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Prologue

A Narrative


I, being of mind, body, and death was fully aware journeying beyond the borders of my Occult city was strictly against The Code of the Central European Magic Regime. I missed the human city beyond all reason—missed it enough even to break the law. There was no stopping me as I flew to my escape.
I hurtled through the window, splintered glass flying around me as I plummeted several stories to the dark, alley floor. I glanced around to make sure I remained unseen by passing humans. Blood soaked my chest from where a nefarious wizard had stabbed me with his wretched letter opener. Though thankfully, I felt no pain. I could hear shouting above me. Guards were being called. I had to run.
Too fast for any of them to see, I dodged each one, knowing I did not have time to act on any of my instincts. I held my breath and kept my pace as the flesh wound in my center began to slowly mend itself. Law One, arguably the most important law of The Magic Code, meant any creature of magic blood could not expose what they truly were to any mortal. I was already breaking Law One simply by being in the capital city, not to mention the many other laws I’d already violated that evening.
None of the guards’ thoughts were audible to me anymore. I glanced back just in time to see the platoon run off in a different direction through the dimly lit alleys of Old Town. I was too fast—too powerful. Vladislov knew this was the case the moment I broke into his chamber, behind what he thought to be impenetrable palace walls. I chuckled as I slowed, the world breaking into real time around me. It seemed so much slower, like it was standing still, as I ran.
Prague was unseasonably warm that evening, bustling with East Germans and natives thriving against the organized chaos in the streets. The majority of the German refugees packed themselves in and around the embassy walls, making it increasingly difficult for me to ignore the aroma of so much flesh in one place.
The Golden City of my memory, gleaming brilliantly under the sun, was now a mere indigo shadow under oppressive red and yellow flags. The parallels between the mortal world and ours were uncanny. I cursed the tower of the Regime Palace as it dipped back beneath the sea of city spires behind me.
Perching on a forsaken bench in the middle of Hradcany, I listened to a folk band play a native song under the glow of a crooked streetlamp. I recognized the song made famous by Karel Kryl. I studied them all. I smelled their warmth. I heard their happiness. It was as though I was watching a play, as if I were the reality looking in on the make-believe. The exact same way they would feel if they ever happened to look in on me.
Passersby threw coins into a tattered hat near the band, and I stayed there into the early hours of the morning. Fixated. Memories of myself, as I used to be, surfaced in my mind.
A group of drunken Russians stumbled out of a nearby tavern, their sound obnoxious and intruding against the peaceful acoustic din. The young women smiled flirtatiously at me as their pursuers pulled them past, casting threatening glares. I chuckled. Little did those men know what a threat I really could be. I shifted the chip on my shoulder and averted my gaze.
Peering eagerly into the hat now filled with small change, the band celebrated their night’s earnings and packed their instruments away into their cases. Soon they disappeared from the city square. I was alone once more.
The moon was beginning to retreat to the underbelly of the earth, dawn’s army of light invading over the horizon. I would be dying soon. It was time to return to my home—my prison. I craned my head up to look at the stars, delicately woven beading that mapped out our fate. Fate. The word used to make sense to me. Though now, I learned to only appreciate the idea of self. I had become my own friend over the vast years that turned on a dial like minutes. Expendable. Life to me was expendable.
Walking out of the town square, I heard a wailing. Muffled and hidden, like no sound I had ever been familiar with before, it was slight enough so even the keenest human ear would have missed it. But there were also thoughts. Small, simple pictures that seemed human coming from just behind a nearby shrub.
Inching around the corner of the boxy greenery, I expected to find some malignant little monster waiting for me just on the other side. My hands hardened into claws. My cat’s eyes shifted around in the dark. I was ready to attack, to feed if I had to.
But I found nothing like what I expected. I returned back from beast the moment I saw her, a tiny body wriggling in a pile of rags that did nothing to keep her warm. A mortal infant. Curious, I knelt over her and saw tear droplets quivering on her downy cheeks. Little auburn wisps from the top of her head shuddered in the breeze.
The child stared at me with large, glassy eyes. I looked around to see if there was anyone to claim her, perhaps from some horrible mistake they made by leaving her there. Alas, the street now was empty, and no one seemed to have remembered the lonely little being. I sighed and my gums began to throb with a familiar pain. I gazed down at her and could feel my pupils spread, engulfing my entire eye in black. She smelled so pure. Clean and completely uncontaminated, like breathing fresh air. Her blood would taste sweet, but I feverishly shook those demons from my mind.
I slid my long, cold hands underneath her and lifted her out of the crude nest of covers. The child cooed at me and looked wondrously at the world around us. Little noises continued to slip from her mouth. I watched her, rather surprised at myself. It was impossible—out of everything which existed in my horrible world of nightmarish things, this impossibly tiny human was the first thing in a hundred years that scared me. Me, the monster. I chuckled, despite my fear.
She peered up at my grave-marker face and continued to make slight, curious noises at me, naïve to our deadly differences. This innocent little mortal was so weak, vulnerable, and terrifying.
“I am not going to kill you,” I convinced myself. Glancing around the square, a sign indicating the Charles Bridge caught my eye. “Charlotte.” The name fit her so well. My decision had been made. Walking at a steady, human pace, all the while transfixed by her, I carried her away from the bushes, not taking my eyes off her for a second. I—we —made our way back home, into the deep woods of Bohemia.
I was to be alone no more.





Chapter One

The Bohemian Occult


A twig cracked behind Charlotte. She stopped to see where the sound had come from. Her pulse leapt into her throat as her eyes sifted around in the dark for a pursuer. The Regime had increased the security around Occult borders recently, and being human was never a good thing when faced with the magic or their laws. Her grip tightened around the wrist of the other mortal woman beside her, one Charlotte drugged using a borrowed Witch’s spell.
Perspiration formed around her forehead as she stayed completely still, listening for another sign of movement. She had been so careful, waiting until the Lycanthrope guarding the Occult entrance became distracted by his supper, some passing animal. Now, it almost felt like she should feel his shiny eyes tracking her from within his hiding spot in the dense forest. Her hand quivered as she slid it up her chest, feeling for the little, silver pendant that normally hung there.
Damn. She had forgotten her whistle at home. Now there was no way to call for Valek if she needed him.
The woman groaned next to Charlotte, her head lolling to one side. Not hearing any further movement within the forest, Charlotte took the opportunity to get out of there. She sucked in a huge breath through her nose, straining to quiet her frenzied heartbeat. Perhaps it had been a rabbit or a deer, she told herself as she continued walking again.
Charlotte continued to pull Valek’s stupefied dinner through the shadowed tree-tunnel leading to the hidden Bohemian Occult city. Silvery haze off the Vltava River streamed down the dirt path, kicking up with every step. The sticky, August air made her clothes cling to her skin and sweat beaded on the back of her neck as she huffed over her fast pace through the tunnel, every so often glancing behind her. She struggled to keep her grip on the magically intoxicated woman close beside her as she swifted through the darkness, her boots crunching in the packed dirt.
The occult town was vibrant, busy with fiddles playing themselves on street corners, and enchanted paper lanterns hanging mysteriously string-less in the dead of night. Lycanthropes chattered with each other in alleyways between the hotels and inns. Fairies stalked in the shadows, preying on unfortunate cats and mice. Hearty Elves with round bellies and rosy smiles worked late into the night, pushing their wooden carts filled with baked goods and meats. They waved a greeting to Charlotte as she passed.
Charlotte had become part of the secret of these towns guarded by Witchcraft and governed by Magic; the safe havens of things that stalked the shadows of human nightmares. Though she had never been to any of the other Occults, she knew some were the most beautiful empires ever built on Earth, and by far the greatest secrets ever kept from her kind. Yet out of every last Occult city that stood, she was the one and only human to live among the monsters. Charlotte, the Vampire’s foundling daughter.
Charlotte grimaced as she passed tall, scandalous-looking Witches gossiping amongst themselves around the threshold of a smoky tavern on the square. They clutched their colorful drinks like an accessory as they lingered close to each other in the dense shadows. They spoke too low for her to hear under the sounds of the string quartet playing near the back of the bar, but she had no doubt they were talking about her.
One Witch in particular eyed Charlotte passing in the dank street just outside the tavern entrance. The corners of her wine-stained lips curled upward.
“Hello there!” Evangeline hailed from her circle of chatty friends.
They all turned their heads to snicker and appraise Charlotte. She rolled her eyes and stopped to watch the leather-clad figure snake through the tavern threshold to meet her in the center of the road.
“I see my spell worked.” Evangeline analyzed the drugged mortal’s glassy stare. “It took me ages to conjure it up, but it was the least I could do to help you hunt for Valek.” She tossed her long, chestnut hair behind one shoulder, revealing a circular scar.
Charlotte stared at her, stomach twisting in an envious fit. She remembered when Evangeline received that scar, another particularly warm night only a few weeks earlier.
“Yes.” Charlotte studied the catatonic woman next to her. “Your spell worked very well, actually. It saved me a lot of time. Thank you, Evangeline.” She muttered the last part under her breath.
She could never understand why the Witch made her skin crawl. She’d always been kind enough to her. Charlotte chalked it up to Evangeline being so sickeningly beautiful. Charlotte’s stomach turned again.
“Where did you find this…woman?” Evangeline asked, eyeing her Prague sweatshirt and torn jeans. “She must be a tourist.”
“She was alone outside a nightclub. It sounded like she was arguing with someone on her telephone. American, I think. It was very easy. I approached her, pretended I was lost…” Charlotte trailed off. “But I really have to be getting home now. Valek is expecting me.” Yanking at Valek’s dinner to follow, she started walking again.
Evangeline fell into step beside them.
“I’ll go with you!” the Witch chirped. “It’s been ages since I’ve seen Valek. He seems so busy with patients lately. I’d love to catch up with him.”
Charlotte dropped her gaze, her hands curling into fists at her sides. Evangeline and Valek both looked about the same age—their mid-twenties. They had known each other for years before Charlotte was brought into the picture. She knew that. In all of those years, Valek had never tried to pursue anything romantic with the Witch, yet something still burned inside of Charlotte whenever Evangeline wanted to see him. The feeling twisted around like a tapeworm in her bowels.
“I don’t think he wants any visitors tonight. I’ll be sure to send him your regards, though.”
“Oh.” Evangeline halted. Her face fell for a moment, but snapped back into a fake, bubbly smile. “Well, I guess I’ll see you around then, Charlotte.” The Witch turned and began walking back toward the pub.
Charlotte’s conscience kicked her in the gut and the words spilled out before she could stop them. “But maybe you can stop by tomorrow night. I don’t think Valek has any appointments scheduled.” The truth was, Valek had not had any appointments in a long while, since Evangeline had been attacked by the Lycan-guard. That was the first night Charlotte realized how serious the Regime had gotten about their laws. She remembered the deep gash in her shoulder as she screamed and retched on the gurney as Valek sewed her up again.
Evangeline spun around, her eyes bright. “Perfect! I will be there when I get off work, around midnight.”
“Fine. I should be out hunting, but Valek will be home.” Charlotte forced a smile. She dug her nails into the other mortal’s arm as they began walking again. She swore under her breath.
Charlotte made her way down the small, stony footpath that branched out from the end of the square and led in the direction of home. Partially tucked away behind tall evergreens, the house used to be an old, abandoned cathedral Valek converted into his residence back when the Occult had first been created, years ago. Its stony facade made it look like a miniature castle sitting against the dreamy backdrop of the Bohemian forests. All of the lights were still on inside, casting an inviting glow from the windows as Charlotte trudged up the crooked porch steps, dragging Valek’s mortal meal along.
It was the only home Charlotte had ever known, and he was the only family she ever had. She always did whatever he asked of her, even if that meant luring her own kind to their fate so Valek could survive. It was the only way for him to feed due to the tyrannical laws of the Central European Magic Regime. Laws that forced all beings of magic blood to stay within the confines of the small Occult towns, so no mortal would become aware of the existence of magic. Valek could only feed if a mortal happened to stumble upon the borders of the secret village, or if Charlotte lured one in.
Charlotte parked the bewitched woman next to her on the stair. She shrugged out of her oversized pea coat and hung it on the oak coat-stand with the dozens of horrid faces carved into its trunk.
Valek bounded out from the library.
“Lottie!” He greeted her with a large, toothy grin and lifted her in an enormous hug that swung her around off the floor. “I was beginning to worry, my Lottie. You did not take your whistle.” He pulled it from his pocket and dangled it on the end of a long, silver chain in front of her.
The whistle was their only means of communication when they were apart. Valek’s acute ears could catch its sound from miles away. He had it made of pure silver, so nothing sinister could snatch it from her if she ever found herself in any kind of trouble without him.
“Sorry. I was in a hurry this evening. I suppose I forgot it.” Charlotte grabbed the ornate whistle and strung it back around her neck. She smiled at him, melting the worried creases in his forehead.
Valek examined the other woman standing emotionless by the front door and burst into laughter. “Who do we have here?”
Charlotte glanced back and had to laugh, too. The woman might have been considered appetizing when she’d found her at the start of the night, but now she looked like she was emerging from a coma.
“I found her outside of a tavern in Prague.” She chuckled. “She’s a mess now.”
Valek’s brow creased with worry again. “You went all the way to Prague? ” His tone turned parental. “Charlotte, you are never supposed to travel that far for me. You know it is very dangerous.”
Charlotte winced. “Yes. But Evangeline gave me a few spells she’d been working on. One for transportation, the other for half-life.”
“I see.” Valek's expression eased back again. “Please send Evangeline my thanks then. I am happy she is looking out for you.” He kissed Charlotte on the forehead and began leading the woman by the hand into his office.
There were only two instances when she was not allowed to be in the same room with Valek—when he fed, and at sunrise. He had established those rules as soon as she was old enough to understand them. An Elf had been her caretaker during those times, but now she was old enough to keep away on her own.
Charlotte was about to disappear for the evening, to immerse herself in yet another book, when something kicked at her memory. She called out, stopping him. “Oh! I hope you don’t mind. Evangeline mentioned stopping by tomorrow night.”
“Yes. Of course,” Valek said. “Is everything all right?”
“I think she just wants to visit you.” Charlotte smiled, in spite of the sick feeling forming in her gut again.
Valek chuckled, which made her frown. She imagined he understood the way she felt about Evangeline better than even she did. The psyche of an adolescent girl was probably not a difficult thing for a worldly Vampire like him to figure out.
“Are you okay with it?” He shifted an eyebrow, another bright smile playing on his handsome face.
“Yes.” She hated the fact Valek could hear her thoughts. In most ways he was like a father, but in other more annoying ways, he was much like an older brother. Charlotte grumbled and disappeared over the library threshold.
The library was Charlotte’s favorite part of the house, the room where she spent the most time growing up. It was where she did all of her schoolwork, where she and Valek put the Christmas tree in the winter. Sometimes, on nights when she finished hunting for Valek early, she went in there to sketch elaborate works into a large, leather journal.
Finding she did not have an ear for music and was too clumsy for dance, drawing had become her most favorite form of self-expression.
Often, she’d emerge from the library in the mornings, hands and arms covered in graphite. Her magical world had become one giant muse. But when she did not feel inspired to sketch, she found herself studying, taking it upon herself to learn about the dark facets of Valek’s life and vampirism. This sort of studying, of course, being outside of her nightly curriculum Valek preferred—normal things like literature and arithmetic. Charlotte knew Valek hated when she became so engrossed in these books, but it fascinated her to no end.
Charlotte flicked a switch that illuminated a small, spidery lantern, which hung from the center of the ceiling. She was comforted by its faint glow, the way it warmed the familiar, forest-colored walls behind large, dusty oak shelves. Breathing in the welcoming scent of pipe smoke and pine needles, she entered further into the room to scan the shelves for her favorite book: The Anatomy of Vampires: Volume One. The damaged spine poked out at her from the very top ledge, as it always did. Stretching upward on her toes, she took the tattered volume. The pages shifted between the covers, loose because she had studied it so many times. She opened it to the page she had last dog-eared—a particular unit discussing feeding habits. This page focused on complications of only feeding on animals, something she often wondered about.
She hadn’t always known she was different from him. When she was a child, around three or four, she would go around biting Valek’s patients, trying so desperately to be like him. Most of them only laughed at her. They loved Charlotte. As far as they were concerned, she was one of them. But there was one day, she recalled, just before her fifth birthday, when she made what started out as an innocent mistake.
A Fairy had come in to Valek's office suffering a raging headache. It surprised her as a young child to find Fairies were not the much loved stereotypical little girls with wings and pointy ears that mortals revered in her childhood fairytale books. In truth, humans would not have expected the bloodthirsty monsters with large insect wings, jagged incisors, and slanted, electric eyes. They were androgynous and more bloodthirsty than Valek had ever been, even in his lowest moment.
The young Charlotte, rearing herself, let out a tiny roar and bit the Fairy on its claw after it had stalked into Valek’s office. The thing spun sharply on her, its jagged teeth bared. A horrible bellow ripped from the back of its throat, sludge spewing from its gums. Charlotte screamed and cried in fright, scurrying away as it chased after her.
The Fairy’s jaws snapped shut and opened again as it pursued her around Valek’s office. Pieces of equipment were trashed, important documents flew all over the room, and chunks of countertops and walls were in splinters—smashed by the Fae trying to get to Charlotte. Black saliva dripped from its teeth as it finally cornered Charlotte in a space between two, thick bookshelves. Its snapping jaws only inches from her face.
Valek appeared. Gripping its cranium with his large hands, he snapped the creature’s neck in half with a crunch.
The Fae fell to the floor, its wings thrashing in its final death throes. It became drenched in its own blue-black blood, which oozed from its mouth and soaked the bottom of Charlotte’s shiny, black Mary Janes.
She stood there screaming, watching the monster die. Valek quickly grabbed her into his arms and ran her up to his bedroom, all the while shielding her from the smell now permeating his office. It had been the only time in her life she had ever been welcomed into his room.
Valek sat Charlotte on the edge of his bed, her tiny legs dangling over. He knelt in front of her and wiped the tears away from her face. She only stared at him, crying, and screaming as loud as her little lungs possibly could. He wiped the stuff away from her nose with one of his puffy sleeves and hushed her gently.
“Hush, Lottie. Don’t cry,” he whispered.
She sniffled, but the tears continued to fall. He set her on his lap; the ruffles of her little, red dress upped around her knees. He brushed the hair out of her face and flashed the largest smile he could conjure. However, the sight of his fangs did little to calm her.
“Lottie. Little Lottie.” He hummed gently.
Charlotte was eased then by his velvet voice and quieted.
“You see? You are all right. It was just a big bug. I squashed it for you.” He managed to smile slightly less horrifyingly that time.
“S-squashed it?” She rubbed at her eyes. He took her small hands in his and balanced her on his knees.
“Yes. I squashed it,” he said valiantly.
She let out a tiny smile.
“That’s it. Everything is okay now.”
Charlotte nodded at him. He kissed her forehead and explained she really was very different from him and everyone else who lived in the Occult. He explained further how she was special because she was different and that was exactly why he loved her so very much. That was the first time Charlotte ever fully understood.
She blinked back the memory and rubbed at her eyes as they grew heavy. She decided she would just go to sleep early instead of staying up into the wee hours of the morning. Valek had preoccupied himself for the evening anyway. It had been a while since she had been awake during the day, and she decided tomorrow she would escape for a few hours in the sunlight.
She took one last glance at the following chapter in the volume entitled The Daily Death of a Vampire and put the book away on the very top shelf. She didn’t want Valek to find out she had been studying it again. Though, as she did so, she recalled the unnerving information the previous chapter of the book withheld.
Every morning at sunrise, Valek’s body stopped working. His eyes sunken deep into their sockets, his breathing growing more and more staggered, his joints popping and whining as his last breaths rattled from him. The death of any type of person was not something pleasant to watch, but the daily death of a Vampire beat out most. He never wanted Charlotte to see him like that. Normally she locked herself in her own bedroom, shut all the curtains, and tried to muffle out the sound of Valek’s moaning with her pillows until she eventually fell asleep.
“Lottie.”
Valek’s musical voice stopped her halfway up the staircase. She looked down to see him quickly wipe something away from one corner of his mouth. Charlotte appreciated Valek always being careful to never expose her to his feeding habits, though seeing blood barely bothered her anymore.
“Going to sleep early tonight?”
She shuddered, trying to dispel the deathly images of his “sleep” from the book. “Yes. I think I might go for a hike tomorrow…while the sun is out.”
He smiled uncomfortably. “Yes, well...say hello to it for me.”
Charlotte understood his unbridled fascination with the sunlight—like an unrequited romance.
When Valek turned to retreat to his office, she began once more up the stairs.
“Lottie?” He stopped her again.
She turned back again to see he had returned to the same spot, as if he had never moved.
“Be careful tomorrow, please.”
“I’m always careful.”
“I still do not like the fact that you had to go all the way into the city for me tonight.” He sighed and pushed back an unruly lock of dark, brown hair which had fallen into his severe face, the rest tied neatly back with a black ribbon.
Charlotte waited for him to continue.
“I know it must disturb you on some level to have to hunt for me. I simply...do not know how else to handle our unique situation.”
Charlotte’s mouth fell open, but nothing came out. Valek had never addressed his feelings about this before. He rarely revealed his personal feelings at all. She descended a few steps to stand eye-to-eye with him.
“It's okay. I don't mind it, really. I much prefer things this way than what the alternative would be.” She smiled.
“It is not a joke to me, Lottie,” he said seriously. “If anything is ever bothering you or makes you uncomfortable, I expect you to come to me about it.”
“Of course I will. Who else would I go to?”
He squeezed the bottom of her chin affectionately. They regarded each other for the last time that evening and retreated to their own corners of the house.
Charlotte thought about her five-year-old self against the Fairy again as she crawled into her bed and pulled the covers around her shoulders. She smiled when she thought of Valek’s horrifying grin that day, but the memory of how he’d bounced her on his knee, like a daughter, stung insatiably. The Fairy’s long jagged teeth were much scarier than Valek’s fangs.
She gripped the covers tighter around her neck and closed her eyes. The image of Valek wiping the blood away from his mouth flashed in her mind. Blood, from a human just like her. Frowning, she turned over and thought of Evangeline again. Charlotte noticed Valek’s eyes brighten when she told him about the Witch’s plans to stop by tomorrow. Her heart sank a little deeper in her chest and she flipped over again, staring at the ceiling.
Charlotte recalled Valek’s smile after Evangeline hugged him as a “thank you” for fixing her. If he’d been physically able to blush, he probably would have. Flesh wounds never took Valek very long to sew up, but he gave so much attention to Evangeline’s that night, taking a longer amount of time to ensure that the gash would scar as little as possible. Nothing would ruin Evangeline’s perfection.
The Witch was beautiful, with the brightest eyes that always seemed to pop against her tanned skin and dark hair—Moravian. Nothing like Charlotte’s spiraled, red curls and pallid skin. Evangeline was tall, like the models advertised on the sides of the building walls in Prague. If she were human, she’d probably be plastered there with the rest of them.
To Charlotte’s surprise, she felt her eyes well up with stinging tears. She squeezed the bottom of her own chin, replaying in her mind Valek’s action from just a few moments ago—how parental it felt. Valek would never see her as anything other than a child. She couldn’t remember what the catalyst was that caused her feelings for him to change, but Charlotte needed to live with the fact, as his adopted daughter, she could never be anything else to him
A single tear rolled down the side of Charlotte’s face. She needed to guard these embarrassing, miserable thoughts from him at all costs. He would never understand the way she felt.
She turned on her side again, and let herself drift to sleep.





Chapter Two

Stripped


Charlotte’s torturous thoughts from last night resurfaced in her mind the instant she opened her eyes the next morning. But she couldn’t think of him anymore. It was daytime. He was resting. And she was leaving.
The day was much cooler than the night before, the air crisp, smelling like burnt cinnamon and baked red apples as it drifted through Charlotte's window. It was her most favorite time of year, and that was what she would decidedly focus on today.
She got dressed in a hurry and skipped to her vanity, carefully running a beaded comb through her tousled, dark red curls. Why couldn’t she have hair that was fine and straight, like Evangeline’s? Men’s eyes always lingered when Evangeline ran her slender fingers through it.
She grasped her canvas satchel, swung it over her shoulder, and skipped to the second story landing of the staircase, but Valek's bolted bedroom caught the corner of her eye. Its ornately gothic doors were shut tight, letting no pinch of light enter between the thin crevices as it stared back at her down the long hallway. She frowned at it, feeling badly he had to be trapped there during the beautiful, warm daylight. She pushed one curl behind her ear before she started again downstairs.
Quickly, she grabbed a loaf of sourdough and jam from the ice chest in the dark, empty kitchen, before rushing through the foyer to the front door.
Once outside, Charlotte sucked in the clean air and let the sun heat her skin. Valek had warned her about her lack of vitamin D since she was kept pale by her nocturnal life. He demanded she at least go out weekly during the daytime to stay healthy. It worried him, though, that she would be out on her own, beyond the reach of his protection.
The streets of the Bohemian Occult were abandoned of all but the Elves and a few non-nocturnal Phasers, creatures who looked human but were able to shape-shift. Charlotte had grown up playing with a lot of the Elven children, as they were closer to human than the others. They ate normal food, though most were vegetarian, and they were mortal, except they aged much slower than human beings.
Near the end of the town square, next to an Elven church, across from the pub the Witches liked to frequent, there was Broucka General Store. It was the shop she went to every time she was out for the day because it sold everything from fresh meats and fruits, to specialty potions and knick-knacks laced with psychic energy—things she might need for a night of hunting.
“Edwin?” Charlotte called to her favorite clerk, pushing through the noisy curtain of stones that rained down from the front doors. Enchanted, red clay birds twittered around Charlotte's head as a welcome before disappearing to the wooden rafters of the shop ceiling.
“Hello there, Charlotte!” A small demon poked his head out from behind a tall oak shelf of crystal potion bottles. “I’ll be with you in five minutes.” He went back with his rag to finish polishing. The purple stained glass of the bottle he dusted distorted his burlap face into a funny jug shape that forced Charlotte to smile. Edwin was the strangest creature she had come across in her lifetime so far—something like a living scarecrow, with potato-sack skin and button eyes.
“No problem. I’m just going to browse.” Charlotte peered into the cases of rotating quartz pyramids and evil eyes that blinked back at her. On top of one counter sat lightning in a bottle, jumping around on the wooden surface.
“Uh...Edwin?” she called nervously as she watched the lightning bottle skitter closer to the counter’s edge.
The bottle leapt over, and was caught at once by two small stitched hands.
“Got it!” Edwin smiled at Charlotte through thick bottle-cap spectacles. “I don't know why the boss even wants this on display. I don't see how anyone would want to buy it.”
She cocked an eyebrow. “It's…interesting.” She was only recently acquainted with Edwin when he began working there, but they’d become fast friends.
“What can I do for you today?”
“I am going out for the day. Have anything fresh?” She grinned.
Edwin placed both hands atop the counter and leaned in close to her, whispering, “You're leaving the Occult city again, Charlotte?”
She nodded.
“That is a bad idea. A very bad idea.” He started to sputter. “Bad, bad, bad.” His fists twisted in the material of his coat, a habit when Edwin sensed danger. But Charlotte didn’t like to let Edwin’s little episodes bother her. They rarely came to fruition. She only rolled her eyes at him.
“No…no, I don't think you should. I definitely d-don't….”
The lightning bottle leapt off the countertop again, but this time Edwin was too distracted to catch it. The glass shattered on the ground. The electricity zapped, breaking the other glass bottles, tearing chunks of wood from the walls. Owls and bats screeched in their cages, and Charlotte and Edwin were completely knocked off their feet.
She slowly lifted herself up and dusted off, looking around to see the spotless store was now in utter chaos. A few of the black rats had even escaped and were scurrying for a hiding spot.
Edwin gripped the edge of the countertop and pulled himself up as well. Charlotte laughed when he coughed out a puff of smoke, beams of electricity zapping off the ends of his spiky, black hair.
“No offense, but leaving the Occult seems a lot safer than staying here,” she said smugly, and put out a small flame flickering at the point of one hair spike.
“I really doubt it, Charlotte. It’s one thing to leave at night when they don't keep watch as much....” Edwin wiped the soot from the material of his face.
“Edwin, I'll be fine. I do it every night when I’m hunting for Valek. And anyway, it’s because I am human their stupid magical laws don’t apply to me. Remember?”
“That just makes it all the more d-dangerous. They will find out you live here. You are not only putting yourself in danger, but Valek, too. Can you not see that?”
“Who’s going to catch me, Edwin? I'm telling you, it’s fine. And I’m going.” Charlotte walked to the large barrels of produce and sifted through apples. “I’ve gotten away with living here my whole life. I don’t see how anything has changed.”
Edwin hobbled behind her, wringing his hands nervously in the washrag. “N-no. I-I r-really think t-that you should j-just stay—”
Charlotte placed a hand on his shoulder. “What do I owe you for the apple?”
Edwin mumbled something undecipherable and waved his hand at her as if to say she owed him nothing. She smiled affectionately, placed two hellers in his hand, kissed his cheek, and left his shop.
She made her way into the suburban district of the village where groups of Elven children were on their way to school. She recognized a few of her old friends and waved, instantly missing the times when they used to play together. She hadn’t the time to be around them for a while now with her responsibilities of hunting for Valek. She sighed.
One of the Elven boys called out from a small group. “Charlotte!”
Aiden Price, a woodland Elf with feathered, auburn hair and bright green eyes.
She’d kept her schoolgirl crush between herself and her sketchbook since she was thirteen; the sight of him still made her heart beat a little quicker.
“Hi, Aiden!”
He ran to her, lifting her a few feet off the ground in an enormous hug. He had been her very best friend until she stopped coming out in the daylight.
“How’s Mom doing?” Charlotte asked. She always adored, Meredith, who had been her caretaker when she was too little to care for herself, and when Valek wasn’t available.
“She’s great! And Valek?” he asked, adjusting the books in his arms.
“He’s doing really well. Busy too, though.” She smiled.
She hated the awkward pause that settled over them. Their hours of deep conversation about mutual had been reduced to meaningless small talk.
Charlotte blushed, not knowing what else to say. One of the other Elves called Aiden’s name. She exhaled, relieved, and also a little sad.
“Well, I better be getting to school. You’re so lucky you had Valek growing up.” He laughed. “No teachers.”
“Right! Valek is just as strict as any teacher of yours! Trust me.” She rolled her eyes. When Aiden chuckled and tucked a stray curl behind one of her ears, she blushed an even deeper shade.
The other Elven boys waiting for Aiden had already begun to start again without him. Noticing this, he said, “Well, it was nice seeing you, finally.”
“You too, Aiden!”
“Let me know the next time you decide to be normal. Maybe we can get together or something,” he offered as he started to walk backward to catch up with his group.
“Sure! You got it.” She bit her lower lip and made her way in the other direction.
The canopied pathway extending past the Elven houses remained dark in spite of the bright day. Charlotte lifted her gaze to see the dense covering of mangled vines and branches that blocked out the sunlight almost completely. The tunnel was so void of light and life, the sound of birds singing wasn’t even present like it would be in a normal forest.
Traveling this pathway during the dark hours for Valek was much scarier. At night, it was impossible to see through the blackness between the trees and bushes. If Charlotte really were being followed last night, she’d never know until whomever it was caught up with her. She shivered.
The roads leading beyond the Occult were completely abandoned. None of the creatures ever dared to cross the borders anymore, which made her feel a little dangerous. The inhabitants were too afraid even to travel to the other secret cities since the wizard Vladislov had taken power and smothered his people with laws. But Charlotte had done this a thousand times before, and no old wizard was going to stop her now. Technically, she wasn’t among the magical, so technically she didn’t have to abide by magical law. At least, that was her logic.
She casually crossed under the old iron gate that disguised the outer edges of the Occult city to look like a cemetery. That was the façade anyway, with the seemingly ancient, unmarked tombstones plotted over the overgrown, grassy field. Even if a normal human being did stumble upon this gate, it was a long way past the tombs and mausoleums, through the forested, canopied path to her village. The minute another human crossed the Occult border was the minute they were Valek’s supper, though it was rare.
Charlotte adjusted the strap of the satchel slung over her shoulder, as she walked down the dirt road, passing fields of wildflowers and crops.
The glorious sun beat down on the greenness of the grass, causing her entire world to explode with colors that contrasted with her normal night habits. Her eyes stung, but she realized how much she missed it. There were a few farmers harvesting in one of the fields and they nodded at her as she passed. She smiled back politely, but dared not utter a single word. It was always best for her to remain as invisible as possible.
She often thought about what it would be like to be normal, like them—to go to school with kids her age, to have parents. But every time she thought about this, she thought about a life without Valek, and instantly remembered it wasn’t worth it.
Looking up, Charlotte let the warmth of the day soak her face. It had been such a long time since she felt natural warmth on her skin. Her world always seemed to be cool and quiet. She didn’t complain, but a change was nice every now and again.
A little ways down the road, a small car slowly puttered past her as the people inside smiled at the day outside. A family outing. Charlotte looked down at the dirt as she walked and thought of Valek again.
Finally, she reached the familiar spot where the road rambled all the way to Prague and a rickety, old, wooden sign pointed solemnly toward a clump of trees. The beginning of a dense forest that was home to the quietest, most peaceful place Charlotte could think of. She peered around, making sure she had no followers, and disappeared into the thick blades of grass that grew all the way to the top of her head. Swimming through a sea of overwhelming green, she came out on the other side into the clearing, where the tall blades ended and the evergreen forest began.
She’d made this trek periodically since she was around ten or so, and she knew exactly which trees marked the trail. The first time she had done it, she tied little pieces of red ribbon on branches to find her way back. There were still a few pieces hanging ragged among the winding twigs, claiming this trail was still hers.
She grabbed onto the low-growing branches to steady herself over the boulders and surprising dips in the earth. It wasn’t so much a clear path, as it was a winding maze of twigs and leaves she carefully had to push her way through. But there was no threat of falling—she knew this forest too well. She eyed the break in the overgrowth a few feet ahead.
Once she finally reached her favorite clearing, by a waterfall she’d lovingly adopted as her own personal hideaway, she sat down on the large, flat boulder face that loomed like a shelf over the pond surface. She took off her shoes and carefully slipped her feet in the cool water. Reaching deep into her satchel, she pulled out the shiny, red apple and bit into its ruby skin. The juices exploded over her lips and dripped in rivulets down her chin.
The forest was a symphony that day. The breeze through the nooks of rock faces and tree branches were the woodwinds, the birdsong high above in the canopy, the strings, and the water plummeting into the pond, the percussion. Charlotte listened contently as she took another bite of her apple and swung her feet around, causing ripples in the water’s surface.
Muggy warmth entrapped under the forest canopy made her eyes heavy. She looked at her watch. It was only two o’clock. This happened every time she decided to stay awake for the day. But she fought falling asleep here, where she could be caught by some wondering human or rogue monster. As she leaned back against a thick tree trunk, the heat and the lullaby of the woods made napping seem more and more appealing. An enormous yawn unleashed itself as she stretched her arms wide. She couldn’t help it; her eyes began to close.
A low, booming noise sounded. Charlotte opened her eyes to find her golden sun gone, replaced by big, ominous storm clouds. So much for her afternoon by the pond. She normally went swimming, and drew pictures of the birds and other day animals to take home and show Valek. However, if she were smart, she would begin her journey home.
As if on cue, one raindrop splattered on the rock face beside her. And then another. The sky opened up. Rain cascaded down on the clearing, pouring new life on the entire forest. She lifted her face toward it, the cool water sliding down her eyelids. It smelled like ozone. It soaked through her shirt, straightened the curls in her hair, and kissed her lips, still sticky with apple juice.
She recalled one night when she was little and frightened by a thunderstorm. Valek lit the fireplace and set her on his lap to comfort her. He told her every time it rained, something amazing was going to happen. The next day, when Charlotte couldn’t sleep, she peered out her bedroom window and saw a kind of magic she was not used to—her first rainbow.
Charlotte decided it didn’t matter if she went home then or not. She was already soaked. What was the point? Looking around once to be sure she was still alone, she peeled the shirt away from her body and jumped into the cool water, sinking to the pebbles at the bottom. Her body rose to the surface, and she floated like that for a long while, the cold rain continuing to pour down over her. She took in a deep breath, let it out, thought of nothing and no one, and smiled. For the first time in a long time, she felt completely careless. That was...until he showed up.
“Charlotte?” The familiar voice called her name from the rock face. “Haha! What are you doing?”
Aiden. Her eyelids flew open. She screeched and dove under the water, scrambling to cover her upper half. Charlotte glared at him over the pond surface as he continued to laugh, stopping to leer at her some more.
“What are you doing here? I thought you were supposed to be in school!”
“It’s three o’clock in the afternoon. You should see your face! What would Valek think if he knew you were out here showing yourself off to the world?” He bent in half.
She mustered a growl and smacked her hand down on the pond surface. He flinched away from the splash.
“Go home!” she yelled, her eyes watering.
His laughter subsided. “Listen, I’m sorry. All right?” he offered, holding out her wet cotton blouse.
The shirt wouldn’t do much to cover her now that it was drenched, but she grabbed for it, anyway.
His autumn hair fell into his smug face.
“Turn around!” she demanded.
He smiled, falsely apologetic, and held both hands in the air in surrender as he turned away. Charlotte made incoherent sounds of frustration as she struggled to pull herself out of the water and get her shirt back on. She glared at him with her arms folded over her chest.
“Why did you come here?”
Aiden turned to her again. “I knew you’d be here.” He glanced at the clouds that were now dissipating, allowing the sun to shine through again.
She looked back to the ground, face burning. “I should be getting home,” she said finally, grabbing for her satchel. She could only imagine the thoughts running through Aiden’s head. This was definitely one of those moments in life when she wished she had fangs.
“Come on, Charlotte,” he begged. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you.”
Charlotte couldn’t stand the chagrin that singed her cheeks. She trekked back through the woods, but he ran to catch up. He began walking in time with her, their feet crunching the leaves. They moved gracefully over every knoll and boulder.
“Why do you have to leave?” Aiden wrinkled his forehead. “Valek is still de—I mean resting, isn’t he?”
Even though they both knew Valek always woke again in the evenings, it was still difficult for Charlotte to imagine Valek was indeed physically dead at that moment.
“Yes, he is. But I have some work I need to finish before he wakes up,” she lied.
“Fine.” He sighed and started to move a little faster, storming ahead of her.
Charlotte frowned as her conscience began kicking her. She stopped and sighed, folding her arms across her chest again. She called after him. “But maybe we could hang out some other time. You know, when you can’t see my chest through my clothes?”
He stopped, a crooked smile spreading across his face. So smug, and somehow, charming. “Sounds like a plan.” He chuckled. “Can I at least give you a ride you home, then?”
“I don’t know—”
“I promise it will be faster than walking.” He gestured to a large, brown mare grazing just outside where the dense thicket of trees ended.
Before Charlotte had the chance to refuse, Aiden was tugging her by the hand toward the horse. He mounted easily, held out his strong forearm to her, offering to pull her up. She looked at him and then at the horse uneasily.
“I promise she’s safe.” He smiled and patted the horse’s rump behind him.
“Don't look. Turn around!” Charlotte demanded.
Aiden rolled his eyes and turned his face, his hand still extended to her. She reluctantly took it, and he yanked her up behind him in one, easy motion.
“Hold on tight.” He grabbed at the reins, and the horse began trotting. Charlotte lurched forward, unsteady, and wrapped her arms around Aiden’s waist. “Are you all right back there?”
“Shut up.”
He dug the back of his boots in to the horse’s rear, and they picked up speed. It seemed to fly more swiftly than any other horse possibly could, bursting onto the country road like a bullet.
Wind rushed through Charlotte’s hair, whipping her curls dry, tangling them. Getting those knots to come out was not something she was looking forward to doing later.
Aiden’s stomach muscles tensed beneath her fingers as he leaned forward, making the horse move impossibly faster beneath them. Hooves kicked up dirt as the sun and wind dried their clothes. They raced past the farmer’s fields and the hills with the wildflowers. The speed, paired with the heat of the waning summer was like a drug, and Charlotte burst out laughing.
“What is it?” Aiden called out to her.
“I just can’t believe you found me that way!”
When they reached the large iron gate which marked the entrance into the Bohemian Occult, the horse slowed to a trot. The sun had disappeared behind clumps of gray clouds gathering again, creating a gloomy veil around the false graveyard. Charlotte stayed with her arms wrapped tightly around Aiden, her skin prickling.
“You really shouldn’t sneak out anymore. Edwin told me the Regime is keeping a closer eye on the borders,” Charlotte warned.
Aiden chuckled. “You’re breaking a more important law by living here. Don’t you think?”
He was right. No human was ever supposed to know about the hidden cities. It was amazing for her to think about the fact, in all of her years of living here, she had not yet been caught—even though she crossed the borders so many nights. Something was very odd about that. Technically, Valek could be killed for smuggling and rebellion. But Charlotte and Aiden used to go to her clearing in the woods all the time together when they were younger, when things were less complicated. But rumors of Occult people being arrested for crossing the borders were surfacing all over now, and Aiden rarely left anymore.
The two were silent, with the exception of the horse’s hooves crunching in the leaves. There was an eerie, watchful feeling among the tombstones and even though they both knew the graves weren’t real, Charlotte tightened her grip around the Elf.
Aiden chuckled again. “What? Are you afraid?”
She wrinkled her nose. “Of what?” She sneered. “Monsters?”
They both laughed nervously. The silence circled them, as Aiden’s gears seemed to crank in his mind.
“Does Valek realize he is risking both of your necks every time he sends you to the outside for him?”
Charlotte was surprised by his bold change of subject. “Yes. But I’m risking my own neck more if I live with an increasingly thirsty Vampire. Anyway, it’s my choice.”
“Solid point,” he said, and detached from the sore subject.
They reached the part of the path where the trees started to grow over each other, creating a long emerald tunnel to the suburbs of the Occult. Branches grew high above, painting dark shadows on their faces as a new, eerily melodic sound echoed through the tunnel. It was so distant and dreamlike, she questioned if she was actually hearing it at all.
“Hear that?” Aiden whispered.
“Sirens.”
A soft wind blew Charlotte’s hair about her face. She shivered as she thought of the horrible, haunting women who hid on the edges of the Vltava River. She had never actually seen one, but had heard the horrible stories from Valek, who forbade her from ever visiting the river’s edge. Beautiful women with lower parts like a fish fed upon virgin girls. There had often been stories in human newspapers about girls who had disappeared around the river, blamed on scary, lustful men. Of course, the Occult inhabitants knew differently.
The horse, which had been keeping an even pace all the while, suddenly sped up and lurched into to a brisk gallop. Aiden tugged at the reins, trying to slow the animal, though the horse ignored him.
“Slow, girl!” he commanded, tugging harder. But she went on, moving too fast for them to see what could have possibly spooked her.
Charlotte hugged him tighter. “What’s happening?”
“I have no idea! She’s never acted like this before!”
The forest flew past them in a blur of greens and browns. Charlotte shut her eyes against it, burying her face between the Elf’s shoulder blades. She could feel the world pulsing by, the wind like hornets angry in her ears. She peeked long enough to notice a dark blur dart through the trees. It moved faster than the horse, suddenly bursting into the clearing. A werewolf.
The horse reared, an anguished whinny ripping from behind the foamy reins in its mouth. Charlotte tumbled into the dirt. She strained to see the Lycan that had been stalking them from the time they began through the tunnel. It stared back at her with horrible, coal-colored eyes. Charlotte had been right for feeling she was being watched. Apparently, the beast had decided it was time for an early dinner.
“Aiden, do something...” Charlotte whimpered from the ground. Her heart was in her throat. She wasn’t even able to tell if she was in pain or not.
“Like what?” Horrified, Aiden stayed frozen, his grip unyielding around the reins.
Aiden wasn’t about to be helpful. She fought to look away from the wolf, even for a second. Out of the corner of her eye, she could make out on her watch it was only about 4:30 in the afternoon. Her whistle wouldn’t have helped, even if she had remembered to bring it. Why did she always forget the blasted thing?
They remained frozen, staring at the wolf as it threatened them with soft, taunting growls. Saliva oozed from its black gums and dripped from the tips of its fangs. It locked eyes with Charlotte as she slowly got to her feet. One ankle hurt a little, but she didn’t dare release her gaze this time. She slowly moved her hand toward her satchel to shuffle through the contents. She pulled out the loaf of bread and gingerly tossed it forward. But it went completely ignored by the Lycan. She felt her leg pulsing with something warm.
“Charlotte…” Aiden whispered.
“What?” she whispered back, still not pulling her focus away.
“Your leg.”
She realized what he meant when she smelled the familiar scent of iron and rust, and then finally the shooting pain. Blood.
The wolf crouched deep, ready to lunge. It let out one last deadly growl and leapt into the air.
Thinking fast, she swung her satchel at the animal's head, slamming into its jaw with a crunch. She opened her eyes to watch a red ribbon of blood seep from midnight fur. It lay there, whimpering and twitching, fighting with itself to get up again.
She didn't have time to think before one, large hand grabbed her shoulder, tearing her from where she stood. Aiden threw her back on the horse, in front of him this time. He whipped the reins and sent the horse hurtling again down the trail toward home, leaving the Lycan fighting for its life in the dirt.
Charlotte looked to see the crumpled shadow get up and disappear into the woods, noticing then, the bloodstain on the corner of the Anatomy on Vampires jutting out just over the top of her satchel.





Chapter Three

No Fear for the Vampire


“I will not let you go into a Vampire’s house with your leg looking like that!” Aiden insisted, as Charlotte tried desperately to wriggle out of the grasp he had on her arm. He held her tight, pulling her in the opposite direction of her house.
“I want to go home now, Aiden! Valek is not going to hurt me. I’ll be fine by the time he wakes up, anyway!” she insisted, still struggling to pull away.
“You don’t know that!”
“Yes, I do! I think I know that better than you!” She hoped the other people in the town square would hear. She wanted to embarrass him.
The two had locked the spooked horse away in the town stable and were now glaring at each other in the middle of the busy street.
“I’ll haul you over my shoulder if I have to.”
She stopped and looked at him in disgust. “Why are you crying?”
“I am not crying.” He quickly wiped at his face with his sleeve.
“You’re acting like a baby.” She sneered. “I’ve never seen Valek cry. I want to go home!” She started to tug away again.
He did as promised and threw her over his shoulder, and started walking in the other direction toward his own house. She kicked and pounded on his back with her fists.
“What are you doing? ” she demanded.
Some merchants in the area stopped and stared.
“At least let Mum fix you up before you leave,” he said, clearly not affected at all by her tantrum.
Aiden had never trusted Valek. He made it very clear how he hated Valek for sending her out nightly to hunt for him. Aiden had been there when Valek brought her home from Prague that cold night. Aiden was around when his mother took care of her when she was little. He’d been her best friend through the years, and she knew how stubborn he was. Which was why no argument she had in her arsenal would have an effect on him. He was taking her home to be stitched up by his mother, and that was final.
At last, Charlotte grew tired in her struggle and let her body go limp as he transported her through the busy town square to the Occult's residential district.
Aiden carried her up the steps to his family’s cottage on the outskirts, between the suburbs and downtown. Various picks of wildflowers and shrubs, and a rickety old fence that kept nothing out or in surrounded the house. It was merely a tool the vines used to stretch toward the sun.
He opened the front door with the hand that wasn’t holding her secure to his shoulder, and went in to find his mother in the kitchen, as usual.
The scent of cabbage and carrots filled the room. Steam from the pot made the small amount of sunlight filtering in through the windows hazy. Small doorways in the brick walls led to other parts of the house, where bedrooms for Aiden’s many brothers and sisters were. Mr. Price was probably in the forest, still working, Charlotte suspected. Aiden rarely discussed his father. Actually, she never recalled meeting him before.
Meredith Price was another Earth Elf, like Aiden, with the same autumn-colored hair, and a warm smile with gigantic laugh lines. They also shared the same soft blue eyes. The Prices previously belonged to an Irish Occult. This explained the Celtic knickknacks adorning the house, as well as their last name, which obviously wasn't native.
Meredith’s stout frame jiggled under her apron as she stirred something in a large brass pot over the black potbelly stove. She stopped when she saw her son walk through the door, Charlotte draped over his back like a hunting trophy. “Oh, Aiden! What do we have here? I think we already have enough for dinner tonight.” She laughed her hearty belly laugh.
Charlotte squirmed to peer around Aiden’s shoulder. “Hello, Mrs. Price. How are you?” She smiled politely through gritted teeth and dug her nails into Aiden’s back so he would let her down.
“Yeah, Mom. I was really hungry, so I brought back an entire cow,” he joked.
“Aiden!” Charlotte slapped his arm.
His mother burst out with another thunderous laugh. “Oh my. It's always a comedy when you two get together.” She smiled as Aiden set Charlotte down, the smile fading when her gaze fell to the gash in Charlotte’s leg. “Oh, Charlotte! What happened, dear?”
“Aiden’s horse chucked me off when we were riding, after he promised it would be safe.” Charlotte glared up at the boy, whose confident smile immediately dissipated. He looked wide-eyed at his mother. Charlotte instantly realized what she had done.
“Aiden….” Meredith’s tone heated. “Now, I told you never to take those horses out of the town stable. Those are for when you are working! And where could you possibly have been going with a horse, anyway?”
“Thanks, Charlotte.” Aiden groaned.
The realization hit his mother like a stone. She gasped. “Aiden Price! What did I tell you about leaving the Occult? It’s dangerous! Don’t you understand? What would your father say?”
“It was my fault, Mrs. Price. I’m the one that left this morning. He only came looking for me,” Charlotte confessed.
Meredith looked at Charlotte, and then at her son again. A different emotion conflicted with worry when their eyes met. The three stood looking at one another in silence. Charlotte nervously dropped her gaze to the floor, shifting off of her wounded leg. She wanted to go home now more than ever. “Excuse me, but what time is it, exactly?”
“It’s around seven o’clock, dear. The sun will be setting very soon. Just enough time to get you cleaned up and sent home without Valek ever knowing you got hurt,” said Mrs. Price. “Come on.” She waved Charlotte into the den. Aiden followed.
The Price’s den was a simple, warm room with a few bookshelves, enormous, sunken armchairs, and one small radio in the corner. One of Aiden’s little sisters played with a rag doll on the floor by the window.
“Excuse us, Molly. We have to get Charlotte cleaned up. Can you please take that into the other room?” Molly must have been around eight or nine, with blonde pigtails that hung all the way to her knees.
“Hi, Aiden!” Molly chirped, and hugged her brother before running into the next room.
“All right, dear. Now just sit here a moment while I get the medical aid,” Mrs. Price said, and bounced out of the room.
Aiden sat next to her on the couch. “Are you okay?” he asked, staring at the floor.
“Yes. Are you?” Charlotte looked at him.
“I’m sorry.”
“It wasn’t your fault. It was just an accident.”
“I know.” He sighed. “Can you not mention the Lycan to my mum?”
“Mum is the word.” Charlotte giggled, always finding Aiden’s Gaelic accent charming.
Mrs. Price walked back into the room with a large, wooden box. She set it down on the ground, took out some herbs, and began crushing them in a small ceramic bowl. “This will have you fixed up in no time.” She worked the leaves into a fine pulp. “This is a remedy that has been in our family for generations.” She handed Charlotte a wet rag.
“Thank you.” Charlotte started mopping up the dried blood from her leg.
Aiden’s mother started to apply the green mush onto the wound. “Now this stuff will stop any stinging or aching you might feel, and it’ll completely take away any smell of blood. You know…just in case.” She smiled up at Charlotte as she finished. “You know we all trust Valek with our lives, but you can never be too careful around a Vampire,” she muttered as she started to wrap Charlotte’s leg in white gauze.
“What do you mean?” Charlotte frowned at her, stung by the slightly prejudiced comment.
“I meant no harm, dear,” Meredith said. “It’s just…very easy for them to lose control once they smell blood. They can’t always handle their instincts, if you know what I mean.” She dropped the subject and continued what she was doing.
Shocked, Charlotte refrained from any sort of reply. Nothing like that had ever come out of Mrs. Price before. How could she think Valek would ever harm her in any way? She forced a smile after Aiden’s mother finished with the dressing. “Thanks again.”
“Not a problem, love. Now you need to take this off right when you get home. Can you remember that?”
Charlotte nodded.
She bid Aiden and his mother a quick good night, and finally set off down the road toward her own house. The sun was far in the West now, the light swirling fusions of red and gold. It would only be a few minutes before it would set completely behind the mountains.
Charlotte made her way out of the suburbs and into the noisy town square. This was the time of day when it was busiest. The Elves were wrapping up their day shifts and returning to their families, while the Witches and other nocturnal creatures were arriving for another night at the taverns and shops. Charlotte tossed a hellar on the street near a self-playing fiddle.
She made her way down the narrow footpath up to the large home and quietly opened the front door. She peered inside, not sure if Valek was awake yet. It was dark and silent inside, and the evidence of a long day’s rest still lingered in every room. She hung her bag on the coat rack by the door, bypassed the library, and crept up the stairs to her bedroom. She really didn’t need to be quiet. It wasn’t like Valek could wake up because of any noise she made, but it felt respectful.
The window in her room was left open from the night before and a soft, early evening breeze made the translucent curtains billow inward like dancing spirits. Her entire room was white and delicate, with soft accents of light yellow. It looked like a room out of a doll’s house. Valek had created it for her. He always treated her like his doll, which was why it was impossible to imagine him as the monster Meredith Price described him as.
Charlotte peeled off the white blouse, damp jeans, and sneakers, and replaced them with a black dress with sleeves to her to her elbows, and a hem that fell just above her knees. She slipped on matching black flats and sat on the edge of her bed. This was the way Valek liked her to dress. Delicate—his doll. But it was impossible whenever she went out hunting for him. The less attention she drew to herself, the safer. She noticed the way Evangeline's friends had goggled at her the other night. She would be lying if she said it didn’t bother her.
She stared at the floor as Mrs. Price’s words echoed in her head. You can never be too careful.
“Oh!” She’d almost forgotten the bandage. She leaned over and slowly unwrapped the dressing to reveal a completely normal, unscathed leg. It felt as though nothing ever happened at all. Despite her questionable choice of conversation that evening, Meredith Price was an amazing healer.
Out of the corner of her eye, Charlotte caught something small and gold glimmer faintly on her windowsill. A lightning bug had landed there. Funny. It was a little late in the year for lightning bugs. Careful not to scare it, she reached for a small, glass jar on her bedside table filled with pencils for her sketches. As slowly and quietly as possible, she dumped them on her bed and moved the jar over the tiny, twinkling fly until she was confident enough to lower the jar mouth and trap it.
It buzzed around inside, clinking against the sides of the glass in a pathetic effort to escape. Charlotte gingerly slid her hand underneath and turned the jar right side up to peer inside. The tiny thing continued to fly around feverishly. She found the top of the jar in her drawer.
“There,” she said when she secured it. “Valek will like you, I think. You’re like a tiny piece of the sun.” She smiled and set the jar back on the table.
Charlotte collapsed backward, glanced at the clock, and then stared up at the ceiling. 7:45. Time seemed to be moving at a glacial pace as her mind spun with too many thoughts. This was the first time in a while she felt like she had nothing to do, and the feeling was unwelcome. She continued to think—always a dangerous thing to do alone. And what most dangerous, was she continued to think about Mrs. Price and what she said about Valek.
She thought about the chapter in Vampire Anatomy she had opened up to last night; the pages on the daily death of a Vampire, and the scientific illustrations of the decomposing monster. Streams of warm sunlight depicted as poisonous rays—the punishment for eternal damnation by God.
She heard Mrs. Price's voice reverberate once more in her head again and frowned. Charlotte rose from her bed after a few minutes and decided to do something she hadn’t ever dared to do before. She wanted to see Valek, actually see him for what he truly was. Meredith’s insensitive comments left a million questions buzzing around in her mind, and she felt he was the only one who could provide any answers. After all, what about him was so awful he felt the need to hide it from her? Surely, death was not something as grossly depicted as it was in her book—something he needed to fight so hard to conceal. The hauntingly graphic images on the pages of her volume were not something she could accept without seeing the truth. She knew the rules and they were simple—stay out of his room unless he was awake. There must have been something more. Perhaps he truly was something monstrous, and she had merely been in denial all her life. Her mind instantly flashed to the vision of Valek wiping the blood away from his mouth the night before. But she wouldn’t focus on that now as she shoved the image to the back of her mind. Grabbing the lightning bug off her nightstand, Charlotte crept into the hallway.
Moving almost silently, a trait she picked up from so many years of living with a Vampire, she made her way closer to his bedroom. The large windows to her right painted long shafts of golden light across the dark, dusty hallway floor. She could see his door in the shadows, shut tight against the world, a few feet in front of her. She pressed her ear against the cool wood and heard nothing but the hollow echo of an empty room behind it. Charlotte’s heart continued to thud in her throat as she mentally braced herself for what she was about to see.
She took a deep breath and slowly turned the handle, cracking it open. She peered inside, barely seeing into the heavy darkness. Black, velvet drapes shut sunlight out from every surrounding window. A small string of light filtered in from where she stood, making a soft, orange beam all the way to the foot of his bed. Afraid of what might happen if it were to reach his skin, she quickly closed the door behind her.
The room’s atmosphere was like a human mausoleum, the air stagnant, chilled with death. Her eyes could not adjust to the deep blackness. Holding up the lightning bug captive in the jar, she found it was no aid at all to her vision.
This is stupid, she thought, even as she continued to sneak slowly to his bedside. She should just go back to her own bedroom. She wasn’t supposed to be here. What good could possibly come out of seeing him this way? Yet she continued to creep closer to the bed, finally making out the dark figure in the center of the mattress. The hair on the back of her neck bristled as she leaned over the long corpse before her.
Valek lay there, a shell of the way he normally looked. His arms—bones with a thin layer of skin—draped gracefully over his chest. His hair, now gray and bristled, lay neatly on the cool pillow around his sunken skull. Charlotte’s eyes widened as she examined him closely. His eyes did not open when she traced them with the tips of her fingers. It felt like they never would again. He was nothing but a weathered corpse, merely glamorized by the magic of the moonlight at night.
To Charlotte’s surprise, a single tear slid down her cheek. So this was why he never wanted her here—why her strong father figure never cared to burden her with this secret. She knew he just couldn’t ever let her see him this way. She thought of how lonely it must be to die every single day, forever alone. She wished he would let her be close to him the next time this happened.
He would always wake up, Charlotte reminded herself to keep from sobbing. Valek, who had found her and raised her, was neither man nor monster.
Thunder whispered to her miles away and soft rain patters began across the old roof. Setting the faintly glimmering jar on Valek’s nightstand, she pulled one knee up onto the bed and then the other. She touched his forearm gently, carefully, as if she might shatter it. He felt colder even than normal. Charlotte stroked his hair, long and silken during the hours of the night, now brittle on the pillow. She turned so she lay next to him.
Charlotte took his arm and wrapped it around her shoulders, resting her face on his chest. His body felt so fragile, and the rotting stench of his deathly flesh permeated the area around her, but she didn’t care. More tears fell as she listened to the rain pound heavier above them. She wondered if he could somehow feel her there next to him. A sob broke from her. The sound of the storm began to fade out in her mind as she drifted off to sleep.





