on the left is Ana and the taller blonde
is Sharon. Both thirty-something, married with kids, and live
in the Chicago area. Neither of them can remember the last
time they saw or even spoke with their Uncle Fred."

Arianne smiled. "You've done your homework, Detective.
Very impressive."
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"Not really. We still don't have a suspect. But I have a
feeling it won't be long."

Before she could press David further, she found herself in
front of Fred's nieces.

A limp hand clasped hers as the tall blonde said, "Hello.
I'm Sharon and this is my sister, Ana."

Arianne's eyes brimmed as she offered her condolences, all
the while feeling she was the one in need of sympathy. Both
women were impeccably dressed, accessorized with heavy
gold jewelry and perfect make-up. Not a tear-smudge of
mascara or eyeliner to be found.

"I'm Arianne Brasov, Fred's associate at the lab."

The sisters glanced at one another. Sharon took Arianne's
hands into her own. "You must be devastated. Working with
him every day like that, I'm sure you two were very close."

Arianne found she couldn't speak as sobs choked her
throat. Tears trailed one another down her cheeks as she
tried to regain her composure. The large urn gleamed brightly
under the yellow, overhead floodlights, reminding her that
this was the very last moment she'd be this close to Fred
again. She felt as though her chest might explode. Then, she
felt David's firm grasp around her waist, pulling her close to
lean on him. He nodded to both women, briefly shaking
hands.

Recognition lit their faces as Ana blushed. "Ah, Detective
Spears, how nice of you to come."

"I'm very sorry for your loss." He held onto Arianne. "If
there's anything I or the department can do, please don't
hesitate to call."

140



Destiny's Call
by Scarlett Dean

Ana rested a hand on his arm. "Please, Detective, find
whoever did this."

Moving on, Arianne was aware of David's remaining
support around her waist. It brought a surprising amount of
comfort to her, like an old friend come to the rescue. For the
first time in days, she'd allowed her broken heart and
shattered spirit to grieve at no expense. It felt good to let
someone else be strong. She was tired of the fight.

After the service ended, Arianne walked with David to her
car. She was relieved to see it was empty. A bitter wind
picked up, and she buried her chin into her coat as her eyes
teared against its icy blast. Perhaps the healing could begin
now.

Her car lights blinked at the keyless remote. "Hurry, get
in," she told David.

Inside, they treasured the warmth as tiny white wisps
chugged from their lips. Arianne started the car, blasting the
heater. "God, it's cold. I can't feel my fingers." She laughed.

David shook his head. "Why do we live here? Cold, rain, or
snow most of the year, or windy and one hundred degree
temps the rest."”

Arianne felt her fingers begin to thaw. "Because it's the
greatest city in the world."

He cocked his head at her, furrowing both brows. She saw
the little boy David had been years ago, making a sour face.
He'd never shown this side before.

"I mean it!" She laughed.

"Well, it's not so great for a homicide detective
sometimes."
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"No, I don't suppose it is."

Wiping a small patch of condensation from the passenger
window, he watched the media caravan departing. "I guess
being a doctor has its drawbacks as well."

"At times. Research is more tedious, but just as rewarding.
I still see our patients and monitor their progress. I really love
what I do."

He turned back to her. "I'm still concerned for your
safety."

"Don't worry about me, David. I'm a lot tougher than I
look, and a bit wiser. I know when to duck and right now
looks like a real good time."

"What do you mean?"

"I think it's time I plan a trip home."
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CHAPTER 19

Arianne closed her eyes against the satin spray of shower
water, allowing the warmth to release her tensions. She
recalled her conversation with David from the day before at
the funeral, and smiled. His emerald eyes flashed at the news
of her plan to return home. Apparently, he'd interpreted
home as Romania. His expression still haunted her. Had she
seen fear or pain beyond his usual calm demeanor?

After explaining "home" was Indiana to visit her Aunt Mira,
he'd seemed to relax. But then it was her smile that faded
when he'd responded.

"T'll go with you," he'd said matter-of-factly.

How could four little words create such chaos? Her mouth
went dry and her palms began to sweat. She felt the roller
coaster of feelings as surprise, fear, and finally panic set in as
he stared at her. Holding the reins on it all, she managed a
calm grin. "You will not."

He rested a hand on her arm. "I told you I'm concerned for
your safety because admit it or not, you're involved. You're
too close."

