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          Prologue: Micah

        

      

    
    
      I didn’t know what had become of Rose and Caleb. I just hoped that, unlike me, they’d managed to get away.

      After the white witch had emerged from the lower deck of the yacht, Caleb, Rose and I had managed to leap into the water. Shortly after that, my limbs froze and I lost sight of them. Beneath the waves, unable to even kick up toward the surface, I was sure that I would die in those waters.

      The waves began to suck me backward, closer and closer to the yacht again, until my head knocked against the underside of the hull. No longer able to hold my breath, I swallowed my first mouthful of seawater. Even though the sea water stung my eyes, I forced them open. Staring up at the lightening sky through the dark waters, I was so sure that would be my last vision as I felt myself sliding deeper and deeper toward the sea bed. A second gulp of seawater. It wouldn’t be long now.

      But then, in a wave of energy that rushed from the tips of my toes to my fingertips, whatever spell that white witch had cast on me lifted suddenly. I regained control over my limbs. Kicking furiously, I managed to reach the surface before swallowing a third gulp. Choking and wheezing, I grabbed hold of the closest solid thing to me—a rope hanging near the base of the boat. I was feeling too queasy to consider the consequences of heaving myself onto that vessel. I just needed solid deck beneath me.

      Hauling myself up over the railing, I rolled over and landed on the deck. Keeping low against the floor, I crawled toward the steps leading down to the lower deck and, tumbling down them, climbed into a long, narrow storage cupboard beneath the tub in the bathroom and locked myself inside. Trying to steady my breathing, I hoped that the dizziness in my head would go away as I coughed up yet more seawater.

      I remained still, clutching my stomach with my hands as I stared up at the dark ceiling of the closet. I took deep, steady breaths, and finally as the faintness in my head began to lift I turned my thoughts to what I should do next.

      I sniffed the air, trying to detect the scent of the witch. While I detected it still, something told me that it wasn’t strong enough for her to be on this boat. I sniffed the air again. On the other hand, I sensed two new scents that I hadn’t experienced before. It was hard for me to pinpoint exactly what they were—certainly not human, vampire, or werewolf. But something told me that I ought not remain on this boat long enough to find out.

      Shifting onto my side in the narrow container, I motioned to open the closet door when a tremor ran through the vessel. Its force knocked me backward, slamming my head against the wooden panel behind me. For what felt like the next ten minutes, I was thrown back and forward against the sides of the closet. Then, as though the boat had plummeted into a free fall, the front of my body smashed against the roof. My stomach lurched.

      What the hell…

      I was about to attempt to open the door even as I was being thrown around when the boat finally became still again. Rubbing my head, I groaned softly.

      Reaching for the latch, I opened the closet door and rolled out onto the floor. I stood up and walked to the door. About to step into the corridor outside, I froze as I heard a female voice above deck.

      “You can tell him.”

      There was a deep sigh. “All right,” a second female snapped. “But you will come with me. You’re just as responsible for this mess as me.”

      As footsteps sounded overhead, I crept back into the closet and closed the door. Holding my breath, I waited until they neared the edge of the deck, and then they disappeared entirely.

      I waited another five minutes, just to be sure that they had indeed left the boat, and when I detected no further movement, I climbed out of the closet and walked into the corridor outside. Cautiously, I walked to the end of it and climbed the stairs leading up to the deck.

      Goosebumps ran along my skin as a blast of ice-cold wind hit me. I stared out at the scene before me in shock. The boat had been moored in a snowy harbor lined with trees, and in the distance were white-capped mountains.

      I knew this place.

      Last time I was here, I’d been kept in the dungeons as Rhys’ prisoner. I shuddered at the memory. I couldn’t let that happen again. If he found me after I’d betrayed him…

      I backed into the control cabin and gripped the wheel. It was locked fast. I tried to start the engine, but it was out cold. I realized even if I was able to navigate the boat away from the jetty, I didn’t know if I’d be able to leave this island’s boundary. There had been a spell over this Godforsaken place when I’d last been here, keeping everyone trapped inside. I didn’t know if that was still the case.

      I looked out at the sea and gauged the distance between the boat and the sun hitting the waves, just beyond the boundary.

      I climbed out of the yacht. My bare feet touched down on the snowy jetty. I scanned the area for submarines or any other vessel that I could use to at least test my assumption. There were none. That left me with only one option.