Chapter Four

The Spider’s Burrow


A few hours later, Charlotte's eyes fluttered open to meet the white walls of her own bedroom staring blankly back at her. She had been tucked snugly under her bed sheets. Her white curtains flailed around violently in the storm now invading the open window. She jumped from her bed and forced the pane closed against the wind gusts. She glanced at the cuckoo clock hung on her wall. It had already turned ten. How could she have slept so long?
She frantically scanned the room for her shoes, which had been parked neatly by one corner of her bed. Her heart sank when she figured out she had in fact not dreamt what she thought she had after all. She really had mustered up the guts to go into his bedroom. She was in a lot of trouble. Charlotte slipped on her flats and hurried out the door.
She stood very still at the top of the stairs, hands clasped under her chin, listening. She didn’t hear anything and wondered if Valek was even home at all. Did he have a patient? She wondered how angry he was with her. He must be angry. Slowly, she began to descend the stairs, her hand sliding along the polished banister.
“Charlotte?” Valek’s voice lingered threateningly from the library threshold.
She froze on the third to last step, her skin bristling.
“Can I see you in here, please?” His tone struck her like warm poison.
She made her way to the library door; stopping short when she saw him perched on the arm of the garnet-colored armchair. The fireplace crackled in front of him and made threatening ember reflections in his crystalline eyes. She swallowed thickly when Valek stood.
“S-sorry. I know I woke up late. I’m leaving now.” She spun on her heel.
“I think you know that is not what I wanted to speak with you about.” His words halted her once more.
Biting her lower lip a little too hard, Charlotte turned slowly back around. She should have prepared a bit more for this. After all, she had broken the most important rule.
“What is this?” He pulled out the small glass jar, which had once held the glittering lightning bug. Charlotte saw the little fly had become nothing but a brown carcass crumpled at the bottom of the glass.
“It m-must have died.” She winced, her fingers winding in knots behind her back. “I caught it for you because I thought you might like it. Like a little piece of the sun.” Valek sighed and firmly placed the jar on the wooden end table by his chair. The sound of the glass bottom slamming against the wood made Charlotte jump.
“You are not allowed in my bedroom. You know that, Charlotte.”
Her heart sank when he used her full name, instead of the much more endearing term, “Lottie,” he normally liked to call her. He only did that when she was in a lot of trouble.
“I don’t know what made me do it,” she said quietly.
“Charlotte.” He approached her. “I make these rules for a reason. I am only trying to protect you.”
He stopped inches from her, his shoulders back, his stance broad and erect. Blood burned in Charlotte’s cheeks, yet she looked him in the eye in spite of it.
“Why do you have to be alone? Why do you have to do that to yourself?” She fought back tears.
“Because, Charlotte.” His glare pierced her. “It doesn’t bother me anymore. Can’t you see I am trying to protect you?”
“Protect me from what? You?” Her frustration built. “No one should have to die alone!”
“I will not subject you to that!” he bellowed.
Charlotte quaked in his shadow, frightened. He had never yelled at her before. She stared angrily down at the tears splashing on the floor in front of her feet.
“And why did you leave the Occult borders today? I told you, it is dangerous! If you got into trouble, I couldn’t do anything to help you!"
She looked up at him, surprised. “How did you know I left? Will you get out of my head, please? ” The taste of salty tears flooded the back of her throat. “Besides, you make me cross those borders every single night to do what you are unable to do so you won’t kill me!” She jabbed a finger at him. “I don’t see how the amount of danger you put me in is any less significant!”
Valek shuddered.
Charlotte hadn’t realized just how far she had gone until then. She could have said anything to him. She could have called him any name in any number of languages, and it would have never hurt him as much as what she had just said.
“If you regret living here so much, then I grant you your freedom. Just say the word,” he said quietly, sadly.
Charlotte’s mouth fell open. The emotions rolled from her like tidal waves. “You should have just left me in the gutters the night you found me. Did it ever cross your mind that maybe my real parents put me there for a reason?” She bit her lip harder than she had before, regretting everything spewing from her, but she couldn’t control it. He opened his mouth to respond, but nothing came out. His brows furrowed.
“That was an utterly selfish thing to say.” His voice cracked when he looked her in the eyes. “You are only allowed to leave the Occult when it is unquestionably necessary. You leaving for me is a safety precaution, because I want you here, Charlotte. That is true! ”
“But I have been leaving the Occult every single night for the last ten years.” Tears gathered in the corners of her eyes.
“Not anymore.”
“But what about you? What are you going to do?”
“Don’t worry about me.”
“But Valek—”
“And another thing—you are never, never allowed to be in the woods alone!” He pulled his pipe from his breast pocket and lit it.
“But Aiden was with me!” She continued to argue.
“And he did nothing to protect you.” He put the end of it to his lips.
Charlotte’s mouth filled with acid. “Yes, he did! He stopped my bleeding so I wouldn’t be in any danger walking back into this house!” Her hands flew up to cover her mouth.
Valek closed his eyes and calmly blew a perfect smoke ring into the air. He turned his back to her and walked steadily toward the fire. “Do what you want, then. If that’s how you really feel, Charlotte.”
Her arms dropped slowly back to her sides. Of course that wasn’t how she really felt. The honest truth was she had been sketching his face in her drawing book for months. The honest truth was she had snuck into his bedroom because she couldn’t tear him from her mind, because if she were being upfront with herself, he was the one thing in life she treasured more than anything she’d ever possessed. But she quickly shoved those sick thoughts back to the deepest depths of her mind. He could not ever know how she felt. Sadly, she turned and started to leave, hiding her own pained expression.
“Take your whistle,” he whispered.
Grinding her teeth together, she clasped her trembling hand around the small, tarnished thing on the end table beside the door. She placed it around her neck again.

***

Valek listened to her footsteps make their way out into the windy night. He heard the front door open, and then shut with a finalizing thud. He peered out of the large, dusty library window at the small girl pushing through the frigid wind, her arms wound tightly around herself. The wind blew the hem of her dress up around her knees. He thought about running after her, but he knew he ought to just leave her alone. He had never felt the need to yell at Charlotte before, but there was just something about her getting too close to him scared him.
She was like a small, pomegranate seed he held in his hand. If he squeezed too hard, it would burst and the red would spill over and stain his fingertips. She would be so very easy to destroy, and yet she seemed so quick to destroy him. He couldn't deny his instincts. He never told her how he still struggled sometimes. If she walked past and the wind rushed the scent of her mortality to him, he had to force himself to fight that one awful thought.
He knew she didn’t really mean what she said, and he knew she felt sorry the instant she’d said it. Guilt grasped a tight hold of him as he watched her walk alone in to the freezing darkness and fought the urge once more to run after her. But the Regime had just begun to keep a close eye out for Occult people crossing the borders. He had to be home anyway, just in case a patient decided to walk in.
Valek somberly made his way back to his office to take care of some paperwork. Sounds of the house’s foundation settling filled the space Charlotte left vacant. He hated the empty feeling. Even silence seemed too loud when she was gone. He sat at his desk, sighing, and pulled messy patient files from the drawer. He started putting them in some sort of order that made sense to him. It was merely busy work. He actually didn’t need to keep files at all with his photographic memory. He glanced at the desk schedule in front of him. No scheduled appointments tonight. He sighed. No scheduled appointments for the last several months. It seemed nobody wanted to pay a visit to the Vampire doctor.
Maybe he should go after her.
There was a knock at the front door then. He stopped. Curious. Patients always came in through the office door in the back. If it even was a patient. Who could be visiting now? He looked at the carved owl clock on the wall. It was a little after midnight. Charlotte couldn’t be back so soon. That was when he remembered what she mentioned to him last night. Evangeline.
He quickly shoved his papers back into the bottom drawer, and inhumanly sped to the front of the house, taking him about half a second to get from one end to the other. He adjusted his corduroy vest and opened the front door to find the sultry Witch standing before him in a curve-hugging, black dress that only came down to the middle of her thigh.
“Good evening, Evangeline. What can I do for you?” he asked, maintaining his gentleman-like qualities. He did not allow his eyes to stray any lower than her face.
She scoured the house behind him, no doubt looking for Charlotte. Her wine-colored mouth twisted into a wicked smile and she walked in, letting the door slam shut behind her.

***

The harsh wind whipped Charlotte’s matted hair around her face, blinding her as she pushed through it. She was so stupid. She could get rid of some of her pride to go back and at least grab her sweater. The night air was freezing. Her teeth chattered as she hugged her arms tightly around herself. The leaves flew easily from the trees to the wet ground. She saw almost every pair of tavern doors bolted shut, and even the most restless night creatures had turned in for the evening. Nothing was dumb enough to be out in weather like this.
She grimaced as she continued to play their argument over in her mind. He was just as prideful as she was, if not more. Maybe she really would have gotten to live a normal life if he had just left her where he’d found her almost eighteen years ago. Maybe, if he had just gone on about his magical, otherworldly business, someone from her own race would have rescued her instead. Someone normal. Someone safe. Someone who would have turned out to be a lot less confusing, because they would have aged just as she did. Someone she would—no matter what—think of as nothing more than a parent. 
Charlotte blinked back the image of Valek’s devastatingly beautiful face behind her sour tears. Crossing her arms over her chest, she dug her nails into her arm, trying to distract from that which was causing her internal pain.
She rooted around in her satchel to see if there was anything left of the traveling potion Evangeline had given her. To her dismay, she pulled out two empty glass bottles. She couldn’t run away now, even if she really wanted to. And she didn’t really want to. As much as Charlotte didn’t want to admit it, she could never leave Valek. But having those spells would have made hunting for him easier at least. Now, she just had to be lucky enough to find someone on the country road. A farmer, perhaps. Though, she knew stumbling across another human wouldn’t be likely on a night like this.
Thunder thrashed somewhere very close by, causing her to leap out of her skin. She decided if it started to rain heavily again, she would turn around and go back. Valek would just have to stay thirsty for one night. She held her arms up to shield herself against the heavy wind as she continued to push through. Maybe she shouldn't even wait for the rain. Maybe she should just turn back now.
“Do you need a lift somewhere, love?”
Charlotte looked up to see an enormous man with four long arms and four long legs walking easily beside her. Clearly the storm was of no worry to him—a Phaser that was only half-changed into his animal form. How unfortunate it must be to turn into a giant spider.
“No, thank you!” she yelled over the wind. No matter how kindly the old man’s face seemed, she was never to speak to strangers under any circumstance. Occult creatures were very dangerous more often than not.
The half-spider looked up at the threatening sky, the cavernous lines in his human-like forehead wrinkling.
“Seems like a bad time to be out here on your own. Where are you off to, little girl?” He ruffled his bushy mustache.
“I live with the Vampire, Valek Ruzik,” she said matter-of-factly. “I’m out hunting for him.” She hoped mentioning Valek’s name would be enough to scare the spider off. For some reason, a rather negative stigma had been attached to Vampires recently. Valek hadn’t seen a drop of business in months, aside from Evangeline’s run-in with the Lycan. Charlotte thought again of Mrs. Price’s ignorant words.
The man’s face shifted into an even kinder smile upon recognizing the name as he continued to follow her.
“Ah, yes. Valek! Do send him my regards, will you? It’s been ages since my operation,” the man recalled. “But a girl like you shouldn’t be out here in this kind of weather. There are other things, besides me, that like to stalk in weather like this. They’re just waitin’ for something delicious like you. Why, you don’t even have a sweater,” he observed.
Charlotte stopped again and frowned up at him. It was hard to see through the heavy gusts. “I have to go for him! He can’t go on his own! It’s against the Regime law!” she called over the wind.
The man with the eight appendages thought for a moment. “Those awful Wizards. I have no idea how they’re able to keep the power over some er’ these other Occult people. Especially Vampires. Vampires are very powerful, too, ya know,” he mused. “Why, they’re just a bunch of wisecrackin’ old Elves is all those Wizards are.” His mustache ruffled again.
Charlotte blinked up at him. She hadn’t really thought about that before. What kind of creatures were the Wizards exactly? “Are they really Elves?”
“Yes’um.” He grumbled. “Wisecrackin’ ones. Thinkin’ they're so great just ‘cause they’re all so book smart.”
Charlotte had to chuckle.
“Anyway, I think maybe you should be gettin’ home. There are Lycans and Fairies about in weather like this. Why, you could catch a serious cold, too.” He adjusted the aviator’s goggles on the bridge of his nose.
“What are you doing out here, then?” Charlotte asked, amused now.
“Where there are Fairies about, there are arachnids about.” He winked at her.
That made sense. He was a spider. Spiders eat flies. Well, technically the Fae weren’t flies but they were close enough, she decided. She cringed and grimaced as she pictured the strange man chomping down on one.
“A delicacy!” He licked his chops.
Thunder sounded over them again and a single drop of rain splattered on her nose and then another on her cheek.
“Come!” the man said, gesturing to himself. “Hop on. If you don’t want to go home now, I’ll get ya somewhere safe at least. Maybe not dry, but safe.”
“How do I know you won’t eat me?” Charlotte crossed her arms, half-joking.
He put his two front hands on his hips. “You don’t look like a Fairy to me!” He chuckled.
She laughed, too.
“Besides, I don't have a taste for humans. Too mealy.”
The ground disappeared beneath Charlotte’s feet as one of his large hands grabbed her by the shoulder and pulled her onto his back. She marveled at how high up she was. His limbs seemed to be twice the size of his body.
“Ready?” He beamed at her through one, goggled, red eye.
She sucked in a breath of the balmy air through her nose. “Ready.” She gulped and gripped both hands around the scarlet material of his scarf.
They were off. She crouched, keeping her head low, grasping even tighter to him. He moved like lightning through the alleyways of the town, up on the rooftops and down over the cobblestone streets. She shut her eyes against the tunnel of cold rain and the fear of being thrown off.
He was much faster than Aiden’s horse, and a lot scarier. She hardly recognized the city that should have been too familiar to her as it flew by. Everything was a dark, gray blur, once in a while illuminated by the glow of a passing streetlight. She could hardly tell what direction they were going in, but there was something about this Phaser she truly trusted. She kept her face hidden in his back until she felt the large spider lurch to a stop.
“Here we are,” he said confidently. One of his enormously long arms helped her onto the ground. She felt slightly disoriented, but she smiled politely at him and nodded once.
She looked to see that they weren’t in front of her house, but rather just beyond her house, at the start of the dense forest. She could see the top of the mansion behind the trees. All of the lights were on inside, making her little castle glow. It looked so welcoming in comparison to the stormy witching hour.
However, in front of her was a rather large, dirt mound like that of a giant anthill—a very dark hole as the entrance to this strange abode.
“Okay, well…thank you for the ride. But I’ll be going back to my house now.” Charlotte glowered.
He chuckled down at her. “Not a problem, Charlotte. You did well. I thought you might’ve passed out.” He adjusted his goggles again.
Her mouth fell open. “You know my name?”
“Once you told me that you belonged to Valek, I knew exactly who you were.” He smiled, his wiry, frosted mustache bristling. “I’ve heard so much about you over the years. It is a pleasure to actually meet a human girl!” He extended a human hand toward his borough. “You’re welcome to come in for some tea. I make it myself!” he said proudly, his thumbs resting in his vest.
Charlotte looked again at the dark hole in the forest floor, squinting at it, and then back at the face of the Phaser. She turned once, glancing back at her house, and decided Valek probably wasn’t missing her right now, anyway. Why should she be in such a hurry to return to him? “Sure.” She smiled politely. “Thanks again, Mr.—”
“Třínožka,” he informed her, and grabbed her by the hand as they disappeared down the dark tunnel.
Her eyes didn’t adjust well to the blackness of the dirt-packed entrance. Her free hand felt around at the walls so she could guide herself more easily, even though Mr. Třínožka was doing most of the guiding for her. Her fingertips trailed across the winding tree roots and rocks hiding in the topsoil, until finally her eyes were met with a faint, warm light behind a set of patterned curtains.
When the spider pushed through, Charlotte emerged into a rather large burrow he had dug for his home under the forest. Multiples of trinkets, oddities, and collectables lined the walls, stacked next to crude, pillowy sacks that she guessed the spider used for couches.
Another Phaser was playing music from one corner of the burrow. A caterpillar type just as large as Mr. Třínožka, sat folded over a small bench before an old, upright piano. He did not seem to notice the pair had entered behind him as he continued to play.
“That sounds beautiful,” Charlotte said softly.
“That’s just Horris. He’s completely deaf.” Mr. Třínožka began removing his scarf and his knit gloves with the fingers cut out. He laid them on one of the couches.
“He’s deaf?” Charlotte blanched. “How can he play?”
“Charlotte, trust me, it is not a hindrance.” The spider leaned in close to her. “You do not need your ears in order to hear that which you wish to create.” He winked before scurrying off to a different part of the burrow. He called out to her, “Please, have a seat! I am expecting other company and tea will be on shortly!”
Charlotte did as he said, finding one of the large, fluffy sacks and plopping in the center of it. She struggled to keep herself upright, though the softness of it swallowed her, her knees folding up to her stomach.
“I really like your home!” she said so that he could hear her from the other room.
“Thank you.” The Phaser reappeared with a bronze teakettle in one hand and two ceramic jugs in the others. “Earl Grey or chamomile?”
“Earl Grey, please.” She smiled, continuing to try and find her balance in the chair.
His mustache bristled again as he disappeared once more.
“Where do you find all of these things?” Charlotte asked, her eyes scanning the various pieces. There were clock gears, and only halves of sets of human pairs of shoes. There were dented pots and pans, many books, cuckoo clocks, lamps, hunks of un-polished scrap metal, stuffed animals, sculptures, photographs, silverware, snow globes, and about a million other things that decorated the spider’s home.
“I’m a junk collector. I collect junk.” Mr. Třínožka reappeared again with four cups of tea in each of his hands. “Like Horris.”
Charlotte laughed.
He gave one cup to Charlotte, set one down on a small, crooked coffee table, and placed one on the piano in front of Horris before sitting down in one of the couches. “It’s what I do. One spider’s trash is another spider’s treasure,” he said, sipping at his tea. “You wouldn’t believe the things I discover.”
“Thank you,” Charlotte heard Horris grumble under his music.
Charlotte took a sip, too, the hot steam bringing warmth back to her cheeks. She smiled when she tasted the milk and honey, exactly how she liked it. She sipped at it again. “So, who’s the other company you’re expecting?”
As if on cue, a familiar burlap figure came rolling down the tunnel, landing on his backside facing Charlotte and the spider, reeling from dizziness.
“Ah, Edwin! Just in time!” Mr. Třínožka said, one of his arms stretching out to hand him his cup of tea.
Edwin took it, eyes still spinning. “Thanks. Hi, Charlotte.”
“Edwin!” She giggled. “You sure know how to make an entrance.”
Edwin grumbled something incoherent and sipped at his tea.
The evening went on like that for just a while longer and the three talked and laughed while Horris continued to play the piano, seemingly oblivious to the goings-on behind him. Mr. Třínožka told stories of how he obtained some of his more interesting pieces before Charlotte finally stood up, stretching out her arms and legs.
“I better get going. Mr. Třínožka, thank you so much for your hospitality.”
“Any time, my dear. Don’t be a stranger! Say hello to Valek, and tell him not be so careless with a lovely little girl like yourself.”
Charlotte smiled once to Edwin, patting him on the head, before turning and exiting out the long tunnel from whence she came.
The wind had finally died down and the walk back to the steps of her home was quick. She could hear laughter coming from inside. That was when she remembered. Evangeline.
Charlotte burst through the front door, expecting to see the two of them just on the other side. The room was lit, but empty. She looked to see slight shadows moving from inside the library. Her stomach twisted with a feeling she didn’t recognize. She crept over to the library door, hearing Evangeline’s unmistakable, musical laughter. It made Charlotte’s cheeks burn.
Slowly peering around the threshold, the thing she saw next made something hard and icy shatter deep within her chest. Evangeline’s long, sleek body leaned over Valek, who sat in his armchair, tie undone, shirt slightly unbuttoned at the top. Her lips moved slickly across his neck and up to his mouth, and the worst part was…he kissed her back.
Charlotte froze in the doorway, wanting to run out again into the storm. But her legs seemed to be nothing but bricks of lead. A feeling twisted in her gut, like shards of serrated glass, as the onset of salty tears stung the bridge of her nose. She hadn’t realized her satchel had dropped to the floor, shattering the empty spell bottles inside.
Evangeline jumped at the sound and looked to see Charlotte standing there in the doorway.





Chapter Five

The Price of Sinning


“Char—Lottie…” Valek started quietly.
Charlotte saw herself out of body, staring back at him, slowly breaking into two pieces. Her mouth fell open in an effort to speak, willing something, anything to stumble out, but nothing would. Slowly, she turned and padded out into the night.
She walked a slow, even pace off the porch steps and back onto the stone footpath then stood there, sucking in a deep breath of rimy air. Exhaling, she could see her misty breath between the silvery plummets of rain. She straightened up and broke into a run. That was the only thing she wanted to do—the only thing her swimming mind could think of. She just wanted to run.
She prayed to God Valek was far enough away not to be able to hear her miserable thoughts, knowing if he had the opportunity, he would have been listening. Her throat felt thick as a fresh wave of bile crawled up her esophagus. Had she really just seen what she thought she had? Impossible. Out of every evil thing this nightmarish city contained, her very worst nightmare had been realized. The images flashed, vivid at the forefront of her mind, recalling that which had sucker punched her clear across the face only a few moments ago. She ran, passing the taverns and shops, not knowing where to turn next. There was no safe haven. She needed to find some place empty, some place quiet, where she could think.
Why did it have to be Evangeline?  It just confirmed all of the fears that constantly tormented Charlotte in the back of her mind.
Nights she lay awake, conjuring up in her mind this very thing was somehow eventual, somehow inevitable. Tears from her eyes meshed so well with the cold rain on her face; she could hardly tell she had started to cry. Her lungs began to scorch in her chest after a distance and she bent in half, her hands on her knees as the tears continued to fall. Oxygen returned to her in a fury of blistering waves. Her shivering fingers wound absently around her silver whistle, habitual.
Charlotte straightened again and looked around at the desolate village square. Her teeth chattered as she wrapped her arms around her shoulders, suddenly too aware of the zillions of goose bumps on seemingly every plane of her body.
She turned to her left to see a shadowed alley between the freestanding gothic cathedral and Broucka General Store. It didn’t look to her like it would a dead end, as the dank path seemed to twist around the side of the church walls. Perhaps this would be a good, quiet place.  She began walking. A gargoyle loomed at her as she passed, its wretched jaws extended in an eternal howl, like it too was disgusted with the putrid love she hid so fervently from the one who raised her. She shuddered.
Sure enough, the washed cobblestone pathway turned and disappeared under a mound of dirt and grass. A low, black fence surrounded the entire churchyard, its twisted gate mangled and rusted. Grass, a brilliant emerald color, even in the dead of night, stretched to the moon, her ankles drowning in it as she walked. A stony fountain stood in the very center of the forsaken garden, its winged statue pointing his cherubic hand toward the night sky.
Charlotte walked over and peered into the basin, a sickly sort of jade color with moss growing around the sides. It didn’t look like it worked at all with the limestone decay built up around the bottom. It was completely unkempt, but it was just the peaceful sort of place she needed. She sank into the basin of the dirty fountain where the rainwater collected, her legs dangling over the brim. She was already sopping, and anyway, getting dirt on her clothes was the very furthest thing she cared about. She buried her head in her hands and sucked deep an enormous breath of the clean, dewy air. Tears finally starting to dry, she shoved the rest of the garbage from her mind so she could finally think more clearly.
Valek was her parent—her guardian, she amended. He never wanted her to refer to him as ‘Father’. He made that point when she was very young, learning to talk. Perhaps if he had made those boundaries more clear, this might have never been an issue. Valek raised her. He was the only thing she had ever learned to love, and by far her greatest treasure. In spite of growing up around all of this magic, Charlotte looked at Valek like she looked at nothing else. He meant everything, and she had just walked in on him and Evangeline. Together.
Exhausted, Charlotte sighed and looked up at the stars. The downpour had diminished into a light drizzle. The storm seemed to have cleaned all of the thick, ominous clouds away, leaving the sky sparkling. Thankful the rain had stopped. She breathed in the clean air and watched Polaris wink down at her. She returned to her conundrum.
She decided she should be happy for Valek. He had been alone for years, even before he’d found her. Yet the thought of Valek romantically involved with anyone at all seemed weird and unnatural, because it had always just been the two of them, simple and unchanging.
Maybe it made sense for Valek to be with Evangeline now. Of course it did. Charlotte could never be that for him. She wasn’t supposed to be. And Evangeline was nice. She was beautiful. She would take care of him.
Something hard and icy stabbed at the inside of Charlotte’s chest again, and she lurched forward, balling her fists in her hair. No! She wasn’t going to accept that. She needed Valek, and she needed him all to herself. They were soul mates. That was the reason he’d found her nearly nineteen years ago in Prague. There must have been a reason. They belonged together.
Biologically, he wasn’t much older than her—about four years. They weren’t related in the least. They practically were like different species altogether. They could be together once she was old enough. He only needed to wait for her.
No, her logical half fought back. That was too disgusting to even think about. Why was she thinking it?
Her heart and mind raged on in battle, neither half making any sort of victory. What was she going to say to him? What was he going to think? Charlotte couldn’t imagine her situation getting any worse.
“Lottie?”
The soft, familiar voice dripped like honey in the thick gardenia-scented air. She looked up to see him standing at the edge of the broken gate.
No! Go away!  She said the words in her mind, but nothing came out of her lips that had frozen shut. Instead, she buried her face in her knees again. Wrong. It can always get worse.
“I’m not going to go away,” Valek said aloud, answering her thoughts defiantly.
He padded over to her with his hands up in surrender, careful, as though she were a spooked rabbit.
She felt like she was going to be sick. This was it. The floodgates were now open. Her heart pounded in her chest as she looked at him. He had cleaned up. His hair was tied neatly back with a black ribbon. His red ascot with the Czech coat of arms scrawled in elegant gold, and brown sear-sucker vest were back in their rightful place—the buttons closed. She wanted to look away again, but his lingering, sapphire gaze kept her there.
“What?” She sniffed and quickly wiped at her face with an already dampened sleeve. She hated when she was vulnerable. She wished she were on the opposite end of the world.
He sat down on the scummy brim of the fountain and took her small hand in his. His skin was cool and satiny, like it always felt—dry, though with a slick sort of feeling, like the scales on a snake.
“I am sorry, Lottie,” he said almost too quietly for her to hear. “I should never have allowed that to happen.”
She sniffed again. “Why are you sorry?” She wriggled her hand free and folded it sheepishly in her lap. “Who you choose to be involved with is none of my business. You deserve to be happy.”
“Do not say such things. It is without a doubt your business. I do not feel that way about Evangeline.” He pleaded for her to look at him. She refused.
“That’s not the way it looked.” This was stupid. She felt like a jealous wife.
“I am aware of the way it looked.” He sighed. “And I am not going to try and explain. But I promise it was meaningless. Evangeline will not be my betrothed anytime soon.” He chuckled darkly.
Charlotte didn’t buy it. Instead, she turned her face away, the only effort she could make to hide from him. She felt him inch closer to her as she sniffled once more.
“Please do not cry, my Lottie.” He eased one long bony finger over her cheek, wiping away a tear. She couldn’t help but completely melt inside.
Finally, she turned to look him in the eye, which proved to be a big mistake. Her tears flowed inconsolably then and it was all she could do to bury her face in his chest, her hands knotting around the back of his neck.
“Valek. I’m so confused. It’s not like I can hide it from you any longer. Eventually you were going to hear it.” She sobbed.
He rested his bony cheek on top of her head, listening to the thoughts she knew he had not since paid much attention to. This did complicate things quite a bit, and she knew it.
“Shhh, Lottie.” He stroked her hair. “You shouldn’t have to hide anything from me. You know that. I told you to come to me under any circumstance. I meant it.”
He delicately slid his hand up the side of her arm—a gesture she was sure he meant to be comforting, but it wasn’t. She pulled away. “I’m sure this was not the sort of circumstance you meant.” She quickly brushed away more falling tears.
Valek held her by the shoulders, separating himself farther so he could look directly into her burning face. She denied herself from looking up at him, wanting so much to protect him from her horrible, weird, perverted thoughts. Instead, her gaze rested on the sopping skirt of her dress.
“Listen to me now, Lottie.” He spoke gently, though his words seemed to carry a current of electricity. It made her want to glance up, but she forced her focus downward.
“Not now, nor will I ever forsake you. Not under any circumstance. My love is unconditional. I hope you can understand that.”
Her eyes pricked, and she clenched her jaw tighter.
“We are going to go home now and give all of this up for tonight. This can be discussed a different time.”
She heard a smile on the last three words, and she knew he was trying to be nothing but comforting again. Her gaze finally touched his, her heart feeling like it had splintered. “But what about you? I didn’t hunt for you tonight.”
He smiled again. “I’ll be fine.” He stood. “Come. Let’s go home.” He held his arm out to her, offering to pull her from the thoughts she was drowning in.
Apprehensively, she took it and they started walking together, out of the abandoned garden. Her eyelids felt so heavy, she fought to keep them open. The world around her started to tilt in odd ways. Her teeth began to chatter again. She just wanted it all to be over.
The image of the Witch hovering over him branded itself into Charlotte’s mind, and she decided she didn’t want to talk about it anymore. Valek’s hand enveloped hers, but things still felt a little weird so she tried to casually wriggle her hand free. He let it go, but Charlotte was sure he didn’t miss her motive. He rarely missed anything.
“I was actually just about to come and find you after our argument when she knocked on the door,” he continued.
She knew he was only trying to make things better, but it wasn’t working and Charlotte wished he had just left it alone. The earth started to tilt a little more under her feet. She blinked, stumbled forward, and caught herself on his arm.
“Lottie?” He stopped. “Lottie, are you okay?”
His liquid velvet voice reverberated around in her hollowed-out head. It almost sounded like he was calling to her down a long, steel tunnel. She opened her mouth to respond when her eyes rolled back into her head. The entire world disappeared from under her as everything faded to black.

***

Aiden was still awake, skimming over a crumpled set of parchment paper. Everyone else in the house had already gone to bed, and he found the solitude—something he rarely experienced with so many siblings—soothing as he read.
Before him, lit by a dim lantern perched next to him on the edge of the sofa, was a list of names, all employed by the Central European Magic Regime. Aiden was determined to find out who the assailant from the woods was. How dare anyone from the Regime try and attack him?  After all, that Lycanthrope guard should have known immediately who he was.
He glanced up at the small, wooden clock above the mantle. The second hand ticked, like a metronome, a little too loudly. Father should be arriving any moment. Aiden had called on him the moment Charlotte left, not wanting to reveal to her the enormous secret he’d been hiding over the years they had been friends.
Danek Price was not simply a mere, woodland Elf. Aiden couldn’t help but grin in the dark room from the utter reverence he felt for his father.
Hearing the familiar sound, like a heavy gush of wind, of someone projecting just outside the front door, Aiden shot up from the couch. His father had arrived at last. A knot formed in Aiden’s throat just before he approached the door. It had been a considerable amount of time since they had last seen one another. The Regime didn’t always allow time for Father to return home. Then again, he probably wouldn’t have wanted to, Aiden admitted with a frown.
“Son.” Danek lingered in the doorway, a mere astral projection of his physical self. His bottom half was nothing but a swirling cloud of smoky mist, and any uninformed person might have thought they’d seen a ghost if they were lucky enough to catch a glimpse. Aiden guessed his father’s physical body must be somewhere secure within the walls of the Regime palace. Astral projection was considered very dangerous, and by law, something only a very skilled Wizard could perform. Aiden was not yet experienced enough.
“Thank you for coming, Father.” Aiden lowered his head and stepped aside, allowing his father’s astral body to enter the cottage. He watched Danek’s eyes shift around the room. Aiden guessed the small home seemed extremely modest in comparison to the lavish lifestyle of living in the palace.
“Where is your mother? Is she all right?”
A new knot tied in Aiden’s throat. He longed for his family to be whole again one day, but he knew that was unlikely. “Everyone is sleeping.”
“Why have you called on me, then?”
Aiden frowned. No matter what, this could not sound like some trivial schoolyard crush. That wasn’t what this was. “I need to speak with the lord, Vladislov, right way. It is…regarding something very important.”
Danek raised an eyebrow. “Something bothers you?”
Aiden’s hands trembled slightly, and he shoved them deep within his pockets. Even as a spirit, his father was intimidating. “Since I was very young, you taught me never to trust the followers of the dark—”
“Yes, Aiden, though you and your mother went against my word,” Danek interjected.
Aiden stopped pacing, looked his at his father directly. “No, Mother never went against you. Not for a moment! But if you were to banish me, of course she was going to follow. I am her child!”
Danek’s stern features tensed. “And I am her husband. Aiden, she went against me by befriending one of our natural enemies. Both of you did. You must make your point quickly. I have to get back.”
Aiden looked at the floor, choosing his next words carefully. “I understand now,” he said quietly. There was a moment of absolute silence between them. Aiden had to glance up to see if his father was even still there. “Valek Ruzik has what I want. He has committed a serious crime against the Regime.” Aiden continued to struggle to articulate. “What I mean to say is…I am finally ready to accept Vladislov’s offer.”
“Good,” Danek replied shortly, folding his ghostly arms behind him. “But Aiden, we already have a plan for the Vampire….”

***

Valek caught Charlotte and lifted her into his arms with ease. He began walking again and gazed down at the frail girl he carried her through the night. Her face seemed as peaceful as it had the night he first found her. It really hadn’t changed all that much, he decided. She was still the sweet, confused little Lottie who carried the weight of the world on her shoulders. He hadn’t taken the chance to really look at her lately. She had grown into such a beautiful young woman, and he realized just how proud he had become of her.
As he continued through the quiet town square, Valek listened to her thoughts. He had never paid this much attention to her mind and found himself completely entertained by the mental war raging inside her, even as she slept.
But then, and not to his surprise, an overwhelming feeling of sadness came over him. This was his Charlotte–his Lottie. She was his child. But now, that which had been so peaceful for years was about to grow to a great complexity. This battle was not yet over. He could feel it.
Valek barely noticed the creatures gawking at him from inside the opened taverns, nosily wondering what he had done to poor, lifeless Charlotte in his arms. If it hadn’t been for their annoyingly curious thoughts aimed directly at him, he probably wouldn’t have been aware of them at all. They stared with their multi-specied eyes, and whispered things to one another, though with his keenness, they might as well have been screaming. They elbowed each other in the ribs, pointing their extended claws.
A Witch with an edgy, white, bowl cut, chic against her angular face, nudged Evangeline, who looked up from a conversation she’d been having with a tall, male Elf.
“Valek!” She shrieked and ran to the center of the square. Several gasps fluttered from the crowd.
Valek stopped walking, glancing around defensively at the ogling eyes.
“Valek! What did you do to her?” Evangeline asked, exasperated, and staring wild-eyed.
Valek saw she had somehow managed to gussy up more than she already had been that evening. Her chestnut hair swirled in loose curls around her pale rounded shoulders. Dark, emerald eyes glimmered under a bed of curled lashes. But all of that didn’t appeal to him so much this time around. It seemed oddly sort of fake, like there was a hag cowering just underneath the layers of sparkling gossamer and ribbon.
He sneered. “I did nothing.”
“Then, what happened to her?”
“Nothing. She’s just exhausted.” He looked down at Charlotte again.
“Why are you crying then?” She reached up to the streaks of blood falling from his eyes.
He was quick to pull away, agitated. Had he really been crying? “I do not know. I hadn’t realized it.” He glared back once more at the watchful eyes staring at them around the village square, noticing how eerily still everything had become. “I believe I am just tired as well. Won’t you excuse me?”
“Can I walk you home?” Evangeline asked.
Valek shot a malevolent glower at the macho Elf still standing in the shadows of the tavern. Evangeline apparently did not waste any time finding another toy to play with.
“I believe your new friend would not feel right by that,” Valek seethed through gritted fangs. “You may hurt his feelings.”
Evangeline’s face burned with a chagrin Valek found neither appetizing, nor appealing.
“So, I think I’ll make it home myself. Thanks.” The urge to kill her was more out of fury rather than thirst, but he kept walking, leaving Evangeline alone in the center of the road.
Valek found himself stalking instead of gliding, like he normally did, back to his home at the far end of the street. It had been a long time since he had gone a full night without blood, though he believed nothing serious would happen to him. Veins throbbing under his icy skin pained him to no end. The anger that pulsed inside him didn’t help the situation either.
All of the lights were still on inside. The door left wide open after he ran out after Charlotte. He made his way back inside and slammed the door shut, barely touching it. He trudged up the stairs. All of the lanterns lining the wall on the way to the second story flickered out, bulbs bursting into thousands of tiny shards he crushed under the soles of his shoes.
Charlotte hung limp in his arms, her still face twitching every so often with a new thought. The floorboards, which normally creaked when Charlotte treaded on them, were silent under Valek’s feet as he made his way into her bedroom. Again, he noted how quiet and still the house felt without her. Charlotte’s bedcovers were still turned down from when she had woken up earlier that evening. He recalled their argument, instantly regretting having it.
He lay her down and removed her shoes. Charlotte was still adorned in her soaking, black dress, her hair clinging in thick pieces to her sleeping face. A nearly invisible shiver made her lower lip tremble, and he knew he had to remove the garment before she caught her death. A discomfort quickly flared up under his skin and if he were alive, he imagined it would have been several shades of chagrin turning him red. He sighed as he bent over her, gingerly fumbling with the pearl-face buttons beginning just below her collarbone, until he was able to slide it completely off her in one fluid motion. Quickly, he pulled the blanket around her, his gaze fixated on the dusty floorboards instead of on her.
He gazed at her again. She finally seemed peaceful; though he knew a million things haunted her behind those pretty eyelids.
He sat on the edge of the bed and watched sleep calm her features. Touching her soft curls, twirling them around his fingers, he listened contently to her complicated dreams, not surprised at all that they revolved around him. It shouldn’t have, but it made him smile. He glanced over at the alarm clock on her bedside table to see it was almost four a.m.
The muscles in his arms felt weak as the thirst started to flare in his throat again. Valek watched Charlotte’s chest expand and contract as she breathed. He leaned down and buried his nose in her hair, breathing in her rosy perfume, listening to the warm vibration of her pulse. It created a sharp, stabbing pain in his gums, his mouth drying up like he had swallowed a bale of cotton.
Lottie, my love, there is more than just the one reason why we could never be together. The angel and Satan’s plaything—together forever, he scoffed.
Though, he did love being so close to something so vulnerable, so real, and so alive, he decided that was what he loved most about her. It was a constant reminder of what he used to be—what had been taken away from him.
He inhaled her scent once more and an unrelenting burning shot up the back of his esophagus again, worse this time. He darted away from her, clinging to the furthest wall. Ruby veins glowed at him under the ivory current of her flesh. He shut his eyes tight against the sight of it. His gums throbbed harder, beckoning him to feed and he covered his mouth firmly with the back his hand, feeling his eyes begin to water.
Slowly, he walked to the door, turning one last time to look at his “Little Lottie,” knowing things were going to change between them forever. The door clicked shut.
He plummeted down the stairs and into the library, now made eerily dismal because of the dying fire. On his armchair sat a white, folded note. He opened it cautiously, already knowing who it was from. Evangeline’s face was creased from the horizontal fold. Her gray-scale eyes in the picture opened with a sad gaze toward him.
“Sorry,” the note sounded in an airy, musical voice, double-toned by a chord lower and sadder, before it vanished in a cloud of purple and gold.
“It is too late for sorry,” Valek muttered and collapsed into his chair. He put his head in one clawed hand and sighed. His lips throbbed with the thirst, and he knew death was imminent in just a few moments. He didn’t even have enough energy to make it back upstairs to his bedroom and close the curtains.
He sat there, analyzing the situation before him. His Lottie, his doll he had treasured and polished for years, the one he saw as eternally innocent, forever a little girl, had finally grown up.
The day he neglected to anticipate had finally come. In the back of his mind, he’d known it was coming. She was womanly. The little girl he’d watched change before his unchanging eyes, year after year after year, had made a change he hadn’t anticipated. Maybe he hadn’t wanted to anticipate it, because he didn’t want to believe she would ever change that way—that she would ever grow up. He mulled this over until the feeling of perishing was finally too overwhelming to ignore any longer.
First, breathing became more difficult as he choked and fixated on the oxygen. He fought with it until he felt his brittle ribs give to the pressure. He moaned softly, careful not to wake Charlotte, as his vision started to haze and then blacken. Soft flesh hardened around his drying bones. A louder cry ripped from him as his spine arched backward, pushing against the death that clung to him as he, himself, had been death clinging to life hundreds of times before.
The room grew entirely too cold and he clutched the sides of the chair, tearing holes in the upholstery with his mangled claws as he heaved. He fought for every last moment, tearing into his consciousness for one single shred of life. But the darkness finally enveloped the vision of the room before him as one final image shimmered before his blazing eyes. Charlotte.





Chapter Six

Bedrich, Danek, Kazimir and…Vladislov


Sitting alone in his office chamber, Vladislov watched the world teem outside his window. A phenomenal October sun painted its jack-o-lantern color across the morning sky. The moon had begun to disappear, fading against the periwinkle clouds behind the mountains of the West. His side of the world was now waking up to greet the day as Western civilization tucked itself in for another dark night. Mortal children stretched in their beds, yawning up at the brightened sky as their mothers rushed them out into their mundane lives. School. Work. Mortals wasted this earth. They took up space better used by the Occult—those with what he considered to have divine blood. But as everything ordinary was, they were temporary. Dust in the wind. They’d be gone soon. He cracked a smile that stretched the cavernous lines in his face.
Ever since the advent of life on Earth, there had always been deviations from what mortal society considered normal. Otherworldly creatures with the divine spark of magic—things only spoken about in fairy tales and legends among humans, were the things Vladislov considered normal, and fought to conceal behind walls. But with a powerful civilization comes a powerful government to keep order, and Vladislov resided at the very top.
Wind whistled through hollows in the alleyways of his city, while unseen spirits descended into the white light of the sun now raying off car windshields. People rushed off in their lives, completely unaware of the more powerful forces existing in the simplest forms around them, all of it going unnoticed. It existed in the wind malevolently blowing their hats into the path of an oncoming vehicle. It existed inside the perilous mind of an envious ex-lover. And it existed in an unassuming building standing very regally near the center of Prague, in Old Town, where Vladislov sat.
The Regime Headquarters did not exist in some grand Occult city at the top of the world, as even he used to fantasize as an Elven child. The oligarchy of the master Wizards ruled from a small country in the heart of Eastern Europe in a capital city, infested with mortals, hiding in plain sight—as magic always tended to do.
Vladislov and his advisors lived and worked in the center of Prague, completely unbeknownst to mortal society. It was the most enchanted, modern metropolis in the world and the only Occult city the Regime could not hide. Human population flocked to the city mainly for its beauty. The history etched in the brick and mortar of Prague Castle, the old gates and bridges, kept mortals coming, fantasizing about the things they didn’t know actually existed. People could not deny the energy one found when walking about the glistening streets. It was powerful enough to fuel both the magical and the mortal realms, and so the Regime made the choice to have their order exist secretly amongst the common people of Europe. Because, after all, Vladislov couldn’t blame the lesser species for being so attracted to his divine race.
To the outsider, the building’s façade might have looked like some sort of embassy, with darkened, common bricks and long mirrored windows—all things completely spellbound, of course. If human blood ever tried to enter the palace doors, a simple touch of the handle would erase all short-term memory. Vladislov chuckled darkly. The grand doors always seemed locked, but could be opened with a rune most common Elves would not be familiar with. The Regime remained protected and coveted, even from its own kind, as any other government building was. Its one spire, atop the tarnished dome that shone turquoise in the sun, protruded high over the other surrounding rooftops. The building, for the most part, seemed completely common, except for the fact that once inside, its depth seemed to go on indefinitely.
Kazimir, the lowest of the oligarchy, and a master of the Fifth Realm and psychic arts, could make human beings see and believe whatever he wanted them to. His name meant “the great destroyer” and in many ways, Vladislov was lucky to have his younger brother in his good graces. Kazimir was once responsible for destroying whole villages in Asia, making it look like the responsibility of human military.
Bedrich was the high priest of the oligarchy. He was closest with air, and a master of everything theological. He was the brain, and had been since he was just a young Elf. His massive cranium he hid under hooded robes reflected that.
Then, there was Danek Price. His family had immigrated to the golden city from an Occult town in Ireland when Vladislov called upon him. A master of the earthly realms, he was best at cunning strategy. Danek was strong and quiet, just as he had taught his son, Aiden, to be.
Vladislov, the leader of the oligarchy, was a master of every element, something only few could dream of achieving. He could cause and control tsunamis, tornados, flash floods, brush fires. Anything to bend others to adhere to his will. He indulged himself with the finest of all things and held no compassion for the creatures he considered to be beneath him. Foremost on his list, were Vampires—specifically one: Valek Ruzik. The upstart who’d dared break into his rooms uttering demands that were not his to make.
Late one particularly dark winter night when the moon was new and the sky was at its blackest, Vladislov sat alone, once again, in his chamber. The bedroom was completely draped in red velvet from the curtains, to the bedclothes, to the upholstery used to make the chair he sat in.
The year was 1989, the year Czechoslovakia would divide into two nations. The human condition about the country was in turmoil, with the raging end of oppression and communism.
He reflected by the warm candlelight, the law that had been passed several decades before, written by himself and his younger brother, and revised by Bedrich and Danek. Vladislov read the decision they made together. Bedrich had tried to persuade Vladislov not to pass the one law, which would lock every Occult creature inside their secret cities forever, making it unlawful for them to cross over the borders into mortal society. But Bedrich’s attempt had been feckless, and Vladislov made it so—doing this without anticipating the repercussion that would advance on this night.
He was about to turn in for the evening, leaning over to blow out his candle, when a black shadow crashed through the frosty windowpane. Shards of glass whizzed through the air to the floor around Vladislov. Chilled winter air from the night steeped the deep, red bedroom, causing the candles to flicker out on their own.
Cold wind blew Vladislov’s long, silver, wiry hair about his face as he squinted through the darkness for the intruder. Something inhumanly fast whizzed past him. He shot up from his chair. This wasn’t any kind of mortal thief.
“Who intrudes? I demand to know!” he bellowed.
The shadow leapt to the other side of the room. Vladislov spun to look behind him, trying to catch the thing, but he had no such luck, the creature was fast. It moved again, making one of his towering bookshelves crash to the floor. Vladislov could hear guards stirring downstairs from the ruckus.
“You will be punished dearly for this, whoever you are!” Vladislov spoke again, his tone significantly meeker. “My guards are coming with their Lycans. You will be torn to shreds!”
The being slowly crept up behind the Wizard and let out a cold breath that slipped like a chill of death the back of Vladislov’s neck.
“I know what you plan to do. Do not sign that document, sir, or you will surely live to regret it,” the phantom hissed.
“Who are you?” he demanded.
“I am the thing which will watch you from the shadows until the day you die,” the creature whispered. “The thing that will haunt you as you dream. The only thing…you will never defeat.”
Vladislov, who had stealthily moved his bony hand to his desk, grasped a letter opener. He whipped his arm around and slashed the mysterious man’s throat open, blood spewing as the figure recoiled back into the darkness. But when he looked to see the body, nothing was there. The wizard let out a soft sound of terror as he suddenly felt someone standing behind him. The creature’s claws slashed at Vladislov’s hand, slicing it off at the bone, knocking the bloody letter opener to the ground.
Vladislov let out a loud cry of pain as he clutched his spewing arm. He fell to the floor and crawled like an insect from a falcon.
The obscure creature brought one claw down to wrap around Vladislov’s neck and sent him hurling into the wall. His back crunched with the impact.
The shadow slowly made its way to stand before him. The moonlight shimmered off the creature’s threatening fanged grin.
“Vampire!” He gasped.
The Vampire let out a low chuckle. “The only thing you will never defeat,” the Vampire repeated, just as the chamber door flew open. Guards rushed in, their footsteps booming on the floorboards.
“There!” Vladislov gestured with one spindly finger at the Vampire.
Just as the guards and their wolves lunged, he leapt back through the open window into the dark night. There was no evidence left of the fiasco, other than the destroyed chamber and the ‘Law One’ soaked in his red wine.