"I don't need a babysitter. Besides, how can you just pick
up and leave?"

"Believe it or not, detectives do get days off. I look at it as
moonlighting."

"Moonlighting?"

"As your bodyguard."
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She couldn't wipe the smile from her face now as she
lathered up. A bodyguard?

Her mind quickly shot to the movie about the relationship
between a singer and her guardian. How would it feel to hold
David close? What would it take her to let go and trust? She
needed that now but knew it could never be, not while she
carried the curse within. The risk was too great that she could
give in to the evil longing and take the life of someone close.
As her monthly attacks grew stronger, she feared something
inside was changing, evolving. If she didn't find the cure
soon, it was only a matter of time before the bolted bedroom
door wouldn't hold her.

Suddenly, the soap shot out of her hands and landed at
her feet with a heavy thud. Before she could pick it up, a
light-headed sensation filled her and she watched the soap
begin to rise. Trance-like, her gaze remained focused on the
pink disk as it levitated and finally reached her palm. The
feeling subsided as she stared in disbelief. Her scientific mind
told her it couldn't have happened, but her spirit of adventure
pushed through the logic, excited to have tapped into
something new. The fact that she'd just moved an object with
her mind didn't frighten her. Instead, she found it felt natural
and right, not the least bit strange. It confirmed her belief
that she was quickly progressing in a paranormal state.

Arianne rinsed off, and finished getting ready just in time
to hear the door buzzer. She checked the viewer and smiled.

"T'll be right there." She called and fixed her gaze on the
door's dead bolt, concentrating. In seconds, the thumb-turn
gave a solid click as it unlocked in obedience.

144



Destiny's Call
by Scarlett Dean

Arianne felt strangely powerful and in control for the first
time in her life. Perhaps the ability to overcome the deadly
obstacle in her life could be found within, after all.

She opened the door and watched David enter wearing
faded blue jeans, a navy blue hooded sweatshirt, and the
sexiest grin he'd ever offered.

"Good morning," he said. "Ready to go?"

She pulled the towel from her damp hair. "Yup. Just
about."

David's familiar spice cologne wafted passed as he went to
greet Destiny. "Hey big guy. It's perfect dog sledding weather
out there. Lots of snow."

Destiny howled softly at his new friend and licked the
underside of David's chin.

Arianne grinned. "Sorry, Detective. Destiny isn't a sled
dog. In fact, he's not a dog at all. He's one hundred percent
wolf."

David's hand froze over Destiny's head. "Wolf?"

Arianne continued towel-drying her hair. "Yes. A gift from
my parents for companionship as well as protection. Most
people make the same mistake and assume he's a Husky. I
never correct them."

"Probably just as well," he cautiously rubbed the wolf's
side. "Your parents have strange taste in gift-giving. I won't
even ask about birthdays."

She headed toward the bedroom. "I'll just be a minute.
We're all packed and ready to go."

"We?"

"Uh-huh. Don't worry. Destiny's a light packer."
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David smiled. "He won't have a problem with me coming
along?"

"Not as long as you behave," she said, closing the door
behind her.

X X X X

David was surprised when Arianne insisted they drive her
car because of Destiny's shedding.

"He's used to riding in my car; it's familiar to him," she
explained.

Before David could object, Destiny jumped in and lay down
across the back seat.

David shrugged. "Okay, but I offered. Wouldn't you like to
kick back and relax while I drive?"

"Nope. Driving is relaxing. I probably should have been a
trucker."

After loading the car, they headed for Lake Shore Drive. As
they approached, David motioned toward the choppy waters
of Lake Michigan. "Do you like the water?"

Arianne nodded. "Swim like a fish, but I was a late
bloomer. I didn't learn until high school, when it was
mandatory for graduation. How about you?"

"I could live on the water." He grinned. "I keep my boat in
Monroe Harbor. We'll have to go sailing some time."

"I've never been on a sail boat and couldn't tell starboard
from port. But I'd be happy to soak up the sun, Captain."
After a moment she asked, "What's your boat's name?"

"Winds-O-Change."
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Arianne brushed a lock of hair from her face. "Let me
guess. The winds are always changing here in Chicago."

"They don't call it the windy city for nothing. But that's not
the reason for the name. I've always loved sailing because it
relaxes me. After my parents died five years ago, it was my
only source of comfort. I named my rig the Winds-O-Change
because life is always changing, either good or bad. Things
never stay the same and we have to ride the waves, so to
speak."