      Taking a deep breath, I braced myself before diving into the freezing ocean. The water hit me like a hundred knives stabbing my body. I wanted nothing more than to leap back out, but I began swimming forward with as much speed as I could muster.

      I could no longer feel my hands and feet once I reached the halfway mark, and once I arrived at the boundary, my teeth were chattering and my body trembling uncontrollably. As it turned out, it was all in vain. I hit up against an invisible force field.

      Exhaling sharply, I grimaced as I looked back at the harbor. I had no choice but to return to the beach of this dark island, because I wouldn’t survive much longer in these waters.

      By the time I reached the harbor, it was hard to even breathe and I could barely find strength in my limbs to haul myself up onto the boat. I rolled onto the deck, then descended back to the bathroom where I stripped out of my ripped clothes and wrapped myself in towels. I rubbed my skin, trying to stimulate blood flow. Once I was finally able to feel my toes again, I walked into the room next door and pulled on fresh underwear, a shirt and pants I found in the closet. Then I sat down on the bed and gazed at the door.

      I could no longer deny it: I was trapped on this island.

      Now I had to decide how to best keep myself from getting caught. I didn’t feel comfortable staying on this small boat, but trying to enter the island seemed like suicide.

      For now, I had no choice but to stay where I was. I had to hope that they’d take this boat on an expedition outside, and I’d be able to leap off into the sea, and somehow find my way back to The Shade.

      I walked over to a shadowy corner of the room, with a clear view of the door, and sat down.

      Drawing my knees against my chest, I thought of Kira. The beautiful blonde werewolf who doubled my heartbeat every time she laid eyes on me. And I remembered the promise I’d made Rose just before we were separated. I’d promised her that I’d finally profess my love for Kira as soon as we returned home.

      I just hoped that I’d live to fulfill that promise.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 1: Ben

        

      

    
    
      I left The Shade without the slightest idea of where I would go. I just needed to get away from the island. Away from our people.

      I put the vessel on autopilot after what felt like a couple of hours and sank back in my chair. Hunger ripped through my stomach as I sat in the control cabin, staring out through the window at the dark expanse of water ahead of me. I didn’t know where I was going, and I wasn’t paying attention to the map. I was just speeding forward, hoping to lose myself in an oblivion where I would no longer feel hunger. Where my cravings would subside.

      I tried to distract myself with thoughts of my parents, hoping that the pain of thinking of them might distract me from the physical pain, at least for a few moments. I supposed they would have seen the note by now. They might be wondering why I couldn’t have just stayed. Why I couldn’t have tried to drink the blood stored in the chilling chambers which vampires used while taking the cure. That blood was tinged with Anna’s blood, after all. But I hoped they’d understand that I simply couldn’t risk killing one of our people again. I also hoped that they’d do as I’d requested and not come looking for me. They’d already lost Rose, and now to have me leave so unceremoniously… it would crush them. But they would have to get over it. Our people depended on them.

      Besides, I might not need to stay away too long. I just had to take a timeout. I was desperately hoping that my reaction to being fed animal blood was temporary. That for some reason, my body had demanded human blood on waking, but given time, it would adjust to animal blood just like the rest of the vampires in The Shade. Why should I be any different?

      Although I tried to convince myself of this, I couldn’t shake the memory of the look in my father’s eyes as he’d watched me expel the animal blood. Even he’d said, in all his centuries of experience, he’d never seen a vampire react to animal blood as I had.

      But hope was the only thing I had. I wondered how long a vampire could starve himself of blood. I realized that I didn’t even know whether a vampire could die from lack of blood.

      Being on the subject of blood again, my consciousness became aware of the pain. The fire in my stomach raged on. I clenched my jaw, closing my eyes and wincing. My hands were beginning to tremble. I gripped the edge of my seat.

      I didn’t know exactly how much time had passed since leaving The Shade. I deliberately hadn’t been looking at the time. It only made the hours pass all the more slowly, the situation more unbearable.

      I left the control cabin and stumbled along the passageway into the vessel’s galley. I opened one of the cupboards and scanned the shelves—long-life milk and packaged foods mostly.

      I ripped open a carton of milk and, without thinking, began to chug it down. At this point, I’d drink anything to fill the void in my stomach. I held my nose as I drank, trying not to taste the milk, since I was well aware that human food tasted foul to vampires.

      At first I thought that it might have even worked. As the liquid settled in my stomach, it at least felt less hollow, even if it didn’t relieve the burning. But then I doubled over and retched it all up.