***

Eighteen years later, the Regime’s hatred for the blood-sucking creatures continued to consume its four leaders. Vladislov thought of ways to make sure it would never happen again. He would sit up, sleepless night after sleepless night, devising ways to make life more difficult for the only thing he would never win against and every night, he came up with the same solution: rid the Earth of Vampires completely. Form a mass genocide, and the world would no longer have to fear the blood demons.
“Sir?” A young Elf that worked in the building as a page interrupted Vladislov’s reverie. “Excuse me, sir, but the Vampires from the Northern most Slovakian occult city have arrived, sir.”
Vladislov nodded and waved him away.
Kazimir soon took the boy’s place in the room as he walked over to his elder brother and put one hand on his pointed shoulder.
“Tomorrow is the day, Vlad,” he said warmly. “This is only the first of many Occult districts to be cleared. Soon, the entire world will not have to worry about these savages appearing by their bedsides anymore.”
Vladislov slowly got up from the leather armchair with a tired smile.
“Yes, Kazimir. Soon human children will forget every vampiric fairy tale ever told. It will be as though they’ve never existed, and we can all rest easier.”
“Can you believe one of them actually asked me what she was being tried for?” Kazimir laughed, lines forming around his dark, shining eyes. He looked almost identical to his brother, though a bit more youthful.
“How did you respond?” Vladislov only slightly shared in his brother’s amusement.
“I told her they were all guilty on the count of ruthless murder. How could we let creatures such as these exist after killing thousands of people, and endangering our secret?” Kazimir beamed. “The little demon looked at me like I had three eyes.” His laugh was thunderous again. “You should have seen the way she clawed at those bars, as though she were strong enough to rip through platinum.”
“Let us see how strong they are when they are forced to meet eyes with sunrise,” Vladislov seethed, and started out of the large room.
“Good day, brother.” Kazimir eyed him as Vladislov nodded and disappeared behind the door without another word.





Chapter Seven

No Rest for the Wicked


Charlotte stretched as she woke. The curtains were drawn, letting the soft light in. It was seven o’clock. The sun had had its turn in the Eastern hemisphere and was now fading deep into the West. Twilight had come upon the small town, coloring the sky with swirling tufts of pink and gold.
Bolting up, she gasped and jumped out of bed. She fought to remember how she had gotten there, and peering down, why she wasn’t in her night clothes. She gazed around the room, not seeing Valek anywhere. How could she have fallen asleep? The last thing she remembered was the cold night, the spider, and…Evangeline.
The memory of the night came flooding back to her. The pain, the confusion, the ridiculous jealousy all burned within the tears forming in the corners of her eyes again. It couldn’t have been a dream, though she wished it were. It was the only way to explain the dull, familiar pain that reverberated in her chest—a telltale sign of a broken heart.
She quickly slipped on jeans and a sweater and made her way into the hall, seeing Valek’s bedroom door wide open. Charlotte stopped, listened. She didn’t hear Valek stirring in his office. It seemed too early for him to have gotten up already. What if something awful happened to him last night? There was no way he could be awake yet. She ran downstairs.
In the library, remnants of a dying fire glistered in a heap of black ashes. Charlotte lurched when she finally saw an emaciated Valek, sprawled out in his armchair like he had been there for over four hundred years.
She muffled a scream behind her arm. Something really had gone wrong. Why wasn’t he in his bedroom with the thick curtains drawn? Had he been there all day? Was he really hurt? She tore through her memory for an answer but didn’t remember what took place after their conversation in the churchyard.
Cautiously, she padded toward his corpse and suddenly stilled. His chest abruptly jumped. Her heart pounded as she watched him lunge forward, gasping for air. Valek clawed at his shirt, heaved as he bent in half. He coughed up something black and putrid as he struggled to inhale, the stuff oozing between his fingers as he tried to cover it. He grasped the side of the chair with his other hand. Charlotte watched, horrified, as his skeletal frame seemed to expand back into semi-living flesh. His eyes, like ink stains, scowled at her from under a wicked shroud of tousled, dark hair.
She inched forward but he halted her with an outstretched claw.
“Stop!” He choked out more of the bile spewing.
“Do not…come any closer.” He heaved again. “I need—” He hacked again.
Knees quaking, Charlotte balled her fists in her hair. She hadn’t hunted for him last night.
“I’m going. Don’t worry, Valek!” She bolted out of the house, not forgetting her whistle, still strung safely around her neck.
The night was as frosted as the one before had been. Wind blew Charlotte’s curls in her eyes, though she quickly clawed them out of her face as her shoes crunched in the gravel and leaves between the fixed stones in the path. She could feel her heart, damaged and throbbing inside her, as she pushed onward. No matter how hurt she was, it couldn’t stop her from hunting. No matter how badly he’d hurt her, it would never drive her to do the same to him. Quickly, she made her way into the town square, not wanting to run into anyone that might distract her. She passed Broucka General Store and saw the little, burlap guardian staring sadly at her through the spotless window, rag in hand. He waved meekly.
Charlotte frowned at Edwin, aware he knew more than she did about what happened last night. She watched Edwin shake his head and hobble back into deeper ends of the shop. So now he couldn’t even bear to look at her? She didn’t blame him. Her thoughts were awful. She cringed.
“Charlotte!” A sickeningly familiar musical voice rang out from behind her. Evangeline. She clenched her jaw tight.
The vile enchantress ran up to her from her usual place in the village tavern. “Can I talk to you?” Evangeline asked, breathlessly.
“No.” Charlotte scowled and kept walking, pushing her way through the crowding Elves and imps.
But Evangeline was determined and kept up effortlessly alongside Charlotte. “Please? I really want to talk to you!” the Witch begged.
“I don’t have time.”
“Listen! I want to say I am really sorry about what happened yesterday.” Evangeline was shoved backward by one large ogre. “I didn’t think it was like that between you two!”
Charlotte stopped dead in her tracks, whirling around to face the Witch, only barely breathing through clenched teeth. “Like what? ” Her hands wound in knots at her sides as her shoulders trembled. Do not get angry; do not make a scene.
“I don’t know.” Evangeline sheepishly tugged at a lock of hair. “When you saw us in the library, you reacted like you had found him committing adultery or something.”
Charlotte’s nostrils flared. She jabbed a finger at her. “I do not have to explain to you what it’s ‘like’ between Valek and I! That is really none of your business!” She turned on her booted heels and began storming through the square again.
“Then, it’s really none of your business if we see each other or not,” Evangeline called after her.
Charlotte closed her eyes tight, wishing fangs would magically appear in her mouth. She spun around. “For your information”—a few of the Occult patrons stopped, gawking wide-eyed at the two. It made Charlotte’s cheeks burn—“Valek is my business! He has been my business for almost eighteen years!”
“Exactly!” Evangeline started to yell then. “He is your father! ”
Charlotte’s jaw dropped, her eyes pricking with the horribly embarrassing feeling she was about to cry. She hadn’t expected those words to come from Evangeline’s mouth. Father. Salty tears stung her eyes, but she forced them back.
“He doesn’t feel that way about you, Evangeline. He told me he never would.” Charlotte sought her revenge quietly this time. “Valek is too good for you.” She took a few slow steps closer. “And let me fill you in on something else. Valek was like my father until you came along and ruined everything! Because of you, things are never going to be the same between us again!” Hot tears streamed down her face; she couldn’t help it. The honesty of it all stung worse when articulated, like the tormenting thoughts had suddenly become tangible. “So here….” Charlotte reached into the pockets of her jeans and tossed a few silvery coins at Evangeline's high-heeled toes. “The payment Valek owes his harlot from last night. In full.” With that, Charlotte turned once more and sped away from the lingering crowd, and the Witch.
But Evangeline was relentless. “Charlotte?"
Charlotte rolled her eyes. Apparently, there was no way she was going to win this without creating even more of a scene. She turned once more to look at Evangeline and crossed her arms over her chest.
“I really had no idea. You have got to believe that I’m really sorry.” Evangeline’s gaze shimmered with a hint of moisture.
Charlotte tightened her jaw, but said nothing.
“Please?”
Silence.
“You’re right, Charlotte. I wasn’t aware of the situation. I didn’t realize how close you two are.”
Charlotte relaxed. She didn’t want to fight anymore. “You mean how close we were. What did you think, Evangeline? He raised me. How separate could Valek and I possibly be? It has always been just the two of us. What makes you think I’d ever want that to change?” Charlotte looked up at the tall, gorgeous woman with magical traits that made her closer to Valek then her own humanity could, and her heart sank. “And your apology really isn't going to undo any of this damage now.”
“You’re right. I didn’t think.” Evangeline looked at the ground. The two of them started walking again in silence, together this time.
“It’s fine. You’re forgiven. You can go back now,” Charlotte finally said once they reached the edge of the town square.
“I want to come with you,” Evangeline persisted. “I don’t like you leaving the Occult borders alone. Valek wouldn’t like it either. It’s very dangerous”
“But you aren’t allowed to leave. Trust me, it’s more dangerous if you come with me.” The memory of Charlotte's leg wound from the other day prodded at her consciousness. No matter how she despised Evangeline, Charlotte would feel too guilty if anything happened to her when they crossed the borders.
“Let me right my wrongs,” she begged. “I can protect you. I can get you to Prague in two seconds! It will be easy.”
Charlotte could see she was not about to give up and decided the less the two of them spoke, the better. They walked together through the rows of houses, through the dark canopy of trees, the fake cemetery, and the black iron gate. The large crescent moon hung low in the sky and made the long, dirt road ahead of them look like a silver serpent in a river of grass. Sounds of the night surrounded them. An owl, a distance down the tunnel, hoo-ed from its hiding place in the canopy. A calm breeze made a soft ruffle in the wheat fields. Charlotte imagined that even the stars seemed to have their own distinctive twinkling sound.
“So where are you planning on going?” Evangeline asked. “I can get you anywhere.”
“I don’t know.” Charlotte sighed. “Normally I just walk until I happen upon a night traveler or a small town.”
“And then what?”
“I pretend I'm lost. I ask if they can help me find my way. Sometimes my conversation distracts them, sometimes...it doesn’t.” Charlotte’s tone dropped several decibels. “But normally by that time, they are already through the gate, and Valek is fast when I call for him. By the time I’m home, they’re already dead, and he’s smoking his pipe in the library.” Charlotte didn’t elaborate on the details; how sometimes when they didn’t come as quietly as she hoped, she resorted to knocking them out. She couldn’t kill them. Valek couldn’t drink from a dead heart. Charlotte puffed out her chest a little. The seduction, the killing—that did make her closer to Valek than Evangeline.
“But aren’t you frightened?” Evangeline's eyes grew wide.
“Yes. And it’s dangerous, of course. But I have this.” Charlotte held out the small, silvery whistle, inscribed with a scrawling cursive C on one side and the face of the moon on the other. It glistened in the dim starlight. “Valek always comes when he hears this.”
A little ways down where the crop fields started, Charlotte noticed something stirring between the stalks caught Evangeline’s attention. The Witch grabbed Charlotte’s shoulder, wrinkling her nose.
“Wait,” she whispered. “There’s one.” She indicated with a long, manicured talon.
Charlotte squinted, sifting through the shadows, but it was too dark for her to see.
“Let me handle this.” Evangeline grinned.
“You really don’t have to do that—”
“I want to. Trust me.”
Charlotte watched as Evangeline sauntered up the grassy bank, leaving her standing, arms folded, in the middle of the dirt road.
The man creeping through the tall crops, undoubtedly up to some sort of bad behavior, stopped moving and analyzed the length of the sorceress in front of him. Charlotte felt her stomach turn. Hunting would be so much easier if I looked like Evangeline.
“Good evening.” He smiled wryly, undressing her with his human eyes.
“Hello.” She smiled back. “You're out a little late, aren’t you?”
The man, clearly having escaped from somewhere, rubbed at his torn, right sleeve. “Yes. And yourself as well.”
“My friend and I are traveling this road alone, and I think we’re extremely lost.” She giggled. A light flashed in her eyes and suddenly the mortal seemed to instantly turn to butter in Evangeline’s hand.
He chuckled back. “Where are you headed?” he asked, the smile not leaving his handsome, spellbound face. “Perhaps I can help.”
“South,” she said, and gave no further information. She glanced back once at Charlotte.
“Well, I suppose I could accompany you until we reach the next town.”
He offered his arm. She accepted. The moment her flesh touched his, all human qualities in his face fizzled, flickering out in his eyes like an extinguished candle flame.
Charlotte’s head cocked to one side upon seeing Evangeline's effects. Amazing. She probably had those powers against all men. Charlotte sighed. Maybe Valek really didn’t have an advantage against Evangeline last night.
Evangeline and the man started walking back down the grassy bank to the dirt road.
She was watching the two walk and laugh together, though the man’s laugh was hollow and enchanted, when she heard a low rumble crawl up her spine and into her ears. Charlotte dropped her arms to her sides.
Evangeline and the man froze also, looking past her to what was standing just behind.
“Charlotte….” Evangeline squeaked.
Charlotte slowly twisted her head around to see a half-phased Lycan standing there, lower parts like a man and fangs dripping; its slanted eyes fixated on her horrified face. She recognized the scar on the left eye and slight indentation in its head from when they had first met in the tree tunnel. It was guarding the Occult border; Charlotte suddenly found herself in heaps of trouble.
She gingerly slid her hand up to her chest for her whistle when the wolf struck her with its massive claw, sending the glimmering object hurtling out of her hand. Its claws left deep gashes in her arm as she tumbled face first to the ground.
Charlotte coughed up a thick clod of dirt and rolled onto her back, trying to fill her lungs with air instead. The animal loomed over her, a low grumble bristling the fur around its neck, its nose almost grazing hers. A bloodcurdling scream ripped out from her chest.
She heard the mortal man yell from somewhere behind her. “We have to do something!”
“The whistle, Evangeline!” Charlotte yelled from underneath the wolf. “Get the whistle!”
Evangeline, who had been frozen in a state of terror, suddenly snapped and ran for the little silver thing twinkling in the dirt. The wolf diverted its attention to her, leapt away from Charlotte, lunged for Evangeline, who now had the whistle clasped tightly in her hand. Evangeline shrieked when something small darted in front of the large animal, intercepting it from her.
Charlotte rolled on her elbows and saw the small body the wolf was now thrashing around with in the dirt was Edwin. The sound of burlap ripping made bile crawl up Charlotte’s esophagus. She could see piles of stuffing spilling out one of Edwin’s limbs.
“Edwin!” She stumbled forward, tripping as she ran for the beast. She lacked a plan, but her mind was clouded with the image of Edwin’s body. Charlotte leapt onto the beast’s back and pounded on it with her fists as it continued to snarl and tear.
Someone else jumped on next to her. In a flash of moonlight, she saw it was the mortal man before she was thrown off into the dirt again. The wolf-man vaulted away from the now lifeless pile of rags and back at Charlotte, pinning her to the ground. It dug its claws deep into her shoulders as she cried out.
Evangeline blew the whistle with all her might; the sound trilled high above the growling.
The Lycan was about to tear Charlotte’s face off when a silver shadow gunned through the night and slammed into the beast at full force.
The two skidded several feet through the dirt. They tangled, throat for throat, limb for limb in the darkness. Vampire and Lycanthrope. Evangeline ran over, pulled Charlotte into her lap and held her as they watched both figures roll and tumble with each other, growling and flashing silvery fangs and claws.
Valek roared, clutching the half-wolf by the neck and sent it flying into an elm, its body crunching against the impact of the thick trunk.
The human man, his clothes soaked in his own blood and dirt, stared wildly at the four of them. First Evangeline, then Charlotte, next Valek, and finally the wolf whimpering on the ground. He watched as it twitched. It fought to get up, stumbling over itself and shaking its head before it set off deep into the forest, disappearing in the heavy shadows.
“Let him go.” Valek sighed through his exhaustion. He rolled over onto his back and panted. “He’ll die soon enough. He’s too weak.” He inhaled slowly, seeming to smell the fresh blood lingering in the air. His nostrils flared, and he snapped his neck in the direction of the one closest to him, eyes enveloped in black.
Both Charlotte and Evangeline stared in horror at the Vampire they thought they knew so well. The monster before them, however, seemed altogether different. His gentle mannerisms had sunken somewhere deep in the dark waters of his mind. He looked at Charlotte as a shark would look at bleeding bait. The drunken passion behind his wild gaze surfaced as he stumbled toward her, fangs gleaming behind parted lips. He moaned softly, tortured, aroused, hungry.
Creeping ever closer, he got to his knees, sinking one claw in the soft dirt. He leaned in so close to her face, she could feel his cold breath on her eyelashes. She pressed her back more firmly against Evangeline’s shoulder.
“Charlotte—” he hissed. The sound of his voice was foreign and serpentine as it slid from behind his lips. Her pulse quickened in her throat and she willed it to steady, shutting her eyes.
Charlotte felt Evangeline’s grip on her tighten.
“Yes, Valek. It’s Charlotte. It’s Lottie,” Evangeline soothed.
Valek’s wild gaze did not leave Charlotte’s throat. “Lottie—” He breathed again, saying the word, but attaching no comprehendible recognition.
Charlotte swallowed and bravely pulled away from Evangeline. She inched closer to Valek, looking directly into his eyes. The sound of her pulse was as vibrant in her own ears as she was sure it was in his.
“Yes, Valek. Little Lottie.” She smiled and hummed the familiar lullaby he had always hummed to her when she was afraid. The same song when the Fairy had attacked her in his office, and when the thunderstorms had scared her. “Little Lottie,” she sang again.
Something human grasped at the flickering light in his eyes, and he withdrew from her. He stood back up, fighting hard with himself, forcing to turn away.
“L-Lottie.” His breathing was staggered as his hands balled into fists against his eyes, rubbing them feverishly. His focus turned on the other mortal who was staring at them, a petrified mess in the dirt.
The man writhed on the ground, trying his hardest to stand and run. But something cracked in his hip, causing him to arch backward and cry out. His head pressed to the ground. Tears drenched his bloody face.
Valek’s eyes glazed over again. He bent to the ground at the man’s side. “That is a lovely smell,” he whispered. Valek reared back, as a cobra would, and struck, sinking his fangs deep into the mortal’s jugular.
Evangeline let out a tiny scream as Charlotte buried her face in the Witch’s angular shoulder. Evangeline tried to cover Charlotte’s ears so she would not have to hear the man’s inevitable demise.

***

Warm, thick ichor rushed past Valek’s lips and ran slick down his throat like hot, sweet molasses. He held the human’s neck secure to him as he swallowed heartily, enjoying the grapple as the man clawed and shoved. He listened to his wild heartbeat, like the pulsation of a thousand hornets. The man’s life pooled around Valek’s lips, the smell singeing his nostrils.
Finally, the human was drained, finished, and Valek came up for air. He craned his head toward the moon as the leftovers swam in a string of garnet down the side of his face. The animal in him disappeared, and even though some of the feeling still stuck at the forefront of his consciousness, he was at least sane again. He slowly got to his feet and turned to see Evangeline quaking, clutching Charlotte as though she were a small child.
Valek frowned then knelt beside them again with a wary look toward the Witch. He placed a cool hand on his Charlotte’s shoulder.
Charlotte’s head immediately shot up, her eyes drenched. That was the first time she had ever looked at him like this. Like a monster. He hushed her, running his long fingers down her cheek.
“I am so sorry, Lottie,” he said sadly. This time he really had done permanent damage. “Don’t cry.” He caught a tear that lingered on her face.

Charlotte’s knees shook like they might cave. She saw the heap of burlap and stuffing on the road. Edwin, the once enchanted rag doll, lay dead in the mix of fur and dirt. She looked to Evangeline again, a plea in her eyes this time.
“I can fix him.” A tear rolled down the Witch’s bloodless face. “I promise. It will be…easy.”
Charlotte nodded, finally starting to feel a little less numb as the onset of sadness began to swell at the bottom of her throat. She didn’t say anything. Instead, she got up and gazed down at the tow of them. The glamorous Witch’s hair was caked to her face with dirt and sweat, though she was still just as beautiful as she ever was. Charlotte glanced at Valek one last time.
Valek, Charlotte’s only confidant in the world, was now beyond recognizable to her—their differences painfully apparent. She would never be close to what he was. She was the prey, a link in his food chain. She’d never felt so far removed from him. Not when he argued with her about sneaking into his bedroom. Not even when she’d found him with Evangeline the night before—her worst fear realized.
She ran back down the dirt road. Back to her home, to where it always used to be safe. Back to where things were familiar. She ran as the wind dried the tears on her face. She ran until all she could think about was the path in front of her. She ran, leaving Valek, Evangeline, and a crumpled little Edwin behind.





Chapter Eight

Reservations


Valek surprised Charlotte when she breathlessly stumbled through the front door. Of course he had beaten her home. The air was blazing in her tattered lungs. There was nowhere else for her to run to now.
“Why did you run?”
Valek’s lips peeled over his fangs when she didn’t answer him immediately. He stormed up and grabbed her by the shoulders. “Why did you run away?” he demanded again, shaking her. “It’s me, Charlotte.”
It was all too much for her. She collapsed to her knees. Meredith Price had been right. Valek was a monster.
Valek, keeping his hold on her, also lowered to the floor, transforming his grasp into an embrace instead. She pressed her face into the hollow of his collarbone, wishing it had been a comfortable feeling, like it always used to be.
“It’s just me, Lottie.”
Now he cried, his tears washing his eyes red. Charlotte looked down as they splashed in ruby beads on the floor beside her. “You are safe with me. I promise you that. I don’t know what happened to me out there,” he whispered.
She looked up at him, attempting desperately to steady her breathing, but it continued to break in involuntary gulps, like small children did when they could not control their crying fits. Charlotte closed her eyes against the sight of him, but still felt his weight all around her. She pulled away and quietly got to her feet. After one silent moment looking down at him, she traipsed up the stairs to her bedroom, feeling his gaze on her back the whole way up. She carefully guarded her thoughts until she was away.
She moved over to her vanity mirror and gaped at the streaks of brown caked on her face and clothes. She forced her breaths to come out even and used the side of her desk as a crutch. The soft breeze outside her open window cooled her hot face as she tried to shift one of her shoulders, still drenched with the drying blood. She flinched. The wound stung where the cotton clung to it.
She leaned in a little closer to the mirror, tenderly pulling away her sweater to examine the lacerations further, when Valek’s dark reflection in the mirror made her jump. She spun around to see him looming there sadly against her doorsill.
Charlotte responded by averting her gaze to the floor.
He approached her and lifted his hands without a word to her to examine her.
When she didn’t offer, he said, “I need to mend this, Charlotte, before the wounds become infected. Your body temperature is already a bit high.”
Charlotte gingerly shifted her arm to him, wincing as it moved.
He looked closely at the gash, trying to pull the fabric away to see the damage more clearly.
“I cannot assess how serious this is.” His voice was stoic and empty. If it were possible, which she didn’t think it was, Charlotte’s heart sank a little further. “You’re going to have to take that off.” He rolled up his sleeves.
She froze for a minute, remembering she had nothing on underneath, other than her bra. Blood pooled to her face, and she bit down on her lip. She looked up at Valek who was staring back numbly, but expectantly. Slowly, she turned and began peeling off the sweater, in spite of the voice in her head that had suddenly begun protesting very loudly. He had known her since she was in diapers after all. This wasn’t so bad.
The article of clothing dropped in a heap on the floor by her feet. When she faced him, she heard Valek clear his throat, as if her actions made him nervous as well. Perhaps she should have listened to the voice.
He squinted at the deep gashes in her shoulders, taking one frail arm in his frigid talons. Her heart pounded so frantically, she bet he could see it leaping through her skin. A cool sweat began to form on her brow.
“This is very deep,” he diagnosed with a sigh. “Come downstairs, please, so I can clean it and close it up.” He kept his tone even as he led the way out of the room.
Charlotte meekly followed, making the wood creak beneath her. Her mind flickered back to Meredith Price again as she glanced down at the blood drying on her body. The dull stench of rust and iron circled her. It was probably much more prevalent to Valek, she suspected. The inevitable words resounded in her head once more.
‘Vampire.’
‘You can never be too careful.’
Valek opened the door to his stark office The walls and cabinets were white, sterile almost to the point of being eerie. They did not match the rest of their home at all. This room seemed lifeless, which was appropriate. Being here instantly made her uncomfortable as she began to go through all of the deaths that she knew had happened here. A chill suddenly kissed the tops of her shoulders and she hugged herself.
“Have a seat,” Valek instructed forbearingly, gesturing to the large, leather office chair behind his massive, slate desk. The lack of tone in his voice was unnerving. It sounded hollow and metallic. His eyes seemed to be made of slate.
He went into the cabinet under the sink in the corner and pulled out a bottle of rubbing alcohol, suture thread, and white gauze to wrap the wounds in. She watched him carefully, wanting so badly to articulate what she was thinking. She wanted to ask him questions, to solve the problems, but her tongue stayed swollen in her mouth. She just sat there quietly, her eyes fixed on his face, searching for any sign of emotion at all as he walked back over to her.
He leaned casually on the corner of his desk and started to dab the blood away with the alcohol. Charlotte flinched. The smell of it invaded the entire room; Charlotte could tell he still wasn’t breathing.
“Look away, please.” His voice was low, almost a whisper.
He started to sew up the gashes in her left shoulder. Wincing every time the needle poked through her skin, she clawed at the chair arms. Her teeth ground together as she chose something to focus on, deciding to fix her gaze on a drawing of hers that hung on the wall in a black-wire frame. It was a colored-pencil version of both of them, in front of a box meant to resemble their house. Something she had given him when she was ten. The simplicity of the colored markings made her smile. Only he would have found it beautiful enough to put in a stupid frame.
“Done,” he said, releasing her.
She looked at him, surprised. It seemed like it didn’t take any time at all. She got up from his chair. “Thank you.” Without another word, she walked out of the office.
She ran back up the stairs and into her bedroom to find something to cover herself with. There was a time where that situation wouldn’t have been awkward at all, though it was now.
After a quick, hot bath, she rifled through some different tops in her dresser drawer, settling on a cobalt button-down. Without opening it, she slid it over her head and hurried to her closet where she pulled out a light, pink sweater, one Valek had picked out for her last year.
She plopped down on her bed with her sketchbook and a black, graphite pencil, and started sketching, not sure what she was drawing yet, just letting the graphite lines mark where they wanted. Her abilities had significantly improved since that drawing she gave Valek when she was ten.
She suddenly found herself concentrating on that framed picture again, how it looked hanging in his office, and started re-sketching it with the ability she now possessed. Maybe when all of this confusing turmoil was over and things were back to the way they were just a few days ago, she would give it to him.
Focused on what she was doing, she jumped halfway out of her skin when something abruptly chinked against her windowpane. She put her sketchbook down, eyeing the glass, waiting for that deformed Lycan to come leaping through it, bent on revenge.
Something thudded against it again, and she slowly got up and walked over to it. She lifted the pane and looked out into the night. Standing on the ground was Aiden, clutching various pebbles in his hand. He dropped the one he was about to throw and smiled up at her.
“Charlotte!” He waved his hand around above his head.
“Shut up!” she whisper-yelled at him. “Are you really throwing pebbles at my window? Isn’t that a little cliché?”
He dropped all of the pebbles to the ground, his cheeks flushing, his hands scratching the back of his head. “Yeah, I guess,” he admitted. “Come down here!”
“Shh!” She put a finger to her lips. “No! Valek is home. It’s not a good time.”
“I heard about what happened. I think I have a theory,” he said, a little more hushed than before.
“A theory about what? How did you find out about that?” She leaned a little farther out the window.
“I ran into Evangeline. She was carrying a pile of stuffing back to her house.” He shrugged.
Charlotte frowned. “That pile of stuffing was Edwin. But you need to be quiet, Aiden!” Valek would surely hear them, if he hadn’t already.
He smiled. “I will if you come down here.”
Charlotte sighed. How was she going to resist that? “Fine, but not so close to the house!”
“Agreed.”
“Where should I meet you, then?”
“At my house.”
Charlotte looked at her watch. It was one-thirty in the morning. “Isn’t your mother going to be furious with you for having houseguests? It’s amazingly late!” She shoved her watch out toward him, expecting him to see the little ticking hands from where he stood, a full story below her.
“My parents aren’t home.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and kicked the pebbles by his feet. “Look, you’re wasting more time by arguing with me.”
“Fine! I’ll meet you at your house in five minutes if you leave now!”
He smiled up at her. She watched his silhouette disappear back into the trees. Her heart fluttered. She closed her window and turned to see Valek standing once again at her threshold.
She gasped. “Valek! What—?”
“What does Aiden want with you at this hour?” he asked, dryly. His usually excitable features were still bland as ever.
Charlotte sank again. Of course Valek heard them. “Oh…um….” She couldn’t lie to him, he would know. “He wants me to come over.” She fidgeted under the bandages on her shoulders.
“At this hour?”
Valek looked so handsome leaning up against the baroque scrollwork around the doorframe like he was a part of it. It crushed her that she couldn’t just sit down with him and simply talk this out. She wasn’t ready, the humiliation too fresh.
“He doesn’t have school in the morning, and he knows this is the only time I’m ever awake,” she explained.
Valek shrugged, the edge of his words biting. “Have a splendid time.”
Charlotte’s eyes widened. He was never this easy. Was he just trying really hard to give her some space? “All right,” she said, making sure he was serious.
He didn’t say anything further.
“Then I guess I’ll be back a little later. I won’t stay out too long.” She took only a tentative step to the door in case he really was having more of a difficult time than he was letting on.
“Be careful.” His voice wavered.
She decided she didn’t want to say anything else to him. Instead, she cleared her throat and uncomfortably brushed past him. But before she got to the top of the stairs, she turned back around to see that he was still watching her, like one of those haunted paintings whose eyes followed you no matter where you stood in the room. Suddenly guilty, she ran up to him and delicately wrapped her arms around his middle. He reluctantly hugged her back.
“Not too long,” he whispered.
She looked up at him before descending down the staircase and out the front door.
The night outside was getting cold, a common autumn evening. Brown and orange leaves crunched under Charlotte’s sneakers as she walked down the road toward the suburb district. The warm glow of the floating, bewitched street lanterns stretched her silhouette long and black across the road. She lifted her hands in the air like claws and studied her shadow. What if she were a monster?
Hands from nowhere reached from the darkness suddenly and wrapped around Charlotte’s face, concealing her scream. She fought with the grasp, only to find she knew those hands all too well.
Aiden released her, laughing.
She punched him hard in the arm. “So what’s your theory, pond scum?”
“Wait until we get to my house,” he whispered, looking around.
“What is wrong with you? You were just screaming at the top of your lungs at my house!”
“Shut up!” He put a hand to her mouth again. “Noisy thing.” She made a face and knocked it away. He wound his fingers between hers and led her a little faster down the street.
“You’re acting really weird.”
She grimaced at their hands woven together. She didn’t like it at all. It felt too warm, somehow. Too normal.
“Oh, so you get to be a freak all the time and I don’t?” He smiled wryly, eyes still darting about the emptiness of the streets.
“Funny, but let’s remember who the freak really is.” She flicked his slightly pointed ear.
“You’re the only human living in a town of Elves and Witches. I would say you’re the freak in this case.”
The two made their way to his house without any more words. It was quiet and dark with the promise of missing parents.
Once inside, he led her into the den where they both sat together on the warm, knit area rug, an olive color on the dusty, wooden floor. He put a finger to his lips. “Don’t make a sound. My brothers and sisters are finally sleeping.” He rolled his eyes.
“So, where are your parents?” Charlotte pried.
“My mom’s in Prague…visiting my dad.”
“Why is your dad in Prague?”
“He works there.”
“He works there?” She blanched.
“It’s a really long story.” He cut her off, and she glowered at him. “He works there at the Regime headquarters. My dad is fourth in command. The Wizard’s Regime headquarters is in Prague.” His explanation seemed to ramble together.
Charlotte frowned, trying to wrap her head around what he was telling her. She had never actually met Mr. Price. “The Regime?  But I thought—”
“Listen, someday I’ll tell you about it, but right now we need to talk about something else.” His bright features faded into seriousness.
Charlotte’s eyebrows mashed together. She had never seen Aiden act this way. She watched him adjust his position so he sat on his knees, his tawny hair feathering a little over his eyes.
The room was completely dark, except for the small amount of moonlight washing in through the foggy windowpane. An apple tree outside cast a veiny shadow on the floor and across her friend’s face.
Aiden apprehensively took Charlotte’s hand again. It made her blush.
She grinned. Her stomach flipped. “What are you doing?”
“I-I wanted to….” He struggled to get the words out. Now she could see his face was turning red. “I wanted to make sure you were okay,” he said, gazing at her from underneath his ruddy-colored bangs.
She giggled quietly, nervously. “Why wouldn’t I be?”
“Well, Evangeline told me about Valek….”
“It’s fine. Really. I think it was just one of those things that happens when you’re in the wrong place at the wrong time…with the wrong person.” She met his gaze on the last word, but they both looked down immediately.
Aiden gently put his warm hand on her cheek—again, much different than the feeling of Valek’s. Her heart jump-started in her chest.
“Almost getting killed isn’t just ‘one of those things’,” he said.
She wanted so badly to argue with him. She wanted to fight him away and tell him he and his mother were wrong about Valek, but she couldn’t, because this time he was right.
Valek had scared her within an inch of her life. She understood he had instincts he couldn’t control, but maybe that was exactly what made him impossible to be around now.
“Is your shoulder okay?” he asked, his face inching closer to hers. She could feel his breath on her lips. The hairs on the back of her neck started to stand up.
“Y-yes.”
He kissed her so gently she barely felt it. Her toes curled in her shoes. He pulled away, a question in his eyes. When he saw she was smiling, he kissed her again a little deeper, moving his lips steadily against hers. Her mouth trembled under his, not entirely sure of what she was doing, but knowing it felt good enough to keep going.
She was so lost in what was happening it surprised her when she felt him pull away again, though, keeping his hand around hers. She looked at him.
“That wasn’t really what I wanted to talk to you about either.” He chuckled.
She laughed a little, too.
“I mean, it was something I wanted to do, but there’s something else…” Aiden reached under the couch and pulled out several pieces of slightly crumpled parchment as Charlotte reeled back to coherency.
“What’s that?” she asked.
“This is a list of all the guards and officers employed directly by the Regime. Every one of them has to go through extensive training, background tests—all that stuff.” Aiden fingered through the different pages, searching.
“So? What does that have to do with anything?” Charlotte wrinkled her nose. It made her uncomfortable Aiden never mentioned that his family was part of the Regime. What else didn’t she know about him? Her thoughts flickered back to Valek, probably waiting sadly at home for her, and began to feel like maybe she had just betrayed him in some odd way—the same way he betrayed her. Suddenly, she found herself wanting to leave.
“You remember the Lycan that attacked us the other day?” he asked, studying the papers.
“Yes, how could I forget? It was the same one that attacked Evangeline and me this evening.”
Aiden froze. “Is it?”
“Yes. He had the same unusual scar across his left eye. Do you remember?” Aiden nodded and Charlotte continued. “And it was hard to tell, but it looked like there was an indent left in his head from when I hit him with my bag,” she explained as Aiden nodded again.
“Interesting.” He pointed to a name on the list. Charlotte leaned over his shoulder. “This guy, Alois Vlcek. Look at the picture.”
“The scar….” She traced the pink line down the strange man’s face. “So, what is this Alois employed to do?”
“He was a guard,” Aiden explained. “He was hired to guard this Occult. He’s trained to smell magic blood, which is why you only get attacked when you leave with one of us. Did you ever notice that?”
“That’s true,” Charlotte realized, rocking back on her knees. “When I left to go to my pond that day, I left by myself. And then it was only when you and I returned together that he was there.”
“Exactly. And then you left with Evangeline tonight.”
“Yes.”
“So that’s it.” He folded the list back up. “That’s what Father’s plan is,” Aiden mused quietly.
“But why didn’t he attack you when you originally left to come find me? When you were alone?”
Aiden cleared his throat. “I don't know.”
“What are you trying to figure out?” Charlotte pried further. “Wouldn’t your father tell you everything you wanted to know, anyway?”
“No.” Aiden huffed under his breath. “Does Valek ever leave the Occult?”
It sounded then like he was almost accusing Valek of something. “No. Valek knows the law, Aiden,” Charlotte fought defensively.
“It doesn’t seem he knows the law to me, Charlotte. He brought you into the Occult, didn’t he?”
Now, Charlotte was sure Aiden meant to accuse Valek of something. It hit her like a ton of bricks and she immediately got to her feet, glaring angrily at him.
“What exactly are you trying to do, Aiden?”
“My father and I spoke about it, and he agrees Valek is in breach of the magic law.”
“That is why that Lycan kept attacking whenever I was with a half-blood, because he isn’t just hunting magic! He’s hunting me with magic! He’s waiting for Valek! ” Fury rolled from her chest, burning in her throat. Panic set in then. Her heart thudded hard against her sternum. “Why would you talk to your father about us? I am mortal, Aiden! I thought you were my friend! You’ve put us in danger! That’s why we have someone attacking us now! They are making sure Valek doesn’t get away because your father is part of the Regime and, because of you, now they know!” Charlotte suddenly found it too hard to breathe. She shut her eyes as she struggled to control her quivering. Her stomach turned over and over as her mind raced about how she was going to get Valek out of this.
“Charlotte—”
“Trust me, this is not going to do you any good! You’re not taking him away from me!” she yelled, not caring anymore about her volume.
“Charlotte, listen,” he pleaded. “Valek is dangerous!”
Charlotte stared at him, her mouth gaping. “Why are you doing this?” Her voice dropped several decibels, becoming soft and pleading.
Aiden stood in front of her, his massive shadow eclipsing her face. “Come on, Charlotte. You can stay with us. I promise it will be better for you than if you return to Valek.”
“I thought you were my friend.” Without waiting for a response, she pushed past him and started back out into the early morning. She’d made it to the living room when she saw Aiden’s sister, Molly, blocking her exit. “Excuse me.” Charlotte warbled.
“Not until you apologize to my brother.” The little Elf stamped her foot.
Charlotte turned back around to see Aiden leaning sadly against the wall, watching her darkly. She looked back to his sister. “Maybe later, Molly. I really have to go.” She smiled, though the action felt plastic.
The little girl frowned.
Aiden walked over to where his sister stood. The sound of his heavy footsteps thumping on the hardwood seemed more overpowering than normal.
“Come on, Molly.” He hoisted her up in his arms.
“But Aiden!” Molly whined.
He grinned at his sister.
Charlotte’s face burned. “Goodbye, Aiden,” she said definitively, and walked out into the night.
She jumped off Aiden’s porch and onto the path toward home. The bleeding hearts that normally grew a vibrant red and orange along the white fence turned brown suddenly before Charlotte's eyes and shriveled to a gray dust. She gasped and glanced over her shoulder to see Aiden peering at her through a window before disappearing back inside his dingy cottage.
She hugged her wounded shoulders tightly and walked briskly, once in a while jogging for some added speed. The angular eyes of the jack-o-lanterns that had been placed on street corners for the holiday seemed to have begun following her movements as she swept past them. Witches were beginning to decorate. All Hallows Eve was the Witches’ favorite, Charlotte recalled, trying to distract herself from her paranoia. Suddenly, she became painfully aware of just how human and alone she was. She glanced around for followers, when she caught the eye of a particularly wicked looking pumpkin grin.
“Charlotte. Charlotte,” the enchanted thing called after her musically. “We know why you are running, Charlotte. Run faster. Run faster. Until you are safely at home.”
Charlotte let out a soft yelp. The Witch community only enchanted jack-o-lanterns for entertainment. Just a mere prank. Charlotte had to remind herself they weren't actually intelligent.
The rest of the pumpkins that lined the other side of the street repeated like the first one had. “Run faster. Run faster. Until you are safely at home.”
Charlotte crinkled her forehead, and did exactly that. She broke into a fast run. It seemed as though the things were following her. She passed dozens of them in a haze of orange as she ran out of the residential district and finally into the town square.
“Charlotte!”
She screamed and fell backward, slamming into a burlap figure. She let Edwin help her up, dusted herself off. She beamed seeing Edwin, sewn neatly back together, and immediately threw her arms around him.
“Edwin! I’m so happy to see you!”
“Jeez, why are you in such a hurry?” he asked, adjusting his glasses that had been knocked askew.
Charlotte cleared her throat. “I was just on my way back home.” She peered back toward where the jack-o-lanterns were. They were again lifeless and staring blankly forward.
The shiny, black eyes behind Edwin's bottle cap goggles, now repaired at the bridge with duct-tape, went blank. “N-no. I-I don’t th-think that is the b-best idea—” he began to warn again.
Charlotte sighed. Not again, she thought. “Edwin? What's the matter now? Is it Valek?”
“No! No! No!” He scratched his head feverishly back and forth. “No! It’s n-not! It's n-not Valek. V-valek. Tr-trouble!” Edwin's head shook violently from side to side like he was about to short circuit. “No!” he said again. His head quickly convulsed to the left once more. “N-no! No!”
Charlotte looked around for someone she possibly knew. Something was going seriously awry in her town. And according to Edwin’s half-baked warnings, it was about to get a lot worse.
No one in the square seemed to be paying attention. There was nowhere else to go but home.
“Valek is in trouble, Edwin,” she concluded. Clouds moved past the moon and thunder sounded somewhere miles away. She wrapped her arms around herself—not to keep warm, but rather to keep herself together. “I have to go.” She proceeded walking again in the direction toward home while Edwin continued to spew.
“N-no! No! No!”





Chapter Nine

Bronze Light


Charlotte burst through her front door, causing the surrounding walls to shake when she slammed it behind her. She glanced down at her trembling fists and held them tightly to her sides, trying to keep them still. She scanned the room for her Vampire, the skin on her arms and face tingling.
“Valek?” Her voice broke when she called him and couldn’t see him anywhere.
Valek poked his head out from the library, raising an eyebrow at her.
“Everything all right?” He took a step from the study to stand before her.
The awkwardness between them reappeared when their eyes met. She quickly looked away, however, relieved.
“No.” She breathed. “Just leave me alone, okay? And stay out of my head!” she ordered as she stomped past him into the kitchen.
Valek said nothing as he watched her go by.
Charlotte tore open the refrigerator door, scanned the shelves for something edible, overlooking the certain drawers Valek used to stash emergency medical supplies. Her stomach started talking to her, which was just part of the reason for her rage. She was always testier when she was hungry, another trait she picked up from Valek.
She pulled out a fistful of carrots, celery, and a chicken breast, and laid them each out on a cutting block. The silver butcher knife she pulled out of the wooden knife-holder glistened off the soft light above the old, gas stove. She feigned unawareness of Valek, who stood in the entryway watching her, concerned.
She started chopping the celery into small, green chunks and then pushed it into a heap on one side of the counter. She pulled out a lackluster pot from the cabinet above the stove, filled it halfway with water from the sink, and set it on the burner. Taking the celery chunks by the handful, she dropped them in the pot. Miserable, ignorant Elf. How could she have allowed herself to be so trusting? How was she going to escape the Occult with Valek now that the Regime was watching for him? She needed to devise a plan.
Next, the chicken. She cleaned the meat and dropped the breast in whole—the best way to flavor the stock. Steam lifted into her eyes as she stirred, and she could feel her pores opening. She closed her eyes and inhaled, attempting to calm herself, knowing ultimately, she had to tell Valek what happened.
Finally, she started chopping the carrots, her hands moving fast and furious as she thought about Aiden and the things he told his father. She saw the Wizards’ cogs turning from their high, holy place in the city, and the plans they were plotting against her now. It was only a matter of time. She had to get Valek out of the Occult very soon. She saw Aiden’s lips releasing the secret she had kept for nearly nineteen years. She saw them kissing her—
“Damn!” she blurted out as the silvery knife plummeted to the floor, splattered with blood. “Damn it!” she said again, clutching her wounded finger. She ran over to the brass sink and started rinsing it under warm water.
Valek, who had been lost in thought looming against the threshold, tensed. His pupils engulfed his pretty, blue eyes—gone black as pitch and cold as death. He silently stalked up right behind Charlotte and quickly punched down on the faucet handle, stopping the flow of water.
She spun around, surprised to meet his chest at her eye level. She cautiously looked up into his sable gaze; the blood feeling like it was draining out of her face. She gulped. But his glare wasn’t hungry or scary like she expected. This time it was different somehow.
“You mustn’t curse in this house, Lottie.” One corner of his mouth stretched upward in an agonizingly sweet smile that sent a ripple through her body.
The bronze light created a dull flame in the shiny black behind his lashes, as his fingers began to slide down her arm, searching for her wounded finger. Stuttering incoherently, she meant to protest, but couldn’t find any of the words she wanted to say. He pulled her hand up to his cool lips. She could feel them part under her skin. He smiled down at her again, forcing her to drop her gaze.
He pressed the cut to his mouth and gently sucked.
The pressure sent a new ripple down her spine, causing her to look up at him again. She watched his pleasure with wide, innocent eyes. The inside of his mouth was warm and tantalizing, and she instantly missed the feeling of it when he softly pushed her hand away.
She looked down at her palm that still lingered in his. The cut had completely disappeared. He smiled down at her again.
“I-I…uh—” She stammered to articulate something—anything, but once again came up empty.
He hushed her, putting a finger to her lips. Her heart fluttered as the muscles in her stomach clenched. He lowered his face, so close to hers that she could see her reflections in his black irises. The word “danger” rang out in her mind, but her lips began to ache for his anyway. The effect he had on her was unfair. Be careful what you wish for.
“I would like to speak with you,” he whispered into her mystified face.
Suddenly, a pounding slammed against the front door, interrupting Charlotte mid-thought.
A foreign voice rumbled from the other side. “Open up!”
Both Charlotte and Valek’s heads snapped toward the foyer. A fist met the door once again, more aggressive than before.
“This is the Regime Guard Force! We demand you open this door!”
A different voice sounded. “We have this house completely surrounded!”
Valek turned his eyes on Charlotte, and she could tell he was tuning in. Chagrin rushed to her face, burning her cheeks. He was going to hear everything; from the kiss, to the argument, to the “goodbye,” to Edwin’s warning. The blackness quickly dissipated, and his eyes turned back to their hard and icy azure.
“Quickly, go to my office. Hide in the freezer. Do not come out under any circumstance. No matter what you hear,” he hissed, clutching her shoulders.
The freezer was where Valek kept his “leftover meals” until he could find a different way of disposing of them.
Charlotte’s arms prickled as the light above the stove flickered out. She tried to think of any other place she could hide that didn’t contain dead bodies.
The first voice boomed again. “We know you are in there!”
“Hurry,” Valek whispered. “Everything is going to be all right. Remember—do not come out. Go!”
Charlotte quickly ran into the other room.
She found her way into the large freezer. She shivered in the coldest, darkest corner, farthest away from the door, surrounded by lumpy, black, body bags. They sat like grave markers clumped too close together. The stench was light, but even freezing could not stop the rotting decay. She shivered again.
All her thoughts writhed and spun in her mind as she sat, clutching her head in her hands, imaging Valek being taken away. Her heart slowed down. It felt like it might just stop, frozen to death with fear. She buried her face in her knees and swallowed her scream. She began to quiet her mind and tune in to what was happening outside, trying desperately to hear the muffled voices.

***

Valek waited until he heard the office lock click before he started toward the front entrance. He made an attempt to relax his shoulders and then gracefully slinked to open the front door. He met five burly guards on his doorstep.
“Good evening, gentlemen. How may I help you?” He flashed a grin.
“The Vampire Ruzik?” One of the guards from the threshold of the house questioned.
Valek grinned. “Who’s asking?”
“We are under the impression you are hiding a human child in this home. Would you consider that statement truthful?” The guard—a tall fire Elf with a waxed head and slanted eyes—spoke officially.
“As is plain before your eyes, there is no one here but me.” Valek gestured to the inside of his house.
“You did not answer my question,” the officer grumbled. “Mr. Ruzik, are you aware it is against the Regime Code of Magic to keep human pets?”
“No.” Valek clenched his jaw at the notion anyone would refer to Charlotte as a pet. “A human child does not reside here. If one did, I can assure you it would not be in their best interest.” Valek flashed his pearly fangs.
“I do not find you charming, Mr. Ruzik.”
“Nor I, you,” Valek said.
“May we have a look around? As a formality?” The officer asked with erroneous politeness.
Valek tensed slightly but the guards didn’t wait for a response, shoving their way inside.
The squad bypassed the library, with only a few quick glances, and made their way into the kitchen, one of them parting from the group to stomp up the stairway.
Valek searched frantically through his mind for a solution. The evidence of Charlotte was everywhere.
The officer in command bent to pick up the bloody knife from the kitchen floor as he eyed the mess of food. “Making dinner this evening, Mr. Ruzik?” he asked, lighting the stove with the power from his hand. It created a dingy light against the dull sheen of the pots and pans. He sauntered over to Valek. “Funny. I didn’t think your kind ate carrots.” He brought the bloody end of the knife so close to Valek’s nose that the pupils of his eyes bled out the white like spilled ink. The muscles in the back of his throat tensed as the familiar burning flared again.
“I would advise you to keep your distance, Mr.…”
“My name is of no concern to you.” The officer ran his index finger across the bloodstain on the shiny blade and rubbed the gore between his index and thumb.
The guard who had gone to search upstairs ran into the kitchen clutching the sleek, white arm of Evangeline, yanking her behind it. “Look what I found.” The guard’s voice was rough like gravel. He shoved the Witch forward, causing her to stumble into Valek’s arms.
She looked up at Valek, who quickly tuned in to her thoughts.
“A Witch?” the first guard asked.
“Yes.” Valek wrapped his arm affectionately around her shoulders. “This is Evangeline.”
“I thought you said no one was at home with you, Mr. Ruzik.”
“I thought no one was at home.” He looked to Evangeline. “My love, when did you get back?” Valek suppressed a gag over those words and forced another smile.
Evangeline blinked at him, and then to the guards. “Uh...I um...just a little while ago. I was upstairs, obviously.”
“I don’t need to hear an explanation. I think this evidence will be enough for the Regime.” He held up the bloody knife. “But just in case—” He snapped his fingers, sending some of the other guards off in different directions of the house. “We’ll take the child, too.”
“You will not find what you seek, Elf. ” Valek ground his jaws together.
The officer started to pace. “I saw the sign out front. You are a doctor, Vampire?” he asked, coolly, the hint of laughter forming tauntingly around his words.
Valek hissed.
“Well, who knew a leach could be so intelligent? I’m sure this town is really going to miss you.” The officer smiled.
Valek said nothing.
“You know,” the Elf started again, “we are cleaning your kind out for good.”