David watched Arianne's expression grow dark, and he
regretted his cryptic words. After losing Fred, she probably
didn't want to hear about rolling with the punches; instead
she most likely needed a comforting hug, or a shoulder to cry
on. He hoped to offer that shoulder.

Her soft voice broke his thoughts. "I'm so sorry you lost
your parents. How did it happen?"

"Car accident on their way back from Florida. They hit a
patch of black ice a couple hours from home. It seems like
yesterday." He watched the waves beating the shore for a
moment. "I'm sorry to bring up such a sore topic. I know
you're still hurting over Fred. It was bad timing on my part;
sometimes I just don't think."

Her warm smile returned as they headed south. "I
disagree, David. You think rather deeply for someone caught
up in such a brutal career."

They drove in silence past a large baseball stadium as he
considered her comment. He'd never thought about his job as
brutal. The violence was just part of the job. He had to admit
it could be a little tough on sleep sometimes, especially when

147



Destiny's Call
by Scarlett Dean

a case wouldn't come together. Still, losing shut-eye was
easier than waking in the dark, drenched in sweat, and trying
to erase the vivid images of your parents' deaths. Guilt stilled
plagued him at the thought of it.

His father's disappointment and brief sigh had been
audible through the crackly phone line the day before their
trip five years before...

"Are you sure you can't make it, David? Your mother has
really been looking forward to it."

David's cell phone gave another warning beep, signaling a
low battery.

He cursed the device and tried to explain. "Dad, I just
can't get away. There's been a break in the case and I need
to keep close by. Tell Mom I love her, and I promise to make
it up to her."

"It's not just that, son ... I was counting on you to help
with the driving. Florida's quite a haul and my legs cramp
sometimes. Besides, I'm not as sharp behind the wheel as I
used to be."

"Next time, Dad. For sure. It's just this case—"

Beep—Beep.

Nothing. The phone died then—and his parents seven days
later on an icy stretch of highway returning home. No more
broken promises, only a broken heart.

David severed his train of thought and wondered if Arianne
had noticed. He was relieved to see her glance back at
Destiny, and then ask, "What made you choose homicide?"
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"It chose me," he said honestly. "The opportunity arose
and I was ready for a change. It wasn't a life-long goal or
anything."

"Then why do you stay?"

"My incredible stubborn streak. I don't give up easily."

"You sound like me. Once I start something, I have to see
it through till the end. It's almost obsessive."

"Like finding a cancer cure?"

She nodded. "Yes. There's still so much work to do,
especially after finding the missing link. Fred's work isn't
finished, and I intend to keep working as though he were
right beside me."

"Even if it means risking your life?"

"My life's already at risk and so are others if I can't correct
my DNA. My reasons aren't purely selfish. Like I said, I have
to see it through till the end, whatever that may be."

David rode in silence, wondering just how far she'd have to
take it. Wherever it was, he would go the distance as well. His
stubborn streak wouldn't have it any other way.
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CHAPTER 20

The block long, blacktop driveway stretched down the
center of Mira's snow covered yard like a zipper on a sweater.
Her petite white house perched on top of a hill over two full
acres, and seemed to stare with black shutter eyes. She knew
her aunt wouldn't mind the visit and extra guest. When she'd
telephoned to tell her she was coming home for the weekend,
and bringing David, Mira sounded ecstatic. Although Mira kept
busy running the bakery, Arianne wondered if she ever felt
lonely living by herself. For reasons unknown, her aunt had
never married.

Arianne felt her heart race as she cut the engine. Home at
last. "Welcome to St. John." She beamed a smile his way.
"Home to some of the friendliest people in the world and the
best home-cooked meals you'll ever taste—from Aunt Mira's
kitchen, of course."

Destiny was pacing the back seat, whining in anticipation.

"Come on, baby," she called, getting out.

"Coming," David teased.

As soon as they reached the front door, it opened wide.
Mira stood inside waiting for a hug.

"It's so good to see you. Come in, come in," she motioned,
shutting the door behind them. Mira stooped to welcome
Destiny as the wolf howled his own greetings. Finally, she
straightened to meet David. "And you must be Detective
Spears. How nice to meet you."

"Please, call me David," he said.
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Arianne sighed, feeling immediately at ease. As Aunt Mira
took David's arm and led him to the living room, Arianne
lagged behind taking in the kitchen aromas of fresh baked
bread and possibly a cherry pie. She closed her eyes to allow
the feelings of safe harbor and solace to sink in deep.