      I tore open a packet of biscuits and began stuffing them into my mouth, chewing forcefully, as if willing my body to accept them. No chance. Soon the floor was covered in a blood-traced soup of milk and biscuits.

      I slammed my fist against the side of the door, denting the metal. Cursing beneath my breath, I staggered to the bathroom and gripped the edges of the sink, breathing deeply and staring at myself in the mirror. I looked paler than I’d ever seen myself before. My green eyes looked darker somehow. I was used to vampires’ eyes being brighter and sharper in color. Not mine. If anything, they had dulled. It was as if a haze had misted them.

      I was frightening myself with my own reflection. I ducked my head over the sink and splashed cold water onto my face before drying myself with a towel.

      I’ll feel better if I can just hold out a few days. Maybe this is something to do with my mixed blood, and I just need more time to adjust than others. I repeated this hope to myself in my head over and over as I resumed my seat in the control room.

      A flashing on the navigation board caught my eye. We were approaching the shore.

      No.

      I slowed the submarine and, turning it round in the opposite direction, headed back toward the open sea.

      I tried to push aside thoughts of the humans who might have been walking along the beach, their sweet blood so easily accessible beneath their swim suits…

      I shook my head vigorously.

      Thinking about it only made the hunger in my stomach roar louder. The memory of Yasmine lying in a pool of blood on our living room floor was still fresh in my mind. As much as the beast within me was screaming to kill again, I wasn’t sure that I could take another aftermath of guilt. And I feared that, if I allowed myself to make a habit of this, my body might never learn to accept animal blood.

      I wondered if it might be possible to train my body. If I starved it to such an extent that it would consume literally anything I put in my mouth just to survive…

      I kept trying to reassure myself that things would work out. That I wouldn’t spend the last of my days alone in this submarine. That I would learn to stomach animal blood. But as the hours passed, I found myself less and less in control of my thoughts. The only thing I could think about was the humans I imagined walking along the nearby beach. Until finally my body took on a life of its own. My brain shut down, and instinct took over. I felt barely even conscious as my hands reached for the controls and turned the vessel back toward the shore.

      The next few hours were a blur.

      I was only vaguely aware of the sun burning into my skin as I beached on the shore. My senses were too overwhelmed by the feel of soft skin beneath my fangs, and then the hot rush of blood gushing down my throat. Pure, sweet blood. The screams surrounding me, the hands trying to pull me off, all of it faded into the background. The only thing that existed in the world at that moment was the human trapped in my arms and the ecstasy coursing through my veins. The feeling of complete satisfaction. Of strength so great that I might lift a mountain. Strength that I could barely contain.

      I didn’t even recall how I broke away from the crowds on the beach and made it back to the submarine.

      Nor did I recall speeding away from the shore.

      It was only hours later, once the sea had darkened, that the fog in my brain began to lift, the darkness in my eyes fading. And I realized what I’d done. I relived all the horror I’d experienced when I’d killed Yasmine. And now I had the weight of two lives on my shoulders. I couldn’t even remember, in my mad frenzy, whom I’d killed. Whether it was a man, woman, perhaps even a child.

      If I can’t even trust myself floating in a submarine in the depths of the ocean, what is to become of me?
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      Now that I was temporarily satiated, I was determined to distract myself before the next wave of hunger came on. Once I was miles away from shore, I stopped the engine and allowed the submarine to float in the waters.

      I stalked around the submarine, walking up and down the passageway outside, trying to think what I could possibly distract myself with. Then I remembered the map I’d brought with me. Mona’s map that depicted all the gates into this realm. I searched for my backpack and rummaged through it.

      I sat at a table in the galley, spreading it out before me. I stared at the map, pressing a finger against the gate that appeared to be nearest to me. South of Chile. I didn’t know what the purpose of my visit there would be, but I hoped that, if I was distracted with a specific goal, the bloodlust would be a little easier to control. Perhaps I wouldn’t lose myself so easily if my mind was occupied.

      I spent the next few hours navigating toward it. It was early morning by the time I arrived, just before the sun began peeking above the horizon.

      I stopped the submarine half a mile before reaching the sand and left the control cabin. I grabbed the largest cloak I could find—with the longest sleeves and hood—and tucked it beneath my arm. Then, climbing through the hatch and locking it behind me, I slipped into the waters, careful to hold the map above the waves with one hand.