***

Upon hearing their footsteps from the freezer, Charlotte shut her eyes tight. She remembered the drawers of clothes she left open in her room. The kitchen was a mess. She brought her hand to her chest to feel for the whistle that normally hung there, remembering the last time she saw it was just outside the Occult border.
If she and Valek were going to make it through this, if they were able to escape, she vowed to mend the falter in the relationship that divided them. She vowed it to herself and to him. She didn’t care what kind of creature he was, or what instincts he struggled with. He was the most important thing in her entire world, and nothing was worth doubting that.
Charlotte heard voices draw nearer and pressed her ear hard up against the icy door.

***

“What do you mean?” Valek asked through his gritted teeth.
“You…people, for lack of a better word, have been contaminating our air for too long. It’s Vladislov’s orders.” The officer leaned in close to Valek’s face. “Don’t you think it’s time you crawled back into your crypt and stayed there?”
Valek wanted so badly to rip out the Elf's jugular with his fangs but he quickly concealed them under his lips. He tried to cool the stolen blood that was now a river of fire under the ice in his face.

***

Charlotte heard the heavy footsteps getting closer to the freezer door and quickly scurried to the back corner again, trying to find the very deepest shadow to hide in. This was it. This was the end. She wrapped her arms tight around her knees in an effort to disappear completely.
A thin stream of sickly sterile office light filtered in as the door slid slowly open.





Chapter Ten

A Smoking Gun


The fire Elf's beady eyes sifted through the clandestine corners of the freezer. “Vampire!” he called.
Valek nervously moved to the guard’s side, his eyes also scanning in the room for something human. “Yes?”
“What do you use this refrigerator for?”
Valek cleared his throat, relieved to not see any sign of Charlotte. He glanced at Evangeline, who now lingered in the office doorway watching.
“Medicinal purposes,” he answered quickly.
The guard stepped inside and squinted further at the black bags. He even kicked one so hard it skidded against the cement wall. Valek hadn’t experienced the illustrious attributes of nausea for years, but he was beginning to remember what that felt like.
The silhouette of one frozen female corpse, crumpled in the corner, caught the eyes of the guard. “What happened to this one?”
“Lack of vacancy,” Valek explained. “I'm sure my life habits fascinate you to no end, and I am thoroughly enjoying the interview, but you will be wasting your time here, gentlemen, if you continue to pursue my household because of some misguided goose-chase. Frankly, you are interrupting my evening, and I am requesting kindly that you leave this private property.” As he spoke, he smoothly began to back the guards out of the house. “If a human child did in fact reside here, she would probably be long gone by now, for you seem to be so educated in the habitual life of a ‘parasite’.” He narrowed his eyes. “I mean, how could I ever contain myself in that sort of a situation?”
The officer regarded Valek and Evangeline one last time before Valek grabbed hold of the doorknob.
“I do, however, invasive your behavior, bid you a very pleasant evening, gentlemen.” Valek slammed the door in the guard’s face.
Evangeline opened her mouth to say something, but Valek hushed her immediately. He squinted at the floor and listened for any kind of faint thought or voice lingering on the other side of the door. Once he could tell the small platoon was a safe distance away, he went back into the office to find Charlotte climbing out of one of the used body bags, lips a sickly shade of blue, her breath forming in white clouds of mist in front of her face.
He shoved past Evangeline who had started to go in for help. “She’s hypothermic.” He grabbed the frail human in his arms and carried her quickly out of the office, down the hallway, into the library.
“Lottie?” he whispered. It was impossible for him to imagine the way things were changing between them. He had always been so in control and now all of that was slipping through his deathly fingers. Sand in an hourglass. Life was expendable.
Evangeline followed meekly after, knotting her fingers together behind her back guiltily.
“Can you light the fire?” Valek asked the Witch as he pulled a wool blanket off the armchair and swiftly wrapped it around his Lottie’s shoulders.
“Hatu! ” The Witched chanted with a hand toward the fireplace. An orange flame washed over the thick hunks of wood in the hearth. Valek hurriedly rubbed at the tops of Lottie’s arms, still careful of her healing wounds there. Evangeline frowned.
“Thank you,” Valek said over his shoulder.
“If it weren’t for Edwin coming to warn me, I would never have known. It’s because of him.”
“Well, thank Edwin then.”
Evangeline took one step toward him.
“Thank you, I said,” he snapped, stopping her from coming any nearer. Valek could see Evangeline’s ache for redemption from him, but that wasn’t something he was about to easily give. He hugged the girl in his arms closer.
Evangeline sighed. “I apologize for what happened to Charlotte’s bedroom.”
Valek lowered his gaze, mentally assessing what she was alluding to. “I understand.” He continued to caress Lottie’s back, not looking at Evangeline at all.
“Goodnight, Valek. Charlotte. If you need me, you know where I am,” the Witch muttered sadly, then turned to leave.
“Evangeline, wait.” Valek finally stood from his place next to Charlotte. He glanced once back at the girl, fighting with himself. It needed to be done, he decided. “I do need another favor.”
He felt a mental grimace emerge from Charlotte’s area of the room.
“Charlotte and I have to take leave of the Occult, but it’s almost morning. I have suspicion that those imbeciles are going to come back during the day while I’m—”
“I get it,” Evangeline chirped. “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of everything when the sun comes up. And then you and Charlotte can escape the city borders tomorrow night.” Her eyes twinkled toward the girl one last time before she bounced out of the library.
Valek looked back at his Lottie, thawing by the fire. She sat, eyes insensate at the orange flames licking across the wood. He watched them then, as well. It created a strange sensation in his nose, as if when he inhaled the burning wood, he could actually feel the embers crackling inside him. It did not burn as the thirst did, but felt rather warm and pleasant. He glanced at Charlotte again, thinking her face looked a little green. He began to approach her.
“Valek,” she murmured.
He stopped.
“I have to tell you something—”
“I know,” he interjected. “I heard.” He sat back down on the floor next to her.
“You heard?” Her large eyes darted to his face.
“My apologies, but I had to know what was going on before I answered the door.” He snorted. “Aiden. Who would have guessed?”
Charlotte’s eyes shifted around the floor, like she was struggling with something. “What did you want to talk to me about? You know...earlier…in the kitchen?” She swallowed and averted her eyes back to the crackling fire.
Valek studied the apprehension on her face, tuning in to where she was going with this. “I-I do not remember,” he lied. The truth was, he felt the same apprehension she did, and anyway, there was too much else to think about now.
She lifted an eyebrow at him. “You don't remember?”
“No.”
“I think you do,” she continued.
“No. I do not!” He got up. If he were physically capable of turning red, this was the moment.
“You're lying!”
“Enough, Charlotte!” he snapped, his arms trembling. He struggled to maintain his deep even breathing.
She only blinked at him, her teeth continuing to chatter.
“I clearly do not wish to discuss that which you are trying to have me discuss. Enough, please.” Turning his back to her, he nervously combed his fingers through his long hair that had now come lose from the black ribbon.
Valek, normally very at ease, was now completely strung out, breathing through his tightly wired jaw. He rubbed at his eyes, trying to get them to revert back to their normal blue. But they stubbornly stayed fixed like jet pearls. He looked, crazed, about the walls of the room.
“What are you looking for?” she asked nervously.
“A clock. What is the time?” His nostrils flared.
Charlotte peered down at her wristwatch and then wide-eyed out the window at the ink sky beginning to purple in one corner. She quickly got up and ran over to him, yanking for him to follow her. “Come on! We have to go to your room!”

***

Aiden waited patiently outside the tavern he knew Evangeline liked to frequent. He watched the large, brown house at the end of the square intently, his arms folded over his chest. The front door opened, and he could see the officer and his platoon of Regime guards march steadily out into the night.
Aiden walked to the center of the road, waiting. From the looks of things, Charlotte neglected to tell Valek about their discourse. She had failed to escape the Regime in time. Aiden’s plan had been set into action. He grinned, pleased with himself, knowing even though Charlotte had been too clever to let the guards catch her this time…the perfect opportunity would present itself later.

***

Valek tore away from Charlotte’s grasp. “No. I will go alone. You are not coming!” He passed her, turning the corner to go upstairs.
She quickly tailed behind him. “Yes I am! You are not thinking clearly! I have to stay with you in case the Regime guards come back!”
“And what do you expect me to do if that happens during daylight? Even if you are locked in my room, that does not make you safe!”
The stairs thudded under Charlotte’s relentlessness. “They won’t come into your room during the day, Valek. They know it would kill you!”
The two of them got to the second story landing.
“I’m sure they wouldn’t mind at all if that happened,” he grumbled.
Charlotte stopped walking and frowned. “What do you mean? I thought they only wanted to arrest you.”
Something suddenly caught Valek’s attention as he looked beyond where Charlotte stood. She looked to see it, too. Her bedroom, or what was once her bedroom, completely scorched, as though someone had set the place on fire. It made the entire hallway smell like burnt wood and smoke. The curtains were singed, her clothes and furniture all completely condensed to ash. Charlotte looked to Valek, her mouth falling open.
“Evangeline had to do it,” Valek said quietly. “She heard them walking up the stairs. They were going to figure out that room didn’t belong to her.” He grabbed Charlotte’s hand and started leading her down the hallway toward his bedroom.
But when the two of them passed the long, arched window a small, single beam of morning light escaped through the curtains and thrashed across his face. He cried out, releasing Charlotte’s hand, recoiling quickly into the shadows, clawing at his scorched skin.
“Valek!” she cried, unsure of what to do next.
“Come!” he roared, and swung open the door to his bedroom; the two of them running in before he slammed it shut again, locking it.
She blinked feverishly in the pitch black, struggling to see. She opened her eyes as wide as she possibly could, feeling around in the dark for something she might bump into. Valek’s cool hand wrapped around hers, and he pulled her into the room.
“I am grateful you will not have to see this at least,” he said grimly.
“Are you okay?” She brought her free hand up, searching for his cheek, but he quickly pushed it away before she could touch him.
“You are to remain in the exact spot I place you. Do you understand?”
“Can’t I be next to you?”
“No. It is bad enough you are even in the same room with me.” He grabbed her shoulders, careful of her bandages, and gently pushed her down to the floor.
Charlotte could tell she was in a corner; she felt two walls meet behind her. She could smell the sweetness of him grow greater as his face lingered nearer to hers. It was more concentrated in this room—warm, like hot molasses and something clean, like the smell of freshly fallen snow.
“Listen closely to me. No matter what you hear, no matter what I say, you are to stay right in this spot. If I come close to you, you must try to get away. Do you understand?”
“But—”
“I am serious, Lottie. I have never done this with a human present. I am unaware of what I am capable of, for I am the most dangerous to be around during this particular time. It is going to take everything I have not to—” He dropped the sentence quickly, as if not wanting to even say it aloud. “I’m serious. No matter what I say to you, no matter how convincing I am, I want you to stay completely still.”
She could feel him back away from her, though his pretty scent remained everywhere in the room. She didn’t hear another move until it finally began. The sound of his nails tearing at the sheets as he moaned. He cried out agonizingly.
“Valek—” She began to step forward.
“N-no, L-lottie….” He struggled.
She heard bedclothes thrashing, glass shattering on the wood floor, and something like a hunk of the bedpost going to splinters. He wailed out her name, harrowing enough that she shoved her back up as hard as she could against the wall corner. Her eyes welled up.
“Lllottttiieeee,” he said in a sinister tone.
She was going to die. There were so many chances for that to have happened already these last few days, but this time it was real. There was nowhere for her to escape; neither was she about to open his bedroom doors to risk his life. She clung to the walls, digging her nails into the floor molding. She could see nothing in the thick darkness, but she shut her eyes tight, anyway.
“Come here, Lottie...I won’t hurt you.” The voice that now stroked the raised hairs on her neck didn’t even associate with the Valek she knew. “I promise.” He laughed maniacally.
A sick feeling crawled up her esophagus and made her feel like she was choking on fear. Charlotte pulled her knees up and buried her face. She could have sworn there was an entirely different monster in the room with the two of them. Don't even move, she reminded herself. Don't even breathe.
“I can smell you, Charlotte….” The voice was edging closer to her now. “Charlotte….”
She shrieked softly, bringing her palm over her lips to remind herself again to be quiet and still.
“Char—” The voice stopped dead, and something cold and rigid smacked down on her leg.
She wailed and shot up, sprinting clear to the other side of the room, not caring what she smashed into. Don’t open the door, she reminded herself. If you open the door, he’ll die. She crouched down when she found another wall and cowered in the opposite corner of the room.
She listened for a while, searching with her ears for any sign of him, for something, anything, like footsteps or breathing. Anything that sounded like it was getting close to her again. After living eighteen years in a town with things other people considered to be scary without any sort of problem, this was by far the worst nightmare she had ever had.
“Valek?” she whispered.
Nothing replied.
“Valek?” she said again. She slowly got to her feet, something that proved to be an intricate task with her knees quaking like they did. She gripped onto the wall behind her so they wouldn’t buckle. “Valek?” she said a little louder. Upon hearing nothing again, she crept back toward the direction of the corner he originally put her. She carefully toed her way around on the floor. A few feet in, the edge of her foot nudged against something.
Her pulse leapt into her throat, but nothing grabbed her. She bent down next to whatever it was, placing her small hand on what she figured out was his back. Thankfully, it did not move. She sighed. “It’s okay now, Valek. We will be safe,” she promised, resting her cheek on his shoulder blade. Grabbing onto his arm, she turned him face-up and pulled his upper half into her lap like a giant doll, holding him there, stroking his hair.
Abruptly, the door shot open, streaks of deadly yellow light blazing in across the floor. She screamed at the vision of the tall, solid silhouettes at the threshold and the sight of the blazing corpse, howling on the floor next to her.
Charlotte raced to the bed and tore off the thick, black, velvet comforter. “Close the door!” She hurled it over Valek's melting body. “Close the door!” Her own voice sounded distant, echoing in her head like she was screaming through a tunnel. Her vision clouded. She turned again to the figures at the entryway. “I said, close the—”
Something hard slammed over the top of her head.
And then there was nothing.





Chapter Eleven

Nightmare


The sun scorched high over Prague, setting the city spires aflame in the early October morning. The High Wizards sat in tented booths with the finest black robes hugging their backs. Thick-rimmed sunglasses masked their faces, which were so sullen it was impossible to see the amount of joy built up behind the façade they created while they watched the most hated creatures slaughtered in front of a million curious eyes. The Regime had sent out invitations to Elves and lesser creatures from all over the Czech Republic to come watch the first taste of justice be served.
Before sunrise, the first group of apprehended “criminals” had been dragged deep into the dungeons of the Regime palace to be drawn and quartered, washed clean of the blood they had so unrighteously absconded from the unknowing human race.
The repented blood dyed the stony floors red, filled the small, dingy rooms with the stench of rust. It was the Wizards’ way of making sure every drop the Vampires had taken was paid back before their dismantled pieces were burned to ashes by the bright morning light.
Now the Regime leaders watched with placid faces while the large chunks of lavender flesh turned orange and then brown as thick, gunmetal smoke billowed up to a slated, marble sky. Horrible heart-wrenching screams could be heard from the pieces that still contained whole heads, which provided the distant satisfaction to one—Vladislov—who sat more stoic than the rest atop the amphitheatre against the strange misting, silver rain.
The smell that wafted through the audience of creatures was foul, like the burning flesh of a thousand bodies, fused with brimstone. It caused the audience to distort their otherwise satisfied visages.
Once the chunks of monsters had been reduced to ash and soot and everyone had left back to their various Occults, faces stained with air-born residuum, Vladislov ordered the courtyard to be swept and shined before the next group was captured that night.
As the High Wizards skulked back to their quarters, Kazimir came up to congratulate his elder brother.
“Vladislov, that truly was a vision today!” His voice rang out through the winding, obelisk halls. “I’m so happy to see justice finally being served, and we can forever rid ourselves from the lowest of all lowly creatures that ever did escape the gates of Hell.”
The two brothers chortled as their heavy voices bounced off the cold walls, though Vladislov’s laughter was just a bit more hollow.
“Did you know in the Americas, the legend of the Vampire is actually revered among the humans? It is... entertaining to them!” He scoffed.
“They are a jaded type of people, brother. But don’t worry. Soon that will all end.” Kazimir put his hand on his brother’s jagged shoulder as the two disappeared down the corridor.
Tomorrow, it would be another group of these sub-creatures too unfit to walk the mortal Earth. It would be another pillar of smoke. Another thousand screams. And the next day, the same thing was to follow. And the next. And the next.

***

Something hard snapped in Charlotte’s jaw as she finally began to drift from the hazy blackness that had taken her consciousness captive. She was not sure where she was, how long she had been there, or even how she got there. But when her eyes fluttered open, she was struck with confusion about the unfamiliar, dismal room with stony walls and crooked pipes hanging raggedly from the ceiling.
The tops of the walls dripped with a deathly sort of fuming condensation. Thick smoke filtered in through barred windows—merely carved holes in the East walls. But it didn’t matter. What mattered was Valek.
Gingerly, she turned over so her belly was on the crypt floor; she realized the agonizing pain that jolted from her ribs to her head. She whimpered, sucking in the thick, polluted air, just to cough it back up again. She heaved against the cold dirty ground, when something warm and slick oozed down one side of her face. The gash on her head throbbed when she touched it.
Low hissing wafted through the haze from the back of the dungeon. The sound was soft, but it soon grew layers of various tendrils that altered in pitch, reaching out like claws that tore at her attention.
Charlotte blinked feverishly to stop the place from spinning. Several shadowy figures, glaring eyes that reflected off the light like a cat’s, began to creep from their hiding places against the dank bricks. Their hands distorted into claws as they started to slink toward her, their silhouettes human-shaped.
Hiss.
The noise spiraled again through the blinding smog and made it impossible for her to breathe. She struggled to see the figures approaching her through the clouds. She heard the sound coming from over her then, and could see even more of the dark things crouching on the steel piping above her; their faces slightly illuminated by the waning daylight.
“Good evening,” one hissed at her, as the setting sun twinkled off something within its devilish mouth. A fang.
“Vampires,” Charlotte mused, almost too silent to hear.
“There is nothing left to feed on.” A female sighed from the back of the room.
Charlotte’s heart slammed against her chest. The wound on her head pounded as the room started to gain focus.
There were seven. No. At least ten—all advancing toward her. She searched the faces, but to her gut-wrenching dismay, none of them belonged to him.
“Valek.” The word slipped from behind her lips. She meant to call it. She meant to scream out for him, but the sound came out a whimper.
One mocked her and the rest started to laugh as she scuffled backward against one of the walls. She was a caged mouse with a family of snakes.
The hissing grew louder as the shadows pursued.
“Don’t you know what’s going on, stupid girl?” the first one snapped from a pipe above her. “Don’t you know why you’re here?”
Charlotte gaped at him. Her nerves were like live electric wires, jolting her body into numbness.
“Us?” he hissed again. “We are here for our sins. And you? You’re our last supper.” He grinned and let out a maniacal laugh as he and two others leapt like felines from the rafters to join the group on the floor.
“I don’t understand,” Charlotte cried. “Where am I?”
But they only laughed at the putrid smell of her fear. The moon had crept into the sky, glinted off each and every silvery fang as they grinned at her.
She shielded herself with her arms. One lifted his claw to the silver night before striking her with it, staining one white cheek with pulsing red that dripped to the floor. She cried out in agony as her hair fell in her face, clinging to the wound. It ran like hot water down frosted glass, and the hissing grew louder.
Another one tore off her shirt, exposing her bruised skin to the icy undercurrent. One of their talons made one long slit along the other side of her neck, tears mixed with blood seeped to the center of her chest.
One of the creatures leaned in, too close to her face and whispered so low she struggled to hear.
“Please know, Charlotte, we were never this gruesome. But if we are to be punished…then we might as well deserve it.” He turned only his head to look at the rest of them. “Drain it. All of it.”
Charlotte’s scream fused with their animal cries as they lunged at her, tearing her skin open, spilling her life. Their cold lips fixed all over her body. She opened her mouth in wretched suffering, unable to tell if she was even relinquishing a sound.

***

Valek sat, alone with his wild thoughts, in a separate cell all the way down the cold, stony corridor. The only thing he could see in his mind was Charlotte’s face as the guards carried her away, her big eyes fixated on him as they dragged her through the dirt. It was the same way she had first looked up at him the night they met in Prague. Alone. Afraid. He touched the side of his face, scarred, like cracked marble.
Sounds from what seemed like kilometers away bounced off the quartz protruding from the moss-encrusted brick and echoed through his ears. A bloodletting. He heard the hissing, smelled the fear and the blood. It was all too familiar. He sighed with his face in his hands. Poor, sad individual, whoever it was.
That was when he heard something that was also too familiar. Sickeningly familiar. His organs crawled up his esophagus when he heard it.
Her scream echoed down the stone hall and shattered him. Her thoughts bounced off the stalagmites into his mind, and he saw his own face reflected back to him. Her blood was the smell wafting through the thick air. Blood that was hers and only hers. Life that was hers and only hers.
Valek sprung to the edge of his cell and wrapped his hands around the frosted bars. He ripped at them, pleading with all his might for them to bend. He pulled and stretched, to no avail.
Then, he heard his name called out down the lonely passage. She wailed for him. He mirrored the action.
“Charlotte! ” He howled as painfully loud as he could—a lion’s roar back down the interminable corridor to where she was.
Her scream was his only response as he clutched the bars made of something heavier than iron. An overwhelming and unfamiliar feeling of helplessness bowled him over as big, red teardrops plummeted to the floor in front of him. He called out her name again. He pulled and pulled at those bars, suddenly remembering all too well what it was like to be so human, so weak.
Their painful screams and roars blended in an agonizing orchestration. The horror of his helplessness. His little Lottie was alone, pleading for him, yet he could do nothing inside this loathsome cage.
“Lottie,” he bellowed. “Lottie! My sweet Lottie! Please!” Valek slumped to the floor, hand outstretched between the bars. The palm of his hand stained scarlet as it ran over his cheek. A sharp sob escaped his throat as he bellowed for her again.
Silence answered him.
“Lottie….” He took a deep breath and could barely hear the voice from her thoughts anymore. So, this was how they would torture him. The silence from her mind grew louder. “I love you, Charlotte!”

***

Charlotte heard these last words, despite the rushing death, like a flashflood through a hollow tunnel she was submerging under quickly. She fought to keep above the surface, for if she allowed herself to sink, life would be over.
“I love you,” rang out so saliently. The rest of her dark world seemed to evanesce into hell. The hissing, the screaming, the pain—and, “I love you”. She kept hearing it over and over again, until she realized she was speaking the words. Too weak to yell it, it came out in a whisper.
“I love you.” She hoped he could hear the thing she wanted to scream to the world. “I love you,” she said for the last time, before she could not hold on any longer, melting into oblivion.

***

Metal bars at the front of her cell crashed inward. Thunder guards came stomping in, sending currents of electricity flying through the air. Yellow streaming bolts struck the bodies of the living dead. The Vampires immediately recoiled from Charlotte and went dashing into the back corners of the cell like rats in bright light.
“Come on, foul creatures. We have somewhere for you to be,” one guard ordered as he joyfully watched them all squirm and growl as the electricity continued to fly.
The Elves ripped some of them from the ground, throwing them over their shoulders, some plucked from the aluminum piping. One officer had to use a stake for one that tried to fight, though it only stunned him for a few seconds.
The struggle continued as Charlotte’s life pooled down in between the cracks into the marble floor. One of the guards noticed her.
“What about that one?” he asked his comrade.
“Eh, just leave her there. Maybe we can feed the leftovers to the next batch that comes in,” he said, as they finally walked out with the gaggle of screeching soul-feeders.
And as he was being dragged away, the head of the condemned clan looked back to the dungeon cell. The Vampire stopped walking, the vision of his figure blurry in Charlotte’s ebbing consciousness.
“What are you doing, leach? Keep going!” one officer prodded.
The Vampire angled his gray ear toward Charlotte. “No. No…she’s alive. You have to kill her! She is still alive!” the Vampire screeched to the air.
The guards only glanced in Charlotte’s direction to see a lifeless, bloody mess.
“This fool is out of his blasted mind,” the guard grumbled as they continued to lead him away, screaming something incoherent all the way out the heavy dungeon door.

***

Valek, who had been silently listening through the bars all the while, now forced himself to stand, his knees quaking beneath his weight. He had never felt so mortal. He pictured his Lottie’s eyes, wide with fear, now slowly closing. He saw the menacing creatures ripping at her soft skin. He thought about how he was one of them, responsible for the demise of so many people just like her. He hated himself and everything he was, as more garnet tears rolled down his pallid face. But he also decided that as long as he was a monster, he would not rest until every other monster responsible for this was dead. The only way Charlotte could still be alive was if by some divine magic, and Valek hardly held his breath.
He gripped the bars tighter, a mournful cry ripping from his core as he forced them apart. Larger drops of blood spilled from his eyes as he pulled the gap wider and wider, crying out again, surprised at his sudden strength. He would not chalk it up to God. That was something he stopped believing in a long time ago.
Valek, liberated from his cage, didn’t take but half a second to rush into the cell several yards down the hall. Thankfully, the door to her cell had been carelessly left open.
He knelt beside her, listening intently to her faint heartbeat. She was a mess on the ground, her eyes only slightly open. Her breathing was shallow; most of her wounds already healed from the saliva of her predators, while leftover blood stayed drying on her skin. If he ever came face to face with those creatures that called themselves Vampires, he swore to himself he would kill them faster than the sun could scorch their skin.
Valek was afraid to touch her for fear she might shatter into a million pieces. His hands wavered over her body for a few seconds longer before he pulled her into his lap to cradle her head against his arm.
“Valek,” she murmured, a sound of affirmation.
He gave a bittersweet smile; his throat burning with the smell of the room, though feeding was the furthest thing from his mind. He caressed her perfect cheek with his fingertips. “I am here now, Lottie.” He took her hand gently in his, brought it to the hollow under his cheekbone, and hummed. “Little Lottie. I am here. And I’m so sorry I wasn’t before.” His eyes started to well up again as he watched one corner of her mouth pull up into a faint smile.
Her fingers moved softly against his cool skin. The two huddled together in the center of the dismal chamber. The moon outside the barred window created an easing, silver pool around them as he cradled the girl in the quiet light.
I love you, she mentally murmured to him.
He leaned down and kissed one unhealed slash across her face until he felt it disappear under his lips. He kissed the side of her neck until it healed as well. She would pull through, he decided. She had to—for him.
“Me, too,” he whispered.
Her eyebrows furrowed slightly at him, and she shut her eyes. “You—you were s-supposed to stay out of m-my head.” Her head rolled to one side.
His dark gaze locked on her face again as he saw she was resting now. He smoothed her hair with one long hand while he listened to her breathing.
“Sleep now, Lottie.” Looking around the cell, he wracked his brain for a way to get them out alive. Or, at the very least, get her out.
Valek inhaled the smoke left over by the morning’s execution, breathing in the dust of his own kind as he cradled his little love. He traced the outline of her soft lips. Once a ruddy sort of pink, they were now pale with the blood loss and matched the rest of her perfectly placid skin. He noticed a trace of one silvery little tear, still left on one side of her face, and he caught it on his finger. He held it up to the moonlight and watched it sparkle.
He stroked her face again and suddenly heard heavy footsteps echoing, resonating off the stones like alarms. He had to think fast, but what could he do? He looked down at the little, half-dead mortal.
The footsteps continued to advance. They were coming for him. A soft sound lifted out of the small opening between Charlotte’s lips, something Valek took to mean she heard them, too. “Do not worry, love.”
He needed to get her out of there.
He shot up from where he sat, carefully slinging her over his shoulder in one, fluid motion. He made sure she was secure to him, before deciding he was going to run.
But it was too late. He looked to see two officers, though this time, they were the familiar fire Elves that had greeted Valek at his house in the Occult. Fire. The one element which was the most difficult for Vampires to fight off. If Valek had a heart, he imagined it would have dropped down into his lower bowels.
The first laughed. “Hello, Pane Ruzik. Going somewhere?”
The sound made Valek’s flesh crawl. Why did doing what he was about to do feel a lot like suicide?
The other guard reeled his hand back, and then slung a giant fireball toward Valek’s head. But he successfully dodged it, running under the fire, his fangs bared and claws out. He squinted through the light and aimed for his combatant’s body.
He collided into the Elf; knocked him into the bars of steel with such force they broke in half and collapsed into the water piping that ran above them. Water rained down, soaking Valek and extinguishing the Elven fire.
Angry, the guard propelled his fist toward the side of Valek’s head, though he dodged it, before it could catch the edge of his jaw.
Valek recovered quickly, jamming one claw into the guard’s face. With a gruesome snap, the officer dropped to the floor.
Another roar ripped out of the back of Valek’s throat. His dark eyes fixated on the other then, as the Elf lunged for him, more fire exploding from both hands. But Valek only went through the attack, grabbing the Elf’s forearms, and turned the fire to the guard’s own face.
The officer withdrew, screaming as he tried to extinguish the flames, which were now melting the flesh from his skull. Valek pressed the burning man against the bricks and leaned into his ear, careful the flames did not catch Charlotte or him.
“Tell the Regime, we will win this war,” Valek valiantly whispered. “Tell them, we are the only thing they will never defeat.”
He was off, darting through the dark corridors like a spirit who had successfully escaped through the gates of the underworld. He moved so fast, the guards he passed would not have seen him if they blinked. He plummeted down between flights of stairs, dashed through the building as tapestries, lights, grand hallways, and doors whizzed past. Charlotte held tight to him. He could hear her waning in and out of consciousness.
Valek ran until he came to a pair of immense double doors at the end of a grand foyer. Bolted shut. He looked above to see a gargantuan, garnet chandelier dangling from four ornate buttresses in the center of the ceiling. One buttress was carved in the shape of a sea serpent, to the left, a dragon. Across the way, a gryphon, and finally, a Fairy. There were dead ends to Valek’s left and right, marked literally by the large, scathing torches and guards proceeding around him. He searched desperately for a different exit to the capital city, but was sure these doors were the only way out.
“Stop!” A gaggle of officers shouted after them as they clumsily stomped down the resonating floors of the large foyer.
Valek only quickly glanced back before running for the doors. He would break his way through.
One of the pursuing guards sent a ball of flames from the palm of his hand. It spun past Valek, into the doors before him and ignited the wood. The only escape was completely engulfed now, and Valek was trapped.
His breath was stagnant in his chest, mostly for fear. Exhaustion was never an issue. If that were not the way to escape, they would not have blockaded it that way. He was sure of that. But if he pushed through it, both of them would most certainly disintegrate. The fire in front of him burned more violently. It seemed like the only choice.
The guards advanced closer and closer, his chance of escape becoming slimmer and slimmer, until one more pair of footsteps clamored stealthily down the corridor to Valek’s right. He turned to see Aiden running toward him, his face glistening with beads of sweat off the firelight. A new lump formed in Valek’s throat. For a moment, he was sure this would be the end, but then he tuned in to Aiden’s mind, though Elves were more difficult to tap into than human beings.
The Elf watched Valek with fevered eyes, seeming to be devising some sort of plan. For a moment, Valek knew Aiden thought about destroying him. He saw Aiden’s idea about sending a new ball of flames hurtling right for his face. He knew the young Elf felt the same way about Vampires as his father and the rest of the Regime did, but there was a different sort of energy building inside him now.

***

Aiden saw Charlotte slung across Valek’s shoulder and stopped short. He wouldn’t destroy Valek now, not with Charlotte’s life at risk. A surge of energy burst through Aiden’s arms, pulsating to his wrists. The Elf relinquished a cry and bent the air around him as he lifted his hands to where the fire roared behind Charlotte’s unresponsive body. He would do this now, but he would be sure to hunt Valek later.
A strong air current bolted from his fists, sending a wild wind rushing toward the fire. But that only made the flames billow higher to the ceiling. A wooden beam from above collapsed, almost crushing Valek where he stood.
Another wave of energy rushed through Aiden, one that felt more frightened, because what he had just done had almost killed Charlotte.

***

Valek grabbed more tightly to his Lottie. The heat started to singe the cracks in his face. The smell of the burning wood and the crackling sound reflected down the marble halls. Everything seemed to be moving in slow motion then. Sweat trickled from Aiden’s forehead. He lifted his hands again to the raging fire as a thick stream of water burst forth this time, successfully extinguishing the flames.
The group of palace guards stopped, gaping at Aiden as Valek wasted no time and rushed through the disintegrated doors, out into the dark streets of Prague.
Valek closed his eyes as he ran, not looking back. He could only feel the heat from what was left of the burning doors fade behind him. Thanks to Aiden, Charlotte would be safe, for now. But Valek knew, the moment the sun climbed back to its place in the morning sky, Aiden’s hunt for Charlotte would begin again.





Chapter Twelve

Safe Haven


Valek careened through the night with such accuracy that the only thing the mortals noticed on the street was a slight breeze ruffling their clothes as he sped past.
Streetlights flickered on the shiny pavement as thunder rolled above them. He reveled in the coolness and clarity of the air as he ran, but was still painfully aware his clock was ticking. He adjusted Charlotte draped motionlessly over his shoulder, his concern growing with each step he took. He knew exactly where he would go. It was their only chance of survival, and he was sure there was no other choice. The Occult would surely be on some sort of a lockdown, guards on high alert for the fugitive that impossibly managed to escape the inescapable. He just prayed the spired house with the indigo rooftops and the lavender walls still stood where he remembered it. Francis had a habit of moving every decade or so, Valek recalled.
“Valek…” Charlotte moaned.
“I know, Lottie. You’re safe.” His crystalline eyes shifted through the night like a jungle cat’s, scanning the street for the white porch steps he used to know so well.
Finally, he found what he was looking for at the end of the long, narrow street in Lesser Town near the banks of the glimmering Vltava. The familiar home loomed over him. Being in the city instantly resurfaced several hundred memories. Valek couldn’t suppress the emerging smile when he thought back to the night he found Charlotte, tucked in those pathetic rags. Those wondrous, curious eyes. She hadn’t changed. Even though she was capable of aging, she would never change.
Valek flew up the polished steps, burst through the front door, and stopped dead in the foyer. The place was dark and forsaken with pealing, lavender wallpaper. A mirror to his right had been smashed, the shiny remnants on the floor. A collapsed, wooden beam blockaded the entryway to the kitchen. Desperation overcame him. He sucked in air through his nose, trying to sense if there were anyone left here. To his solace, the scent he was looking for was very much present.
“Francis!” Valek called out, exhausted and pained.
He swiftly reached over his shoulder, pulled Charlotte in front of him, and carried her in his arms. He saw her eyes closed again, her breathing shallow. Her heart rate was very, very, dangerously slow.
He sucked in air again. “Francis!”
As he called out the name a second time, a Vampire, decadently dressed in white ruffles and tight, black, satiny pants emerged from the shadows of the long, thin hallway just in front of Valek. His long, white, curly hair hung neatly about his carved features like a French fop. He looked like something straight out of the reformation—handsome, young, and effeminate.
“Well, well, well. Who seems to have dropped in to my perfectly, pretty, parlor? Look what the black cat drug in out of the rain.” Francis grinned, flashing his long incisors before appraising Valek’s sopping overcoat and mangy hair. “Filthy, filthy.” He tsked.
“Francis,” Valek breathed. “They did not discover you! How did they not find you? You’re right in the blasted city!”
“Come now, dearest friend. How could they find me?” He chuckled. “Not when my house has been guarded by my indentured Witch.” He revealed a young woman, with tousled, brown curls and a face like a doll. She stepped around from behind him. “Don’t you think I’m aware of everything going on? I’m old enough to catch all of their tricks, my dear Valek.” His expression changed from fabricated joy to immediate disapproval as he lifted an eyebrow at the sight of Charlotte, hanging limply in Valek’s arms. He tsked again at Valek, then shook his head from side to side.
“Please, Francis,” Valek implored, clutching the only thing he still loved about life, slowly turning to death in his arms.
“Oh, Valek. Please! I do not receive a visit from you in almost twenty years and you come back to me…a family man?” Francis chortled like the Cheshire cat. “You’re soft.” He lightly prodded Valek’s chest with a slender, silver finger.
He sashayed over to a small table that held an elegant decanter, filled halfway with deep, red liquid. The black and gold ornate walking stick he clutched made thumping noises on the wooden floor as he stepped.
He slowly approached Valek with a glass half-full, sipping it as he walked. Standing before him, Francis ran the glass underneath Valek’s nose and watched his blue irises sink under the black. He smiled.
“Valek.” He pulled the glass away. “Do you know how many of us have attempted things like this? ” He gestured to Charlotte. “Are you aware of how many of us have experienced this very same situation? Listen to me when I say it is not her you are in love with. It is her mortality. You miss it so much. I can see it in you. That is what you are in love with. The idea.” He sipped at the blood again, swirling it around as though it were a glass of fine merlot.
“Francis, you are ignorant as you have always been,” Valek roared. He had half a mind to knock the glass from Francis’ hand, but he was too exhausted for another confrontation. “Please! I beg you to help us.”
“I am helping you, sweet Valek.” Francis sighed and twirled a strand of his friend's dark hair around his finger. “Which is why I don’t wish to see you hurt.” He turned his gaze on Charlotte again and sighed.
“The only way I would be hurt is if you refused us.” Valek’s voice wavered.
“I am hiding other Vampires here, you know. You are not my only friend. You would be subjecting the child to them, and you know how testy we get when we’re thirsty.” Francis cocked his head. “And she does smell so delicious.”
It wasn’t so much of a threat as it was a legitimate warning. But nothing Francis said was about to sway Valek.
“Surely we can settle on some agreement.” Valek straightened, tightening his jaw.
“Very well.” Francis shrugged. “But of course I have conditions….”
“Of course.…” Valek frowned. He didn’t like the sound of that.
“You see, my Vampires and I—we are living in the lowest form of poverty imaginable. My house Witch steals donated blood from the hospitals in the city, but she always brings it back cold. And sometimes we don’t even get the pleasure of partaking in that. Sometimes…it’s rats.” Francis’ gracefully long eyelashes batted toward Charlotte again.
“No.” Valek hugged the girl closer to his chest. “You’re mad. Absolutely not.”
“We would not be killing her, Valek, I assure you. She would be the most protected thing in this house. But we need fresh blood in order to survive. It is that dire. We have grown weak.”
“I said, no, Francis! This is my whole life I am holding.”
“Then she cannot stay!” Francis whirled around abruptly. “If she is not our blood source, then she is nothing!  My word is final.” The effete Vampire turned on the black toe of his shined, leather boot. “Good luck.”
“Wait.” Valek’s reaction seemed more like a reflex. The world outside the door behind him grew lighter. Charlotte’s heartbeat grew slower. Valek’s choices were now even slimmer.
Francis peered over his pointed shoulder. The Witch grinned.
Valek crumpled. “Fine. But if any of you hurt her at all, I will tear you limb from limb.”
“Well…we can try not to hurt her. We will be taking it straight from the vein, of course.” He smirked.
Valek roared angrily at him.
Francis wagged his finger. “None of that. As I said, you are welcome to decline my offer and leave.”
Valek’s nostrils flared, but he had nowhere else to go. Aiden would surely find her anywhere else. Sadly and finally, he acquiesced.
“It’s good to see you again, my friend. I actually had a feeling I was going to.”
Valek breathed and nodded his halfhearted “thank you”.
“Sarah, show my dearest friend, Valek, and his–er–guest to the basement, won’t you? And then prepare a room upstairs for her.” Francis snapped his fingers once.
The Witch cheerfully gestured for Valek to follow, Francis staying close behind. She led them down the dark, brick hallway decorated with oddly placed oil paintings and flowery pastels—a clear disguise for the unlikely event any human would happen to enter the dingy, seemingly abandoned home. In the floor was a trap door, with only a rope for a handle, though it was so encased with dust, a mortal probably wouldn’t have ever noticed it there.
Sarah yanked it open, murky particles cascading into the dark abyss. Valek peered into it and glanced back at Francis.
“After you.” Francis grinned.
Valek hugged Charlotte closer to him and stepped forward, peering into the blackness. The tunnel was thin and seemed to grow thinner as he peered through it, though he could faintly see where it opened up to a lit room below. He pressed Charlotte even tighter to him and jumped, his shirt billowing up around him as he plummeted.
He landed gracefully, like a cat, feeling the dirt thud beneath his feet. He looked at Charlotte, who was trying to wake up, eyes twitching, small sounds coming from her mouth. He gazed back up into the hole from which he’d plummeted. It seemed like he had been falling for a while.
“Look out below!” Francis’ voice echoed from above.
Valek briskly moved out of the way as Francis landed neatly next to him.
“Well, here you are!”
Valek assessed the room, which was simply a large, dirt-packed basement, perfect for a gaggle of rogue Vampires. The cement walls were cracked where water pipes and tree roots emerged. Coffins lay next to each other in rows, their lids left open. It was dark, wet, and dreary; the faintest glow of orange firelight smoldering in the hearth of a modest fireplace against one of the walls. The only possible way for one to tell if it were daylight outside, were if all of the Vampires in the room stopped moving.
Valek lifted an eyebrow. “Coffins, Francis? That seems a little cliché.”
“Would you rather sleep on packed dirt? And in any case, it’s rather impossible to get a bed down here,” he explained. “Besides, I like cliché.”
The group of Francis’ “friends” sat in chairs around the brick fireplace. Its smokestack must have gone on forever after experiencing how long that tunnel drop had been. They seemed to have been carrying on a conversation until Valek, quite literally, dropped in. They were now all silent, studying.
Francis opened his arms to them. “Friends! This is Valek Ruzik, a medical expert from the Southern Bohemian Occult. He has escaped the walls of the Regime and has come here for salvation! He is one of my oldest and dearest friends, and I trust everyone will show him a…warm…welcome.”
One Vampire stood from his chair, a young man who looked like he was changed at about the age of twenty, with golden curls he tied back with a black ribbon. He was significantly smaller than the others in the group, his frame still boyish, though his face seemed older and wise, somehow, and his eyes seemed to possess an independent life.
“You were captured?” he asked in astonishment, gaping at Valek. “But how could you have possibly escaped the Regime walls?”
Valek’s face remained hard and strained. “It was difficult,” he responded quietly. “I had help.” He saw Aiden’s face in his mind, remembering the fury that seemed to burn through him.
The young Vampire blanched at what he saw in Valek’s head. The other members of the group reacted, too. A few joined in standing.
“Aiden.” One of two females in the group spoke. “Danek Price’s boy. Next in line,” she mused.
“What?” Valek frowned.
“He’s next in line to rule. After Vladislov’s reign has ended, Aiden Price is next in line for the seat of power. The chosen one. He’s supposedly an Elf that has mastered all of the elements. Fire. Earth. Wind. Water. Not to mention, the mind—the sixth element. It’s impossible to understand the multitude of power he possesses,” she said, her lovely, pale features contorted and strained.
Valek thought back to the buttresses in the Regime palace and how Aiden had seemed to manipulate the air around him before extinguishing the fire with water. He wrinkled his forehead. “No. There must be a mistake. He lives in our Occult with his mother. I have known him for years,” Valek countered.
“Apparently not well enough to know who his father is,” the female with the raven hair explained, glancing at the girl in Valek’s arms. Her pin-straight tresses reflected the dim light in tones of blue, like the sky at midnight.
Valek turned to Francis again. “Something happened before the guards ransacked my home. Charlotte had been with Aiden. She came home crying. Something happened between them. I remember seeing a few of her thoughts before the guards came to our door.”
“And what were those thoughts?” Francis asked.
Valek’s face burned when he remembered Aiden kissing her, but now it was trivial compared to what else apparently occurred that night. “There were papers, a list of some sort, I believe. It looked to me like a register of Occult inhabitants employed by the Regime. There was a Lycan guarding our borders, and I think Aiden was trying to confide in her—perhaps to protect her after….” He hesitated to continue, recalling his monstrous behavior that night on the country road. “After there had almost been an attack.”
“You mean an accident,” Francis chastised.
One particularly malefic-looking Vampire with short, black hair and a broken nose rose from his place near the fire. He stood, analyzing Valek and Charlotte. “Well, you shouldn’t have had a human in your possession, anyway,” he chastised. “That’s the problem. The Regime found out you were breaking the law!”
“Lusian, that’s besides the point,” Francis interjected. “Besides, she’ll be a very beneficial little addition to our household.” He grinned and gestured for Valek to continue.
“Then I recall seeing something Aiden’s mother said to Charlotte about me, something that bothered her,” Valek explained.
“I think we should wait until your Charlotte wakes up. It sounds like she has the full story.” The other female spoke calmly, in an airy voice. This one had white, ringlet curls that ran down to the small of her back and surrounded a severely beautiful face. Though she loomed over some of the males, her limbs were delicate, like those of a ballerina. But even as she was beautiful, her features were hard and icy as her gaze touched Charlotte cradled in Valek’s arms.
Everything grew silent again as the group became painfully aware of Charlotte’s mortality. It was the warmest, most evident scent in the room. Valek saw a few of their thoughts as they glanced at her again. His jaw clenched.
“No one will touch her until she is well again. No one will even think about her until I say it is right. Is that understood?” he growled.
They all obliged without argument. Their thoughts told Valek that they kept all the blood they needed in a small freezer that sat against the wall for now. It would suffice until the girl had regained her strength.
“No one will touch her,” the blonde female repeated, assuring him with a soft smile.
Valek looked upon Francis, the concern forming creases in his forehead. “She was attacked by a group of us a little smaller than this one. She needs food and some sort of supplement. Her heart rate continues to decline. They would have drained her if the Regime guards didn’t rip those parasites off her.” His eyes welled up with the memory, the last of his words biting.
Francis only nodded before he looked to Sarah. She smiled, nodding, and flitted back toward the tunnel. She would concoct something to help Charlotte. Valek heard it in her mind when she nodded at him.
Valek turned to find the group still staring at him, some empathetic, some disgusted. But he accepted neither pity nor disapproval. He didn’t need any more friends, especially if they were Vampires. There was nothing he cared more about than what he was holding in his arms.
He walked over to the rows of coffins and turned on the group again, all of them still watching.
“Which is empty?” he asked, coolly.
“None,” the one called Lusian said just as evenly, though he pivoted to snicker with Jorge, the younger-looking male with blond hair pulled back behind his head.
Valek approached the group slowly again, eyeing the one that had just spoken. “We can do this the hard way.” He quickly pulled up his knee and shoved his boot right in the large Vampire’s chest, sending him flying backward, splintering a chair. “I am not here to make friends,” Valek murmured. He looked to the rows of crypts. “I will ask again. Which is empty?”
“The last three.” The female with the dark hair spoke this time as she helped Lusian to his feet.
Valek moved to the one in the center in the last row and kicked the lid off. The inside was superfluous with layers of red silk and lace. When Francis said he liked cliché, it had clearly not been in jest.
“Reckless behavior is not going to help your situation!” Francis sputtered frantically.
Valek ignored him. He crouched and gently placed Charlotte inside—something he did not particularly like doing. He tried to imagine it was just like any other bed. He watched her face, still peaceful, as he removed his torn overcoat and wrapped it around her.
He sat on the ground beside her, one hand holding tightly onto hers. He would continue to stay there until she woke up. He wanted to be the first thing she saw, so she would know she was safe. He thought back to the night the Lycan attacked the human farmer just outside of the Occult again. He thought about the way she’d looked at him with different eyes, as though he were the feared monster under her bed.
About half an hour passed, and Sarah soon returned with canteens of soup, bread, and other things the Witch found in the middle of the night to sustain the human girl. She placed a small chocolate bead in Valek’s hand.
“Have her swallow that. That will help her blood replenish,” she said, before flitting off.
Charlotte had not yet awoken from her sleep, and Valek continued to wait unabatedly by her side, while the others whispered things by the firelight. Valek could hear everything they were saying, and more. They might as well have screamed it out at the top of their lungs.
Disgusting, he heard one of them think. The way he lingers over her as though she were his dying lover.
“I’ve seen this before,” Jorge whispered. “It becomes something like an obsession—the love between mortal and immortal. It’s compulsive—being obsessed with their human lover’s mortality. They fall in love with that which they lost. The warmth, the thriving, living, breathing feeling.” He was explaining to Sasha, a beautiful male with ebony skin. “It is not healthy. And it never ends well.”
“But I thought the girl was something like a child to him.” Sasha’s manicured brow furrowed.
Jorge cocked his head toward Valek. “Well, it certainly doesn’t appear that way anymore.” He murmured as though Valek still couldn’t hear, which made Valek burn even more.
Sasha went on pondering this. Valek snorted in contempt. Idiot, he thought in Jorge’s general direction.
After a while, the blonde came to sit next to him. He didn’t look up from Charlotte’s face. His features strained when he sensed the blonde draw nearer. The Vampire had a full glass in her hand as she lightly tapped Valek’s shoulder.
“What?” he said, without shifting his gaze.
“You’ve been sitting here for hours. The sun’s almost up. You’re thirsty.” She offered him the glass, her voice staying as airy and light as it was before.
Only then did he look at what she was handing him. He hadn’t realized the aching that had begun again in the back of his throat, or the burning he felt in his center until he smelled it in the glass. He gazed at her with completely enveloped irises. The truth was, he forgot completely about what he was, because for those hours he prayed for Charlotte, he was human.
“Take it. If she wakes before the morning, you don’t want her to see you like this.”
Valek apprehensively took the glass from her, searching through her mind, finding nothing cruel or judgmental about him. He sipped and winced as the cold ambrosia ran down his throat. He had never had it cold before. It almost did nothing to satiate him, and he finally understood what Francis had been talking about.
“I know it’s awful. But it’s the best we have right now, until—”
“Please,” he interrupted her. “Don’t mention it.”
There was a moment of silence as they both watched Charlotte’s face.
“She’ll be okay. She’s dreaming,” the blonde said.
“Oh.” Valek stroked Charlotte’s cheek. “That’s good.”
“Don’t you want to know what she’s dreaming about?”
“Yes. More than anything. But I promised her I’d stay out of her head,” he explained with a slight smile when his Lottie sighed.
“I see. I’m Andela.” She offered her hand to him.
“Valek.” He ignored the gesture.
Andela withdrew her hand. “Well, if you or Charlotte need anything, I’ll be here.” She smiled softly. “She will be safe, Valek,” she soothed, and walked back to join the rest of the group.
He studied Charlotte’s sweet face, wanting so much for her eyes to flutter open. He thought back just a couple of nights before, when she had crawled into bed with him—how her face looked then, the way she smiled when she dreamt. He wished he hadn’t reacted the way he did. He would give anything to go back and relive that night. But even with all of the inhumanity he possessed, he could never turn back the hands of time.
He lifted her hand to his face, just so he could feel her warmth again. He closed his eyes, inhaling her scent, allowing himself to be comforted by it, though the guilt continued to twist at his insides.
“Valek….” Her little voice rose from the box beside him.
His eyelids flew open to see her watching him. Valek felt the group of Vampires around the fire grow very still again.
“I’m here, Lottie,” he whispered. Everything else in the room seemed to disappear.
“Valek,” she repeated, her eyes closing and reopening like those of an antique doll.
“Are we safe?”
“For now.” He smiled.
“I’m so sorry,” she murmured.
“For what?”
“For before. For when I stopped trusting you,” she said. “This is my fault.”
“No.” He hushed her. “No. I was very wrong about a lot of things. You had every right to be angry.”
“Not with you.” Her gaze moved from his face to her surroundings—the soft sides of the casket around her. “Am I dead?”
“No.” He chuckled. A few soft laughs resonated from the fireplace, too. “You’re fine. You’re my Lottie. You scared me a little, but you’re safe now.” He ran his fingers through pieces of her hair and began to hum her lullaby.