She heard Aunt Mira chatter in the other room as Destiny
lapped heartily from his water bowl. She smiled as the
thought of rescuing David from her aunt's conversational
clutches came and went. Let him have the full tour. Maybe
next time he'd think twice about forcing his protection on her,
when the greatest danger at Mira's was gaining five pounds.

Arianne buttered a generous slice of warm bread and was
just about to take a bite when she heard laughter. "This is
Arianne in the fountain at the zoo..."

She dropped the tasty treat onto the counter and headed
for the living room. It wasn't David who needed saving, it was
her pride. "Aunt Mira? Don't show him that picture!"

David didn't appear to be a distraught captive as he sat
beside her aunt on the couch. In fact, he looked quite pleased
being privy to Arianne's naked baby photo.

Arianne felt her cheeks grow hot under his quizzical
expression. She reached for the photo album. "Give me that
thing before I have to move out of state from
embarrassment."

David diverted her grasp, holding tight to the book.
"Ah..ah..ah ... not so fast, Dr. Brasov. I believe there's a law
against indecent exposure."

Arms crossed, foot tapping the carpet, Arianne tried to
look mad. "You'll learn the meaning of indecent if you don't

151



Destiny's Call
by Scarlett Dean

put away those pictures, Detective." She couldn't stop a smile
from forming as Aunt Mira stood.

"Why don't we have lunch? There's a pot of my famous
vegetable soup on the stove just waiting."

David offered the photo album to Mira, saying, "Sounds
good to me," then turned to Arianne, "How about you, Ms.

Godiva?"
X X X X

After lunch, they relaxed before a roaring fireplace, sipping
brandy and chatting. As the liquor and crackling flames lulled
her into a near-trance, Arianne recalled the true reason for
her visit. She had a brother, and many questions.

She set her snifter aside and straightened. "Aunt Mira?"

Her aunt looked away from the flames. "Yes, dear?"

"There's something I need to ask you about."

"What's that?"

Arianne glanced at David, then back at Mira. This was the
hardest question she'd ever asked.

David leaned forward, taking on the detective role. "It has
to do with Fred Brewster's murder, Ms. Brasov."

Mira paled as her eyes grew wide. "I don't understand.
What could I possibly know about it, except it was a horrible
tragedy for all of us." She turned to Arianne, her expression
tender. "I know how you loved him, dear. He was like a father
to you."

Arianne swallowed hard at the painful truth of Mira's
words. "You see, Fred left me some documents I found after
he was killed."
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"What kind of documents?" Mira picked imaginary lint from
her skirt.

"Aunt Mira, I know about my brother."

Mira briefly closed her eyes, as if to block out the truth of
the situation. After a few moments, she spoke quietly, "I
knew I couldn't keep it from you forever. Trouble is there just
never seemed to be a good time to tell you." She glanced
down at her hands as they twisted in her lap. "I'm sorry you
had to find out this way."

"Why didn't you tell me?" Arianne fought her tears.

"There was no good reason for you to know. When you
were younger, I felt it might put you in danger because you'd
try to find him. Then as the years went on, I just couldn't find
the words."

"But he's my brother, my flesh and blood. Why did you
give him up?"

Her aunt's voice grew strong now as she replied, "He is not
all your flesh and blood. There are differences." Her nervous
glance toward David told Arianne she was referring to the
curse.

David cut in. "Arianne has told me everything, Mira. You
don't have to be afraid; I'm here to help. You see, we have
reason to believe Fred's murder is related to another death in
the area. If this is true, Arianne could be in danger. It's
important we know as many details as possible. I promise
you, her background is for my ears only."

Mira drained her brandy glass, and leaned back. "All right.
I pray to God you don't hate me for what I'm about to tell you
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because everything I did was for you and Michael's
protection.”

Arianne nodded for her to go on. "I could never hate you. I
just want the truth."

As her aunt described the events leading up to the
abduction, Arianne tried hard to draw up memories of a little
blond, curly-haired, blue-eyed toddler called Michael. It
seemed no such memory existed. Surely somewhere deep in
her subconscious she should see him peering into her crib,
possibly tickling her or offering a pacifier. Her heart ached to
find him.

"That day at the orphanage," Mira continued as if reliving it
over again, "I was intro