      I breathed deeply as I exited the water and began walking along the sand. I looked up and down, relieved that there was no sign of human life. What appeared to be a dense forest lined the beach. I took a closer look at the map again. I’d have to be fast. I didn’t want to be caught out in the sun. But I was still getting used to the speed at which I could travel. I had to be careful to not propel forward too suddenly in case I rammed right into a tree.

      It wasn’t long before I reached a main road. The problem was, this map was so ancient, it wasn’t like there were road markings. There was just a black cross, and next to it was written Pilabres. It could be an entire town for all I knew. But it didn’t matter right now. I was just enjoying having something to distract my mind with.

      I looked up at the sign post. None of the names matched the one on the map. I ran a few miles up the highway until I reached another sign post. Still no sign of the name.

      I couldn’t help but think I was wasting my time at this point. I should just return to the submarine before I bump into a human.

      I was about to turn around when I caught sight of a building with a large signpost above it. “Pilabres Motel.” Depictions of mountains were painted onto the sides of the building.

      Crossing the road, I approached it cautiously. With each step I took, the smell of human blood grew stronger. I stopped in my tracks, holding my breath, not daring to go a step further.

      Inside this motel, I would find my answer to what Pilabres was exactly. I strained to see through the tinted glass doors. I managed to make out a reception desk. From here, I couldn’t see anyone inside. If I was quick, I might just be able to swipe a few leaflets.

      I started approaching the doors again. Slowly at first, before I began to run. I flew up the steps and swung open the door, holding my nose in an attempt to take in less of the scent. Not even daring to stay long enough to look at what the leaflets were, I grabbed one from each of the holders and stumbled back outside, gasping for breath. I hurtled forward, back across the road and into the forest again. I didn’t stop until I reached a clearing several miles away where I finally felt distant enough from the smell of humans to stop again.

      My chest heaving, I began to examine the leaflets one by one. They all seemed useless to me at first—ads for scuba-diving excursions and hikes—but the last one I laid my eyes on held the answer.

      Cascada Pilabres.

      I’d learnt enough Spanish to know that cascada meant waterfall. I looked back at Mona’s map once again. Then looked at the map on the back of the pamphlet. I began hurtling through the trees again toward it. I crossed road after road that cut through the forest, and soon, I could hear crashing water.

      I quickened my pace. It felt like I was just half a mile away from it now.

      “Surround the area.”

      It was a whisper, perhaps a quarter mile away. I stopped running. I began to detect the smell of human blood through the trees.

      Footsteps rushed through the undergrowth, moving in around me. The scent of blood grew closer. My eyes shot upward to the trees towering above me, and with one massive leap, I sprang up to the top of the nearest one to me. I climbed to the top, peeking out above the canopy of leaves. I scanned the area all around until my eyes fell on the tip of a cliff. A waterfall—about a mile away. Cascada Pilabres, no doubt.

      I looked downward. The sounds of humans approaching were growing louder and louder, and now I could make out a faint beeping approaching along with them. Some sort of device. I couldn’t imagine what a group of humans would be doing in the jungle at such an early hour, or how they could have detected my movement from so far away. But I remained deathly still in that tree as I stared down at a group of seven men beginning to gather in the clearing down below. Peering through the gaps of the leaves, I saw that they were all holding black guns. It was hard to make out their faces. They wore hats that cast shadows over their faces, and some were wearing their collars zipped up high.

      As they looked all around the clearing, their guns held up, I was expecting them to pass by and continue through the forest. But they didn’t. The beeping continued, and as they approached closer to my tree, it seemed to be getting louder.

      Who are these people?

      My breath hitched as all their eyes turned upward. I did my best to keep still, hoping I would merge with the darkness of the tree, but one of them pointed and hissed, “Up there.”

      I had about a second to consider what to do next as all seven men raised their guns and began firing. I didn’t know who these people were, but something told me that I didn’t want one of those bullets hitting my skin.

      Kicking with all my strength against the branch I was perched on, I leapt through the air and landed in the next tree about ten feet away. Bullets ripped through the leaves, following me as I landed. I had barely a few seconds to gain balance before I leapt onto the next tree. Whoever these people were, they were bent on catching me. They were following me on the ground. I hurried my movements, leaping from tree to tree faster and faster, until I hoped that I was nothing but a blur to them.

      I kept leaping from branch to branch until eventually their sounds became distant and I finally felt it safe to slow my pace again. Wiping sweat from my brow, I stared up at the brightening sky. The sun’s rays were close to peeking out from the horizon now.