Chapter Thirteen

Rogues


Charlotte slowly sat up, her head still spinning. She clutched the sides of the coffin so she wouldn’t fall back again. Valek’s hand swiftly moved to the middle of her back to help her keep balance.
His eyebrows pulled together as he appraised her. “Perhaps you should not get up yet,” he warned. “You’ve lost a lot of blood. You may need a transfusion.”
Charlotte blinked until the spinning went away. Her head still pounded, but nothing else seemed to hurt. She could see all of her flesh wounds had been healed. She only felt weak. She turned to see several luminescent eyes that matched Valek’s staring at her from one corner of the room. She stared back at them with the same curiosity.
“Who are they?” she asked, fighting to remember what had happened.
Valek rushed to explain. “We escaped from the Regime. We’re at a friend’s house. He’s harboring rogues. Nowhere else is safe.”
Charlotte turned her gaze back on him.
“The Regime? That’s where we were?” She was astonished as more questions invaded her mind. She recalled every detail of the guard’s face, who found her hiding in Valek’s bedroom, as though she had known it forever. She remembered feeling her mouth open to scream, but hearing nothing as they dragged her away, kicking and clawing through the mud and the cool, morning rain as it splashed onto her skin. Everything had gone hazy. Something heavy had come down on her head, making her world go black. The last thing she saw was Valek’s fearful, blazing eyes before she woke up in the dungeon.
“Do you remember?” Valek furrowed his eyebrows.
Charlotte saw him then. Really saw him. She analyzed his torn shirt and disheveled hair about his dirty beautiful face. She grabbed onto him with as much strength as she could muster and pulled him close, wrapping her arms around who she thought she had surely lost.
“You saved me!” she cried. She saw the large doors on fire, though the vision blurred in her mind. She heard the thunderous orders from the guards and felt the wind that pulsed by her when they were running through the night. It was all very distant.
“You saved me,” she whispered again.
Valek smiled.
“Your face….” His skin was cracked, like broken marble. “I tried to stop it.” She reached up to stroke the burn scars, but he met her fingers with his and pulled them gently away.
“I know. I will be all right, Lottie.”
“How do we heal it?”
“I don’t think we can.” He changed the subject. “It is not important at this moment.”
Charlotte gaped wide-eyed around the dark basement. The warm firelight danced off the hauntingly beautiful, macabre faces that gazed back at her, studying her, as she did them. There must have been ten or twelve of them, each having their own pair of crystal-colored eyes. She saw the ominous daggers gleaming in their mouths, tasting the scent she left in the air.
Various parts of her body started to prickle with the memory. She shut her eyes against the vision, feeling as though she were back in the dungeon of the Regime. She smelled the polluted smoke again and saw the sinister shadows that hissed at her. She knotted her fists in her hair, pushing the images away. When she felt something cool touch her hand, she looked to see Valek regarding her with worry.
“Lottie. They are safe.” He put her fingertips to his cool cheek again. “You are safe. I swear it to you.” He frowned.
Charlotte gaped at him, tears stinging the bridge of her nose. She knew she was safe, but there was something else—something she desperately needed to tell him. She felt it burn every time his gaze locked with hers.
“Charlotte….” Andela’s soft voice shattered the ice that seemed to form in the silence.
Charlotte looked at the other Vampire’s soft, scary smile.
“Charlotte, there is something very wrong happening. We were hoping you could perhaps help us.” She spoke carefully, as if she were speaking to a wild rabbit. “The Regime is sending their guards to different Occults across Europe, and it seems they are only seeking out our kind. Vampires. We need to understand why. Each of us escaped from a different Occult city, and as far as we know, there are very few of us left.” Andela’s eyes were just as frightened and teary as Charlotte’s.
Charlotte looked back at the group huddled by the fire, and this time she saw their faces. She saw the horrified expressions. The mortal emotions. They weren’t monsters anymore. They were people. A different kind of people. She looked back to Andela and nodded.

***

Soon Charlotte was cuddled up with a large wool blanket closest to the fire, nursing a canteen of soup, though she could barely hold her head up. Valek huddled tightly next to her, with the rest of the group crowding around in a large circle. They listened intently as Charlotte told them about how the Lycan guarding the Occult gates attacked her and Evangeline a few nights before, and about the list Aiden showed her. They watched the images in her head, analyzing every picture.
“Charlotte, could you imagine again the list Aiden showed you for a moment?” Jorge, the young, blond Vampire asked.
She did and they all saw it as she did, trying to clearly decipher the fuzzy pictures enough to read the names on the paper.
“So, the Regime hired that Lycan to guard the Occult?” The one called Dusana asked from her perch on a torn armrest. She and Lusian matched each other. A bit more frightening than the rest, with chopped, raven hair about an angular face, clad with metal piercings. Several tattoos snaked around Dusana’s arms from under her torn, black shirt.
“Yes,” Charlotte replied.
“But that’s odd, isn’t it?” Dusana looked at Francis. “It attacked even when she was with Danek’s boy.”
“That doesn’t matter,” Lusian, the large Vampire, interjected from a dark corner. “If the dog was trained to sniff out magic, it would have attacked Aiden, no matter who he was. Lycans have absolutely no self-control.” He spat acid to the floor.
“Continue,” Francis told Charlotte.
“And when Meredith fixed my leg on the evening I was attacked, she said some very strange things,” she continued. “Racial slurs against Valek for what he is, like she was trying to warn me.” She glanced up at Valek’s hard face. “Or to keep me.”
“You said Aiden never spoke much about his father,” Andela said.
“Every time I asked, he just told me he was working. I assumed he was just another average Elf,” Charlotte admitted, fiddling with the canteen in her hand. She yawned, her coherency waning again. The soft light in the room seemed to blur behind her heavy eyes.
“And about his mother?” Jorge asked. “What was it she said that specifically bothered you?”
“Something about Valek being dangerous. In all the years they’ve known each other, she never spoke about him that way.” Charlotte frowned. “Valek and Meredith have been friends for years. Or so I thought.”
“It’s interesting that this is starting now,” Lusian said. The group got silent.
“What are you gibbering about, Lusian?” asked Francis.
“Do you remember that one crazy bastard? You know, the Vampire who attacked Vladislov a few years ago, when the Wizard’s Regime first began instituting their stupid laws?” He shrugged off the wall and walked to the center of the group.
“Right!” Dusana jumped up. “The Vampire who set out to assassinate the Regime.” She laughed. “You really had to have been crazy to try that one. It was splashed all over Occult presses.”
“Right. How many years ago would you estimate that was?” Lusian asked.
“I don’t know. At least twenty,” she said.
He stopped pacing. “Are two decades enough time to plot an entire genocide?” His eyes flashed. “A war, even?”
“If there was going to be a war, there would have to be an opposing side.” Francis rolled his eyes. “And we all know how one-sided the Regime is.”
“No, it isn’t. What kind of magic are the Elves and the Fae? Light. They are light magic. And what are we?”
“Dark,” Dusana mused.
Lusian lifted his hands like he had successfully proven something.
“Anyway, do you really think one Vampire was enough to scare the Regime enough into killing us all?” Jorge scoffed.
“Yes. Why not? They never found him. He escaped.” Lusian moved deeper into the circle, his features made more intense by the firelight. “Why not get rid of the lot of us just to make sure justice was indeed served? And there might be more of us out there, trying to get at Vladislov’s throat. That’s what the Regime is betting on.”
“Yes, but on what grounds do they stand? It would be considered mass murder. And I don’t care what society in which you live—light or dark. That is completely unjust.” Francis dismissed the idea with a lacey wave of the hand.
“Yes, Francis! But who cares when you’re sitting at the top of the chain? Who’s going to punish them? ” Lusian’s voice was ecstatic. “Think about it. That one incident probably scared the old guy enough to conduct something this insane. The bottom line is, we are disappearing. There were many Vampires in my Occult. All were captured, except for me.”
The group thought for a moment. Charlotte was amazed as she watched them all work together as one collective brain. Their faces carried the same expression at the same time.
“‘We are the only things you will never defeat,’” Valek mused, chuckling darkly. All of them turned to look at him.
“You know those words scared Vladislov,” Lusian said.
Francis continued to argue. “Still, how would they justify this? They would lose the respect of all the Occult people for killing mercilessly. Creatures would revolt. This goes completely against the magic code, ‘Harm none, and do as you will’.”
“We kill mercilessly, don’t we? We hunt for our food.” Lusian glanced at Charlotte. They all glanced at Charlotte.
“We kill to survive. Most living things do,” Valek countered.
“But we kill mortals, Valek. Even you do. People just like her.” Lusian pointed his talon at Charlotte. “We are responsible for more human deaths than car accidents, and that’s the ground on which they stand. That is how they are justifying all of this. The thing is—we are the victims now!” Lusian walked over and crouched in front of Charlotte. “Thanks to your papa here, the hunters have become the hunted.”
“Step away from her,” Valek warned, swiftly moving between them.
“He is not my father,” Charlotte said quietly. Her flushed cheeks burned in a flurry of embarrassment and rage.
Lusian’s menacing gaze shifted to Valek. “I’m not the one who is the cause of all of this. It is your fault. We should just turn you in now!”
The rest of the coven gaped at Valek, completely and simultaneously frozen.
“You could do that,” Valek dismissed. “But do you really think this would all just go away in an instant? Vladislov rules the entire magical world, and he’s got them believing our kind is evil. My opinion is, instead of using your efforts to ‘out’ me, we focus on finishing what I started under two decades ago.”
Charlotte’s eyes widened at him. Was Valek the same Vampire who nearly killed Vladislov twenty years ago? She saw his eyes flicker toward her for a split second.
“How do you propose we do this?” Francis asked.
“We have to fight. This isn’t going to be some peaceful revolution—a simple argument. Clearly, they do not know how to reason.” Lusian turned to the rest of the group, making eye contact with every one of them. “We’ve got to form an army. As many of us as they can’t catch. We fight to the death.” He wheeled back to Valek, except this time, a flash of admiration lived in his eyes. “Because it’s true, isn’t it? We are the only things they will never defeat.”
Valek nodded once. Charlotte looked at him again.
“No,” Andela croaked from somewhere in the back of the group.
All heads jerked to look at her. One of her claws gripped the chair, her nails tearing holes in the leather, the other one, she clutched to her chest. The whites in her eyes were completely overtaken by black then.
“It is starting again.” Blood spilt over her lips as she choked.
Francis blanched. “What time is it?”
“Eight o’ clock,” Jorge said.
“Damn. Okay, we continue this tomorrow night,” Lusian instructed. He swiftly moved over to his coffin on the other side of the room and drew a long, silver dagger from his belt.
“Don’t look,” Valek whispered, burying Charlotte’s face in his chest. Lusian’s painful, garbled cry wrung out as he pulled himself into his tomb, his black shirt sticky and wet at the center. He reached out, yanking the lid overtop, choking until the coffin closed with a thump.
Charlotte looked up at Valek, seeing his eyes were dark as well. He frowned at her.
“Sometimes, it’s just easier to get it over with,” Valek explained, stroking her cheek. He lifted her off the ground into his arms.
Crying and moaning resonated from the others as they started like Lusian before them, dropping one by one. Some dragged it out, holding onto life as long as they could.
“Do not take your eyes off of me,” he whispered.
She obeyed as he carried her over to the coffin he had put her in earlier. Charlotte wound her fingers in the torn material of his shirt, hiding her face in his chest. There it was again, his most beautiful scent.
He knelt to the dirt floor, eyes still fixed on hers. “Everything will be fine. Do you remember the day you snuck into my bedroom?” His smile was strange and crooked, filled with an intense suffering. Charlotte gulped, nodding. “Well, this is going to be just like that. All right?”
She nodded again. “Okay.”
“No reason to be afraid.”
“I’m not.”
Someone shrieked from the other side of the room, and Charlotte jumped. Valek lowered her in first. When he let go of her his joints cracked, and he cried out in pain like the rest of them.
“Valek!”
He placed both of his hands inside, trying his hardest to pull himself in. Charlotte grabbed onto his shoulders and tugged with all her might, until the rest of him was inside with her. He looked up with another pained smile.
“J-just close it most of t-the way…” he stammered. “You have to b-breathe.” He struggled to keep his eyes open as he fought to continue breathing.
Charlotte was about to reach for the heavy lid when she saw Francis hovering over her. A lump formed in her throat and she grabbed onto Valek, knowing he would not be able to do much to protect her.
“I have it.” Francis smiled softly at her.
She lay down on her side, the only way there was room for the two of them, and watched as the lid slid across the top of them, leaving only one, thin ray of light across her face. She looked to Valek again. Always seeing him in the darkness, she imagined what it would be like to see his face warm, in the sunlight. She smiled and placed her hand on his cheek.
“I-I wish I w-wasn’t l-like this,” he said. “S-scary.”
“You don’t scare me,” she lied.
“Don’t I?” He grinned painfully as he shook, his eyebrows drawing together.
She inched closer to him and pulled his arms around her, listening to his staggered breathing as he lay there dying against her. This was the moment she had been waiting for. She must do it now or nothing was ever going to change between them.
“I don’t want you any other way,” she whispered, slowly lifting her chin until her lips met the side of his jaw. She could feel his breath catch in his throat, not sure if what she was doing was wrong.
“Ch-charlotte, p-please….” He began to pull away.
But she wasn’t going to stop. She inched up farther, pressing her toes to the back of the coffin until she felt his cool, soft lips touch hers. Her heart lurched in her chest, jumpstarting, thudding hard against him. It must have been agonizing.
His hands moved slowly to her head, fingers intertwining in her curls. She sighed into his mouth, the muscles in her neck tensing, but the rest of her relaxed the most it ever had.
Valek slammed on the side of the casket with his fist, making a cracking sound with the impact. She was sure he’d busted a hole in it. Charlotte knew it was once again his time. He pulled his face away—a precaution—yet also, he pulled her body closer to his.
She rested her cheek on his chest and listened to his dead heart slam hard against his ribs, growing gradually slower. She stayed that way, listening, until it finally stopped.
His arms stayed stiff around her. He was sleeping, she reminded herself, beginning to be painfully aware her warm, living heart was beating solo against his hollow chest. Looking for a distraction from the truth, she closed her eyes and focused on his sweet scent and the lingering feeling left from his lips.





Chapter Fourteen

At A Loss


Aiden paced the floor with so much fire the wood scorched under his feet. His eyes blazed behind their shroud of black lashes as his gaze darted about the room, threatening to melt the first face they met.
He couldn’t stand to ever see Charlotte hurt, or dead, nonetheless. When he saw Valek standing before the fiery palace entrance with Charlotte slung motionless over his shoulder, simple instinct took over. It didn’t allow him the time to consider whether or not he was making the right decision. He didn’t care what happened to Valek, naturally, but no one was going to hurt Charlotte. Not even the high ruler himself.
“Damn it!” Aiden’s roar shattered the silence about the room. He sent his fist flying into the side of a redwood bookshelf.
“Calm yourself, my son.” Danek Price’s voice was smooth and eloquent, but somehow managed to unnerve Aiden all the same. “This will all be dealt with in time.”
“I had her!” Aiden growled, balling his hands up in his hair. “She was right in front of me.” He thought for a moment. “What if they run? What if they flee the country?” He turned on his father.
“There is no place they can hide successfully. Not for very long, anyway. Not with Valek being what he is, and the complications he has with the sun.” Danek slowly stood from his chair. “We will find this girl Charlotte.” He poured a glass a brandy. “But we must keep our wits about ourselves.” He swigged back the liquor.
“Those ticks think they’re so damn clever,” Aiden fumed, tightening his hands into fists at his sides. Flamed exploded just above his knuckles.
Danek sauntered over to his son and placed his thick hand on his shoulder. “Aiden, you have been bestowed all of this power for a reason. Now is your time to use it. You did the right thing by letting them go. She would have been killed.”
Aiden bitterly shrugged his father’s hand off and stormed to the bookshelf. “That’s right! Because those idiots put her in the dungeons with those disgusting lice!” He growled.
“I promise, son. If I had known anything about it, I would have prevented it.”
“Who did know about it? Who was responsible?” Water streamed from the lower lids of Aiden’s eyes, though it was not natural, salt tears. It flowed down his face and pooled around his feet.
Danek set down the brandy glass. “The platoon from the fire division had been sent to capture Valek Ruzik. I do know that.”
“Kill them, then. Whoever it was.” Aiden stormed out, slamming the door behind him.
He tore down the dour corridor, eyes and fists still blazing. The sound of his approach bounced off the stone like chills off a spine. Wind whipped his hair around his face as floods trailed from his feet. His powers were only as controlled as his emotions were, and being an angry teenager did nothing to help the situation.
Aiden stomped down the North Wing up to Vladislov’s quarters. A string of ivy tendrils ripped from underneath his fingernails and latched onto the locked door. It tore off its hinges with such force chunks of stone flew with it. The large hunk of wood and metal crashed to the floor in splinters.
“By all means, come in.” Vladislov glowered at Aiden over his half-moon spectacles. He pushed away from what he was reading at his desk and turned to face Aiden, one biological hand cradling one metal one. “What is the matter with my prodigy?”
“With all due respect, sir, this plan isn’t working. The guards in command are completely incompetent,” Aiden raged.
Vladislov lifted his eyebrows at the gall of his young apprentice. “Censor your tone please,” he said with calculated ease. “I have not yet had a single problem. They’ve been capturing and killing Vampires by the hundreds. We plan on invading the German Occults by next week.” He smiled, obviously impressed with himself.
Aiden blanched. “They almost killed Charlotte!”
“Who?” Vladislov apathetically shuffled through some maps on his desk.
“Charlotte! The human girl that upir Ruzik holds as a pet!” Aiden’s chest expanded with rage and saliva spewed from his lips as he bellowed. “The girl who was meant to by my wife!”
Vladislov leered at Aiden, then. “A human girl as a wife?” He spoke slowly.
“Yes!” Aiden breathed. “I know that sounds unconventional but—”
“I’m not quite sure I follow you, Aiden.” Vladislov’s forehead crinkled as his eyebrows drew together. “You want to take command of my army to have them carry out orders not plausible to the war I began. You want to compromise the safety and security of the Order of Magic, simply because you have a silly crush on a mortal girl?”
“I know it sounds crazy.” Aiden gave him a pleading look.
“Apprentice,” the elder began, and leaned his biological arm on his desk while the metal one tapped on the ball of his scepter. “Matters of the heart will always make us do things that are ‘crazy,’ but you are the next ruler of the greatest empire in the world, and I am afraid you must put matters as trivial as these in the very back corners of your mind. Focus.”
“I’m sorry, lord, but if you could just hear me out, there is a reason—”
“Aiden, I think it would be best if we spoke about this when you are in a less,” Vladislov appraised the boy, “hormonal state.”
Aiden sighed. He could see he was going to get absolutely nowhere with his argument tonight. That was the end of the conversation, and he needed to find somewhere else to turn. He nodded his thanks to his mentor and quietly began out of the room, the Wizard watching after him.
Before Aiden could get all the way past the threshold, Vladislov called out, “And do repair the door on your way out.” He turned his attention to the various sheets of parchment on his desk.
Aiden thought of Valek and Charlotte, hiding alone in the dark streets. Like rats somewhere in the mortal world. He cringed. An approaching guard stopped in the middle of the hall, saluting Aiden.
“Fix that,” Aiden ordered, indicating the splintered door, and trotted back down the now flooded corridor, lost within his mind. The guard immediately rushed to work, though Aiden continued to keep his burning gaze toward the floor. How could he make Charlotte see Valek for what he really was? How could he find her so he could carry out the plan he had been refining so feverishly for years?
It was ingenious. If magic married mortal, it would change the world forever. There would be no more living in secret. No more hiding. People would be people, and therefore the Regime wouldn’t have to necessarily rule over the “greatest empire in the world,” but rather the whole world.
And he would be the greatest ruler that ever lived, because he had the formula none of his predecessors had ever even imagined. And this one small girl was at the center of all of it. And one single leach was standing in the way.
Aiden didn’t walk down the stairs, but rather, flew as his mind swelled. The cool air bouncing off the bricks washed his head clear of everything except for how to carry out his plan. He plunged deeper and deeper, until he was back in the bowels of the palace, in front of the dungeon’s entrance.
The doors swung open from all of his angered might, the dank smell of rotting corpses slamming him in the face. Sounds of moaning struck him like a choir of untuned cellos as he stalked past cell after cell of prisoners. They weren’t only Vampires. The Regime captured anything or anyone they believed had conspired against them. Anyone,  including one, lonely Witch with long, chestnut hair.
“Get up,” Aiden ordered as he swung open the barred door.
Evangeline glowered up at him behind her black-stained eyelids. Her hair was a nest about her bruised face, from the fight of getting her on the defiled floor. It clung to her bloody forehead, neck, and shoulders. The rest of her emaciated appearance matched the rank stench that fumed from her distressed, grubby clothing.
“I said get up, Evangeline.” Aiden's voice stayed even and low. But when she still didn’t cooperate, he moved swiftly and snatched her by her matted hair, yanking her upward.
She cried out, clutching his arm for relief.
“When I tell you to do something, I expect it to be done.” His voice was liquid fire in her ear.
She nodded frantically, biting down on her lip as tears stained trails on her cheeks.
Aiden released her, and she stumbled backward into the wall of the cell. “Evangeline.” His tone grew quieter still.
She glowered at him.
“Do you expect to live much longer if I keep you down here?”
She shook her head and heaved.
“Do you want to live?” He neared her, his large shadow darkening her face.
Evangeline only looked at him with pleading eyes. The answer was clearly written on her face.
“Then I want you to listen very closely to everything I am about to tell you. And I want you follow my instructions exactly as I give them.”





Chapter Fifteen

Beautiful Mind


Valek felt himself in the cool darkness, caught in some undertow he could not resurface from, and wheeling around in this infinite space. No oxygen. No smell. No sight. Something pounded in his ears. A pulse he recognized, though it sounded drowned, like it was sinking just next to him in this dark ocean. Then, suddenly, it was as if someone had ripped a gaping hole in his universe. All of the black water flooded away, the sound overwhelming his ears as if he were being washed away with it through a large, hollow tunnel.
It muffled the sound of the beating heart completely, until the rushing almost deafened him. His mouth opened, gasping for air, though he only felt suffocated. And then he opened his eyes.
Darting about the dark casket, he gasped for the oxygen to return to him, his gaze finally resting on her.
“Lottie?” His heaving calmed when he saw her fearful eyes, heard her heart flutter like a bird in a cage. He immediately pulled her closer to him, his hands burying in her hair.
Charlotte, who had probably been dreaming intently, woke with a fright when Valek jolted back to life. The smell of her fear instantly filled the tiny space around them. Her pulse was a weak, shallow throb in her chest, and he knew instantly it was the same pulse in his ears before he woke. The memory of the night before came flooding back as the tight space seemed to shrink around him, and her delicious scent became all too overwhelming. He clenched his jaw. She’d kissed him, Valek remembered. He heard the nervous lump form in Charlotte’s throat as he gazed down at her. She stared back, her eyes as wide and glassy as two full moons. She lightly began to trace the contours of lips.
“Lottie,” he whispered, as he began to run his wiry hand along the length of her jaw.
Charlotte immediately pulled away, wrapping her hands around her neck. He frowned, knowing his eyes must have shifted in that moment. The same hollow feeling he’d felt when Charlotte had been mad at him swelled in his chest again. He would sacrifice anything just to show her she really was safe with him.
“No. Don’t be afraid,” he said. “I'm not going to hurt you.”
Charlotte waited a few more moments before she released her hands. She inched closer to him again, and his sorrow melted.
He stroked her curls with his claws, reveling in her purity. It almost made him warm. “We’re really together now.” His lips pressed against her ear, smiling at the reality of what he was saying.
Valek mentally heard her shock over how he reacted to her. Charlotte was frowning at him. She had been anticipating some sort of argument—like he might try and convince her he was much better suited as her father figure, and her impulses were insane. But this was no longer how he felt in the least. It was the difference between night and day.
Her thoughts were extremely loud as they circled in his head. The challenges they now faced were enough to convince him, if they survived, they would survive together through anything. Even this confusing taboo. As he gazed down at her, he could see the apprehension burning all too fervently in her eyes.
Valek chuckled. He cradled her cheek in his palm and shifted so they lay gazing at each other, nose to nose. “Can I come back inside your head now?”
She gulped once and nodded.
He tilted her head back so he could look at her directly. Tidal waves of emotion flooded through open gates. All of her fears and fantasies he already knew would be there, made themselves extremely evident to him in that moment. He smiled at the chagrin burning in her cheeks.
“Do not be embarrassed, Charlotte.” He grinned when he felt her face heat against his palm. He brought his mouth cautiously closer to hers and hesitated.
He was testing himself before pressing his cool lips against her warm ones. She sighed into his mouth as he moved his hands to the base of her neck.
Their lips moved together. The ache, which had burdened them for so long, seemed to melt away in that moment in which everything else disappeared. The world and all of its problems were lost somewhere in space. Charlotte was once again the person Valek knew best. In that moment, they weren’t different from each other at all.
Valek pulled away first, one small thought fighting him in the oceans of his mind. But he continued to hug her close to him. He listened, enjoying the complicated mind he had been forbidden from for what seemed an eternity. Even though he couldn’t physically see it, he mentally heard the enormous smile Charlotte hid as she pressed her face against his chest.
That was when Valek remembered something else about what happened the night before—the evil, disgusting promise he was forced to make. Lottie peered at him, still beaming, but her face dropped when she noticed he wasn’t smiling anymore.
“I need you to stay strong for me tonight,” he said darkly.
Then, the thin sliver of orange light filtering in through the open crack in the coffin was eclipsed. Valek quickly released Charlotte and glared up at it as someone’s fist lightly tapped at the roof.
“Valek?” It was Francis.
“A moment, please.” Valek quickly kissed Charlotte on the forehead before gazing at her sadly one last time. He slid open the top of the coffin to reveal Francis standing there, along with the rest of the rogue coven. All of their faces looked harder and paler than they had the night before. Valek slowly got to his feet, watching them. Charlotte began to get up, but Valek held his hand out to stop her.
“We need to talk to the girl now, Valek,” Francis said regretfully.
Valek grimaced as the rest of the coven stared at Lottie with their hellish eyes.
“What’s going on?” Charlotte asked, the blood draining out of her face. He frowned. She had always been so intuitive.
“We have confirmation of what the regime has planned. It’s exactly as I thought.” Lusian was the one speaking. “An all-out genocide of our kind. They are planning on cleaning out Occults all over the world.”
Valek glanced at Charlotte, tuning in to her mind again.
“Well, there is only one thing to do then.” He looked at Lusian and the rest of them. Andela stood next to Lusian, her dove face stained with streaks of red. “We have to gain as many as we can on our side. Build our own empire. That means going to the other Occults before the Regime can, and convincing other Vampires to join our forces. If they want a war, I think we should give them one.”
“Why stop there?” This time, Jorge spoke from his stance at Dusana’s side. “Why not get any Lycan who isn’t on the side of the Elves, and Witches, too.”
“No. That puts us at risk. What if the Wizards send someone to be their insider?” Francis argued.
“How can they when we are able to know everything they think?” Jorge argued back.
Valek stepped forward, addressing the entire coven then. “They boast so well they rule with the light, true? They hate the darkness. We are the darkness. Their safe haven is beginning to divide now because they fail to recognize both powers have to coexist, or else the entire world loses balance. Well, if they are trying to rid the world of one of its halves, I think they have officially lost our balance!”
Lusian gazed thoughtfully at the ground.
“They have created a world in the light and ruled it. Now I think there must be someone to rule in the dark. If they want a war, that’s what they shall be served.”
Charlotte smiled at Andela as she walked toward her.
The tall, drawn woman glared down at Lottie’s innocent face as more ruby tears rolled down her cheeks. An odd sort of fear shot up Valek’s spine when Charlotte took the Vampire’s cold hand in hers, causing Andela to stiffen.
“Don’t worry. We will win. I know it.” The girl smiled again. Andela still was not happy, and she withdrew her hand quickly.
Valek rushed up behind Lottie and pulled her back against him. “Not right now,” he whispered, keeping his eyes locked on Andela’s strained face.
Valek could tell that the realization clicked in Charlotte’s mind then, as she slowly backed away from Andela and closer to him again.
“Charlotte?” Francis spoke carefully. “Do you think you might like to stay upstairs for now, with Sarah?”
“Who?” Charlotte lifted an eyebrow.
“I will take her,” Valek lamented, avoiding all the thirsty, angry stares in the room. “I would rather be the one to talk to her about this, anyway.” He shot an acidic glare toward Francis, who only grinned in reply.
Valek put his arm around Charlotte’s waist and led her to where the ceiling opened up to the tunnel. He watched as Charlotte peered into the dusty, dark tunnel, reluctance playing on her face.
“It will be all right, love. Sarah is Francis’ house Witch. It’s just for now.” He glanced back at the testy coven. “You’ll like her. She is…nice.”
Charlotte frowned. “I’m bothering them, right?”
“It’s just because it’s early,” he admitted, and kissed her head.
Sasha, the tall, dark Vampire, snorted in disgust.
Valek scowled at him before hugging Charlotte so tightly to his chest that her feet lifted off the ground. “Hold on.” He leapt up through the black hole, leaving the rest glaring after the two of them.
They shot ferociously through the trap door, sending clods of dust flying everywhere about the narrow, lavender hallway. The Witch, Sarah, who had clearly just finished sweeping, frowned at the mess, still clutching the broom in her hand as she watched Valek land gracefully on the floorboards.
Valek smiled apologetically at her. “I’m just going to need a few moments with her, then she’s all yours.”
Sarah smiled brightly, but didn’t say a word. She flitted off to some other part of the house. Charlotte frowned, and Valek noticed how she strained to sift through her memory of this house or of the little Witch from the night before.
He answered her thoughts. “You wouldn’t remember, Lottie.”
Valek led Charlotte up the stairs across from the Witch’s study, down another, shorter, lavender hallway, and into an empty bedroom.
He noticed it had already been dressed to welcome someone, with clean sheets placed neatly on the bed, fresh-cut lilacs on top of the nightstand, and pressed dresses hanging neatly in a row in an armoire left open. He knew all of these accommodations were specifically for Charlotte. This was the place Francis would house her during their stay. Something rolled in his center. In his peripheral vision, he noticed Charlotte glance up at him, and he attempted to calm his strained face.
“Valek?”
“Sit down.”
She sat on the edge of the bed, not tearing her focus from him. Her unyielding stare made it impossible for him to look directly at her. He inhaled, trying to steady the warbling he knew would appear the instant he started to speak.
“Let me preface by saying, no matter what, you are completely safe here. I am constantly at arms length away from you.”
“Okay….”
“Lottie, there were several…provisions which needed to be agreed upon for Francis to let you stay here with me.”
Charlotte frowned at this.
“Please. I don’t want you to be frightened, but if I hadn’t agreed to this, he would have killed you. I saw it in his mind. He wouldn’t even let me search for another place to hide without backing me into this proverbial corner.”
“Valek, what is going on?”
He got to his knees in front of her and took her hands in his. “Sometimes, in our world, there are human beings, like yourself, whom we develop relationships with.”
Charlotte smiled at this.
“No. When I use the word ‘relationship,’ that isn’t what I mean. They are used as a sort of pet we keep.” Valek searched her expression to see if she understood what he was getting at. “We do not kill these humans, but we feed from them nightly. The sort of nickname we call these types of people are ‘blood dolls’. They are like…personal donors.” He stopped, searching her face again.
Her eyes grew wide and watery as she gaped at him, inching backward on the bed, grabbing onto the bedclothes for support. “You’re whoring me out? ” she hollered.
“Charlotte, no. It isn’t exactly like that—”
“Yes, it is! It is exactly like that!” She fought and buried her face into the pillow.
“Lottie, the point is, I had to give in to Francis, lest he kill you. I am never going to let anything happen to you.”
She sat up and looked at him, her eyes red. “What do I have to do exactly?”
Valek glanced to one side. “Nothing really. You just sort of…sit there.”
“You mean they take it straight from me? You can’t just prick my arm with a syringe or something?”
Valek shook his head. “I promise it’s just for now. I meant what I said about leaving, just the two of us.” He struggled to find the right words. “Charlotte, I love you.”
She stayed quiet. When he noticed how tightly she clenched her jaw, he tuned in to her mind. He needed to know what she was thinking. Her mind was spinning as the disgusting visualization of what he was asking of her played over and over again. He was going to let them feed off her. Use her. How could he love her and still do this?

Valek silently agreed with her on that one. Suddenly, she began relating herself to the frozen corpses that rested in Valek’s freezer back in their home in the Occult.
“Lottie, I have no other choice. Don’t you see? Francis was never going to let me leave once I entered this house with you in my arms. He articulated one thing to me, but his mind was saying something altogether different. The moment I would have crossed the threshold back out into the city would have been the moment he came after me to kill you. It wasn’t a threat. It was a promise. There is not a single living or un-living thing on this planet that means more to me. When you were dying in the dungeons of the Regime, so was I. I will make sure every time you are called upon you will be safe. I promise you. You have to believe me. I love you.”
Charlotte’s frightened gaze stayed locked on his face. Valek grabbed her clammy hands in his and tuned in again. She was considering all of this, fighting two different impulses in her mind, one of them wanting to hate Valek and the other, wanting to love him. The hollow feeling swelled in his chest again as he listened. Would he ever escape from his role as “the monster?” Finally, Lottie’s mind rested on one thought; there was no other way for now. She had to give in if she wanted to stay alive and stay with him.
“I love you, Valek,” she said meekly. “But I’m afraid.”
“I know you are. As am I.” He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her against him.
Holding her was the most comforting thing he could think of, though he understood it was not enough.
“I want you to be first, though.”
He pulled away to look at her, gaping. “I don’t know if I am entirely comfortable with that.”
“Valek, I’m so afraid to do this. You owe it to me.” Tears streamed in silvery ribbons down her pale face.
He breathed in slowly through his nose and just stared at her. He glanced at the floor. “Lottie—”
“Please?” Her voice wavered as he anticipated more of her warm tears to come.
He sighed. “I want you to know you won’t have to do this forever. This will not be the rest of your life, Charlotte.”
Grasping both sides of his face, she pulled him forward and pressed her lips firmly to his. She released a hot breath that sent a trail of fire down the back of his throat. Wrapping her arms around his neck, he felt her tongue brush over his fangs. She was impossible to let go of, as lingering and intoxicating as red wine.
They rolled back together so he loomed over her on the bed. He whispered her name in her ear, slid his lips along the soft contours of her jaw. She sighed. He opened his mouth, letting his cool breath prickle the tiny hairs on her skin. She exhaled again, a happy sound. It sent a jolt of electricity through his center. Her fingers knotted in his hair as he skimmed only the tips of his fangs down one side of her neck.
“Do it,” she whispered.
He swiftly pulled away and looked at her, his breathing still heavy and staggered in his chest.
“You’re thirsty.” She grazed her fingertips across his purple lids. This newfound daringness in her was completely foreign to him. He had never thought Lottie would be this way—passionate, sensual.
His hand trailed up her arm until he found her palm, mouth open, tasting the scent she left in the air.
“Do it,” she challenged again. She met him with a corrupt simper. “I trust you,” she whispered, kissing him deeply again.
He breathed her in, but it was too much this time. He turned his face away. “I'm not perfect, Lottie. I couldn’t live with myself if I ever—” But she didn’t let him finish.
“Please.”
Valek looked down at her underneath him, both of his marble arms keeping his upper half perfectly steady on the mattress. He thought for a moment, thankful she was unable to hear exactly what he was thinking. He smiled. “You’re going to be very tired later,” he warned.
“I don’t care.” She bit her lower lip. It was enough to send a slight tremor down his middle.
He smiled and lifted away from her slowly, something malicious curling the ends of his mouth. He moved out of the light, letting the shadows play tricks on the cracks in his skin, before disappearing completely.
He heard Charlotte’s pulse leap into her throat, though she laughed despite her fear. She looked behind her. “Valek?” Her voice cracked a little.
A soft, inhuman hissing rumbled deep within Valek. But unlike the minatory hissing that had woken Charlotte in the dungeon of the Regime palace, Valek didn’t mean for this sound to be threatening at all. It came out calm. He knew it allured her, and just as she sat up on the bed, he dashed through the darkness, grabbing her arms, pinning them to her sides.
“Don’t move,” he whispered, his mouth pressed to her ear once more. The soft throbbing of her heart quickened in his ears. He measured it every time he inhaled. When her pulse quickened, so did his breathing. It was driving him mad. He reached around, gently pulling a dark, red ringlet away from her pallid throat.
“Valek?” Her voice came out trembling.
He replied with another inhuman sound. His hands traveled down her arms to her wrists and forcefully pulled her back to the mattress. Her heart thumped in her chest as his cool breath heated over her collarbone.
He saw himself, reflected back to him from her mind then; eyes, shrouded underneath his hair, glinted dimly at her. His entire face seemed to be one, large shadow, with only his fangs glistening at her in a devastating smile. She watched him with wide eyes, finding suddenly she really was afraid. But she was so numb, a body caught in a rip current, that she failed to move now, even if she wanted to.
He carefully lowered himself again, letting his face hover directly over hers. A sound, like thunder, quaked low in his chest as he listened to her breathing accelerate. He moved his mouth down until it was directly underneath her ear and searched her throat until he felt the pulse living under the bed of ivory skin. His lips parted the same time her eyelids did.
She inhaled, grasping his arms for support.
Then, with one hot breath, he pushed downward. Warm, thick wine exploded over his gums and slammed against the back of his throat, swimming into the concrete veins.
He heard Charlotte gasp. Her heart fluttered wildly, like the sound of African war drums pummeling in his ears, so loud it drowned out the sound of her screaming. The rhythms grew louder and more rapid with each second that passed, his sanity slipping further away.
“Valek!” She pushed with all of her strength. “Stop! Valek!”
But it was too much. The rhythm raged on as the focus of the room washed over with deep red. Light melded together with darkness and his consciousness slipped to the current of some stormy sea, tugging him in different directions. The warmth of her pooled over his lips and it was as though her pulse had somehow become his. Hypnotic. Sinking him into a trance that would keep him locked to her until it stopped. But something else began to grow in his mind. A distantly different sound that pulled him back from a roaring typhoon to shore.
“Valek! ”
Finally hearing her, he pushed away, the rushing in his ears lulled, and he could feel his eyes shifting back to normalcy. Humanity took control of animal instinct, as he looked down at green, fearful watery eyes. She lay there, still as she could, mouth open, barely breathing. Her blood pooled in a puddle of red in the white sheets beneath her.
“Lottie?” He choked. “Oh God.” He quickly moved away from her, yanking her into his lap. “I got carried away.” He brushed the hair out of her face.
“It’s not your fault,” she said, still shaken. It was too soon after her experience in the dungeon. “It wasn’t a good idea.”
“No. I should have known better.”
The two sat there in silence for a few moments longer, now staring at each other, reeling from the experience. Valek was the one to speak first.
“Did I hurt you?”
“A little. I was just scared, mostly.” She nuzzled underneath his chin. “I’m okay.”
He looked at her lovingly and placed a stray piece of hair behind her ear. He kissed the wound at the side of her neck closed.
Is that what I am to endure, Valek heard her think. He didn’t respond, knowing that was supposed to be a private thought.
“It was not the right time for us,” he whispered, and kissed her forehead.
A rapping came abruptly from outside the bedroom door. It was followed by Sarah swinging the door open, her expression sad and apologetic, as Francis moved in after her. A web of long, feathered eyelashes cradled thirsty black eyes. His pallid complexion was even more ashen than normal, the sides of his face seemingly able to cut glass.
“Excuse us, Valek.”
Valek turned, helpless, to his friend. “No. Not now. Francis, please.”
“I apologize in advance.” Francis swiftly moved forward, his gaze fixed at the base of Charlotte’s throat where blood still dried. The normally dazzling white hair, neatly combed to his mid back was now sheenless and erratic about his shoulders.
“Valek!” Charlotte yelped when Francis grabbed her by the shoulder.
Valek stood before them, his features strained into a forsaken grimace. He couldn’t stop this from happening as much as he wanted to. “I know you’re scared, Lottie. You need to remember what I said. You are safe, no matter what. I will be here.” He glared at Francis, who only sneered.
“Do what you please, Valek. Watch. If that is what contents you.” Francis gave a final smile toward his comrade and turned to see his reflection in the girl’s glassy eyes. “Ahoj, my little doll.” He flashed his large incisors and tore deep into the top of Charlotte’s shoulder.
Charlotte gasped, her jaw falling open but no sound escaped. Her hands flew to clutch Francis’ back, balling up in the white satin as Valek watched her red warmth ooze down the middle of her spine.
Valek flinched away from the sight of it, his eyes overflowing with red again. It pained him so much he shielded his face. He wanted to stay strong, to be there for her, but the pain smeared clear across her face caused him to stumble desperately out of the room. He noticed Sarah, leaned up against the wall in the hallway, listening. He could see she was upset as well.
She looked at him, shaking her head, and covered her mouth with her hands, crying, too.
Valek straightened up, his hands fisting tight at his sides. “It is not your place to regard me in this way. How could you possibly empathize?” He growled and began to plummet down the stairs to the first floor.
The horde of Vampires that only the night before remained submerged and hidden in the depths of the basement were now beginning to ascend, bursting through the trap door, gathering together on the landing. All of their stares locked on his face at once.
“No,” Valek said through his grit. “This cannot happen this way!”
Andela was the first to approach him. Her features were not beautiful as they were the night before. “I promised you last evening that Charlotte would be kept alive. None of us wish to kill her, Valek.”
“Don’t you realize this is harmful to her?” He brought his knuckle up to his teeth and twisted to peer back up the stairway. Francis had finished. Charlotte was petrified. Valek continued to cry.
“There is no other way.” She placed her hand on his shoulder but he immediately shrugged it off. “Sarah is caring for her now. That’s what she’s for. She knows how to keep Charlotte sustained between feedings until the time we’re finished. Then she will be able to heal her completely.”
Valek looked at Andela and gave up. He covered his face in his hands and knelt to the floor as the tall Vampire silently moved past him up the stairs.
Before he could follow her, Sasha and Jorge appeared on either side of him.
“Valek, we apologize in advance for this, but we cannot risk you interfering. If you do not allow us this, it could throw the weaker Vampires into a frenzy,” Jorge quickly explained, before nodding to Sasha.
The two gripped Valek around the tops of his arms, and though he screamed and protested to try and get away, he could not fight off the strength of the two of them as they dragged him back toward the trap door.
“Please!” he begged. “I need to be with her!”
“Sorry, friend.” Sasha smirked as Jorge opened the trap door. They pushed Valek in and sent him plummeting through the darkness to the basement below. He landed stealthily, like a cat, on his feet. From above, he heard something click shut, like a padlock being fastened and he knew the coven was not about to let him escape.
“Lottie!” he called out, but there was no response back. She couldn’t hear him.
He was shocked to see the small, dirt-packet room had been ransacked. It was completely dark, the little fire burnt out in the hearth, dead soot where it used to be. Most of the upholstery was torn, a few chairs missing arms and legs. The splintered wood on the ground suggested they were bitten off.

***

A few hours had gone by, and Valek remained crouched on the floor in the center of the basement. He did not release his face from his hands because he did not want to see his reality. His other senses showed him enough as he stayed fixed, listening to his Lottie’s mind. She was talking to him from two stories up. Reassuring him. She was not happy, obviously, but she was being cared for. In the deeper parts of her thoughts, he felt the slight amount of blame she held for him. He put enough blame on his own shoulders for the both of them, anyway.
Someone touched Valek’s back very softly, though it still startled him. He looked up to see whom the touch belonged to. Sarah stood there meekly.
“Valek—”
“What?”
He hadn’t noticed Sarah come to join him in the basement. He peered up from his hands to see light filtering down the tunnel from the house above. The door had been opened.
“Valek, she’s okay. She is resting now but she’s asking for you.” The Witch looked at him with pity in her bright, brown eyes. “I-I wanted to get started on her…but I figure it’s best if I wait.”
Valek averted his focus from her, his face blank and distant, like he had just witnessed a house burning down with the family still inside. He slowly, fluidly rose to his feet. He regarded the Witch again, nodding at her with a faint smile, before he slowly began back up to the higher parts of the house. He had been drained as much as Charlotte had.
He rounded the corner to her bedroom to see her lying there peacefully. Her hands rested delicately on her stomach, her face away from him, gazing out the window.
“Lottie?”
“Yes?” she answered quickly, sitting up in the bed. “What are you doing here? Don’t they need you downstairs?” she whispered a little bitterly. Her pretty mouth contorted in a slight grimace.
He knelt to the floor, grasping one of her hands in his, seeing that while she had been cleaned up, the bedclothes had not. The sight of her lying in the middle of all that drying blood was both tantalizing and horrifying, a reaction he had never experienced before. “Yes. But I wanted to make sure you were all right.”
She lowered her gaze, her eyebrows mashing together. “I am now.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Didn’t you hear me? I’m all right.” Her tone was slightly flat.
Valek thought for a second. “Charlotte?” He wrapped his giant hand around both of hers.
“Yes?”
“Lottie,” he began again nervously. “This isn’t…wrong…is it? The way we are now?”
Tension began to fill the space. She pulled her hand away from him, and he heard her mind begin to race again, the frown returning to her face. Images from the night before when she had kissed him, flashed before him again, though she stayed silent.
“I only mean....” He continued to search for words. “Lottie, you know I love you more than anything. You’re my world, my angel on Earth. I want you to be happy. I had no other choice but to make this agreement with Francis, lest he kill you. You know our world is a dangerous one, but you could still have a normal life. It is not too late.”
Charlotte sat up, worry creasing her forehead. How could he be talking like this, Valek heard her think. She started to panic.
“Lottie.” He sighed and stood up. “I am only concerned about you. I would hate to think I am doing the wrong thing, or taking advantage of some situation in which I should be acting like a father.”
Charlotte winced at the word “father”.
His eyes widened and he knelt beside the bed again. “I love you more than anything. What do you want me to be?”
She stared at him, searching through his eyes for what he was thinking, but came up empty. “I want you to be whatever you want to be,” she said simply, looking at him again.
He thought about this, climbing next to her on the bed. He rested her head on his chest. Holding the rest of her secure to him, he closed his eyes and inhaled deeply.
He opened one eye, peeking down at her and smiling. “I think I like the place that you have put me in most recently.”
She nuzzled her cheek against him. “Good.”
His claw rested over a patch of dried blood left over on her clothes.





Chapter Sixteen

Bewitchments


“I have a feeling you'll be more comfortable upstairs with me, anyway,” the Witch said in a high, musical tone when Valek finally left.
The two of them started walking down the stairs until they met the second floor of the house, which seemed like a different house entirely. The landing had a living room of its own, complete with several cushy, green chairs and a brick fireplace, and another small hallway Charlotte suspected led to separate rooms.
This was like a house that belonged in that one British fairytale with the girl and the “drink me” bottles. It just seemed to extend on and on. She looked at the indigo-colored apartment walls encrusted with what looked like bits of moonstone and jade spiraling in a complicated mosaic. She scanned the numerous oak bookshelves stacked high with volumes and scrolls of things enchanted.
“Stay here,” Sarah chirped. She bounced out of the small living room and around the corner.
Charlotte walked over to one of the sagging, velvet armchairs and sat down, sinking deep within its cushion. Despite the nightmarish ordeal she had just been through, she felt strangely at home in this curious labyrinth house. Sarah emerged from the small kitchen with two mugs of hot drinking chocolate, smiling politely, and handed Charlotte a mug.
“Drink this. You’ll feel much better.”
Charlotte smiled, wondering if the first sip would have her shrinking or growing. Shyly, she took a small sip and felt the sweet, hot liquid run down the back of her throat. Within only a few moments the emaciated, weak feeling virtually disappeared, and she could almost feel the new life replenishing in her veins. It was an odd, warm, pulsing sensation that seemed to flare specifically near her throat and wrists. “Thank you.” She smiled and sipped at it again.
“The licorice and chocolate beads between feedings doesn’t help as much as that stuff does, but it takes a lot longer to make,” Sarah explained.
A small fire crackled in its place as Charlotte apprehensively sank backward into the dark green cushions, her eyes shifting wondrously around the room. Shelves that held grimoires and jars of unrecognizable things hung haphazardly from the walls. Charts of moon phases and star patterns covered the other flat surfaces entirely. Spiders and their captured prey clung to the cobwebs, and there were even several trinkets Charlotte guessed the Witch used to communicate with the dead scattered on the floor in one corner. Charlotte’s eyes slowly moved back to Sarah’s cheerful face.
“Do you love it?” The Witch beamed. “I decorated it myself.”
“It’s fantastic.” Charlotte smiled, gaze still wandering.
“I’m glad you like it. Now, give me your right hand.”
“What?”
But before Charlotte could get an answer, Sarah had already grabbed it, analyzing her hand over the crooked coffee table between them, held up by small wooden gnomes.
Charlotte watched the Witch trace the lines in her palms. Sarah looked no older than eighteen. She wasn’t anything like the two-faced Witches she knew from the Bohemian Occult. She decided Sarah looked a lot like a doll she’d once owned. It had the same brown curls, petite nose, and rosy cheeks. She remembered how she’d been playing with it when she was around six or so and had dropped it, smashing the face to pieces on the floor.
“Curious.” Sarah’s voice shattered Charlotte’s reverie.
“What?”
“Nothing,” Sarah grumbled, still clutching Charlotte’s hand. “Your lines are not matching with any of my human charts.”
Charlotte peered into Sarah’s lap at the crumpled pieces of paper.
“Human charts?” She lifted an eyebrow.
“Yes.” Sarah let go of her hand and stretched out the parchment in front of her face. “Every type of person has a different way of reading the patterns in their hands.” She continued to study, looking for an answer.
“Every type of person? But I thought everyone’s palm looks different, anyway,” Charlotte said, analyzing her own hand.
“Well, yes. That goes without saying. But do you see how there are absolutely no lines in your hand, except for that silly criss-cross in the middle?” Sarah explained.
“Yeah?” Charlotte brought her hand really close to her face, making her eyes cross.
“Well, every other human being has a lot more than that! I mean, where’s your life line? Your love line? Your line of success?” Sarah prodded, as if Charlotte were personally insulting her.
“My what?”
“And have you ever looked at Valek’s palm?” Sarah lifted an eyebrow indicating Charlotte was missing something obvious.
“No.”
“Vampires have a different pattern than humans altogether. They don’t have a lifeline, because their lives are continuous. They only have one line to signify when they will meet their eternal mate. You know, like the bride of Dracula, or however you recognize the legend. But that’s only exclusive to certain Vampires,” Sarah continued, without taking a breath. “Elves and Witches just have little stars and X’s.”
“Oh.” Charlotte cocked her head. “So, why does mine not match a human pattern? It looks good to me,” she said, finally letting her hand drop back into her lap.
“I don’t know. Perhaps I’m just tired.” Sarah sighed and pushed the graphs to one side. “I'm only halfway through my training. Let’s do tea-leaves instead.” She grabbed a silver teapot from the center of the table and got up to hang it on a hook over the fire.
“What exactly are you trying to find out?” Charlotte inquired.
Sarah turned to face the girl again. “I just wanted to know stuff about you, I guess.” She shrugged. “You’re very interesting, Charlotte.”
“You could just ask me.”
“Yeah, I know, but it’s way more fun to do it this way.”
“Oh.” Charlotte leaned back again in the armchair.
The teapot started to whistle after a few moments, and Sarah gracefully slipped it off the hook and flounced back to her seat, her emerald skirt bouncing around her knees. She started to pour the steaming water into two small cups, adding the leaves as Charlotte watched.
“So, how long have you been studying?” Charlotte asked.
“Fortune telling? Since I figured out that was my niche. Most Witches prefer healing. Not me.” Sarah shook her head. “I’ve been studying for around one hundred years to perfect it.”
Charlotte blinked. She had no idea the rate at which a Witch was supposed to age. She thought about Evangeline then.
Sarah sat back in her chair, staring expectantly at Charlotte who stared back. “Well?”
“Drink it.” She pointed her finger at the teacup.
“How much of it?” Charlotte quickly picked up the little mug.
“All of it. Until the liquid part is gone. But don't eat the leaves. You'll be throwing up for months.” Sarah smiled.
Charlotte winced, and she started to carefully sip at the now purple water. When she realized the taste, she immediately pulled away, forcing herself to swallow what was already inside her mouth.
“Gross!” she blurted. “What is this?”
Sarah rolled her eyes. “It’s tea fortuna, used only for leaf readings. You have to drink it all. Come on,” she urged, and got up from her seat to Charlotte, and pinched her nose, forcing the rest of the tea down her throat.
Charlotte squirmed and gurgled until the tea was gone.
“Great!” Sarah clapped her small hands together and walked back over to the fireplace.
“That was unnecessary,” Charlotte grumbled.
“Hush!” Sarah spat. “Come here.” She beckoned her to stand beside her before the crackling little fire. Charlotte did so apprehensively, all the while shooting slightly dirty looks at the Witch.
“What are we doing now? ” Charlotte folded her arms.
“Quiet,” Sarah shushed again. She closed her eyes, gripping the small cup in both of her hands. She chanted something Charlotte suspected to be Latin, and chucked the leaves into the fireplace.
The flames exploded, billowing all the way up into the lower parts of the chimney. The fire hissed and whirled as purple and green electric sparks flew from it, some fizzling out on the carpet. The firelight seemed to come to life as the flames formed into recognizable shapes, unfolding its prophecy before the two.
“Is this supposed to happen?” Charlotte lifted an eyebrow, and Sarah batted a hand at her to quiet her again.
The fire morphed into several things. The first was a figure holding a small infant child. Then, it took on the shape of a Fairy, and the frightened face of a little girl.
“What is it doing?” Charlotte’s eyes grew wide at the images.
“It’s reading your past,” Sarah whispered. “That’s how it can predict your future.”
The fire continued to dance, taking on the shapes of various memories Charlotte possessed as the two continued to watch in amazement. Sarah even whispered the word “interesting” a few times, causing Charlotte to glance curiously over at her. It continued to do this until the flames turned from orange, to black with gold rimming.
“It’s predicting your future now,” Sarah whispered.
It showed several interesting things. First, there was the image of Charlotte and Valek together. Shortly after, the image of Valek seemed to disappear and then reappear again.
“What did that mean?” Charlotte asked.
“Shh.”
Then, the fire turned into the shape of what appeared to be a lion with two tails, and then another one, this one a mirrored image with the color of the flames reversed. Gold with black rimming. The last thing the fire displayed was Charlotte’s face before it slowly fizzled out, smoke filtering up the chimneystack into the night. Sarah turned around to face the room, her hand clasped to her chin as she made her way back to her chair.
“Very, very interesting,” she mused.
“What?” Charlotte urged, still standing before the fireplace, searching the dying embers for an answer.
Sarah brought one hand up to her forehead. “Nothing. It was just very vague. I hate ambiguous premonitions.” The Witch seethed, getting up again and walking over to a row of shelves. She started to skim over a stack of books, fingering each spine until she found the one she was looking for. She yanked it off the shelf and started flipping through its pages.
Charlotte slowly made her way to the Witch’s side and peered over her shoulder. Sarah searched for different symbols in a chapter that explained tealeaf predictions.
“Hmm…that’s even more interesting.” She squinted at the page. “It says here, if an image is mirrored back to itself, it either means death or extreme change.” Charlotte drew in her breath as Sarah turned another page. “But, the weird thing is it doesn’t mention anywhere here what it means if the flames change color. Odd.”
Charlotte sighed. “How long did you say you’ve been studying this?”
Sarah rolled her eyes and closed the book, a small cloud of dust puffing out from between the tattered pages. “Come on.” She started down the hall. “Let’s get you looking like something other than a drowned cat.”
“Excuse me?” Charlotte hurried after the house Witch.
“Blood dolls are supposed to look presentable at all times. And looking presentable is my specialty. Besides, Valek is going to be coming back up for a visit any time now. That much I can predict. And you don’t want to keep looking like that, do you?”
Charlotte looked down at the torn, bloodstained over-shirt from Valek and dirt encrusted jeans. “No. I guess I don’t. You know, Valek would never even have me be one of those awful things if it weren’t for your Francis.”
“Sure,” Sarah said lightly as her eyes scanned Charlotte’s clothes.
Sarah led Charlotte back into her adopted bedroom. Charlotte gazed around at the fresh, white linens—no longer blood-splattered—and crisp curtains. The whole room smelled of jasmine and lilacs. Pretty green vines twisted in spirals in one of the corners by the ceiling, and what looked like real stars twinkled above the black-iron spiraling bedposts.
“How are they—are those real stars?” Charlotte watched in wonderment at the tiny, twinkling spheres while Sarah was busy rummaging through the large wardrobe against the wall.
Sarah glanced over her shoulder and wrinkled her nose. “No, you silly thing. Of course not. Those are just little bewitchments I place around the house sometimes to make it pretty.” She turned back to the open wardrobe. “I love nature. There isn’t enough of it in this city.” She pulled out several flouncy articles of clothing and folded them over her arm. “Here, you’ll like these. I can’t wear them anymore since I lost all that weight.”
Charlotte sighed and crossed her arms over her chest.
Sarah stopped in her tracks and frowned. “What? I can put these back and you can continue to dress like that if you want.”
Charlotte rolled her eyes and unfolded her arms. “Fine. Sorry.”
“That’s what I thought.” Sarah smiled. “Besides, I wasn’t calling you fat. Not a bit. I’m still going to have to take these in for you.” She threw the clothes on the bed and turned quickly, tearing off Charlotte's blouse.
“Hey!” Charlotte grasped for the top to cover herself.
“Oh please.” Sarah snorted, rolled her eyes, and pulled out something pink from the pile. “Put this on.” She threw it at Charlotte, who caught it in a flailing fist. “There is a bathroom right there since you’re so embarrassed.” She indicated a white door behind her.
Charlotte’s cheeks flushed as she breezed past her and shut the door.
“You know, because we don’t have the same parts or anything!” Sarah called after her.
Within a few moments, Charlotte reappeared wearing a clean, pink dress that fell just above her knee, with lacey details around the empire waist and hem. She looked down at it, fiddling with corners of the fabric that hung a little too far away from her waist.
“Well?” Sarah lifted an expectant eyebrow.
“I love it.” Charlotte smiled. “But it’s a little big around this part.” She stretched out the openings under her arms.
Sarah went back over to the wardrobe and yanked open one of the bottom drawers. She pulled out a tiny, silvery needle and turned back.
“Thread?” Charlotte asked, still with the sides of the dress stretched out. “For what?”
Sarah held out the needle, tip pointed at the dress and chanted, “Smael.” Fibers of the dress immediately pulled in tighter to fit more correctly around Charlotte's bust and middle. Looking behind hers, she marveled at how well it fit now.
“Thank you.”
“No problem at all, my dear.” And in a Fairy Godmother sort of fashion, she waved the needle through the air toward the other dresses still left on the bed. Sounds of fabric pulling reacted from the second incantation. Sarah turned and placed the little bodkin back in its place, continuing her conversation. “I should leave now. You have a visitor.” The Witch cheerfully skipped out of the room with a swift wink at the tall shadow that loomed in the corner.
Charlotte turned to see him, and blushing, she greeted him with a faint smile. “Hi.”
He looked down at her, eyes bright from the silvery-blue moonlight streaking in through the frosty window. He slowly slinked past where she stood and opened the window, sending the cool harvest air through her curls.
She walked over and sat on the cushioned window seat beside him and, wrapping his arms around her middle, he breathed in the clean smell from her hair.
Charlotte thought back to her conversation with Sarah then, and taking his palm fast in her hand, turned it over. Just as Sarah had said earlier, there were no lines in his hand. Not even one that marked when he would find his soul mate. Disappointed, she released it.
“What are you looking for?” he asked, examining his palm himself.
“Nothing.” She pouted and crossed her arms.
“What? My mating line?” He chuckled. “I write with my left hand. That’s the one you have to look at.” He held up his other palm to show her the small, indented crease that ran through the left corner.
“Oh.” Charlotte traced it. “So, what does this mean?”
“I don’t know. Ask your new enchantress friend.” He got up from the window seat.
“Where are you going?” she whispered, shifting to sit on her knees. “You just got here.”
He glanced toward the window. “I should leave.” He sighed. “I just wanted to stop in and wish you a good morning. And anyway, we were just in the middle of forming some kind of plan when I snuck off. They’ll wonder where I’ve gone.”
“They are going to know as soon as you go back downstairs.” She smiled, tapping her forehead with her index finger.
“I know. But you really need to try and go to sleep now. You’ve had a very long night. So have I.”
“Stay.” A fusion of sadness and panic swirled inside her. She never wanted him to leave her side again after all she had been through that evening. She bit her lower lip and blinked up at him with the most doleful gaze she could conjure. “Stay with me.”
He chuckled. “Enough, Lottie. Maybe tomorrow evening. Go to sleep now.”
She pouted, but he was already on his way out. He opened the door, and before leaving, turned back to look at her. “I love you.”
“I love you,” she said quietly back. He smiled, closing the door behind him.
She padded back over to the bed, her head hitting the pillow, the joy crawling up through her skin and seeming to explode out of the tips of her fingers and the top of her head. If she had to suffer so much, at least she owned this—his love. Once and for all it was hers. She pulled the covers around her, continuing to beam as she thought about him. She might have chosen to think about all the awful scary things she had been through that night, but why should she, when she had finally gotten what she wanted for so long.
Eternity with him would never be enough.





Chapter Seventeen

Children of the Revolution


The atmosphere in the basement was hot and thick. The group yelled over each other, each brain seeming to work individually now. Valek tried to listen in on each point, but decided it was impossible. It was like watching some complicated twelve-person tennis match.
“We’ve got to strike now!” Lusian roared.
“We have to bust down those walls!” Sasha yelled from the back of the group. Valek heard some of them agreeing with him, raising fists high.
None of them were silent, except for him. He sat very still in a chair, watching the fire dance. His eyes were distant as the flames melted their normal icy color. His mind swam with the various conflicts circulating through the room but every so often, the noise fused into the background and thoughts of Charlotte would spring up in his mind. Her glassy eyes, her lips, her cheeks. She was sleeping. He blinked away from Charlotte’s mind and tried to listen to the room again. To focus.
“Quiet!” Francis’ voice shattered the yelling as everyone turned to face him. He stepped away from the corner and pushed through the clump of rogues toward where Valek sat.
They all looked to Valek now. Francis bent until he was eye to eye with the other Vampire and stayed that way for a few seconds, listening.
“Well?” Lusian folded his arms expectantly at Francis.
“Hold on. Hold on.” The flamboyant Vampire batted a claw at Lusian and continued to gaze at Valek. “Valek,” he spoke softly.
Valek glowered at him.
“If the girl is going to be a distraction, she needs to go. I too know what it’s like to lust for someone you should be a father figure to.” Francis placed a solemn hand on Valek’s shoulder. “I understand how confusing it is, but even when you and I had our little situation, I was at least able to focus on other aspects of my life.” He backed away and straightened.
“I’m not getting rid of her.”
“Well, of course you aren’t. We need her here as much as you do, but I’m asking you to please concentrate right now.”
With his elbows on his knees, Valek rubbed his face into his hands. Something awful flashed in his mind.
“No. You cannot change her. We are keeping our promise. We are not harming her.” Francis spoke quickly. “Aside from that, do you know how stupid it would be to have a newly created Vampire with us now? I need your leadership, my friend. It’s time to start thinking clearly.”
Valek grimaced and looked away, trying his hardest to guard where his mind was and to focus on the task at hand. The war. What if Sarah could put some sort of enchantment on the house? Something that would attract rogue occult creatures of the dark while they moved away from Prague and up into the mountains? They could increase their numbers by the hundreds. They could build an army and begin the uprising. A secret society.
Abruptly, Valek slammed his eyes shut when he heard the sound of Charlotte screaming from upstairs. He quickly got to his feet and spun to face the tunnel.
Francis sighed and rolled his eyes. “This is exactly what I mean! When I need you here most, you are always running to her!”
“She is in pain.” His eyes scorched, blinking violently for the sound to fade in his mind.
“She’s not. She is simply having a nightmare,” Francis explained. He grabbed Valek by the shoulders and steadied him back down into his seat. “The sun is coming up. You don’t have time right now to go to her, anyway. We need to establish a solid plan before the day comes again. I never thought I would be saying this, but we are running out of time to live.”
Valek looked up into Francis’ face and quickly began to mentally unfold all of his war strategies. He mapped out each step one by one as Francis and the rest of them listened.
A new, ghastly shriek suddenly permeated the clan’s sensitive ears. Immediately, they all looked to the upper levels of the house. Valek was the first one who took off toward the gaping hole in the ceiling. Francis frowned but gestured for the rest to follow.
They ascended one by one, each landing stealthily and silently on the upper floor. Valek stood frozen, listening for another sign. When he sensed nothing, he bolted in the direction of the closest body warmth he could feel and found Sarah in her den, sitting in front of a crackling fireplace, her tiny white hand clasped firmly over her mouth. Her eyes were wide and shiny, fixated on the dying flames.
Francis pushed past Valek and ran over to the Witch, getting down on one knee beside her. “Sarah.” He shook her. “Sarah, darling. What did you see?”
Sarah’s face stayed frozen. Her eyes didn’t even shift. Francis looked up at Valek and the rest of the coven, now crowding behind him.
“This only occurs when she has a pretty serious vision. I have never seen her out this long.” His gaze moved again to Sarah, and he stroked her hair.
“Vision?” Valek questioned.
“Sarah only gets them once in a while. A perception of the things to definitely come. An intervention of fate.” He looked worriedly back at Valek. “These visions normally are not something positive. If I were you, I’d go check on your precious girl,” Francis said darkly.
Valek squinted at him before turning and pushing past the rest, flying as quickly as he could up the stairs. He got to Charlotte’s door and threw it open. “Lottie!”
Charlotte was writhing in the center of the mattress, clawing violently at the bed sheets. She screamed his name, and then something completely unintelligible.
He ran over to her and shook her. “Charlotte!”
Her eyelids shot open and she froze, looking at him, her breathing staggered.
“Charlotte, are you okay?”
Her mouth opened in a silent yelp, and she shook her head back and forth, tears streaming down her face.
He sat on the edge of the bed, cradling her in his arms. He stroked her face. “It was just a dream, Lottie. That’s all.” He rocked her back and forth and saw what she saw. “Just a dream.” A horrible dream about a thousand mouths clinging to every part of her body. Draining her. Killing her. Valek closed his eyes, the guilt drowning him.
Charlotte moved her head to rest just at the base of his throat. “I don’t want you to feel badly,” she said quietly, fiddling with his tousled hair.
He lay next to her. “Lottie, I need to you to know, no matter what happens, you and I will never be separated. Do you understand? We will be safe together again, like we used to be. I’m never going to break that promise.”
She wiggled higher on the bed to kiss him lightly.
They were interrupted when Francis cleared his throat in the bedroom doorway. They both peered curiously at him.
“Sorry.” He looked at the floor. “I think you both should come downstairs.”
In Sarah’s den, Valek found Sarah had finally come to, being comforted by Andela and Lusian. She continued to stare into the empty fireplace as Lusian held her.
“Is she okay?” Valek asked, stepping in front of Charlotte.
Sarah slowly looked toward them. She got to her feet and stumbled over to him, grasping at his shoulders with all her force. She choked out her words. “You have got to get her out of Prague!”
“What did you see?” Valek asked.
Sarah blinked back tears and turned to a horrified Charlotte. “I know what your lines mean, Charlotte! In your hands. I know everything.” The way she spoke was split between pleading and warning. She had this horrible, crazy look in her eyes as she grabbed her hand. She held the palm up to the coven of Vampires. “You see? Do you see it?”
“Sarah, explain to me what you’re talking about,” Francis demanded.
“She does not have the fates of a normal human being in her hand. There are two lines that deliberately cross each other.” Sarah brought Charlotte’s palm close to her face, tracing one faint line with her fingernail. “Valek.” And then the other. “Aiden.”
Charlotte squinted at her palm. “I don’t understand.”
Sarah flexed her sharp index finger at the fireplace. “I saw you…I saw….” The Witch stopped suddenly. Her face went blank again in front of Charlotte’s glassy eyes. “I saw you in a wedding gown. That is what I saw.”
Everyone grew eerily quiet. Valek watched as Charlotte looked around nervously, her heart spinning faster than her thoughts. “No. There has to be some mistake. Who would I be getting married to?” She glanced nervously up at Valek, their eyes locking.
“Sarah never makes mistakes with visions like those,” Francis interjected. “Visions like these are sent to her by some sort of divine force we believe—things we are meant to see.”
Charlotte clasped her palm with her other hand in an effort to shamefully hide the lines from everyone. Valek remained silent.
“Who else was in the vision?” Charlotte asked, more to Valek than anyone else. He couldn’t say anything; an immense lump in his throat silenced him. But Charlotte knew, as his sorrowful expression must have told the story better than any of his words possibly could have.
“Charlotte, I’m not saying you would marry him out of free will….” Sarah began more comfortingly than before. She was to returning to her normal mental state.
“You guys have to believe me. I’m in love with Valek,” Charlotte pleaded with Sarah, somehow causing the lump in Valek’s throat to swell larger. “You know that.”
Sarah put a hand on the girl’s shoulder. “We do.”
“But what about the line that belongs to Valek?” Charlotte asked, hope coloring her voice. “That must count for something. Valek can prevent this from happening, can’t he?”
“It matches the line he has in his palm. That is true,” Sarah whispered. “You are linked to each other, but I’m not sure what it will all mean when faced with a situation like this.”
To Valek’s surprise, Andela, the tall blonde Vampire who had given Charlotte such a wicked look earlier that evening, walked over to her, surrounding Charlotte in her wiry arms.
“This is all going to get better, Charlotte.” The deep, jagged edges of Andela’s face were painted with eerie shadows by the firelight. It made her look like an angel of death, cradling his Lottie in her arms. “I think I speak for the whole group when I say we consider you a part of our clan.”
Charlotte looked around the room at the others who regarded her a lot more softly than they had at first. Jorge was nodding in agreement. The baleful Sasha was even smiling.
“For you to be as brave as you were today, that says a lot.” Dusana spoke this time. “None of the human beings I ever knew were as brave as you are.”
This was enough to cause Valek to crack at least a faint smile. All they said were true. He glanced at Francis. His was the only face that wasn’t kind. It had taken on a sickly, green shade, and Valek knew exactly why.
“The sun is a half an hour away.” Andela turned back to the others before smiling at Charlotte one last time. “We will figure this out.” She bent to kiss Charlotte on the forehead and with a smile toward Valek, she walked out.
“Dobry den, Charlotte,” Dusana repeated as well.
“Dobry den,” Lusian chimed in. So did a few others on their way out. Francis only nodded politely at the two of them before he disappeared around the corner as well.
“Sweet dreams,” Charlotte said quietly to the floor.
Sarah gave her a tight hug around the middle. “I never saw you coming, Charlotte. But I am so glad you did. Which is why I told Valek we need to get you out of here as soon as possible. You’re not safe in this city. He will be looking for you.”
“What is the point? What you see is in stone, is it not?” Valek said grimly, and walked out of the room.
The hallways were a blur of dark indigoes and lavenders as he sped past and up the staircase to Charlotte’s bedroom, knowing she wouldn’t be too long after. A sick feeling wound his gut around what felt like steel rods. The possibilities of keeping her safe seemed to grow slimmer and slimmer with each passing night. Valek collapsed onto the bed and started massaging the bridge of his nose. Where could they leave to now? He could skip countries. Go into Germany. They could run all the way to Spain and hop the next boat to America. Yes, it would have to be a boat, he thought. People on a plane might stare horrifyingly at the man smoldering in his seat when the sun came up. Or, he could wait for Aiden to find them. The vision of his teeth tearing out the Elf’s jugular caused him to smirk a bit.
Charlotte sheepishly cracked open the bedroom door then. Valek held his outstretched arm to her as she padded to the bed and slid in next to him. He turned on his side so he could encase her more completely. “I just want to hide you from the whole world. Just hide you somewhere where no one would ever think to look. And then I want to disappear, too, so no one could ever find me and ask me where you’ve gone,” he whispered, his lips pressed to her forehead.
“You’ve got half an hour.”
“I know.” He sighed. “I don’t think I could find a good enough hiding place that quickly.”
“Valek.” She took his left hand. “The other line in my hand matches yours, Sarah said.”
He smiled, though the feeling came bitter with a slight jabbing in his chest. “So what does this mean? I have to share you with that lunatic?”
“No. I think it means, no matter what happens, you and I will always be connected. That’s good news, right?” Charlotte lay straight on her back and studied her hand over her face.
“What is the bad news then? Good news always comes with bad news.” Valek shut his eyes tight.
“The bad news is, Aiden will always be trying to change fate.”
“Aiden won’t have an ‘always’ if he’s dead.”
Charlotte didn’t say anything in response. She only continued to trace the line in Valek’s left hand back and forth.
“You cannot ever leave me. I was a lost soul before I found you. I’ll be lost again.”
“I love you, Valek,” she said quietly.
“This is all entirely my fault.” He sighed, rolling onto his back.
“What do you mean?”
“Charlotte, I have to tell you something now. How would you feel if I told you I was the one singularly responsible for all of this? What if I said this war the Regime is waging was entirely my fault?” Valek gazed, tortured, at the ceiling, absently following some of Sarah’s twinkling star bewitchments.
“Valek—”
“My intentions were good, Lottie. I did it with the idea of liberating our entire magical world from the dictatorship that is the Regime. It was the night I found you. I was completely drunk off the fact I hadn’t fed in days. How could I when I could not ever leave the Occult borders? I had to be so careful, consumed by my visions of seeing Vladislov fall from his throne.” He paused. “I was experiencing this strange bout of rage.”
“Valek.” Charlotte leaned on her elbow. “You are the Vampire they were talking about in the basement? The one who tried to kill Vladislov?”
“Yes.” He looked at her, afraid to make eye contact. “I am that Vampire. I am the one who got away. The one they are still searching for.”
She reached over to trace the delicate cracks on his cheek left by the sunlight. Her fingers ran all the way down the side of his face to his neck and stopped just at the collar of his shirt.
“Did this hurt?” she asked.
“Some people wonder if death hurts. I imagine that moment was quite similar to a mortal death. There is a bright light you recognize from some distant memory, but you can’t recall the last time you saw it. You only know it appeared just as beautiful in your memory as it does when you’re finally faced with it again. You feel the desire and you must go toward it, all the while it is killing you slowly.”
She withdrew her hand, and he missed the warmth of her fingertips.
“Valek, I think what you did was very brave. And I don’t think the others blame you at all. I only think you blame yourself.”
“I only think you give me too much credit.”
“Perfection is blind and so is love,” she said, and rolled away from him, pulling the covers up around her shoulders.
“What is that supposed to mean?” He reached to turn her back toward him.
“It means,” she paused for a moment, “you can’t see how perfect you really are to me.”
He leaned down and barely kissed her.
“I was thinking about something,” she said when he pulled away.
“You always are.” He sighed.
“I want to be with you forever, but—”
“Lottie, we don’t have to talk about that right now. I don’t want you to worry about it.”
“I know it doesn’t have to be right now. But I just wanted to make sure, when that day comes that I do want to be like you, you’ll still want me.”
“Charlotte.” He kissed her again. “No matter what happens, I am always going to want you. When you’re ready.” He rolled onto his back then, folded his hands neatly on his stomach, closed his eyes, and waited.
“Is the sun coming?” she asked after a moment.
“Yes.” The muscles in his neck tensed, but the rest of his body stayed totally relaxed.
He felt her settle in next to him, grabbing tightly onto his hand. “I’m here, Valek.”
“Charlotte?”
“Yes?”
“I’m going to need you to close the curtains.”





Chapter Eighteen

Refugee


Evangeline was packing several things into a large, canvas bag that sat in a heap on the edge of an elegant bed trimmed in wine-red. Some of the contents included several vials of potions, and a brand new, velvet-lined grimoire with a gold-leaf pentacle on the cover. She packed the things in a hurry and jumped when she saw Aiden standing in the threshold, watching her.“Good morning, Evangeline.” He smirked, his arms crossing tightly over his thick chest. He loved possessing the ability to intimidate.
Evangeline stopped what she was doing and nodded at Aiden. “Good morning.”
“You understand all of the instructions I have given you?” he asked darkly.
She nodded.
“Good. Come.” He turned and walked out of the bedchamber and started down one of the Regime’s long, stony corridors.
Evangeline footfalls sounded close behind him. She had wrapped her long, washed hair in a neat bun behind her head and the new clothes the Regime had given her were neatly pressed, as instructed. The scrapes on her arms and face had also been immaculately healed by their light magic to destroy any evidence of force or torture. This would go exactly as he planned, Aiden thought.
“The sun has only been up for the last twenty minutes.” He spoke quickly as he walked. “Sunset tonight is approximately at six-thirty. You have until then to locate the hiding place. I trust you know where that is.” He glanced back at Evangeline.
“I know Valek has an old friend that lives in the city,” Evangeline said quietly.
“Good. When you find them, I want you to report back to me. Then I want you to take shelter somewhere until I give you some sort of further instruction,” Aiden said as the two descended down a dank spiral staircase, dodging cobwebs, and through a door that led into the Regime’s main foyer.
Officers were still working on reconstructing the front double doors of the palace Aiden destroyed only a few days earlier. The memory played over again in his mind like a record on a broken needle, a few of the smaller details skipping. Valek standing just in front of his seeming demise, frightened for the first time in his miserable existence. Charlotte slung hopelessly over his shoulder, her heart slowing—near death. He remembered how the energy pulsed in waves through his body. He wanted to kill Valek, of course, but the only thing he could focus on was how he was going to save Charlotte.
Aiden looked one last time at the Witch, a gust of self-manifested wind blowing his hair around his face. “I don’t want to kill you, Evangeline. Please find her for me.” His eyes, slanted and emerald, were that of a dragon’s.
Evangeline walked silently, without a last look to him, out of the palace.
He watched her leave, through the large hall, through the door in repair, out into the brightly lit Golden City.
Aiden turned around to see his father standing directly behind him. “Tell me something, son. Why are you fighting so diligently for a single mortal child?” The tall Wizard was ready in his new robes for that morning’s execution.
“Charlotte is special, Father. I can’t explain it.” Aiden clenched his right fist, feeling the one line in his hand crease. Another memory, one of the two of them sitting together in his dark living room, flashed before his eyes.
Danek sighed. “Would you like to walk with me to the courtyard? Vladislov wants you to sit next to him in our box this morning.”
Aiden’s eyes widened. Perhaps Vladislov was ready to finally turn the power over to him.
“Absolutely.” Aiden smiled.
The two began walking in the direction of the center gardens. The guards they passed instantly saluted the two until they had disappeared into the daylight outside. Danek and Aiden, on their way to the highest box in the arena, were greeted by a gallantly-dressed Meredith Price and the rest of Aiden’s siblings. She kissed her eldest son on the cheek.
“Good morning, my dears!” She beamed and leaned in closer to Aiden. “I heard Vladislov is getting ready to make quite the special announcement today!” Her voice trilled.
Aiden smiled pridefully to himself as the whole family continued to walk together. The Occult creatures that had already found their seats eyed the young Elf as he passed, as though they knew something he did not. They leaned in to each other, whispering things and pointing occasionally.
“I am so proud of you, son.” Meredith’s rosy cheeks flushed an even deeper pink. “Vladislov will announce today in front of everyone that you are officially his next in line.” She clapped her hands in front of her face. “Just think how splendid our little plan will turn out, my love.”
Aiden smiled ruefully at his mother, who led him with her hand on his back along the floor of the arena. “Everyone seems to have an idea already.” He continued to observe his future people whisper and stare.
“They don’t only just have an idea, my son.” Danek’s voice boomed. “They are excited. They know how well you will rule in the light.”
Aiden considered this as well as Charlotte, who was to be his bride as soon as he found her. He regarded how fondly she adored the night—how she rarely appeared during the day. He recalled the last time he talked to her. In the night, when the moon was present, and so was her Vampire. He gritted his teeth. He looked up to the warm, morning sun hovering above them. She would come to respect the day, he decided. She may not love it, but she would respect it.





Chapter Nineteen

Nightmarish


Charlotte awoke the next evening, startled to find Valek looming over her, watching.
“Good evening,” she said faintly.
“Sorry. You were s-screaming again.” His breaths drew in deep and even. Controlled. His eyes were wide and fixed, and they did not blink. “I think I’m going to go to the basement.”
He started to get up from the bed, but she grabbed for his shirt. “No. Please don’t go.”
He froze.
“I understand, Valek.” She sat up in bed, pulling the top of her dress off her shoulder, and brushed the hair away from her neck. She looked at him expectantly.
He stared at her for a few moments. “No.” He winced. “Lottie, I can’t keep doing this.”
“Valek?” She pulled the collar of his shirt to bring him close to her again and pressed her lips to his, kissing him deeply.
He pulled away from her. “No, Charlotte.”
They stared at each other.
She knew very well what would keep him there. The needle Sarah had used to take her clothes in was carelessly left on the bedside table. It glinted in the darkness as Charlotte markedly reached over to it.
Valek grappled for the needle in her hand when he saw what she was about to do. “Lottie, don’t be so ignorant!”
Charlotte shuddered when the tip of the thing succeeded in pricking the top of her index finger anyway and it fell to the floor. She looked to see the tiny blood droplet creep from her skin. Valek saw it, too; his nostrils flared.
“Lottie.” He groaned softly. “You should not have done that.”
Charlotte smiled provocatively and rubbed her bleeding finger over her bottom lip. “It’s just a little cut. Kiss it better?”
Valek couldn’t resist now, and she knew it. He leaned in to her, his mouth slightly open. She met him halfway and crushed her lips firmly to his again, letting him taste the bloodstain there.
He sighed and shoved her back into the headboard, continuing to kiss her deeply. His hands balled in the material of her dress, and she felt a warm, slick river of blood seep out from one corner of her mouth along the side of her face. It flowed down her neck as he continued to pull it out of her. Her heart drummed, but it wasn’t fearful like it had been the last time. It almost seemed syncopated to some sort of rhythm as his mouth continued to pull at her life. He licked it from behind her lips, off her tongue.
It was amazing that even though she did not possess Valek’s special inhuman abilities, her senses seemed just as heightened as when she was with him like this.
She suddenly felt the vacuuming pressure from inside her body stop.
He finally pulled away from her, both their mouths stained red. Charlotte licked at the coppery stain that tasted like rust and salt. Valek stayed balanced over her for what seemed like an hour, their faces close. They just gazed at each other, breathing. They were both thinking the same thing, sinking the emotion deeper.
Do you think now is the right time?  Charlotte thought.
“No. I don’t.” Valek’s face stayed mystified, his voice almost carrying no emotion.
She exhaled a breath she felt like she had been holding for a good twenty minutes at least. She didn’t know why, but that thought seemed scarier than any of the other nightmarish things she had been faced with in the past week.
“I think I should leave now,” Valek said stiffly.
“Will you come back?” She pressed her forehead to his.
“Yes. I always will.” He got up from her bed and flew so quickly out of the room, he was nothing more than a mere blur to Charlotte’s human vision.
She smiled, wiping her hand over her mouth to mop up the leftover blood.
“I’ll get that.”
Charlotte looked up, surprised to see Dusana and Lusian standing in her doorway. Of course she didn’t hear them coming. So that’s why Valek left so abruptly. The hurt and blame quickly returned to her mind then, and she hoped Valek could feel it.
“If you don’t mind, Lusian and I will be dining together tonight.” Dusana smiled as she approached the bed, Lusian close behind her.
Charlotte pushed straight up, gaping at them. It wasn’t so bad yesterday when they came in one by one, so fast they seemed to blend into the same monster, but this seemed more intimidating somehow. If she bore it alone once, she could do it again.
“How are you this evening?” Lusian smirked as he sat on the bed. Dusana sat down on the other side.
Charlotte looked warily back and forth at them. “Fine. Thanks.”
“That’s what we like to hear.” Dusana flashed a deadly grin, lifting Charlotte’s left wrist close to her nose. She inhaled. “Smells delicious.” The color in her eyes flickered from blue to black.
Lusian was quick to take Charlotte’s other hand. “Salud! ” he said to Dusana.
As they were about to bite down, something large hurtled through the bedroom window, smashing the glass into a million shards. Charlotte screamed as the two Vampires immediately flew backward, clinging to the back wall, ready to lunge at whatever it was. They hissed at the massive black shadow that tried to straighten itself up in the darkness, grumbling something incoherent.
“Charlotte, watch out!” Lusian commanded, preparing to slaughter the invader.
“Whoever you are, you have five seconds to get out of this house!” Dusana hissed.
Charlotte squinted through the shadows to try and catch the face of the assailant. She immediately recognized who it was from the glint off his spectacles as the two Vampires crouched to attack.
“Stop!” Charlotte jumped out of the bed, her hands outstretched to Lusian and Dusana. “Don’t hurt him. I know him!” She turned, smiling to go help Mr. Třínožka up from the floor.
His large spider’s legs slid over the broken glass as he mumbled.
“Confounded…” he muttered.
“Mr. Třínožka, let me help you.” She tried to stabilize him.
“I can get up, girly. I ain’t that old,” he grumbled, his eight legs continuing to slide every which way.
“You’re hurt.” Charlotte pulled her hand away from one large hairy leg, goo making her fingers stick together.
“Yeah. I’ll be fine. I just need me one a them bandages and I’ll be good as new,” he said. “Let’s get some light in here.”
As if on cue, Sarah rushed in with her wand, a bright bewitchment on the end, lighting up half the room. “Is everyone okay in here?”
Valek was soon to follow, and so were Francis, Andela, Sasha, and the rest of the Vampires. “It’s all right. Charlotte and I know him. He’s from our Occult.”
“That’s right.” The Phaser was finally able to get to his feet, and Charlotte could see his face clearly in the moonlight now. His spectacles were cracked in one corner, askew on his face. There was a good amount of black soot in his mustache, and his pocket-watch spun on its chain as it hung carelessly from his vest pocket.
Charlotte wrapped her arms around his front leg. “I’m so happy you’re okay, Mr. Třínožka.”
“Barely,” he grumbled. “Those wizards are nothin’ but trouble. Nothin’ but trouble. They set fire to your house. The whole place was burning to the ground, and when I rushed in to try and save you, well, I thought the worst ‘cause I couldn’t find you or the doctor anywhere,” he finished sadly.
Charlotte and Valek looked at each other. “Well, we’re okay now,” she said.
“You are. But I can’t say the same fer everyone. I found this little guy.” The spider lifted a lifeless pile of rags tucked within his vest and set him on the floor.
“Edwin!” Charlotte got on her knees, straightening the burlap form. The stitches in the face soullessly smiled at up her.
“He told me, ‘fore someone did this to him, you two had been kidnapped. So I left the Occult to see if I couldn’t try en find ya. Well, my nose is awful sensitive there, Charlotte. I smelled your blood all the way from Vodickova Street. Thought you must’ve been in an awful amount of trouble.” He eyed everyone else in the room from behind his crow’s feet. “Can’t tell if I’m right er not yet.” His mustache bristled.
“Won’t you stay please, Mr. Třínožka?” The entire Vampire coven glared at the audacity of Charlotte. “And Edwin, too.”
“Pardon me, darling, but I don’t think it’s your place to just invite people into my home.” Francis batted his eyelashes at her.
“Please? You said you needed more Occult inhabitants to start an uprising against the Regime. These are my friends.”
“I don’t really see what an old man and a potato sack can do to help,” Sasha chided, in his deep voice.
“Whatever happened to manners? You’d better learn some before I start throwin’ punches.” Mr. Třínožka wheeled his front two limbs around in a few circles.
Sasha continued to antagonize. “Age before beauty.”
“Okay, everyone just shut up,” Sarah chimed in. She threateningly pointed her wand at Sasha. “I agree with Charlotte!”
“Well, I ain’t about ta stay any place I’m not welcome,” Mr. Třínožka grumbled.
“You’re very welcome here.” Sarah walked over and took one of his hands in hers. “These snobby Vampires have to learn how to get along with other Occult creatures.”
Her voice disappeared around the corner as she led him out of the room.
Charlotte stayed on the floor, cradling the lifeless Edwin in her arms and looked up to Valek, who was regarding everyone else still present.
“Well, I think it is a good idea.” He shrugged.
Francis sneered. “You’ve gotten very soft over the years, Valek, and you go and stoop to the level of a human being! ” Francis stepped closer to him. “I had very different intentions when I created you, darling.” He grabbed one of Charlotte’s wrists. “If she wasn’t keeping us fed, you both would be out on the street fighting to keep each other alive, for you are just as bad as she! ”
He sank his teeth into Charlotte’s skin, and she cried out as she clasped his arm with her other hand. The feeling was harsh and cold, like ice picks.
“That is a lie,” Valek said darkly. “You’re not getting rid of me for two reasons.”
Francis dropped Charlotte’s arm and looked up at him expectantly.
“You’d never win against the Regime without me and you know it. The second is you still want me. You always have and you always will, and I am just never going to be what you want me to be.”
Charlotte looked at Valek, eyes wide. Did she really just hear what she thought she heard? Valek’s gaze shifted slightly toward her and back at Francis again in silence.
“And we like Charlotte!” said Andela, rushing over to tourniquet Charlotte’s wrist.
She hardy noticed as she continued to gape at Valek.
“Very well. You are all just pinned against me, and that’s fine. I give you my home, and I am repaid with this.” Francis pushed his way out of the room. Sasha followed quickly after him.
The coven looked back at Charlotte hungrily.
She smiled nervously at them. “If you all could just give me a few minutes. I’m suddenly feeling a little light-headed.” She picked Edwin up in her arms and eyed Valek sourly as she walked out of the room.





Chapter Twenty

Taking Precaution


Charlotte laid a fire in Sarah’s fireplace. Sarah was next to her on the floor picking glass out of the Shape-shifter’s appendages.
“What happened to Edwin?” Charlotte asked as she finished and dusted off her sooty hands.
“Dunno,” said Mr. Třínožka. “One day I was talkin’ to him in his shoppe, the next day I came back, I found him on the floor like that.”
“It’s a good thing you left.” Sarah finished fastening the bandage together. “If they ever figured out you knew Charlotte, they would have come looking for you, too.”
“Thank you there, missy.”
“Aww.” Sarah grinned. “How cute are you?” She turned to Charlotte. “I love country monsters.” She skipped to the back of the room to put her first aid away.
“Can you fix Edwin, Sarah?” Charlotte asked.
“I’ll see what I can do. There must be some way.” She stepped back over to the fireplace, hanging a small black cauldron over the hook. “Hot cider will be ready in ten minutes. Those testy mosquito people are just going to have to wait.”
Charlotte sat cross-legged in front of the fire. The warmth felt so good to her cheeks. She wondered when she would ever see the sun again. Mr. Třínožka sat behind her with a thump, his eight legs stretching out. Dust from the old rug flickered through the air in the flame light.
“Feels good to be safe for now.” He pushed the bridge of his spectacles up on his nose.
“Yes.” Charlotte sighed, not believing it would last. She wondered exactly how long it would take for one of Aiden’s men to find her. All she had to do now was play the waiting game. She peered over her shoulder. “Sarah?”
Sarah was flipping through her prized spell book. “Yes, love?”
“In your vision, all you saw was me walking down the aisle?”
Sarah stopped and looked at her. “The fates are very tricky, Charlotte. You never want to question them or second-guess what they are trying to tell you. The vision I saw is etched in stone and sure to happen. They only show you a small piece of what is to come, but it’s up to you to handle the rest.”
“But what exactly was the bit you saw again?”
“Enough, Charlotte. The more I talk about it, the more upset you’re going to get.” The Witch dug her pointy, little nose deeper into the book.
Charlotte sighed and, resting her chin on her knees, watched the fire again. Mr. Třínožka placed a hand on her shoulder, which made her feel even warmer. He smelled to Charlotte like one of those butterscotch candies you forgot about in your pocket for a year. The older, the sweeter.
“No matter what, we’re gonna stick together.” His mustache ruffled.
Charlotte smiled so big her eyes crinkled. “Thank you.”
He grumbled something incoherent behind her.
“Okay. I think I found a spell for Edwin, but it’s going to take me a few days to produce. It requires a lot of things that are going to be slightly difficult to find in the city.” Sarah paced, still squinting at the pages.
“Who’s left in the Occult, Mr. Třínožka?” Charlotte asked.
“Not many. The Elves are still sittin’ pretty like always, but a lot of the Fairies left town. And with lunch gone, most of the Shape-shifters go.” He bristled. “That one Witchy friend a yers. She’s gone.”
“Evangeline?” Charlotte spun to face him. She hadn’t thought about her in days. She remembered the promise Evangeline made the morning they were caught.
“Yessum. That’d be the one,” he muttered. “They arrested her. Took her away in shackles through the town square.”
A lump started to form in Charlotte’s throat. They had to have killed her, she thought. She silently turned back around to the fire, sorry for all the bad things she ever said to her. The contents in the pot started to bubble in front of her.
“Whoops! Cider’s ready!” Sarah sprung for the cauldron, taking it off the hook with the hem of her skirt. “Excuse me.” She placed the pot on the crooked gnome coffee table, then pulled a small ceramic mug from her apron pocket and filled it with the hot, russet liquid. She handed it to Charlotte. “There you go! Drink it up. If you keep them waiting any longer I’m afraid they might go fishing for rats.” She absentmindedly flipped her spell book open to the page she had left off.
“You’re not one of those…one of those….” Mr. Třínožka searched for the word.
“A blood doll?” Charlotte downed the cup in one gulp and closed her eyes, waiting for the dizziness to go away. “Yes. I am.” She gritted her teeth like it had been a shot of whisky and walked out of the room.
Valek was waiting in the hallway leaning against the wall.
Charlotte stopped. “Hi.”
“Hello.” He dropped his gaze.
“Well, I finally understand why Francis hates me.” She bit her lower lip.
“Hate is the wrong word.”
“Envies me,” she amended.
“He does, but I know for a fact he doesn’t dislike you as much as he is letting on—because you are making me happy.”
Charlotte recalled the night they first got to Francis’ house, when he covered the coffin lid for her. She remembered how kind his face looked.
Valek changed the subject. “Are you returning to your room?”
“I figure I’d better, before someone kills me.”
She meant it as a joke but Valek didn’t crack a smile. He pressed both his hands to the wall behind her, entrapping her there. He leaned in close. “I love you, Lottie.”
I love you so much, Valek.
“I want to come with you,” he said.
“You can’t handle it.” She ducked out from between his arms and started up the stairs.
“No. I can’t.” He turned to follow her. “But if I sit there and watch, I expect they would be less inclined to take advantage of the situation.” He smiled. “How are you feeling?”
“Fine, now. But I think it’s better if I just handle this alone.” She stopped on the second to final step and looked at him, her hand on the banister. “You keep a lot of secrets from me, Valek.”
His face fell. “I’m going to make all of this up to you.”
Charlotte pressed her forehead to his, shaking her head left to right in a sort of nuzzle. She pulled away, leaving him smiling.
“What was that?” he asked.
“I was attaching my brain to yours. I know it already is, but maybe if I keep doing that, I’ll be able to read your mind, and then you won’t be able to keep anything else from me.” Charlotte smiled and continued walking.
“Lottie?”
Charlotte stopped and looked at him again.
“No more secrets.” He smiled.
She smiled back before disappearing down the dark hallway into her room.
Dusana was already sitting on the bed, waiting. Broken glass still shimmered on the floor like the fangs in her mouth.
“Where did we leave off?”
“Where’s Lusian?”
“You seemed a little apprehensive before so we thought it would be better for you if we did this separately.” She opened her arms wide, beckoning Charlotte to her side.
Charlotte glanced behind her to see Valek had defiantly slipped in after her. He stood with his arms crossed, staring at Dusana.
“How the guardian protects his virgin ever so fervently,” the dark Vampire said musically.
Charlotte could have sworn something red swelled under the moonstone surface of Valek’s face, but that was indeed impossible.

***

Dusana was beginning to finish up. Valek sent a wave of anger smashing into her consciousness from his side of the room. She opened her eyes, glaring up at him, as she pulled away and licked the wound on Charlotte’s wrist clean.
“Done.” She smiled and got up from the bedside. She walked out of the room with a stained grin toward Valek.
Once she was gone, he hurried over to his Lottie, taking her small hand in his. She was too weak to get up, or to even lift her head to look at him. He scooped her up in his arms.
“You were right. I cannot handle this,” he murmured as he dashed out of the room.
“Where are you taking me?” Her head rolled back onto his shoulder.
“To finish my conversation with Francis.” Valek flew down the lavender hallways and staircases to the hallway with the basement trap door.
“I need Sarah first.” Her eyelids slit open as she appraised where they were going.
“No, my love. You’ll be okay. He must see you like this to understand.” Valek kicked open the wooden door and plummeted into the darkness.
He landed easily, interrupting Lusian mid-thought. The coven turned to look at him.
“Ah, Valek you’re just in time, my friend.” Francis dramatically extended his arms as he stood. “And you have made a delivery.” He licked his chops at the sight of the girl.
Charlotte grimaced and rolled her head toward Valek’s shoulder in an effort to hide.
“Francis, I’m sorry, but this is going to end now. Not even Sarah’s potions can keep her healthy anymore. Perhaps if there were less of us. But for her sake, I am taking both of us away from here. Thank you for your hospitality.” Valek turned to ascend up to the house, but he was instantly met with Francis blocking the way.
“I’m afraid we had an agreement, Valek.” Francis’ jet eyes shifted once toward Lusian and back.
“Well, I’m revoking it. If you could kindly step aside,” Valek ordered.
“I will kill her.”
“I am stronger than you.”
There was silence for a moment. Francis kept his thoughts guarded.
“I know you won’t hurt her,” Valek finally spoke. “Look at her. She cannot live another night like this. We must find another way.”
Francis frowned and looked at Lusian again. “You…cannot leave us. We won’t survive.”
Valek smirked. “Do you think because I survived the Regime once, I can overthrow the entire court?”
“You survived the Regime twice,” Andela murmered from her seat near the fireplace. “You are the only Vampire to have ever done that.”
Valek lowered his eyes. He thought for a moment. “Fine. We stay. But there must be a new agreement. I insist it. Charlotte is not to be confined, or fed upon like a caged rat.”
“Then you cannot feed on her either,” Francis proclaimed quickly, the bottom of his cane striking the dirt floor.
Valek’s nostrils flared. “I agree.”
“Good. Also, I own you again. I will be your master, as when I first created you.” Francis raised his eyebrows.
Valek’s face quivered at this.
“I was once your liege. I made you. I shall be again. If you do not agree, then you are free to go, but I cannot promise your safety once you cross the threshold of this house.”
“Fine,” Valek concluded finally.
“That means you will follow my orders as I give them.”
“Fine,” Valek said again. “But Charlotte will sleep down here with me. If…she wishes.” His voice broke on the last part.
“Fine,” Francis faltered.
“Good.”
“Good,” said Lusian. “Valek, there are plans we have been discussing that we wish to share with you, if you lovers are done quarreling.”





Chapter Twenty-One

Et Tu, Brute?


A shrouded figure made her way through Old Town. In the dankness of the late autumn evening, no one noticed her. Beggers on the street didn’t ask her for petty change as she walked past. Her shoes seemed to make no sound on the wet cobblestone. The astronomical clock pointed its long, antique-gold arm at Aquarius.
The cloaked woman, who had many a satchel slung at her side, slid around corners of the large buildings to the dark alleys. The face of the moon illuminated her fresh, pearl skin when she gazed up at it. It would be full at the beginning of next month. A harvest moon. She smiled and let her hood hide her face again.
She slipped back out onto a main street. Now in Wenceslas Square, she effortlessly dodged mortals passing around her. Like a cat, she kept to the shadows and avoided the bustling streets and the golden illumination of the streetlamps. She was a master at keeping herself completely concealed. Sounds of mortal automobiles whizzed past her, but she ignored them as the city ignored her.
Once again, finding that she was in the bowels of another alley, she was met by the only human who did pay her any mind. The drunken, burly man grabbed her delicate shoulder and spun her around to face him. If she were human, it would have been violent enough to snap her arm out of its socket.
“Where do you think you’re going, woman?” He had a nearly empty flask in his hand, and she saw most of his teeth were gone, too. When he looked into her flawless face, he instantly fell to hypnosis.
“Pardon?” Her voice was delicate and musical, like a single lilac in the harsh night air.
The man remained silent, continuing to stare into her cat-like green gaze.
“That is what I thought you said.” Her hand plunged into one of the sacks at her hip, and she quickly pulled out a silvery, crystal dagger. She plunged it into the heart of the man.
He cried out, his massive head rolling back as he fell to his knees before her. There was no incantation to enchant the man. This effort was meant to kill him. The woman took something else out of her bag—an empty glass bottle—and held it below the hemorrhaging wound, collecting as much as she could before stowing it away again and continuing her journey.
She finally made her dissention to Josefov, Prague’s previous Jewish ghetto when the Nazi occupation still held the city tight in its fists. The small area of the capital had not since improved much, and the woman decided if there were something that had the intention of hiding, it would be in this part of the city.
A smart notion, she thought, when she closed her eyes and the familiar scent of lavender and death filled her nose quickly. The undead were in the immediate area.
Before taking another step, she ran her pointed nails across her chest, finding the small amethyst amulet strung there by pure silver. She smiled and continued walking.