      If what those men had was a tracking device, it wouldn’t be long before they chased me down again. I had to keep moving. I also had to abandon plans of trying to get to the gate, at least for now. I climbed down from the tree and, as soon as my feet hit the ground, I began racing through the trees, stopping every now and then to listen and reorient myself in case I heard the men again. I was faster running on foot than swinging through the trees. I tried to make a wide circle around the men, so that I could get back to the road, make my way back to the beach and reenter the sub before dawn broke.

      As the trees began to thin, I breathed out in relief. I was almost at the first road now. I was about to make the last steps up to the concrete when the smell of fresh blood consumed me. It came on so suddenly, so unexpectedly, it hit me like a punch to the gut. I’d thought I was still satisfied from my previous victim’s blood, but now I doubled over with hunger again.

      What is wrong with me? I didn’t even feed that long ago.

      I cast my eyes about the forest, straining to hear any sounds of humans approaching. I heard nothing for at least a mile, where I could hear the distant crunching of leaves and that same monotonous beeping.

      The smell was beginning to drive me delirious. It seemed that each second that passed, it became more and more intense. And then I heard it. The creaking of a floorboard.

      My eyes shot upward to see, high up in the trees, a treehouse of sorts. I didn’t need to be a genius to guess that whatever this was, it was the base of those men who’d been chasing me. Holding my breath, trying to not make a sound, I lurched forward again, trying to get away from the treehouse before my darkness took over and I climbed up there and murdered the first human in sight.

      But before I could reach the road, a sharp pain hit the back of my right shoulder. A needle-like object stuck right into it. Behind me, a man in black clothes and a balaclava watched, the needle gun still raised as he observed me.

      I stumbled, reaching for it and yanking it out of my shoulder. Grunting, I staggered forward again toward the road before he could aim another at me. But I barely even made it across the concrete before my legs began to feel heavy, my eyelids weighed down.

      I forced myself into the shadow of the trees, but about ten feet later, my legs gave way beneath me. My head hit a rock and darkness finally claimed me.
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      Fluorescent light blinded me when my eyelids lifted again. As my eyes adjusted to the brightness, my vision came into focus. I was staring at a man with cropped hair and a rugged, pockmarked face. He was sitting in a chair, about five feet away from me.

      His smell filled my nostrils. I could practically feel the beating of his heart, the rush of his blood through his veins. I tried to stand up, but thick chains held me back. I was fastened to a wall. Using all my strength, I pulled against them. They didn’t budge in the slightest.

      I cast my eyes about the room. Other than the man sitting in front of me, it was completely empty. The lighting was made only harsher by the white walls. Opposite me was a tinted glass window, and next to it in the corner was a door.

      “Who are you?” I spat, clenching my fists. It was all I could do to even speak. The hunger I felt for this human was consuming me.

      He maintained a poker face as he looked at me steadily. Slowly, he brushed aside the cuff of his right sleeve and raised his forearm to me. Etched into his tan skin was a brand I recognized. It was the same brand that my father had imprinted on his back. The brand of a hawk. The brand of the hunters…

      My eyes must have registered surprise, because he nodded slowly, giving me a knowing smile.

      “You seem to recognize this,” he said in a nasally voice, brandishing his forearm. “Which coven do you belong to?”

      I bit down on my lower lip. If these people were hunters, the last thing they needed to find out was my identity. They’d try to use me to break into The Shade, or worse.

      I kept my lips sealed, staring at him defiantly. He pulled out a gun from beneath his jacket and closed the distance between us, holding it up against my temple. “You might want to answer when spoken to, vampire. Believe me when I say the only thing keeping you from death is my curiosity, which will be quickly spent.”

      If he was going to kill me anyway, there was no point in me cooperating. When I still refused to answer, he raised the gun and brought its metal edge smashing down against my skull. The pain seared through my head, blinding me momentarily.

      He knelt down in front of me and gripped my jaw, forcing me to look into his eyes.

      “Answer me,” he growled.

      Despite the pain in my skull, I tried to force myself to think straight. Clearly, my identity was more interesting to him than he was letting on. Otherwise why didn’t he just kill me already?

      “One bullet from this gun, and it will burn you up inside. Do you really want to risk that?” A female had just entered the room. She appeared to be in her late twenties, ash-blonde hair tied up in a bun. She looked down at me with cold grey eyes as she placed a hand on the shoulder of the man.

      I glared at her, refusing to flinch beneath her gaze.