***

Charlotte found herself back in the lowest, dankest part of the house once again. This time though, she wasn’t being studied fervently like the outsider she was. The feeling this time was much more inclusive, though the hungry stares did still exist. She tried her best to ignore them.
Sarah sat next to her, under Valek’s orders, to ensure whatever spells she had to perform to bring Charlotte back to full health would be done. Mr. Třínožka sat on the other side of her. Valek, however, was bound by their verbal contract to stay beside Francis.
Charlotte did not understand the Vampiric code being conducted before her. Her entire life was spent with Valek, but she was coming to find she truly knew nothing at all about his culture. She watched him carefully behind her frown. Why did he not meet her gaze? He was avoiding her eyes, she could tell.
Valek’s eyes quivered once. If Charlotte had blinked, she wouldn’t have noticed this all too slight reaction to her thoughts. She knew he was listening intently to her. Francis, however, was smirking. He must be loving the silent exchange between she and Valek—how she was trying to get his attention from across the circle. Charlotte’s stomach flipped as it did when she used to think of Evangeline, when Francis ran his claws once through the back of Valek’s hair. He smiled when Charlotte’s gaze burned into his.
“We had an idea, Valek,” Lusian began. “Overthrowing the Regime with just the members of this coven wouldn’t be impossible. We just need to clear the path to Vladislov without getting killed by Aiden first.”
“I’ll entertain any idea. I can’t stay here much longer, or I fear for my sanity.” He mumbled the last part toward Francis.
“What if we let them find Charlotte?” Lusian continued.
“What?” Valek tensed. Charlotte did as well, until Sarah put a hand on her shoulder.
“Listen. Give the little bastard what he wants for now. It will buy us the time we need. We kill Vladislov, we’ve killed the Regime.”
Valek stood, looking Lusian dead in the eyes. “Do you know what it’s like to love something more than yourself, you sniveling, insignificant leach? I would sooner watch myself burn in daylight than use her as bait!”
“You already have, Valek.” Francis snorted. He rubbed at this bridge of his nose. “For what has she been to us all this time than mere bait?”
“It would be our only hope of succeeding,” Lusian said.
A flash of anger colored Valek’s face for an instant before it went back to delicate thought. “You’re asking me to risk the only thing that has any meaning for me in this dark life. You’re asking me to place a bet on my daughter.”
“Your lover,” Francis countered.
“My world.” He glanced out of the corner of his eye to Charlotte then turned his back to her. “But I suppose I would be making that bet anyway by doing nothing. We must make sure to finish it before daybreak. And I want everything under my control. How do we make her accessible to them without revealing ourselves?”
Charlotte stared, horrified as they casually continued.
“We’ll think of something,” Lusian mused.
“If they capture us, our plan will fail,” Valek instructed. “They must find her at night, when it is easier for us to hide. In the darkness, it is less dangerous.”
Mr. Třínožka put a protective hand on Charlotte’s shoulder. Her gaze traveled from face to face around her, and found none were looking back. She kept her thoughts quiet though, trying her best to steer away from the thousands of questions she had. She looked back to Valek again, exhaling very slowly through her nose. It made her eyes water.
“I am tired already of this debate.” Valek sighed. “It is growing early. Perhaps we continue this discussion tomorrow evening.” He clasped his hands together behind his back.
“The night is still young, darling Valek.” Francis laughed, conceitedly folding one leg over the other. He gestured for his created to take his seat again. “And I am thoroughly enjoying this conversation.”
“It’s a wonder the Regime has not yet found us yet,” Andela mused.
“This house is a safe haven. It has been specially protected for years by magic more powerful than mine. It would take the most experienced enchanter to notice anything inhuman about it,” Sarah said.
A knock rapped at the front door one story above them. Particles of the dirt-packed ceiling snowed down around them. They looked at one another.
Sarah silently gathered herself up. She appraised the startled macabre faces. “Probably just another salesmen going door to door.”
“At three in the morning?” Andela asked.
Sarah didn’t believe herself either. She leapt up the dark tunnel, leaving the Vampires around the crackling fire, the only thing making any noise whatsoever in the basement besides Charlotte’s pulse.
They were all listening for thoughts, their faces turned slightly upward at the exact same angle. Even Valek’s, Charlotte noticed. She suddenly saw his features change from thoughtfulness, to astonishment, to a mistrustful wariness.
The others in the coven turned to him as well. “Who is Evangeline?” Jorge said the name as if it were from some foreign planet.
Charlotte’s eyes widened, and she stood immediately up. “Evangeline? Evangeline from our Occult?” She looked at Valek. They finally locked eyes with each other.
“And the plot thickens….” Francis wrapped his claws together.
“I thought she was dead.” Charlotte could feel a new wave of fear squeeze her throat closed, though she couldn’t understand why she was afraid.
“She should be,” Valek mumbled.
“Maybe she escaped like we did.”
Sarah and the familiar cloaked woman plummeted into the basement. Valek froze as he appraised her. The dust settled, and the woman removed her hood. Indeed, it was Evangeline.
The Witch’s eyes swelled with overwhelming joy as she ran to the Vampire and wrapped him in a wiry embrace. “Valek!” She choked out from behind her tears. “I was so sure you were dead.”
Charlotte and Mr. Třínožka glanced at each other. The spider-man wrapped one of his long arms around her middle in an effort to keep her calm.
“I am so happy to see you are alive!”
Valek pulled immediately away from her with a polite smile. He looked over at Charlotte. “It is good to see you are alive as well, Evangeline. Pane Třínožka told us the fate of our city.” He gestured at the spider.
Evangeline spun on her heels to see both Charlotte and the Phaser standing side by side. Once again her face swelled as she ran over. “Oh, Charlotte!” She buried Charlotte’s face in her bosom. “I cannot tell you how happy this makes me. I am so glad to have found you!” The Witch pulled away and brushed the hair out of Charlotte’s face, but did not release her grasp on Charlotte’s arm.
Charlotte glanced back at Sarah once, who looked a little more than slightly confused.
“You escaped the palace?” Charlotte asked.
Evangeline’s features turned hard, but she maintained her beautiful, warm smile. “Yes. How lucky I was the guards did not notice the extra teleporting spell I carried on my belt.” Her smile stayed, and so did the grip she had on Charlotte’s arm. She gazed into Charlotte’s eyes for a few moments longer, before something watery tricked from behind her lashes. She turned quickly back to Valek.
“But how did you find this house?” Sarah asked, disappointed.
“Well, you are surely a Witch of the thirteenth generation?” Evangeline asked.
Sarah nodded.
“As am I! We are like sisters. I can sense our spells from miles away.” She folded her hands delicately in front of her.
“Well, good!” Francis stood gallantly from where he sat. He clapped his hands in front of his face. “Now we have two Witches to ensure Charlotte’s safety,” he said with a fangy grin.
“Pardon?” Evangeline’s eyebrows rose.
“We are plotting our uprising against the Regime,” Lusian explained.
“And the only way for any sort of break-in to be successful is if we send Charlotte in as a distraction. But you know your way around the palace now. Perhaps you could help us,” Valek said.
Evangeline’s emerald eyes dazzled as her mouth twisted up in an odd sort of smile that Charlotte didn’t quite understand. “Of course, I would—I would do anything to help my Charlotte.” She wrapped her arms around Charlotte again.
Sarah grumbled something incoherent and walked to the middle of the circle. She yanked a long, silver chain from her pocket. At the end of it, Charlotte recognized her small, silver whistle. She grabbed for it, but Sarah pulled it out of her reach.
“My whistle! Where did you find it?” she asked amazed, studying its details in the firelight. It was tarnished; the grooves caked with dirt, but otherwise just as beautiful as it had always been. “I thought I had lost it forever.”
“I found it the night you and Valek came. It was mixed among the broken glass near the front door. I figured you must have dropped it when you broke in,” Sarah explained. Evangeline marveled at it, too. “I haven’t given it back to you yet, because I wanted to clean it up for you. It was caked with blood and dirt. And also”—she strung it around Charlotte’s neck—“I had a feeling about you. I’ve been working on the spells for days.”
“What do you mean?” Charlotte asked.
“You’ll see.” Sarah smiled and glanced toward Evangeline. “It will come in handy when you need it most.”
“As in, once I’m inside the Regime walls,” Charlotte concluded.
“Thank you very much for that, Sarah,” Valek said.
“Of course,” she replied. “Charlotte is, after all, one of us. I don’t like this any more than you do.”
“And I’m sure there’s something I can do to help in addition. There are a few other spells I can think of,” Evangeline added.
Sarah grimaced once before smiling at the other Witch. “Well good, then. It will be a pleasure to work with you. We start in the morning.” She sharply turned on one toe and disappeared quickly back into the upper portions of the house.
“Morning is an hour away,” Evangeline said to the rest of the coven.
“We suggest you get your rest, then.” Francis smiled. “If you’ll follow me back up to the house, you’ll find several empty bedrooms. I suggest we find you one most fitting.” He smirked, catching his tongue on the tip of one fang.





Chapter Twenty-Two

Promises Unkept


The rest of the coven lingered around the fireplace. Some of them silently watched it die out. Some of them chattered out loud about what they had seen and talked about, all the while glancing in the direction of the south wall of the basement, where Valek and Charlotte sat close together, their fingers intertwined.
“I know you’re scared,” he admitted.
“I am. But I would do anything to make your world safe again.”
“Our world.”
“You know what I mean.” She put her forehead against Valek’s cheek. Her face lit up. “I get to stay with you tonight!”
Valek didn’t say anything in response. He smiled.
“Unless Francis will make you stay with him,” she continued.
He looked down at her and stopped smiling. “How intuitive you are.”
“Will he?” she asked.
“We are changing the subject.” Valek pulled his face away from hers.
She looked down and started to fiddle with the hem of her dress. “Do you like the clothes Sarah has given me?”
“Yes. Very much,” he answered, but did not look at her.
“How long do I have with you before they make me leave?”
Valek sighed and pulled her by the waist onto his lap to face him, like he used to when she was a child. Only this time it made the muscles in his middle tighten. “I don’t know, Lottie. As long as it takes Evangeline and Sarah to come up with a way to make sure you will be protected.”
“Sarah doesn’t trust her,” Charlotte divulged.
Valek looked at her, surprised. “Are you mind-reading now as well?”
She smiled, nervously straightening his tattered ascot. “No. Call it women’s intuition. It doesn’t take immortal powers to sense that.” She looked at him. “Do you trust her?”
“She has no devious thoughts. For me, there is no reason to not trust her.” He thought for a moment. “I will keep my distance, however.” He chuckled.
Charlotte did not find this funny. She let her hands collapse in front of her. The scar Valek had left from that first night started to ache faintly on the side of her neck. She winced as she brought her hand to it.
“What is it?” he asked, worried. He pushed her hand aside to examine it.
“Nothing. It just burns sometimes,” she admitted.
Valek frowned. He had never heard of that before. “Burns?”
“Just a little. Very lightly, and only once in a while.” She smiled at him. “I like it. It makes me think of you.”
“Tell me if it gets worse.”
She leaned in to kiss him. But he didn’t kiss her back this time. She looked at him expectantly.
“It feels inappropriate, Lottie.” He glanced toward the gaggle at the fireplace.
She accepted this and leaned in again, only to put her cheek on his shoulder this time. Her nose brushed against the cool skin on his neck. “You’re my hero, Valek.”
“And you are mine.”
She could feel Francis’ stare burning into the back of her head still. She only glanced for a moment over her shoulder before cradling Valek’s cheek in her hand. “Tell me about it. How did it happen?”
Valek frowned and delicately removed her hand. “It is a very long story.”
“Tell me the short version, then.”
He sighed, a small smile returning to his lips. Francis continued to listen from the distant corner. “It was the beginning of World War One. Czechoslovakia was a cultural wasteland heavily oppressed under the weight of the Iron Curtain. Our language—our very national identity was on its deathbed with the start of the First World War.
“I had just moved to the city from a small village in Eastern Moravia with my young wife. We were very poor. There were more opportunities in Prague for a doctor.”
His eyes were distant and foggy. Charlotte could tell he wasn’t in the room with her anymore. “She didn’t want to move.” He laughed, but there was an immense sadness that underscored it. “She told me life would be more difficult in the city away from her parents. But I was young and stupid. I was excited to begin my life and to establish who I was. But the winter was very cold that year….” His sentence trailed off and he stopped talking altogether.
Charlotte lowered her eyes and climbed off him. She stayed next to him, his hand in hers, and waited for him to continue.
“I didn’t know what else to do, so I continued to work and live in the city. What else should I have done?” The glaze in his eyes disappeared and he locked his gaze with Francis. He stood up in blazing fury.
Francis stood at the far end of the basement also, smiling however. “I wish you would stop whining, Valek. I handed you the world on a plate.”
In a blind instant, Valek was in front of Francis, his fangs bared. He slashed the side of his creator’s face with his claws, but Francis only continued to chuckle as the wounds healed instantaneously.
“You’ve always been so angry Valek,” Francis taunted.
“You give me good reason,” Valek seethed. “I have had very few regrets.” He turned on the rest of the coven. “I do regret what I am.” He looked at Francis. “I do not regret doing what I did for you. Since I saved you from starving to death in this city of gutters, you have done nothing but try and cage me. If there’s any chance of redemption for our kind, I at least know that might be a possibility for me. But not for you. I should make you suffer in turn for making her suffer….” He reached back and ripped a wooden arm from the nearest chair. He set flame to the thing from the fireplace before holding it against Francis’ throat.
Charlotte leapt up and raced to intercept them. Grabbing Valek’s arm and with a hand outstretched to Francis, she yelled, “Stop! You don’t want to do this.”
Francis began laughing again. “You wanted me to do it, Valek. I saw it in your mind. The curiosity was so thick, I tasted it when I drank from you.”
“My wife perished for what you did.” Valek’s jaws clenched together.
“No, dear Valek. She died because of your neglect. That’s the thing. You do have regrets. Many of them. I was just the catalyst.”
Valek dropped the stake, the flames extinguished in the moist dirt. “Either way, you owe me happiness with Charlotte,” he said quietly. “My wife’s death was partially your fault. If I never met you—”
Francis interrupted. “If you’d never met me, you would be dead, and Charlotte would have in all probability grown up in an orphanage, unbeknownst to any of this.”
“In return for saving your life, you will release me from this cage and let me have happiness. I’ve finally found a source of it in her in this miserable reality. After all of this is over and the Regime is overthrown, you will let me go and let me live out the rest of this damned existence as I wish. I’ll follow your idiotic rules under your roof, but I can promise you I won’t be here forever.”
Francis ruefully folded his arms and smirked. He shrugged his shoulders. “You may have her when you leave. But we made a promise to each other. Until this is over, you are mine.”
Charlotte thought for a minute and turned her head to look up toward the thin shafts of light falling from the tunnel. “It’s almost time. Can we continue this argument a different evening?”
Valek stiffened. He and Francis stayed glaring at each other like two titan statues. The firelight glinted off the garnet brooch at the base of Francis’ pearly throat. The idea of decapitating him was extremely appealing to Charlotte in that moment.
“Take me back up to the house.” Charlotte tugged softly on Valek’s shirt.
Francis walked away, yawning. He made his way to one of the coffins on the other side of the basement, and with one last, evil glare toward Charlotte, he closed it with a thump. The rest of the coven averted their attention away also. The excitement was over.
“He wants me dead. He will kill me,” she whispered.
“No, Lottie, he won’t.” Valek turned her gaze back to him again. “He knows I cannot stay away from you as a beloved no more than I can stay away from you as a life source.” He leaned in so his nose brushed at the tip of her neck.
“You’re torturing yourself, you know,” she said.
He sighed, pulling away, his eyes black. Charlotte frowned.
“Shall I take you up then?” he asked sadly.
“Hold on.”
He leaned back on his heels and waited.
“What happened?” she asked. “You did not…finish the story.” She treated her words like stepping stones atop delicate ice.
He opened his mouth to answer and then shut it.
“How did you save a Vampire’s life, when you were only human?”
Valek moved forward and traced her spine with his finger. “The same way you did. I allowed him to feed on me so he would not starve.”
She frowned. That wasn’t the answer she expected. “Is that how you became one?”
He smiled darkly. “No.” He fell silent then and stepped back from her. He playfully held out his hand. “Shall we?”
“Valek?”
He stayed silent, his arm out to her, waiting. When she stubbornly refused to take it, he began to walk in the direction of the tunnel, anyway.
“That’s all you have to say?” she pried, following him.
“Yes,” he answered. She could see the muscles in his neck tense as his hands wound into fists. His nostrils flared and she could tell he stopped breathing, probably in pain from the onslaught of the coming morning.
“Valek, why won’t you answer me?”
His lips peeled back over the tops of his incisors, which instantly made her recoil away from him. He wrapped his arm tightly around her middle, leapt up the thin, dark shaft of dirt and exploded to the main floor of the house. The hallway was empty. He quickly pulled away from her.
She grimaced at him. “Dobrou noc.” Her “good night” was sour.
“Dobry den,” he offered back to her, a loving and light “good morning”. He gazed at her a few moments longer and grabbed her shoulders, but only kissed her very lightly. “Do not be angry with me,” he acknowledged finally, before jumping back down to the basement, leaving her standing there alone.
Too late, she thought toward the basement below.
The dust in the white morning light settled across the lavender shadows on the floorboards behind her. She turned. Light. Warmth. Her fingers itched to grab the brass doorknob, to let it in the house, and on her skin. She hadn’t seen it in days. She walked slowly toward the frosted door window that made the morning light look like it was in a foggy dream—as if it wasn’t really there. She pressed her right hand up to the glass, feeling it just on the other side. But winter was nearing. And the warmth she thought might have been there was not.
“What are you doing up here?” A small, irritated voice chirped from behind her.
Charlotte jumped and spun around to see Sarah standing there. The Witch’s shoes hadn’t made a sound on the dusty wood of the enchanted house hiding in plain sight in the middle of the mortal city. “Where’s Evangeline?”
“In the study. She has not shut up all morning!” Sarah leaned on one hip, clearly frazzled. Her bun, which was still intact, had small frizzing wisps flying out from the sides of it.
“Apparently my housekeeping skills—or any other skill of mine for that matter—do not keep up with her ridiculous standards.” Sarah leaned closer to Charlotte and whispered, “She complains about everything!” She grabbed tightly at Charlotte’s hand and pulled her quickly down the hallway to the study, grumbling things like, “At least you’re here now. You can deal with her while I focus.”
In the den, Evangeline sat cross-legged in front of the fire. Various volumes of spells surrounded her on the floor. She kept one of them in her lap. “Sarah, how do you even practice at all? These grimoires are five generations old at least!” She thumbed through the pages.
“Evangeline….” Sarah sputtered and shoved Charlotte out in front of her. “Charlotte is here. She wants to help.”
Evangeline turned and lifted an eyebrow at Sarah. “And what will you be doing?”
“I just need to run a few errands for Master Francis.” She grinned sarcastically and spun on her heels. “And I need to get away from you,” she muttered, and trotted back to the other parts of the house.
“Dobry den, Charlotte,” Evangeline grumbled into her book.
“Good morning,” Charlotte said quietly from where she stood, eyeing her.
Evangeline turned once more. Charlotte was still lingering at the edge of the study. “What are you doing? Come in!” She waved her hand at one of the small, wooden stools in the corner and the thing came alive before Charlotte’s eyes. The legs of it ran over behind her, scooping her up in an instant and bringing her over directly next to where the Witch sat. “So, you want to help.” Evangeline licked her index finger and flipped another page.
“In any way that I can,” Charlotte responded gingerly. She wasn’t letting her guard down just yet.
“And what way is that?” Evangeline squinted at her.
“Well, you tell me.”
Evangeline looked up from her book. “It is not what I can tell you. It is what you can tell me.” The Witch grabbed Charlotte’s left hand and held it out in front of her face. “What of these spectacular lines I’ve been hearing so much about?”
Charlotte tried to pull her hand back. “Why do they matter to you?”
Evangeline smiled when she found what she was looking for. “Ah. Valek’s line. There it is.” She picked up an already inked quill at her side and scribbled something down in one of Sarah’s texts.
Charlotte ignored the thought that Sarah probably wouldn’t like Evangeline writing in her books and asked, “What’s the big deal?”
“Well, don’t you already know? It says you are Valek’s soul mate.”
Charlotte smiled. She couldn’t help it. “I know.”
“It is significant to know when I’m making spells to protect you once you are inside the Regime walls.” She eyed the whistle around Charlotte’s neck. “That little thing will hardly accomplish anything.” She grew silent for a minute. “But wait….” Evangeline caught sight of something else on Charlotte’s palm. “There is another line here.”
“Yes. I know.” Charlotte frowned, thinking of Sarah’s vision.
“You have Aiden’s line as well.” A thought flickered through her eyes. She continued. “It crosses directly over Valek’s. But there is something different about Aiden’s line.” She kept Charlotte’s wrist in her hand, but turned her face back down to the book.
“I have never seen that before.”
Charlotte panicked. “What do you mean it looks different?”
“It just looks deeper, somehow.”

***

“It’s more vivid than the other one.” Evangeline was genuinely confused. She could tell it was not a natural line in Charlotte’s hand, but rather a scar purposefully carved there by someone. Aiden made Evangeline aware of most of his plans, but never mentioned anything to her about this. At some point in Charlotte’s life, one of the creatures, perhaps Aiden, scarred her when she must have been too young to remember. It looked to her like he did it by magic. Evangeline even recalled the act being illegal in most Occults. But the fact was, it wasn’t a real fate line at all. It was put there by force.
Evangeline thought of just leaving then. This didn’t seem worth it anymore. She could see now that Aiden and the others were truly the dark ones. He had been planning this for a long time. Perhaps if she hid like the Vampires did, the Regime would forget about her. She looked back up at Charlotte’s fearful eyes and realized she had better calm the expression on her face. “You know what? I think I’m just tired. I think the shadows of the firelight are playing tricks on your hand.” She let Charlotte go.
“So what do you think it means—that I have two fate lines? Sarah said that wasn’t normal.”
Evangeline needed to think of something quick. “I’m not sure. The fates are tricky. It’s beyond me, Lottie.”
“Don’t call me that,” Charlotte said quietly.
“Charlotte.”
Sarah walked back into the room, Edwin in her arms. “Any progress?”
“What is that?” Evangeline looked up at the grotesquely shaped hunk of burlap and yarn.
“That would be your friend, Edwin.” Sarah tossed the little pile to the floor beside Evangeline.
A horrible memory flashed before her eyes. It made her soft features twist into something else. “T-there is no w-way for you to fix him though?”
Sarah looked to Charlotte. “We’ll figure out a way.”
The three grew quiet. The two Witches flipped through their books as Charlotte stared into the crackling fire. “I’m glad you are alive, Evangeline,” she whispered.
The Witch stopped reading but did not look up at her. “Me, too.”
“It’s hard to imagine it’s daylight outside right now. There are hardly any windows in this house,” Charlotte mused distantly, balancing her chin on her hand.
Sarah pulled her enchanted needle out of her hair and waved it in the air above Charlotte’s head. To her delight, a small bewitchment mimicking a glowing sun began to grow against the ceiling, casting another warm glow about the room.
“Francis asks for this bewitchment a lot,” Sarah said as she flipped a page.
Still smiling, Charlotte looked again at the little enchanted sun. “Could you leave it here for Valek tonight?”
“Absolutely,” Sarah chimed.
“Well, Sarah. It appears Charlotte is indeed fated to Valek, just as you guessed.”
Evangeline flipped another page in her book.
“I didn’t guess. I knew it.”
“Good. You succeeded. Now tell me what you used to enchant that rusty, little whistle?”
“The warts off your mother’s a—”
“Hey!” Charlotte interjected. “We are never going to get anything done like this.”
“Charlotte’s right.” Sarah stood up again. “I’ll take care of everything. I’m done pretending to like you.” She stormed out.
The study was quiet again. “Evangeline?” Charlotte started again.
“Yes?”
“How did Valek become what he is? How did Francis do it?” she asked.
“Is that what you and Valek were arguing about?”
“We weren’t arguing.” Charlotte lifted her eyebrow.
“Please, your aura is putrid.”
“It wasn’t really an argument,” Charlotte huffed and dropped the conversation.
“All I know is Valek was living alone in the Bohemian Occult years before I was alive. Most Vampires are like Francis. They’re moody, overtly sexual, and extremely conceited. Valek was always different. He kept to himself most of the time.”
“So Valek never told you he had a wife?” Charlotte asked.
“No,” Evangeline concluded abruptly and turned another page.
Charlotte gathered up her burlap friend in her arms. “I wish there was a way to save Edwin.” She fiddled with one of his loose button eyes.
Evangeline stayed very quiet. Her eyes shifted along the book in front of her, but she was not reading. She noticed Charlotte yawn. “You don’t need to stay up here with me all day, Charlotte. If you’re tired, why don’t you try and sleep?”
Charlotte got up from the uncomfortable, wooden stool and collapsed into Sarah’s oversized green armchair with Edwin still in her arms. “I’ll be fine. You might need me for something.”
Evangeline snorted. “Like what? You can’t wield magic.”
“Yeah…but what if you need my sacrificial blood for something? Everyone needs my blood around here.” Still holding Edwin as though he were a teddy bear, Charlotte curled up with her knees to her chest and closed her eyes.
Evangeline turned her head back toward the fire. The sweat was cold on her face. The guilt so palpable she could have held it in her hand—a bloody dagger. And Valek was Caesar.





Chapter Twenty-Three

The Fates


When Charlotte opened her eyes again, expecting to find the room as she had left it—Evangeline studying by the fire with books open all around—she saw instead she had, in actuality, slept the whole day away. Evangeline was gone. Instead, Valek stood in her place. He was staring at the small, circular ball of light burning overhead. Just standing there, staring in complete captivation. Charlotte wondered what it must have been like; not to see something he had yearned to see again for such a long time. Something so glorious taken from him. Something, given the choice, he probably wouldn’t have ever given up.
“Breathtaking,” he mused.
Charlotte lifted her head up off of Edwin’s. She had been using him as a pillow. She rubbed the sleep away from her eyes. “Sarah left it there for you to see.”
“I know,” he whispered. “Almost as good as the real thing.” He reached one finger delicately to the ball of light, but upon touching it, the thing shattered into a million crystal pieces, softly fading away to the real cobwebs of the room. “Almost.”
Charlotte pushed up on one side. “Where is everyone?”
“Sarah and Evangeline went out hunting,” he explained. “You were screaming again,” he said sadly.
“I don’t remember my dream.”
“Why must you when it is your reality?”
She changed the subject. “What are they hunting for?”
“For anything that will keep us pacified for the night. Rats. Ravens. Dogs.”
Charlotte shuddered. “They are…all downstairs.” By they, she meant the coven.
Valek shoved his hands in his pocket and looked at the floor. “Crowbarred, you might say.” His fangs flashed once in a dark smirk.
Charlotte’s stomach lurched. “What?” She leapt off the couch and ran out of the study.
When she got down the hallway, she saw Valek was already there, leaning against the wall by the trap door. Sure enough, a long, iron crowbar had padlocked the entry from the coven’s basement to the upper floors of the house. She could hear the murmurs of the coven from beneath the hollow under the floorboards.
Valek pushed off the wall and glided over to stand in front of her. “They have become addicted to the taste of warm, human blood now, after not having any for so long. It has made most of them mad this morning.”
Something unseen slammed against the wood just in front of Valek’s feet and howled otherworldly. Charlotte jumped and clung to Valek’s shirt.
“The iron is enchanted,” Valek assured. “Somehow, Sarah knew this would happen. They won’t be able to get through.”
“Will they be okay?”
“Once they drink something, I think they’ll be fine enough not to want to kill you.” He chuckled, though something dark resonated behind it.
Charlotte gulped as the trap door continued to bump and rattle. The awful screeching would not let up either.
“Come back to the study. Standing this close seems rather inhumane.” He pulled Charlotte by the arm in the direction she came.
“Why aren’t you affected like them?”
“I am. But what I want from you isn’t the same as what they want from you. And you are right next to me, so I suppose I’ve already gotten what I wanted.” He flashed a bigger fanged grin at her as he drew her back into the study. He sat in Sarah’s armchair. Charlotte climbed into his lap. “I apologize about earlier.”
“So how did he do it?” she asked again. She was never going to ease up.
He sighed. “It’s a process. I let him drink from me. I was walking home from the hospital one evening in December. It was snowing so hard a man could barely see the street in front of him. I remember how freezing it was. I found Francis then. In the night, he looked like a homeless man in the gutters of the city. But when I drew closer, I saw the truth of him. I recognized the pale skin—mostly the fangs.”
“You weren’t afraid?” Charlotte’s mouth fell open. “But how could you have known what he was if you were mortal?”
“Because back then, there were no such laws as there are now. Monsters ran rampant in mortal cities. Granted, humans didn’t believe we existed then either. But there were a select, very superstitious few, like my father, who did. When I was a boy, he used to put me to bed every night on stories and legends. I cannot fully explain it, but I just knew.”
“What happened then?”
“I approached him. I was very careful. He spoke French to me, but I barely understood a word. You must know he did not carry the gallant image he does now. His black eyes were sunken and hazy. His skin wasn’t pearly, but rather pallid, like an onion. For whatever reason, he had not fed in a very long time. I knew he was starving.
“I sat down next to him on the curb, and rolled up my coat sleeve. I remembered how he looked at me, unsure. But I nodded at him. ‘It is all right,’ I said. ‘Do it.’
“He bit down on my wrist. It felt like shards of glass, ice in my veins, pulling the blood out of me. A few seconds went by, but they felt like hours. I was getting weaker and weaker as I cried out in pain in the street. I tried to fight him off, but it was too late. He had taken too much for me. I was nearly dead.
“Francis panicked. I blacked out after that, but remember waking up in an apartment somewhere. There was a fireplace. I was warm. I was still mortal, but I was so close to death. He was there, hovering over me, speaking in English then. I understood pieces of it. He was asking me a question, giving me a choice. ‘I’m sorry,’ I remember him saying to me most of all. He repeated it over and over.”
“He was giving you a choice to die or be like him,” Charlotte concluded.
His eyes flickered to her face once. “Yes. I was not ready to die. I answered ‘yes’ to whatever he was asking me. Then I remember him slicing open his own neck and having me drink from him. He clutched my head to him as though he were a nursing child.”
Charlotte swallowed. Valek stayed lost in his memories.
“But the process wasn’t complete until I drank from a human. I would be in limbo until I committed the ultimate act.”
“Your wife?”
“No.” Valek’s gaze dropped to the floor. “No, I couldn’t bear it. Of course I wanted her to be with me. I only revisited our apartment, unbeknownst to her. I watched over her. She was in mourning. She thought I was dead. There was no way I could face her as I was. I preferred she thought I was with God, than with Lucifer.”
“You aren’t, Valek.” Charlotte touched his cool cheek. “You are more good than anyone else I know.”
He glanced at her again, a pained smile coloring his features. “Everyone you know is damned just as I am, Lottie. It is the truth. I have come to terms with it.”
Charlotte frowned and rested her head on his collar. “How did she die, Valek?” This woman had existed a little under a century ago, but Charlotte empathized with her more than she had with anyone before.
“She died later that same winter. Pneumonia. I probably could have helped her.” He absentmindedly brought his hand to his chin, eyes swelling a bit. “But it was just easier for me to watch her go. She had no one. Her heart was broken, as mine was. Somehow, it seemed better to just let her go.”
Charlotte clung tightly to him in an effort to remind him she was still there. Valek stroked up and down her arm and kissed the top of her head.
“I am confident her angel sent you to me. The way I found you, all alone in the city. It was similar to the way I found Francis and in turn, my new life. It seemed as though she left you there for me.”
Perhaps, that was true, Charlotte thought. Human beings could be just as responsible for magical happenings as monsters. They just weren’t always aware of it. “Do you think maybe she is still watching over you, as you watched over her?” Charlotte mused. They had never spoken of guardian angels before. It was something she wanted to start believing in. Something she needed to believe in—especially now.
“Yes,” he said confidently. “And she’ll protect you. She will bring you back safely to me.”
Charlotte found herself extremely comforted by this. She closed her eyes and listened to the air go in and out of his hollow chest. The scar at the side of her neck began to burn again though, and she brought her fingers to it. She winced a little and sat up from Valek’s chest.
He frowned. “It bothers you still?”
Only the tips of his fangs behind his lips caught her eye as he spoke. She didn’t hear completely what he said. Dazed, her vision stayed on his lips, his hand lingering at her neck. She felt something in her throat tighten. Perhaps the Vampires did not have the only addiction in the house.
“Lottie?”
She removed her hand from her neck and with only the tips of her fingers, touched his lower lip. She stayed silent. The mark on her neck was blazing. Her mouth watered.
He wrapped his hand around her wrist, pulling it away slightly. “Charlotte.”
She heard him this time and looked at him. The scar didn’t stop burning. She tried to blink away her dizziness. She still could not remove her eyes from his mouth.
“What is it?” He placed a hand affectionately on one side of her face.
“Are you thirsty?” The question was made of air, as if someone had stolen her voice.
He squinted at her and tried to speak without revealing too much of his teeth. “I can’t. Remember?”
She was finally able to look away from him. Instead she fixed her gaze on her hands in her lap. “Right. How stupid of me.” She flinched when her scar raged again.
Valek put his hands on the sides of her neck “Charlotte, what’s the matter?” He brought his face lower to the scar.
The intense burning began to go away the closer he got. She cried softly. “I don’t know.”
But when he backed away, she cringed worse. “If you don’t tell me exactly what’s hurting, there is nothing I can do.” He kept his hand on her neck as if to extinguish the pain.
She pressed her chin down against her chest, the burning becoming so harsh. Her fist clenched her ear while the other grabbed at the collar of his shirt. “Bite me, Valek. Can you? Please?” The words were hard to get out through her clenched teeth.
He stared as her body balled up tighter. “Lottie, I’m not sure if….”
“Please, Valek! I want you to,” she cried, her nails digging further into her scalp.

***

He quickly lifted her chin, and at a loss, his front canines sank quickly into her artery. He already knew the minute the smell of her blood hit the air, he was going to pay so dearly for that.
Evangeline and Sarah immediately rushed into the room, satchels plummeting at their feet. Sarah gasped and the two rushed over. Valek quickly released Charlotte.
“Valek, what are you doing?” Sarah blanched, trying to become a barricade between them. Evangeline grabbed Charlotte under the arms and pulled her off him and onto the floor.
“No. It isn’t what you think.” He stood from the armchair, wiping the stains away from his chin.
Sarah handed him a handkerchief from her skirt pocket. “What is it, then?” She put her hands on her hips. “The smell could drive everyone down there to kill each other.”
“Sarah, listen to me. There is something medically wrong with her.” He pointed toward Charlotte, recovering on the floor. Her fevered eyes gazed dazedly at him as she leaned back against Evangeline. “She begged me.”
Sarah looked to Charlotte, the dark circles under her eyes. She bent to her knees to appraise the human girl. “What’s the matter, Charlotte?”
She whimpered quietly.
“Is it possible for humans to become addicted to the bite of a Vampire?” Evangeline asked.
“I’ve never heard of that before.” Valek helped Charlotte from the floor. He set her down, alone this time in the armchair. “Are you all right?”

Charlotte looked at him, embarrassed. The burning had finally stopped, however. Sarah was already busy pulling a thick volume off the highest shelf. A fifth generation Vampire Anatomy, as Charlotte recognized it, for she had the same one back at home.
“This thing is older than dirt,” Sarah mused as the spine thudded down on the coffee table. She waved the dust cloud out of the air and flipped pages.
Evangeline collapsed onto the wooden stool, folding one leg over the other. “Do you think that information is even still relevant, Sarah?”
“I don’t really see you coming up with any bright ideas,” Sarah spat, as one of her bony fingers skimmed a page. She found what she had been looking for. “Ah hah!”
“What?” Evangeline leaned over, her nose in the air.
“It says this sort of thing only happens very seldom.” She eyed Charlotte. “It dates back to the era of the first Vampire, Vlad Dracul. He was in love with a human woman. He fed on her once, and after that, her body craved it. It’s simply called, ‘fixation’. But what is unusual to me is it says it is normally paired with bloodlust. Meaning, if Charlotte is suffering from fixation, then Valek must also be suffering an addiction as well.” She looked at him. “And you’re not, are you?”
Valek looked at Charlotte, his mouth agape, but didn’t say anything.
Sarah continued. “This has a lot to do with that fate line on Charlotte’s palm, too. I think she must be fated to you for this to happen.”
“How is it cured?” Valek asked.
Sarah closed the book with a thump. “It isn’t. You must either fix her addiction or change her.” She got up to put the book away.
“What will happen if I do not?”
“Nothing. She’s going to crave it sometimes. If you let it go on too long without feeding from her, she’ll die. Her heart will give out.” She stretched on her toes and shoved the book against the back wall.
“That’s impossible. Every addiction has a cure,” he argued. “We can wean her off of it.”
Sarah flicked him a glance. “I told you. The cure is to change her.”

“Obstacles at every turn.” Valek rubbed the bridge of his nose and faced away.
“It won’t happen every night,” Sarah explained as she rejoined the group. “It’s a periodic occurrence.” She looked to Charlotte who was now using the limp Edwin as a security blanket again. “Oops…his eye is almost off. Let me fix that.” She searched around for a moment in her pockets. “Damn. My thread is upstairs.” She stuck her sewing needle in her teeth, reached up to pull a few strands of hair from her head, and began threading them through the eye of the needle.
Evangeline snorted in disgust. “Savage.”
Sarah ignored her and sat next to Charlotte on the arm of the chair, pulling Edwin’s head into her lap and began to stitch his eye back together, using her hair as string. “There!” she crowed, breaking the needle away. “Good for now, I’ll go over it with thread again later.” Sarah stood and skipped over to the fireplace to begin warming another pot of cider.
But something twitched in Charlotte’s lap. She looked at everyone else, but they were all distracted. It moved once again. “Uh…you guys…” she began. The burlap fingers had started to come to life.
Evangeline shot up on the stool, eyes as big as the full moon. She reached for her satchel.
“Edwin!” Charlotte blanched and sat him up.
The once lifeless doll’s limbs now violently jumped around next to him as he continued to reanimate. Everyone turned to see the button eyes blink once, making contact with the others in the room.
“Edwin!” Charlotte fell to her knees in front of the chair.
“D-danger…” the little scarecrow sputtered. “D-d-d-danger-r-r.” The stitches of his mouth unraveled as he spoke.
“No, Edwin. You are safe now. Valek is here, too,” Charlotte calmly explained.
“Y-y-you s-stay away.” He coughed a black cloud of smoke from his chest.
Charlotte frowned and began to back away. She looked at Valek.
“S-s-stay a-away from Char-Charlotte.”
“Edwin, I am Charlotte. You are at a safe house in Prague. You’re alive.” She reached out to touch his arm but Sarah stopped her with a hand on her shoulder.
“Ch-charlotte is in d-d-d-danger. S-s-stay a-away….” He mumbled another word under his breath but none of them caught what it was.
“Say it again, Edwin,” Valek ordered.
“S-stay a-a-away, Evan-Ev-Evangeline.” His head rolled to one side.
Charlotte shot to her feet, but when she turned to look at Evangeline, all three of them saw she was gone.
“Ev-evangeline w-w-works for Ad-Aiden,” Edwin continued. “Gr-gr-grave d-danger.” He finished and life immediately left his eyes. He was nothing more than a sack once again.





Chapter Twenty-Four

V is for Vengeance


Valek snarled and wheeled around, disappearing over the threshold. Pages left on the coffee table flew like they had been caught in a windstorm. Both Charlotte and Sarah raced out after him to the foyer, but saw the front door left gaping.
He was already gone.
“No….” Charlotte crumpled against a wooden end table, clutching onto one of its legs for support.
The sound of thirsty Vampires slamming against wood rattled the floorboards down the hallway behind them. Sarah turned to see dust flying violently into the air from the trap door. She grabbed Charlotte by the shoulders. “Go after him! Be very careful, and do not go with anyone other than Valek. They are going to kill themselves down there if I don’t stay and do something.” The small Witch raced back toward the study to retrieve vials of animal blood.
Charlotte looked out at the world beyond the threshold. Black clouds, pregnant with electricity, swirled high over gothic rooftops. The damp wind reached her face from the outside, pulling her hair, beckoning her to take the first step. The storm was not natural. Thunder called to her from miles away, challenging who stood on the cusp between light and darkness.
She swallowed once and without thinking much more, she ran over the edge. She did not feel her knees flexing and bending as they propelled her down the black road. There were other humans, like her, staring as she raced as fast as her lungs could take in oxygen. She felt their eyes on her. Hot tears flew from her cheeks back into her hairline. Her chest burned fervently but she did not stop. Not knowing what direction she was going in, she searched between the plummets of rain for any familiar figure.
“Valek!” she cried out as she kept running. “Valek!”
Just then, something a little further down caught her attention. The silhouettes were distant and vague under a streetlamp, the only light source in the dismalness. It looked like one figure grappling desperately with another. Charlotte could see people around them stopping and staring. Air stabbed like frozen fire in her chest as she picked up speed.
“Valek!” she screamed over the pain. “They will catch you, Valek!” She begged him to hear her. “Stop!” She ran for what seemed an endless distance before slamming into the shrouded, male figure. He gripped Evangeline’s throat mercilessly.
“Go back, Charlotte,” he growled.
She breathed so she could speak. “No. They will catch you. You can’t do this here.” A wheeze twisted her lungs, and she wrapped her arms around herself to keep her world steady. “We have to go back.”
Valek’s claws clung relentlessly to Evangeline’s throat, drawing blood. “She has to die.” His fangs shone bright against the lightning, the cold rain making his hair cling to his forehead.
Evangeline whimpered and grabbed his arm, silver tears streaming down her face. “Kill me, then.” She choked. “Do it. In front of all of these humans.” Blood began to seep from one corner of her mouth as she smiled faintly. “Aiden would want you to.”
“How could you do this to us, Evangeline?” Charlotte asked sadly. She stood frozen and noticed something silver hanging around the Witch’s neck. She winced, pulling it from her. “Why?”
“He—” She coughed blood. “He would have killed me. He promised me power.” She turned her eyes on Valek. “Kill me, Valek. I deserve it. It is too late to save Charlotte now.” She coughed again. “They know where to find her.”
Something snapped in Valek’s eyes. Anger immediately flooded away from him, replaced by fear. His grip on her throat loosened. The Witch fell to her knees.
“Come on, Valek. We have to get out of here.” Charlotte tugged at his sopping wet shirt. “Leave her.”

Valek stood like an immovable boulder in the freezing rain, his fists clenched at his sides. Charlotte’s pleas echoed between his ears. He knew then, as the gaze of the Witch bore into his own, that it was over.
Police sirens sounded a few blocks away against the rolling thunder. Valek grabbed Charlotte’s hand. Slinging her into his arms, he bulleted faster than light back through the streets. Water collected in the gutters waved over the sides of the pavement as if he were a speeding car.
Francis’ house was in his line of vision. He was beginning to see the façade of the building very clearly now. He would leave tonight and run as far as he could. He didn’t care where that endpoint would be.
But before his feet could pass the surrounding low-iron fence, something very large slammed into him head on. Charlotte tumbled to the ground, rolling across the pavement. Valek only skidded backward and looked up to see the large shadow eclipse the nearly full moon above them. Wings stretched out at its sides as it dove again for Charlotte, crumpled on the street.
He screamed her name as he raced to her, blood tears mixing with the harsh rain on his face. The claw of the giant beast scraped across his arm, but he blocked it from reaching his beloved Lottie.
She scrambled onto her hands and knees, the whistle now steadfast around her neck again.
Get Inside!” he bellowed.
The winged monster above them corkscrewed and dove to the earth again.

Charlotte saw it as she finally got to her feet and sprinted for the door. She felt it come up behind her, knocking her onto her stomach over the porch stairs. Her nails clawed at the wood but it was too late. She felt a large, very solid hand rear her up onto the back of the beast. “Valek!” She screamed for him, but could not hear or see anything against the concrete pummel of the rain. “Valek!” she screamed again, but when she opened her eyes, her Vampire was no more than a tiny granite dot against the black sea of the Golden City streets.

***

Valek could do nothing, say nothing. He knew troops would be there any second to carry off whatever was left of his dismal reality. He rolled onto his back and watched the Gryphon disappear into the darkest part of the sky. Rain poured over him as he dug his elbows into the hard road. He heaved—scarlet red diluted by water slid down the sides of his face.
Lottie!” he cried. He threw his head back and heaved again. “Charlotte!” He sobbed as the city turned to nothing around him.
Sarah burst out the front door down the steps. She leaned over him and tried to brush the sopping hair from his face. “Valek! It’s okay. Charlotte is going to be okay! Remember my vision. Remember the plan!”
He turned away from her, continuing to cry Charlotte’s name. She hushed him, but no words would help. She pulled his head and shoulders into her lap and watched the tiny, black dot disappear in the night sky with him.
Mr. Třínožka came out of the house next, Edwin steadfast to his back. Immediately following him was the entire Vampire coven. They all loomed sadly in the doorway and watched the scene on the street in front of the house.
“We’ve got to get you inside,” Sarah said quietly.
“Charlotte….” He moaned again and tried to roll onto his side. His eyes scoured the streets for her, praying to a God he struggled to believe in, he could have made some mistake. But he could not find her amongst the storm.
Francis pushed through the crowd to the front. He silently approached Sarah and Valek on the street, the rain straightening his perfect, white curls. “Go inside, dear. We must get ready to leave now. They will be here any moment.”
Sarah looked up at her master then got up and made her way quickly back into the house.
Francis turned to the rest of them. “Well? Why are you all standing there? We must prepare to leave! We have a job to do.” He turned back to Valek. He bent, the knees of his slacks pressed into the mud. “Now,” he comforted, an awkward hand on Valek’s shoulder, “let us not give up just yet. It is time to be strong for her. Keep your end of the deal.”
Valek only responded by shutting his eyes, more blood tears pooling on the ground by his head.
“I know, too, what it is like to lose a…child. That child came back to me. We will get her back.” Francis stood and extended a hand to Valek. “So you can give up, or you can rise from the ashes. What will it be?”
Valek did not look at Francis. He did not take his hand. But he did stand up. He did not think of how scared she must be. Instead he closed his eyes and begged her to smile, knowing he would be there soon. He turned and walked back inside.
The house was already bare. It looked as though no one had ever lived there. The Vampires shot one by one out from the basement tunnel. They marched after each other toward the front door where Valek stood behind Francis. The large spider-man and the scarecrow, too, were eager with the rest of them. Sarah emerged from a darkly lit room that had once been her study. The only thing she carried was her sewing needle, and her spell book.
She pulled something from the pouch at her side. A small glass bottle with swirling fog Valek recognized to be a transportation spell.
“Where will that take us?” Francis asked.
“Just to Old Town. We need to get away from the area. Now!” She smashed the decanter to the ground and at once, the smoke swallowed the entire group.

***

When the Regime guards stormed up the stairs of the modest, lavender home, they found it completely empty. With their fists ablaze, they tracked thick mud from the storm outside through the various winding hallways and bedrooms. But that was it. The door to the hidden basement had been sealed forever by magic.
The head officer turned to a freshly bandaged Evangeline. “Well?”
“No.” She began to back away. “I swear they were here. I swear!”
The officer looked around at the forsaken place and all its cobwebs. And then back at Evangeline. “Fire Elves!”
They all came storming back into the foyer from the upper levels of the home, flames swirling from their bodies like a massive dissention into Hell. They landed beside him, staring fiercely at the Witch.
“As instructed by the master,” the officer began.
Tears flooded from the doomed enchantress’ eyes as she held her arms out silently. She opened her mouth to plead with them.
The guards approached the Witch at once, fear etched on her face. The only evidence of her grim death was the smell of burning hair and herbs, and after they were finished, ashes floated away on the wind.

***

The forest where the coven landed seemed a different world entirely. Frost was quickly approaching, turning the warm autumn leaves to stony ice. Valek’s boots crunched solemnly across them as they walked between the shadows of the trees.
“I thought you said this would bring us to Old Town?” Sasha questioned.
“Shoot.” Sarah was the one to answer. She tilted her head up at the night sky. The moon looked almost full, but it wasn’t. “A minor miscalculation.”
Francis fumed, waving his hand through his hair. “Perfect! Just perfect, Sarah. The sun will be up in a few, short hours and we don’t even know where we are.”
“Just hold on a minute. The spell wasn’t that strong. We are probably right on the outskirts of the city,” Sarah concluded.
“We could not have invaded the castle tonight, anyhow,” Lusian explained. “They will be waking up soon. We want to do this tomorrow, in the dead of night.”
“Charlotte’s birthday,” Valek mused aloud. Francis glanced at him.
“No,” Sarah continued as they started to walk. “The wedding will be at sunset. We have to go as soon as you all wake up.”
“Why?” Sasha asked.
“A mortal can only marry an Elf under a harvest moon. It signifies the end of Summer and the beginning of Winter. Or the ‘in between’ of life and death.” She stumbled once on an unseen tree branch in the dark as they marched. Mr. Třínožka effortlessly pulled her up with one of his appendages onto his back. “Thank you.” She sighed. “We have to get to her before the ceremony is over. The moon is full tomorrow night.”
Andela toyed with something around her neck. It glinted in the moonlight, catching Valek’s attention. “Excuse me. What is that?”
Andela stopped and held up a small, wedding band strung on a pewter chain. “It was my husband’s. I’ve kept it all these years. He was killed on our wedding night. A Vampire wanted to claim me for his own. And so he did, though he was destroyed also.” Something evil glinted in her eyes.
“I’m sorry,” Valek whispered.
“How do you know where we are going, little Witch?” Dusana asked.
“I don’t,” she chirped cheerfully from atop the spider’s back.
“I do,” Mr. Třínožka grumbled. “Can’t you smell the mortals from this distance? Prague is North.”
“How long?” inquired Jorge.
“I’d say about four hours this way,” the spider replied. “There is approximately two hours until daylight. It will take us only one to get to the nearest graveyard,” he instructed. “I kin smell that, too.”
“We would find it much faster if we were running,” Sasha said.
“Well, you could run, but sooner or later you’ll run right into a guard. They’re hiding all over these woods,” Mr. Třínožka said. “But I know where they’re hidin’.”
“You’re awfully relaxed, my dear.” Francis smiled at Sarah, who seemed to be napping atop the Spider.
“It is better to stay calm in a situation like this. I really do believe we are going to get to her in time,” she offered, mostly for Valek’s sake.
“We will get to her in time,” Valek said confidently. “And I will never let her leave my sight again.”





Chapter Twenty-Five

Princess


Charlotte lay there, in the smallest, crumpled ball she could possibly form, under the thick bedclothes. Her eyes stung from crying so much, but she couldn’t stop. The tears continued to freefall. There wasn’t enough energy to sob. She’d barely made a noise in the last few hours. All she could focus on was how many ways she could give up.
Valek was surely dead, because the guards had caught up to them by now. And no matter how many times the moon took its place in the sky, he was never going to wake up again. She hugged her knees even tighter to her chest. Helpless, she thought of Valek’s wife then. All she could do was pray.
It was completely foreign and unfamiliar, yet she folded her hands together in front of her face. “This prayer is for Valek’s wife,” she began. “I’m not sure if you can hear me, but if you can, I pray for Valek’s safety. I pray we will be reunited.” She stopped praying. It felt silly to be talking to no one. She pulled her whistle from her blouse and put it to her lips, blowing on it very softly.
The chamber door behind her, cracked open. She shuddered when she heard it, knowing immediately who approached. Footsteps made their way toward the bed. She shut her eyes tight again, willing the world to disappear from around her.
“Charlotte?”
His voice was tender and kind. That absolutely enraged her.
“Lottie?”
“Don’t you call me that!” she screamed, rearing up on the bed to face him. “Don’t you dare call me that!” She lunged at the Elf, her fists hurdling high in the air. She swung for his face but clumsily missed and fell into his arms. “I don’t ever want to hear that name again.” She sobbed.
“The ceremony is this night, Charlotte. You’re going through with this, so I suggest you prepare.” Aiden’s voice was considerably more like stone this time.
She glared up into his face. “I want you to die.” She sent a wad of spit flying directly between his eyes.
He furiously shoved her back onto the bed and wiped at his face. “Charlotte, don’t make this harder on yourself. This will happen by will or by force. It is your choice.” He left the room, immediately replaced by the ever jubilant Meredith Price.
Charlotte looked at the vial Meredith was carrying, eyes widening.
“Good morning, my dear.” She beamed. “It is almost your wedding night!” She began to approach the bed.
“No.” Charlotte backed away steadily on her hands and knees. “I won’t let you!”
“Don’t worry, my love. This is not going to hurt one bit. Mama is going to make it better.” Charlotte fought with all her might. Meredith violently clasped Charlotte’s jaw and forced it open. She squirmed under the large Elf’s weight as Meredith poured the contents—not liquid, but something more like a colored smoke—down Charlotte’s throat.
“That’s a good girl. You’ll like being a royal. You’ll like it almost as much as I will.” She grabbed Charlotte’s hand. “And this line on your hand? I put it there when you were a child. You were the only one my Aiden wanted, and I decided to take fate into my own hands.” She giggled as she bounced out of the chamber.
Charlotte heard the lock on the other side of the door click shut. She leapt from the bed and ran to it, tearing her fingers into the wood until her nail beds began to bleed. She screamed for someone, anyone to set her free. She pounded and fought until she was just too tired, and sank to her knees. She pressed her forehead against the cool wood and a sob finally broke from her chest. She wrapped her tattered hand around the whistle. Sarah said it would protect her. She lied.
Charlotte forced herself to drag her body back toward the bed, but she hardly made it. She threw just her upper half over the mattress, her legs remaining on the floor, and buried her face in the bed covers. If she kept it there long enough, she would suffocate. But something hazy began to react behind her eyes. Her violent thoughts became elusive, distant pictures. She pictured Valek’s face, and she grabbed onto the bedclothes tighter, as if trying to hang on to the image.
The scar on her neck began to burn again. Charlotte screamed and pulled her whole body up onto the bed. The pain was worse this time. And what was more, the pain just wasn’t at her throat, but at the base of her skull and behind her eyes. The potion. What had Meredith Price given her? She screamed again, trying to dig her forehead deeper into the covers. “Valek!” She screamed as the cloudy image slowly started to disappear and burning pain was replaced with the feeling of cool pools of water. Her body relaxed. She opened her mouth to say his name again, but it did not come out. She couldn’t remember how to even form the word.
She licked her lips and blinked, lifting her head to view the room again. It was beautiful, she thought. The bed was dressed in fine, Egyptian cotton, and the drapes and tapestries along the wall were velvet and gold leaf. The image of the Gryphon was depicted everywhere; in the table carvings, the bed legs, the artwork. She rolled over onto her back, a strange emotion filling her chest. There was someone she thought of, but she could not see a face. It was someone she loved. Really loved. She blinked at the ceiling. Funny. Had she always lived there? She became very still and quiet.

***

Aiden, who had been listening all the while just on the other side of the door, unlocked it and remained still, listening for any sort of stirring. There was none. He opened the door completely and emerged through the threshold to see Charlotte lying peacefully in the center of the bed. She appeared to be sleeping. He slowly approached her, careful. He sat just on the edge of it and lightly touched her curls with the ends of his fingers.

Her eyes fluttered open. Her head rolled to one side as she looked at him. Her green eyes were wide and confused as they danced about the features on his face. But then the confusion softened into a smile. She remembered his face. “Is it you?” she asked.
“Yes.” Aiden smiled. “Yes, it’s me.”
She smiled wider and sat up. “Then, I love you,” she said confidently.

“And I love you, Charlotte.” He brought his hand under her chin and kissed her lightly. His mother’s medicine worked, as always. As long as she never saw the Vampire’s face again, she would never remember. Aiden would take his queen that night, and the entire magical realm would be his and Charlotte’s. Ruled by light. Darkness condemned. “But you are very tired.”
She frowned and dropped her gaze. “Yes. I am,” she agreed. But something flickered at the forefront of her mind. “But there is something I want.”
Aiden’s heart dropped into his stomach. “Anything.”
“I-I want to see the sun…” she began. “I haven’t seen it in such a long time.”
Aiden smiled, relieved. “Absolutely, my love.” He stood from the bed and offered his hand. “It hasn’t come over the horizon yet. We will watch it rise together.”
Charlotte beamed and bounced from the bed, taking his hand. They began to walk out of the room. She looked down, shocked at the grunginess of her dress, the bloody scabs on her knees. She noticed then the throbbing pain in her hands as well.
“What happened to me?” She looked horrified at Aiden. She let his hand go and touched the caked mud on her clothes. “I’m hurt.”
He panicked slightly, grabbing her hand again. “Nothing happened to you, my love. It was a very difficult journey to get you here.”
“Why? Where did I come from?” she asked.
“The gates of Hell,” he muttered under his breath, and continued to lead her out of the chamber.

***

The coven emerged from the dense thicket of evergreens. With his head lifted to the looming dawn, Valek could see the bony, white fingers of the sun’s rays clawing out from the underside of the earth. The clearing ahead was long, and just at the foot of the hill, he could see clearly the shapes of ancient mausoleums scattered about the small cemetery.
Sarah valiantly patted Mr. Třínožka on the back. “Never wrong.”
“Quickly now,” Francis instructed.
The group moved fast down the side of the hill. Lusian and Sasha took off at their fastest speed to secure themselves in the nearest grave. Valek could feel the onslaught of the morning pains begin again. He held onto the image of Charlotte in his mind as he and the rest raced the sun.
Francis used his slate-colored arms to pry open the doors of a small, stone grave guarded by a large granite angel in the center of the cemetery. Valek looked at it, too, recognizing it as Ezekiel, angel of death and new beginnings. The angel’s stony finger pointed left, to an empty grave. Valek sprang for it just as the sun began to stretch over the tops of the trees, his limbs already becoming stiff and ashy. As he pulled the heavy door closed, locking himself in darkness, he could clearly make out the vision of Andela, standing in the middle of the cemetery. She spun about, searching for something.
“Andela!” Valek called from the crevice. “What are you doing?”
She stopped and looked at him.
“Come! Now!” he called again. “You will die!”
She panicked. “My wedding band! It dropped in the grass!”
“Andela! You are going to burn!”
She turned her face, now deeply sunken and grey toward the white light overtaking the sky. Flames exploded first from her chest and then her face as she started sprinting for Valek.
He reached his arm out to her as far as he could, but any movement at all was becoming increasingly difficult. He could see her jet eyes now emerging from her burning face. He reached farther, grabbing onto her hand, and pulled her inside. He slammed the door shut against the light, exhausted. His head rolled back against the rock surface of the inside wall.
“Andela.” He breathed. “Are you all right?” But when he opened his eyes to look at her, he saw she had been too late. Her once flawless, angelic face was reduced to ashes. Her exposed jawbone stayed eternally open in a silent scream, her eyes staring horrified at him. His shoulders dropped as he buried his face in his hands. “Andela….” He reached out to stroke her blonde hair, now course and gray. “Say hello to your husband for me. Help me to see my love again as well.” He leaned back, and closed his eyes.

***

Charlotte eagerly leaned over the palace balcony as she watched the morning climb higher and higher into the sky. It felt like she had lived her whole life and had never seen the sun. It was so glorious and life giving. She squinted, shadowing her eyes with her hand as it gradually shown brighter and painted the sky a brilliant October gold. She shivered a little, despite its warmth; Aiden removed his double-breasted jacket and covered her shoulders with it.
He bent to whisper in her ear. “It’s beautiful.”
She smiled. “It reminds me of you. It always has.”
Aiden was slightly taken back by that statement. “Really?”
She nodded and hugged his jacket tighter. “Yes. Because it’s the same color as your hair. And it is…opposite from…the moon.” She frowned. “The sun is warm and…the moon is…not.” Something else flickered at her mind.
Aiden swallowed and placed his hand at the small of her back. “Right. Well, let’s get you cleaned up.”
Confused, she let him lead her away from the balcony. She turned back before going inside, looking over her shoulder once more at the sky. Just in time, she was able to see the large face of the moon. Silver, fading against the light of the sun, about to disappear back under the horizon. But it would come up again, she reminded herself. It always did.





Chapter Twenty-Six

Bloodlust


The smell of burning wood spiraled through his lungs when Valek finally awoke. Smoke crept in through the thin, stone crevices of the mausoleum. He pushed quickly off the slanted wall where he had been resting and with all his might, pulled the door back to reveal winding orange flames billowing high into the stars. Panicking, he bolted from the small grave, dodging through the fire.
“Valek!” Sasha called out. He had just awoken as well, crawling from his own crypt.
“Help me get the others! We have to get out of here!” Valek commanded, ducking under a burning tree limb to pull the doors open to the center crypt where Francis rested. “Francis!”
I’m here, Francis’ mind answered him. He pushed the stone apart from the inside and grabbed onto Valek’s arms to get above ground.
“They must have found out we were here. The entire forest is burning,” Valek said.
Sarah crawled out from the grave as well, coughing up the smoke.
“Sarah,” Francis began. “Which way do we continue?”
“We have to go northeast. I’ll get rid of the fire, but we need to hurry,” she finished, before she started running for the edge of the field.
Valek and Francis darted through the graveyard to help the rest of the coven to safety. The smoke would have been blinding for any human or animal, but they saw right through it. As Valek ran to help Lusian, something gold glinted in the smoldering grass by the base of the Ezekiel statue. He grabbed for it. Andela’s lost wedding band. He stopped, turning back to glance at the mausoleum where he’d left her resting.
“Valek! Come on! Sarah’s spell is about to wear off!” Francis called, as the rest of the coven had been resurrected. Valek could also see the silhouette of the large spider on the other side of the flame walls. He had already made it out. Valek turned back to where Andela was, held the ring up and nodded at her, and put it in his pocket. He leapt through the opening in the flames, but the icy blue eyes of his coven did not meet him this time.
“Valek, run!” He heard Sarah scream out.
His gaze circled around the embers, searching for her face. One by one, fire Elves emerged from all corners of the perishing graveyard. Each one had a dour grin about their slanted faces as they set their eyes on the only Vampire left in the burning field.
Valek took off like a condor in flight. He burst through the flame walls. Valek felt them pursuing close behind him. Out of one corner of his eye, he saw a ball of flames rip through the trees toward his head, then another, Panicking, he switched directions—the entire forest melting together into the same tree. The flames continued to fly around him. But there was no way to escape them. He suddenly skidded to a stop in the mud and mulch. He looked up to see the army of Regime guards had slowed also, but were ever approaching.
The head officer grinned maliciously, fists blazing at his sides. “Your Charlotte is dead, Vampire.”
Valek searched the Elf’s thoughts and found what he said was indeed true. He was not lying. His chest sank to his spine. His heart to his stomach. “Say again, Elf?”
“The Lord Vladislov killed her. However, it is such a pleasure to see you again.”
The forest around Valek spun as he stumbled backward onto a tree trunk. The deep indigo shades of the night only looked black and gray now. He opened his mouth, gazing at the muddy floor that seemed to suck him under. No cries ripped from him. No lamenting bellows escaped his jaws to linger in the tree canopies. No ruby tears buried themselves in the dirt below his face.
“What did you expect? She was human, living in the underworld. How did you ever believe she would survive?” The fire Elf continued, growing ever nearer to Valek.
Valek shut his eyes against the world, clutching the bark to keep him there. How could this be the vision Sarah had seen? Gone? How could she who had been there for too short a time be gone? He opened his eyes again, and though the infantry now stood just before him, he did not see them. But he would see her again, he decided, and held his arms out to them. If they killed him, then he would fight the armies existing in heaven so he might see her there.
“There, Vampire.” The officer snapped shackles closed across Valek’s wrists. “This will all be over very shortly.”
“Valek!” A small voice cried out somewhere from behind the Elves. “Don’t listen! It’s a trap!”
Valek’s eyes widened. “Charlotte?”
“They are lying, Valek. They are using magic to guard their thoughts from you!”
He peered around the officer to see Sarah in the shadows atop the spider. A wave of true reality punched him in the ribs. He turned on the Elf in front of him, the cold flesh in his face an entirely different shade of gray. His pupils swallowed the rest of his eyes in a consciousless void and an enormous roar, like a demon escaping hell, tore open the Elf’s inner ear.
The platoon turned at once on their heels and started retreating in the direction they came. Valek tore the shackles from his wrists, sending the splinters flying out around him as he trailed them now. He leapt from trunk to branch, and back to the earth, until he caught up. The guard was just in front of him. Valek reached out one of his claws and tore into the Elf’s shoulder blade.
He cried out as Valek sent him flying headfirst into a large pine so hard it cracked the guard’s skull. He was dead on impact, but Valek continued for the rest.
The officer at the front of the pack wheeled around, sending a large fireball in his direction. Valek ducked as the thing flew just over his head. His eyes were fixed on the next one in front. He leapt at him like a wolf as they tumbled through the dirt. Valek ended up on top as they stopped against the face of a boulder.
He bent down, ripping out the jugular, careful not to swallow any of the Elf blood. He leapt up again and continued, aiming for his next victim, until one of the officer’s flames did finally strike him. Valek rolled down one of the hill banks in the dark woods, the flames spiraling with him. They went out in the dirt as his back slammed against a very large oak. Valek breathed, the humanity returning once again to his body. He turned his muddy face to the sky just as it opened up.
The remaining squadron advanced down the hill where he fell.
Valek’s vision started to refocus. He could see amongst the platoon was his coven.
All of them had been captured, including Edwin and the Phaser. He looked at each of them sorrowfully.
I'm sorry, Valek. We tried, Francis thought.
“Let’s go.” The officer leaned into Valek, reshackling him with silver this time. It burned lightly at the flesh by his wrists as they pulled him up and led him to the hill toward Prague.

***

Charlotte, once again, had been locked within her bedchambers, forbidden to see Aiden before the wedding. They’d spent the entire day together in the vast gardens surrounding the Regime palace. That morning the maids of the palace had removed all of her dingy clothing and scrubbed her from head to toe in a lavender and gold-leaf bath. She couldn’t remember the last bath she had taken. They had tried to remove the whistle around her neck, but something deep within made her refuse to take it off. She held onto it tightly, even now as she sat clean, wrapped in nothing but the red sheets of the bed.
She held the thing close to her face, studying the details in it. The lion with dueling tails—the national symbol for Prague—was etched in fine detail on one side.
She thought of Prague, then; the city just outside the palace walls, the towering spires seeming to meet the moon in the sky every night—forbidden lovers. She saw the golden light cast by the many lamps that lined the street. She had been born there, she thought. It was a vision in her very distant past. She was quite small, she remembered, and lying on her back. It was cold, and she was watching the stars in the sky twinkling down at her. Someone had left her there, she distantly recalled as she continued to turn the whistle over and over in her hand.
There were lots of people around. A lot of human people like her. She remembered seeing nothing but their feet as they walked past her. But there was something else in her memory. A pair of hands. She thought of the moon again. These hands looked like the face of an oyster, pearl-like in essence. They were long, and slender, and cool, and when they slid underneath her back, they made her shiver.
She shivered once under the sheets of the bed, though the room was not cold. It was just the mere memory of those hands. She remembered seeing the moon’s face then, in the sky. The moon was lifting her off the ground to meet him in the sky. She knew it sounded crazy in her own mind, but the memory was very real. This necklace was a part of that. It was the symbol of the city. It was the darkness about the city. She frowned again.
She turned the whistle over and saw the small, cursive letters etched in the back. For Charlotte, it read. She squinted at it and repeated the words in her mind. This meant something to her. She knew it. She yawned. It felt like she had always had it and couldn’t bear to ever lose it. Her thoughts were spinning. This necklace belonged to whoever those hands belonged to.
She strung the necklace back around her neck as her eyes grew more and more heavy with the late hour. Her fingers touched something on her flesh. It felt raised, and a little tender. She followed it up and down, in a slight curve along her neck. A scar? From what? She lay back with her head on the large pillows, her damp, red hair messy about her face, her fingers still to her neck. Perhaps more would come to her later. Now, she needed to focus on the wedding.





Chapter Twenty-Seven

Broken Sound


Charlotte’s eyes fluttered open the next morning. She stretched under the fine bedclothes and reached for the silver whistle still strung around her neck. She dreamt of it last night—of the hands holding it—as she sat up in the bed.
Across the room, draped over a garnet-colored armchair, was a neatly pressed dress. It was a sort of emerald green color, and cut to fit her body exactly. Ecstatic, she leapt from the bed and grabbed it in her hands, twirling around with it in front of her.
She turned to admire it in the polished antique mirror hanging from the wall. She shrieked when she heard the door behind her creak open, and she struggled to cover herself with the dress.
“Oopsie!” Meredith threw her fingers over her eyes. “Didn’t mean to startle ya, darlin’. Just wanted to make sure the dress fit right.”
Charlotte beamed down at the dress in front of her. “I love it! Thank you! I haven’t had the chance to try it on yet.”
“Well, get to it! And when you’re ready, Aiden is waiting downstairs for you in the garden for breakfast,” she chirped. “Come on, Molly.”
That’s when Charlotte noticed the small, blonde girl by Meredith’s skirt. She peered around the door at her in awe, her long hair scraping across the floor.
“You look real pretty, Charlotte,” the little Elf said.
“Thank you.” Charlotte squinted at her. She looked so familiar.
“Well, let’s get goin’, Molly. We must leave Charlotte to get ready.” Meredith anxiously pulled Molly away from the door, but the girl didn’t move.
“Do you love my brother?” Her eyes seemed to bore into Charlotte’s soul.
Charlotte stared at her a few moments longer. “Yes,” she said simply.
“Aiden will treat you much better than Valek.” Immediately, Meredith’s hand flew over her daughter’s mouth.
“Who?” Charlotte asked.
Meredith chuckled. “Molly is so silly. Her imagination has become so wild these days, with all of these imaginary friends and make-believe stories.” She looked down at her daughter. “Hush, dear, and don’t bore Miss Charlotte with your little games.” She laughed again, and with a warm smile, closed the door.
Charlotte turned and yanked the dress down over her head and, smiling again, examined herself in the mirror. She pulled open the drawer to the bedside table and ran the gold comb through her smooth curls before running out the door to meet her love in the garden.
Just as Meredith said, Aiden was waiting out there, in the center of the East garden, the morning sun glinting off his golden hair, like autumn leaves. Charlotte ran to him, and he swept her into his arms, spinning her around in the heat of the day. He cupped her face in his hands and kissed her mouth.
After breakfast, the two of them walked again through the gardens, made summer green by magic, though frost had already bitten outside the palace gates.
She frowned at Aiden when they sat next to each other on one of the emerald-cut benches. He held her hand in his, and she noticed how warm and ivory they were. These weren’t the hands from her memory. She looked at his face then, warm as the sun above them. “Aiden, why aren't you allowed to be with me after dark?”
He looked at her then. “What do you mean?”
She winced at the sight of their hands together. “Nothing, I guess. I just seem to remember that you used to spend every night with me. I used to feel you there next to me when I slept. Am I wrong?” She looked at him.
He licked at his lower lip. “Lottie, we always kiss goodnight at sunset, but once we are married…” he nervously explained. His voice fluctuated as he spoke—his eyes shifting, not once resting on her. She didn’t trust this.
“What did you call me?” She grimaced at him.
“Charlotte,” he said, and cleared his throat.
Confused, she turned away and stared at the dizzying pictures that danced around in her head. Aiden put his hand under her chin, turned her face back toward him, and kissed her forehead.
“I love you, Charlotte.”
They heard footsteps approaching, and Aiden smiled at who it was. “I’d like you to meet someone.” He stood in the presence of the man who approached in a sharp, navy suit, his snowy beard groomed down to the middle of his chest.
Charlotte got to her feet as well, folding her hands in front of her, and smiled. She bowed her head once to him.
“Charlotte, this is Lord Vladislov.”
Charlotte bowed her head again and extended her hand. “It’s a pleasure!”
Aiden harshly smacked her hand away, his face turning bright red as Vladislov appraised him cautiously. “Pardon, my Lord. Charlotte is only mortal, she does not yet know our etiquette.”
“Well, it seems as though you are running out of training time before the wedding, son.” He scanned her from head to toe. “Not a long time to turn a bitch into a pure-bred.” He smoothed the bottom of his beard.
Tears welled slightly behind Charlotte’s eyes as she covered the red mark Aiden left with her other hand.
“I assure you, she will be ready.” He placed a hand on the small of Charlotte’s back.
“Good, then. I give the two of you my blessing, and trust you will continue to reign over this empire successfully as I have,” Vladislov concluded.
“You will not be disappointed,” said Aiden happily. “Thank you.”
“Would the two of you care to accompany me to this morning’s execution?” Vladislov extended a hand toward the palace.
“It would be an honor,” Aiden responded, and held his arm out so Charlotte apprehensively linked with his. The three of them walked to the east tower.

***

Charlotte sat between Aiden and Meredith in the highest box in the small stadium at the center of the palace. She clung to his arm as tears rolled down her cheeks. She blinked them away quickly when Meredith glanced at her. Her fingers grappled in the material of his sleeve as she watched the group of Vampires being dragged to the center of the platform. Aiden’s father, Danek, was standing, his hand held to the sky, blocking the sun with an immense storm cloud.
The group hissed and pulled at the heavy chains that kept their wrists together. Their grayish skin was muddy and singed in some areas, faces cracked, despite their beauty. Charlotte’s eyes grew wide when one of them looked up at her. She tugged on Aiden’s sleeve, and he turned to look at her.
“Why do they have to die, Aiden?” she whispered.
Vladislov’s face contorted when he heard what she said.
“Because,” Aiden whispered back, “they are murderers and sinners. Followers of the dark. They are dying for the crimes they’ve committed. Be quiet and do not ask anymore questions.”
Charlotte looked to the platform, the one Vampire still staring at her sadly. The muscles in her chest wrenched as more tears swelled. She stood up. Everyone who was sitting around them looked at her.
Vladislov sighed and began rubbing the bridge of his nose before shooting a slanted look at his heir.
Aiden fiercely grabbed Charlotte’s arm. “Charlotte! What are you doing? Sit down!”
“I don’t think it’s right, Aiden,” she continued, still watching the Vampire. “I don’t want to see this.”
Everyone around them began whispering and staring at them.
Aiden stood then, smacking Charlotte across her face with all of his strength. A few Elves around them gasped as she bent over, her tiny, white hand covering the burning, red mark. Aiden glanced around and adjusted his coat. He waved a diplomatic hand at the crowd. “You will obey me, Charlotte. Sit down,” he seethed, before sitting down.
Tears fell from her as she quietly sat as well, her eyes still fixed on the Vampire staring at her from the center of the platform. Creatures of the darkness, she thought. Her other hand started toying with the whistle around her neck.
At once, Danek shifted his hand, causing the large storm cloud that blocked the sun to dissipate. The Vampires screeched something horrible as their bodies combusted into putrid black and violet flames. Pillars of smoke descended to the sky as Charlotte shook, tears continuing to spill from her eyes, as most of the crowd watched her.
At the end of the morning’s execution, Aiden angrily pulled Charlotte along the dark corridors of the palace, back to her quarters for the rest of the day. “Charlotte,” he said, as she struggled to keep up with him. “You will not embarrass me again, do you understand?”
“You’re hurting me!” she cried, trying to get free.
He stopped walking and pinned her against a stony wall, his face almost touching hers. “I will be ruler in a day. You will not ruin this for me. I chose you, so you will obey me.”
She glared angrily back at him. “You can rule without me because I do not love you.”
This enraged him. He struck her again and tore her from the wall, pulling her once again toward her bedchamber. “You will not see me again until our wedding, Charlotte.”
Just as they were about to round a corner, Charlotte’s eyes happened upon a small platoon of guards pushing crude, metal gurneys covered over with black tarps. She squinted to get a better look. A single, silvery arm emerged from under the tarp, hanging over the side as the gurney hit a crack in the floor. Charlotte’s grew wide immediately as she recognized this hand so well—the hand from her dream. She grasped onto the whistle again.
And there was one outcast walking with the group of guards, she noticed. A sad, little girl with tight, brown curls and a doll-like complexion. Charlotte frowned at this familiar face.
Aiden swung open the door to her bedroom and flung her to the ground. He glared at her. “You can’t leave this room until we are married.” Charlotte noticed in his angry young face he was hiding some other emotion. Flashes of fear colored his eyes.
“Charlotte, I will not lose you again.” He spoke more softly, but instead of leaving, he stepped closer to her, closing the door behind him.
She scurried away, tripping over herself to the bed, afraid. But Aiden’s long legs were quickly moving in on her again, grabbing her by the back of her dress, spinning her around to face him. He cupped her face in his hands and violently pressed his mouth to hers. She tried to pull away, crying out in protest.
“You’ve always defied me, Charlotte.” He pushed her down on the bed with his body. “The whole time I watched you grow up, you were impossible to control.”
Hot tears streamed down her face as a distantly familiar pair of blue eyes flashed in her mind. They belonged to those hands. That was who she really loved. Realization slammed into her. A Vampire, she thought. That was what bothered her so badly this morning. She was sure of it. Memories began flooding back to her instantly as she grasped her necklace again.
Aiden removed his jacket, throwing it to the floor. He was over her again, forcing his lips against hers. She tried to pull her face away, but his large hands kept it there. He started to undo the front of her dress.
Just then, the door to the chamber swung open, causing Aiden to immediately pull away from Charlotte, who remained like stone on the bed.
In the doorway, a petite woman appeared. She was dressed in the garnet-colored uniform of the palace, and in her hands was a silver tray.
“Lunch!” the melodic little voice rang out. Curls poked out from all sides of the handkerchief across her head.
Charlotte, upon recognizing that voice, sat straight up in her bed. She knew who this face belonged to. She opened her mouth to yell her name, but the Witch brought a single finger to her lips to quiet her.
Distracted, Aiden ran a hand across his bangs. “Y-yes,” he began nervously.
“Good.” She turned back to Charlotte. “Well, Charlotte, I trust you will obey me from now on. I will see you tomorrow.” He turned on his heel and left the room.
As soon as the door closed, Sarah dropped the empty tray, sprinted over to Charlotte and wrapped her in her small, delicate arms, and Charlotte did so in return. Sarah could not say anything, but merely began to sob.
“Sarah…” Charlotte started, running her hand up and down her back, astounded she actually remembered this person’s name. “Sarah, I’m here. It’s okay.”
Sarah looked into Charlotte’s cleaned face, wiping at her eyes. “It’s not okay, Charlotte! They have captured us! They’ll kill us tomorrow morning unless we find a way to get out of here.”
Charlotte reached for her whistle again. “You gave me this,” she said.
“No. Valek gave it to you. But I gave it back before you were taken. It protects against Elven magic,” she explained through sobs. “It causes it to wear off.”
Charlotte reached around her neck and unclasped the thing in her hand. There was that name again. “Who is Valek?”
Sarah looked mystified at her. “Valek. The one you are fated to.” She grabbed Charlotte’s hand and turned it over, pointing out the lines there. “Remember? Your father. Your lover.”
It slowly came back to Charlotte in small pieces. She continued to stare at the whistle.
“They put you under a spell, Charlotte, so you would forget. But it’ll all come back to you, I promise.”
“Here. You need this more than I do now. I was able to remember you because of this. You need to give this to the Vampire. Perhaps now it can protect him.”
Sarah smiled faintly before clasping the necklace around her own neck. She lowered her eyes. “I was so afraid we would not see you again,” she whispered, and took Charlotte’s hand in hers, turning it over again. “But I forgot what fate told me.”
Charlotte looked down at the lines in her palm once more. One of them began to shrivel and disappear, until only one of them was left. She looked, eyes wide, at Sarah, who was now smiling.
“The whistle protected you against Meredith Price’s spells. That fate line must have been placed there a long time ago by magic. It is fake.” Hope filled the place where fear had been living.
“And where is…?” Charlotte struggled to remember the name. “The one that I love?”
“Valek,” Sarah reminded. “The guards have placed the coven down in the dungeons until sunrise.”
“But I am getting married at sunrise,” Charlotte whispered.





Chapter Twenty-Eight

Equinox


A full moon lifted high over the horizon, casting a diamond glow about the frost starting to cover the autumn leaves. It was the signal for the Autumnal Equinox—the beginning of the time of darkness. But the Regime would not let the dark take its rightful place on the throne now. Light would always rule over the world.
Aiden was still awake in his lonely bedchamber. He paced the stone floors, nervously glancing toward his empty bed every so often. In just a few hours he would be prime ruler of not only the secret, magic Occults, but the human race as well. The pressure weighed like a brick of lead on each shoulder, and he spread his arms out wide on the face of his desk. He looked at his reflection in the mirror on the far wall. He aged more and more each day. He looked back at the messy bedclothes from his sleepless night.

***

Charlotte was also still awake, dressing in one of the intricate dresses made for her by Meredith and the other wives of the high Wizards. The one she chose was one of the simpler ones—black. Sarah, who’d remained disguised in the palace keeper’s uniform, hurried her from the doorway. “Come on! Valek will be awake now.”
Sarah grabbed Charlotte by the wrist as the crept quietly down the pitch hallway, listening carefully for guard footsteps. The two made their way, ducking out from the torchlights that hung on the walls by dim tapestries.
“Do you know where you’re going?” Charlotte whispered.
“Stop!” a gruff voice shouted after them.
The two lurched and froze, turning to see an approaching guard. Charlotte’s heart leapt into her throat.
“Oh!” The guard straightened up, startled. “Pardon me, miss. I had not realized it was you.”
Charlotte and Sarah looked at each other. “Uh…yes,” Charlotte stammered. “Um…carry on. As you were.”
The guard nodded at her once before walking in the opposite direction.
They began again through the palace, down the stairways, through different corridors. They rounded one corner when their gaze met with a tall, cloaked figure slightly hunched, a metal claw protruding from one sleeve. He had his back to them and was speaking with Aiden’s father.
Sarah gasped. “That’s….”
Charlotte hushed her quickly as she strained to hear what the two were saying.
“That despicable little rat is clouding the mind of my heir, Danek,” Vladislov grumbled tiredly. “I want her dead not far after the wedding.”
“Understood, my liege. But if Aiden finds out, you may have another war on your hands.”
Charlotte covered her mouth to suppress any sort of noise.
“Aiden shall not find out. The girl will die by ‘natural causes’,” the High Wizard said. “As we agreed, Danek. The empire may have a new face, but I will see that my original law of keeping our existence a secret will live on forever.”
Sarah yanked Charlotte by the shoulder down a different hallway. “No one is dying that I care about.” She huffed as she held out her enchanted needle to the floor. “To the dark!” she ordered as a large, gaping hole in the floor appeared, swallowing the two of them. They plummeted until Sarah waved her needle again, slowing them just before they hit a stony bottom. She pulled open a large, wooden door, and they ran down more steps, until they finally found themselves at the beginning of the dungeon.
The rank smell hit Charlotte’s nose and made her stomach turn. She wrapped her arms around herself as they slowly began walking. Memories of her past continued to come back to her in waves. Meredith’s potion had been very strong, and Charlotte fought to remember Valek’s face. All she could see in her mind, though, were his blue eyes.
Sarah turned to her, holding a finger to her lips again as they passed several cells filled with Vampires and other creatures of the dark. “Do not look anyone we don’t know in the face,” Sarah whispered.
Charlotte nodded as she saw several dark figures reach out toward her from the corner of her eyes.
“Blood,” they moaned at her. A few of them hissed. “Please.”
Charlotte shuddered but she did not look until she heard her name called out to her.
“Charlotte,” Mr. Třínožka weakly groaned from behind the mucky bars.
Charlotte ran over, stretching her hand to him. “Pane Třínožka! Are you all right?” He was too weak to answer. She saw that his goggles had been cracked, and Edwin was lifeless again, hanging limply from his vest pocket. “It’s okay, Mr. Třínožka. We are going to get you out of here.”
“Charlotte!” Sarah called to her from down the hall. She turned to see the Witch beckon for her. She left the cell of the Phaser and ran to see Sarah standing before the cell of the most beautiful man Charlotte had ever seen. A face she instantly remembered belonging to the hands in her dream. Her heart thudded against her chest as everything finally flooded back to her. “Valek!” she cried.
He lifted his head to her. “Lottie….” He groaned quietly. She could see the battle he had been through painted on his face and clothes. The sides of his face and shoulders were blackened by his grappling with the flames, and his once beautiful lips were scarred beyond recognition.
Charlotte fell to her knees, her arm extended all the way toward him between the bars. “Valek….” Tears rolled down her face again. “Come on! You have to fight this. He will have me marry him tomorrow,” she cried. “They will kill you. We can’t give up yet. You promised me.”
“I love you, Lottie.” The words barely came out.
“Valek, you have to get up,” she begged him. “I can’t do this without you!”
“Charlotte,” he murmured. “You cannot marry him.”
“I know!” she cried. “Please. You have to get up.”
Sarah reached behind her head, unclasped the necklace, and tossed it between the bars to Valek. It clamored on the stone just inches in front of him. “Wear that, Valek,” she instructed. “The sun will be up soon. They will kill you. You have to put that on.” She helped Charlotte to stand. “We have to get you back to your room, Charlotte. If anyone discovers we are down here, we will be in more trouble than we are now.”
The two of them hurried back through the long dungeon hallway. Charlotte could not control her sobs as Sarah tried to hush her.
“Y-you don’t understand.” Charlotte ferociously wiped at her face. “He will die and I-I won’t even get to say goodbye.”

Sarah frowned as well as more tears swelled in her own eyes. She quietly opened the door before looking one last time down the dark corridor in Valek’s direction. She willed his consciousness to return, begged him to rise from the ashes just one more time, and closed the door behind her.
Once they found themselves back in Charlotte’s bedroom, the girl was inconsolable. She buried her face deep within her pillow, lost, her arms wrapped around her middle in an effort to hold herself together. Sarah sat on the edge of the bed, running her hand along Charlotte’s spine.
“Charlotte, you have to calm down,” Sarah said. “Valek will find a way to come through. He always does.”
“How can he?” Charlotte turned her face to one side. “They’ll kill him. And I will be getting married to that ugly coward.” She continued in broken sobs.
“Oh, Charlotte.” She sighed. “Where is your God?”





Chapter Twenty-Nine

The End


Charlotte, who had finally cried herself into a deep sleep, jumped at the sound of a hard rapping at the door. This woke Sarah as well. The two of them sat up, staring eagerly at the door.
“Charlotte,” Sarah whispered. “Whatever happens, we are with you.”
Charlotte swallowed as the door swung open to reveal Meredith Price and the other wives of the Regime Order. They were positively beaming with excitement.
Meredith clasped her hands in front of her face. “Oh good! You are already awake.” The lot of them stepped farther into the room. Meredith regarded Sarah on the bed. “Thank you, wench. You may leave.”
Sarah and Charlotte looked at each other in absolute horror.
“Now!” Meredith screeched.
Sarah got up from the bed, and with one last look to Charlotte, slowly and silently, made her way out of the room.
Meredith turned to Charlotte. “Good. Now then, my dear, sunrise is only a little while away. Let’s get you into your wedding dress!”

***

Several stories below, the onslaught of the coming morning was beginning to plague the enslaved coven and the rest of the Regime prisoners. Valek, since last night, had gotten some of his strength back after reaching for the small, enchanted whistle. He was now lingering against the cell bars, waiting. He bit down on his lower lip, tasting the cold, previously ingested blood. Despite the massive overbearing noise of moaning and hissing, he heard Francis and Lusian stir in the cell next to his.
Francis, are you with me?
Yes, we are here—barely.
And what of the others?

The rest of the coven mentally answered him back in faint mental sentences.
And the lot of you down the hall, Valek’s thought was a holler to those Vampires he had not yet met. They also responded, some largely stronger than others.
As the guards in the palace above began to rally together to begin their dissention into the dungeon, Valek mentally laid out a simple, but potentially effective plan. They probably would not survive with the coming of the day, but if they fought right, Francis would be able to take out Vladislov, distracting the Regime guards while Valek disappeared in an effort to find Aiden and destroy him before his wedding. They would all surely perish, but Charlotte would be safe with Sarah, and the Regime would finally be overthrown. It was the last and only way Valek could save her. All of the Vampires in the rotting jail fervently agreed.

***

Upstairs, Aiden sat on the edge of his bed, turning the small, gold wedding band over and over in his fingers. He had not gone to bed that night. Instead, he contemplated if what he had done was entirely wrong. Charlotte’s teary, fearful face flashed in the dim glint of the gold ring.
Aiden had never wanted to turn into this—into Vladislov. He believed if he ruled over the mortal world with a mortal wife, there would be freedom. It would be what the empire had wanted for decades. But instead, he fell victim to his lust and his greed for her. The thoughts of having her next to him for his entire reign ruled over every other form of rationalization. He gripped the ring tight in his fist and leaned his forehead against it.
Even with his mother’s spells, Charlotte did not love him. He’d made the mistake of letting who he truly was show itself to her. It was absolutely uncontrollable. He recalled the last careless day they had spent together before everything had fallen to hell. The natural sun shone so brightly over the pond water, and she’d looked so happy and beautiful as he watched her float there. There was no care in the world that day. But then the clouds rolled in.
He opened his eyes and looked around his empty bedchamber once more, at his traditional wedding suit hanging on the bedpost. He would make it up to Charlotte. He would be the best partner to her he could possibly be. He had made up his mind and stood from the bed to go and wash up.

***

Meredith and the others had scrubbed Charlotte down so her skin glowed just as brightly as theirs did. But Charlotte knew, even though she was miserable, she could not let on that Meredith’s spell had worn off. She must pretend she remembered nothing still as she sat in the parlor chair, letting the Elven women curl her hair and shine her up.
Meredith beamed. “You will look beautiful, my dear. We are all so happy for you! Glinda, get the perfume!”
“I know I will be,” Charlotte responded, without much color at all. She could not shake the image of Valek from her mind. “How much longer until the wedding?”
Meredith chuckled to her counterparts. “Look how excited my new daughter is to wed.” She turned to Charlotte. “Very, very soon, darling. Don’t you worry.”

***

The guards began down the stairs in two-by-two formation. Their grim complexions highlighted only by the small flames at the end of their fingertips as they marched through the doors into the dismal dungeon crypt.
“All right, leeches. It’s time to die,” the head officer grumbled.
The patrol attacked the cell doors, tearing them open to capture their prey. But when they expected to be met with the defeated pre-corpses of the doomed, the various Vampires and others slammed into them in pure riot. Balls of flames were flying as fast as fangs were.
Valek leapt out, slamming one of the guard’s faces deep into the bricks, flattening the skull. “Remember!” he called out. “Don’t be afraid to drain them! You are to die, anyway! Their magic can’t hurt you now!” He ran past the various battles about the dungeon. Francis and Lusian were close next to him as the three began to climb the stairs to the upper parts of the palace.
“Francis, you must find the main quarters now, before Vlaidslov leaves to attend the wedding,” Valek said grimly as they ran.
Palace guards that stood on the upper floors began to chase after them, hurling whatever elements they could in an effort to stop them. Electricity, wind, ice, but the three were determined and successful at dodging each of the attacks.
“I know. I can smell the vile stench of him from her,” Francis said. “Valek, before I leave,” he started, as his turn was coming. “I want you to know how much I truly care about you. As a friend and as a creator. You are amazing to me, and if there is no afterlife for me to see you again, I hope wherever you end up, you are happy.”
Valek and Francis grabbed hands for the last time as they continued to run, before Francis disappeared around a grand corridor that led to a large staircase, and up to what would be Vladislov’s quarters.
“It’s just you and me now.” Lusian and Valek bumped fists as they raced onward through the palace.
Valek inhaled and quickly turned his head to the left, to the sound of distant organ music playing. “The ceremony is starting.” Valek felt the anxiety crawling under his skin. “Godspeed, Lusian,” he said, before skidding on his heels to stop, and racing faster than the mortal eye could see in a different direction.
He could hear the conversation and laughter of somewhere between two and three hundred of the Regime’s most esteemed guests. This was it. He closed his eyes and inhaled again, pushing his body faster and faster, despite the raging pain of the coming sun.

***

When Francis finally got to the top of the tower and saw Vladislov’s door, he sucked in a free, sweet breath that burned in his lungs before heading straight into the wood, splintering it all over the room. Sure enough, Vladislov was just on the other side in his fine robes. He turned to see Francis standing there and smiled.
“Ah, my old friend. It has been ages,” Vladislov crooned. “How are you?”
“I don’t have time, Vlad. I have to kill you and be done with it.”
“You know, despite all of this time, I have never forgotten your little pet you sent me. Valek, is it?” He stroked his beard with his mechanical hand.
“Valek is on his way to kill the only heir to your throne.”
“Ah. I wish him well then. I hope he has better luck this time.” Vladislov chuckled and waved his hand. Dawn, which had begun ascending just outside his window, seemed to implode back under the horizon, buying Valek a little more time. Francis breathed a little. “We could have ruled both the light and the dark until you left, Francis. But as you can see, I’ve grown old, and you’ve fallen in love with someone else. Do you want darkness, really? Because I can give that to you.” He swept his hand through the air again, making all of the candle flames around the room flicker out. The strands of smoke slowly circled and entwined together as Francis watched in thoughtful wonder. They gathered into one, massive clump, creating three, beastly, dragon-like heads that snarled and chomped near his face, blowing his silver curls back. The chill that formed in the chamber was enough to send a chill even up a Vampire’s spine. He shuddered.
“I can trap you in the darkness forever, Francis! You should have listened to me! You should have remained human! Remained in the light with me! We would have ruled together,” Vladislov cried. “But instead, you chose the darkness. You wanted to change. You made that decision the night you got sick and drank from a Vampire. You panicked, you coward!” His bony hand swiped through the dark room again, sending glass bottles from shelves smashing across the wooden floorboards.
“You cast me out, Vladislov. You condemned me! If you truly wanted me as your companion, you wouldn’t have done that. No matter what I was.”
One of the dragonheads reared back, a large roar tearing through the room, down the hall. The thing lurched forward, striking Francis in the chest before traveling straight through him and out. The stone walls around them began to shake and crumble.
“What is the matter? Too much darkness for you to handle?” Vladislov laughed.
A black film began to stretch out from under Francis’ clothes, over the white skin on his arms and face. The new skin wrapped itself under his hairline, in his ears and around his neck, until he was completely transformed.
“What is this?” Francis blanched, examining his hand.
“You are what you fight for. You are darkness itself. You are death. Whatever you touch now will die like the death you now embody. There will be no light where you go. There will be no happiness. You will live as I have for the past several decades. Alone.”
Francis furiously lunged at Vladislov’s throat, his fangs bared. They penetrated the flesh there and tore out the jugular, spitting it to the ground.
A frozen, shocked expression was eternally painted on the aged Wizard’s dead face as he dropped to his bony knees and fell face-first to the floor, smashing into a million glassy pieces before disappearing altogether.
Francis turned then, to examine himself in a dusty, full-length mirror against the wall. His eyes were no longer eyes, but orbs of self-emitting light. And his skin was as pure black as it could possibly be. Only his white hair kept its original color. No longer a Vampire, or anything else he had ever recognized. But Vladislov was dead, and once again, the sun had begun its ascension in the East, and Valek was running out of time. Francis flew out of the room, a new shadowy mist stringing behind him as he went.

***

The crowd gathered in massive clumps behind low, velvet-draped stonewalls to witness the wedding of Elf and mortal. Meredith had gotten Charlotte into her billowing ivory dress successfully and walked her to the start of the great hall.
When the crowd saw Charlotte, she was hit with rolling waves of cheering and joy, which soured against her own feelings. Down the long, forsaken aisle lined with lilies and garnet roses, she could see Aiden, standing in front of a high priest, his hands folded neatly in front of him. The hall, though stone, was warmly lit by dozens of golden candelabras and a grand chandelier in the center. A large, baroque window carved into the far wall behind the priest displayed a magnificent sunrise.
Tears rolled quietly down Charlotte’s face as she watched the pink beams of light begin to set the horizon on fire. She felt Meredith’s hand slide against the small of her back.
“I know, dear. Beautiful, isn’t it?” Meredith sighed. She looked her soon-to-be daughter in the eyes. “Are you ready?”
Charlotte quickly wiped at her cheeks with gloved hands and nodded, adjusting her bouquet to her center. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Meredith give the signal to the organ player, who immediately sat down, and dramatically raised his arms in the air to begin playing a wedding march.
The sound rang hollow through Charlotte’s head, too distant for her to hear. And though she did not consciously tell her feet to move, they did, and she was walking.
Slowly, she passed the onlookers that surrounded her, smiling. They murmured things to each other as she passed. She looked to Aiden, who stood very still and poised at her destination, waiting, then glanced past him at the sun, now blazing like a thousand firing cannons aiming for her. She closed her eyes as more tears rolled. Valek is dead, she told herself as they dripped off her chin.
“I love you so much, Valek,” she whispered. “Wait for me.” She continued walking, every step closing her in to her eminent disaster. She saw Aiden smile at her, and she dropped her gaze, thinking she might be sick.
“Charlotte! ” someone roared from the back of the hall. Everyone turned their attention to the entrance.
Charlotte spun, dropping the bouquet at her feet. She saw him then, standing there. Dirty and beautiful. His scarred skin seemed to glow from within as he began running to her. Everyone in the hall was in a panic as guards struggled to stop him.
“Valek,” she said quietly, though rejoicing louder than she ever had. She turned back around to the windows in horror then. “Valek, stop! The sun!”

***

Ignoring her words, he continued to run as fast as he could, though everything in his world seemed in slow motion now. Only a feet from her, he could see his own reflection mirrored back to him in Charlotte’s big, glassy eyes. Valek looked straight into them as he passed her, knowing that may be the last time. No matter how many deaths he died, he would never forget what they looked like—how bright they were.
Normally, when human beings know they were about to die, they saw their entire life flash before them. Well, these images he saw were his life. They were Charlotte, every one of them. He saw the glistening streets of Prague nearly two decades ago. He felt her tiny hand grasp his finger as she took her first steps. He heard the first time she ever said his name, and then the last. He closed his eyes.

To Charlotte’s terror, he overlooked her completely and ran straight for the Elf at the end of the hallway. The cracks in his skin emitted a strong, white light before being encompassed completely by golden flames, as the morning sun struck him.
Charlotte screamed, her legs collapsing underneath her weight. She stretched her hands out to him, calling his name.

Valek slammed into Aiden, refusing to burn until Aiden was dead. He sank his teeth deep into the throat of the Elf as Aiden grappled to get him off. Valek’s jaw stayed fixed on the Elf’s throat as he pulled and pulled, until there was no life left to take. He felt Aiden’s body go limp, and he let it collapse to the floor before dropping to his knees. The flames that engulfed his body were now fading, licking just at the surface before sputtering out completely.

Charlotte found the strength in her legs to run to him then. She hoisted the material of her dress up around her knees as she stumbled. “Valek! ” she screamed against the silence, and collapsed beside him.
Her hands hovered over his body as he lay before her, broken. She could barely see what the sun had done to him from behind the blur of her tears. “Valek,” was all she could say. She gently ran her fingers through his hair. She did not want to touch his ruined skin in fear it might crumble into ash. Instead, her hands fell in her lap as everyone who was still in the hall numbly looked on.
“Valek,” she cried. “If you can hear me, wait for me. Please.” The words burned so badly in her throat as she spoke them. She could barely open her eyes with the heaviness she felt as she finally draped herself over his chest. “I love you.” She continued to let her tears disappear in the material of his clothes.
The spider Třínožka and Sarah burst into the room. They were met with hundreds of gazes. Meredith Price, who had been watching in frozen horror suddenly burst forth, running to her son’s side as Charlotte had. She clutched her son’s head in her hands. “My baby! My son!” She turned her eyes angrily on Charlotte. “What have you done?  You will die for this!” she hissed. “For taking away my child.”
Charlotte looked up at her and then at the hundreds of eyes resting on her also.
“No one will touch the girl.” Sarah leapt off the Spider’s back and approached where Charlotte and Valek lay. “We have killed every leader in the Regime order.” Sarah’s announcement was responded to with gasps from around the hallway.
To everyone’s surprise, Lusian, Dusana, Sasha, Jorge, and a much different looking Francis emerged from behind Mr. Třínožka, as well as a few other Vampires Charlotte did not recognize. She stood. “What’s going on? How are you alive?”
“We drained the blood of powerful Elves from every denomination,” Lusian explained. “Be it fire, wind, earth, or water. It has always been said the blood of one from magic is poison to us. But we have discovered consuming the life of someone of the light will protect us against it.” He flashed his fangs at Meredith. “Valek is alive,” he said joyfully.
Everyone looked to the Vampire lying next to Charlotte.
“Because he drank from Aiden. Light cannot rule over darkness anymore because we now know your secret. We will leave in peace if you do not follow us,” Lusian announced to Meredith.
“Who is going to follow you now?” Tears streamed from Meredith’s eyes. “You have killed my entire family.”
“Aiden is not dead,” Sarah said softly. “But he will need immediate attention. If you don’t want one of us to finish the job, you will not follow us when we leave. Light and dark should exist in balance. One may not rule over the other, or the world will surely fall in on itself.”
Meredith turned back to her son, taking his hand in hers. “Fine! Go! We will not bother you. I just want my baby to come back to me.” She cried and buried her face in his chest.
The coven rushed to Valek’s side and hoisted him onto Mr. Třínožka’s back, where Dusana jumped up and fastened Valek to him using her many belts. Lusian followed.
“Come on, Charlotte.” Sarah held her arms out.
Charlotte blinked at her, but before leaving for the final time, she turned once more to look at Meredith, on the floor with her son.
“Meredith.” The woman did not look at her. “I want you to know if I ever see your face again, I will personally not rest until I know you are dead.”
Charlotte wiped the last of her hot tears away from her eyes and walked out of the palace hall with Sarah and the rest of what she considered to be her family.





Chapter Thirty

Reprise


It was evening back in what used to be the Southern Bohemian Occult when Charlotte and the coven walked through her familiar bent, iron gate, past the small cemetery, and under the long, forest tunnel. They walked into the town square she had not seen in what felt like an eternity. They were not greeted by any sort of parade. There were no celebrations for the unsung heroes of the night as they made their way past the old, abandoned inns and shops. The sign to Edwin’s store had been broken and was dangling from one chain in the wind. Charlotte suspected it would be a while for her forsaken town to regain its magic.
Francis had left them. He went where he could exist in eternal night, where he could not harm any of the ones he loved, including Charlotte. He bid them a farewell after seeing them safely back through the forests to the Occult city border.
“I will be watching over all of you from the city of the night,” he told them. “No harm will come to you as long as I am there.” And then he was gone as easily as a shadow in a bright flash of light.
Sarah, who had been riding atop the spider for the journey, had been tending to Valek as they went, cleaning up the charred cracks and sooty scars. All of her books and spells had been left at Francis’ home in Prague. Tomorrow, she would cook up a transportation spell to retrieve them. That was the plan she’d told them. Whether she would succeed or not, the others really didn’t know.
Charlotte, who led the group through the abandoned square, could see clearly the large, brown house with the one spire at the front and the cockeyed roof shingles. She stopped walking when she could see her porch steps, too, surrounded by the low, green bushes that had now grown all over the cobblestone footpath. She inhaled the frostbitten air and ran to it. She tripped all over the bottom of her wedding dress, if she even wanted to call it that, ripping the hem to shreds. She ran up the steps like they were her last salvation and collapsed, her hand grasping the small brass doorknob.
Home. A place she thought she’d never see again. She would never take it for granted. Home. She didn’t even bother to open the door. The mere knowing that home was just on the other side of it was enough. She sat on her porch and buried her face in her knees. It was finally all over.
She felt Sarah come and sit beside her. “I can’t imagine how this must feel to you right now.”
Charlotte looked at her. “Of course you can! This is home to you now also. You don’t have to be anyone’s servant anymore. Now all you have to be is my friend.” They smiled at each other before they embraced.
Mr. Třínožka grumbled at the start of the footpath and they both looked at him. “I don’t mean to break this up, but we’ve gotta get this feller inside.” He indicated Valek, who was still strapped to his back. Sarah smiled at Charlotte again before running to help Dusana and Lusian carry him inside.
They easily trailed up the stairs of the house and down the hallway, laying Valek on his bed. The dark drapes were left open so the silver moonlight would be there when he opened his eyes. He would know then that everything was okay. No more hiding. No more fighting. Perhaps it had all just been some horrible nightmare that was over now.
Charlotte stayed downstairs while they did this, trusting Sarah would make sure he’d be comfortable. Instead, she trailed the lower parts of the house, her hands brushing along each wall, ensuring herself she was truly there.
The study, which had been thoroughly abused in their absence—books all over the floor, furniture overturned—was still there, with its forest green walls and wooden moldings. Charlotte bent to pick up her Volume on Vampire Anatomy and placed it back in the same place she had put it thousands of times before. Her sketchbook had been tossed about also, and a picture that had been torn out from between its brown covers was one she had been sketching for Valek. It was of the two of them and their home, together. She picked it up, considering it needed a few new additions.
Ultimately, she made her way past the foyer and the kitchen, to the back room, where she had seldom been allowed. His office. Cautiously she opened the door. What she found on the other side was exactly how he had left it. Pristine. White. Organized. A true embodiment of who he was. Valek’s papers were carelessly shuffled about on the desk like he had been there just last evening. Charlotte hugged the drawing to her chest and smiled. She was really home.
“Charlotte?”
She turned to see the others standing in the threshold of the office.
“Are you all right?” Jorge asked.
She nodded, folding the sketch behind her quickly and smiled. “Yes, just having a look around.”
“Valek should be awake soon,” Dusana offered.
“Thank you. I’ll go up in a minute.”
They waited, looking at her expectantly.
“Oh! Yes, let me show you around. You can make yourself at home anywhere you want.” She cautiously walked past them. Tomorrow, Charlotte decided, she would take them all out hunting in the daylight.
Once they were all settled in; Jorge in the study, reading by the fire after Sarah had magically seen to it that all of the books had been stacked back where they belonged, Lusian, Sasha, and Dusana searching around in the kitchen until they found Valek’s emergency blood packets, and Mr. Třínožka napping in the middle of Charlotte’s singed, old bedroom with Edwin as a teddy bear, Charlotte finally made her way to Valek’s bedroom.
She closed the door softly behind her, as she had weeks ago when she snuck into his room the first time. But she could see him now, lying peacefully in the center of the bed—the first time he had ever slept peacefully. She crept over to him as she had before, pulling one knee up and then the other, until she was lying next to him, her arm fastened securely over his chest. Sighing, she closed her eyes.
“Valek,” she began when he still did not wake up. “I love you.”
Valek opened his eyes.





Epilogue


Charlotte visited each room one by one in the large house at the end of the town square, biding a “good night” to her newfound family. First Sarah, Lusian, and Dusana, then Sasha, Jorge was the last of the Vampires, then Mr. Třínožka who slept in the study by the fire, ever with his little Edwin. He would create a new burrow for himself in the morning just under the house, so he would always be close. Charlotte opened the door to one last bedroom, left vacant. A small, golden wedding band sat alone in the center of the bed. Charlotte gave a tiny smile. “Dobrou noc, Andela,” she whispered, before closing the door behind her.
She finally skipped back to his bedroom, where Valek was sitting on the edge of the bed, toying with something small in his hands. She ran over and pounced into his lap. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pecked his cheek. “What is that?”
“It is your birthday present.” He held up a little silvery whistle to the moonlight. “Belated, of course.”
Charlotte cocked her head and grasped it. “But I already have one.” The thing was beautiful, however. It was intricately done, with the image of a phoenix carved into the sides, embellished in pieces of jet and pearl.
“You don’t,” Valek mused. “It was destroyed in the flames as I wore it. Its pieces must be somewhere in the Regime still.”
“I love it!” She reached behind her neck to clasp the necklace chain.
Valek’s large hands replaced hers as he helped her. It fell just in front of her chest. It was smaller and more delicate than the one she used to have. She continued to study it.
“I had Sarah order it from a human merchant days ago, when we were still in the city. There is nothing enchanted about this. It is meant more as a symbol that I will forever be here to protect you, no matter what happens, Charlotte. No matter how much fire we endure.” He closed both of her small hands in his. He turned the whistle to the backside and read the letters carved there. “We will always rise.”
She smiled as she then fully understood the symbol of the phoenix and lifted her face to kiss him. “Thank you, Valek. I will treasure it.”
“I am never going to let you leave my sight again, Lottie,” he said seriously.
“I wouldn’t want you to.” She nuzzled his chin. They sat in silence for a few moments, thinking privately. He did not cross the boundaries of her mind. “We are safe, Valek,” she reminded him.
“Yes. For now, we are.” He rested his cheek atop her head.
“And you will walk in the daylight tomorrow.” She beamed. “Like the others.”
He smiled. “Yes. I will.”
They were together. Finally. They were the moon and the sun—the light and the darkness—together and to be alone to more.


* * *
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