      “It seems we need to try a different approach,” she muttered to the man beneath her breath.

      The man’s eyes remained glued on me until they both opened the door and exited the room. I breathed out heavily, rubbing my injured head with my hands.

      It was clear that they wanted something from me, and they wanted it enough to not kill me yet. It was in my best interest to take my time in answering them.

      I sank back against the wall, staring at the tinted glass, through which they were likely now staring at me. Hunters. My grandfather had gone on a mission almost two decades ago to shut down the order of the hunters. But so many human kidnappings had happened since, I supposed that it was only a matter of time before they started up their cause again.

      But why would they be set up in the middle of this forest? Could they be aware of the gate nearby? If so, how would they have found out?

      The click of the door interrupted my thoughts. Three men entered the room, including the man I’d woken up to. One of them carried a ladder. He positioned it in the center of the room and began climbing upward. I stared up at the ceiling for the first time. The man loosened several hatches at all four corners of the square ceiling, then pushed a button on the side of the wall. The lights flickered off and the ceiling began to lift. Sun spilled down into the room as the roof lifted higher and higher. Eventually it folded out of sight completely, leaving the room completely submerged in sunshine. The forest sounds that filled the chamber told me that we were still among the trees, likely in the giant tree house I’d spotted.

      My skin erupted in agony, as though someone had thrown boiling oil over me. I felt my skin begin to blister and crackle.

      I could barely even see through the brightness. I squinted, trying to make out the three figures approaching me.

      “Perhaps now you’ll be more amenable,” the pockmarked man said, resuming his seat opposite me.

      I groaned and thrashed in my seat, trying to position myself so that the sun hit as little of me as possible. But it was impossible.

      “Two simple questions to start with. Your name, and your coven.”

      I was in so much pain it was a struggle to even pay attention to his words. I was about to hiss out a made-up name and place when half a dozen hooded figures leapt through the top of the roof.

      And everything that happened next was a blur.

      All three hunters leapt back from me and whipped out guns. They pointed them at the figures, who were moving with speed far too great for humans. Bullets erupted, ricocheting off the walls. I had to duck as one came hurtling toward my head, and one only narrowly missed my shoulder. I knew now what would happen if even one of those bullets hit me. I’d burn alive within seconds.

      I stared as claws shot out from the hooded figures and slashed all three men through the throat, leaving them bleeding on the ground. Hot blood spilled from their necks, soaking the floor. There were shouts outside the room as more people attempted to enter. The hooded figures leapt on them as soon as they approached. I couldn’t see what was happening on the other side of the glass window, but there were yells, cries of pain, guns going off. There was a deafening crack as a bullet broke through the tinted window. Had I been even a few seconds late in ducking, the bullet would have gone right through my brain. Whoever was on the other side of the wall had attempted to end me.

      The gunshots began to get less frequent, and soon the six hooded figures were marching back into the room, three unconscious men in their clutches. They turned their gaze toward me, and in the blink of an eye, five leapt up to the roof. I was expecting the sixth to follow, but his masked face remained turned to me.

      “Who are you?” I choked, trying to steady my voice amidst the pain.

      Ignoring my question, he approached my chair and bent down, staring into my eyes. Then he backed away again, and I was sure he was about to leave me here to die when, instead of jumping upward, he moved back out through the door. I heard the sound of rummaging and then the clinking of keys. He returned and, sliding the key into the locks on either side of my wrists, gripped me by the collar and pulled me to a standing position. He placed an arm around my waist for support. I gripped his shoulder as he leapt upward with me. Even in my weakened state, it wasn’t hard for my body to make the jump.

      We found ourselves on the roof of the treehouse, overlooking a dense mass of trees. He paused, pointing down at the ground where his five companions waited with the three hunters.

      We leapt down and I was relieved when we began running forward. The sun was much less vivid down here, the dense leaves blocking out almost everything but a small trickle of sunshine. We all kept stride with one another as we rushed through the trees.

      These must be vampires.

      I tried not to look at the blood dripping from the human being carried by the vampire directly in front of me. It was all I could do to not stop and start licking it off the ground.

      It wasn’t long until we neared the shore. We stopped just as the ocean came into view, so as to remain in the shade of the trees lining the beach.

      As we all pulled to a stop, I stared at the six masked men again and repeated my question. “Who are you?”

      The vampire nearest to me removed his mask. He had long brown hair tied up in a bun at the back of his head, a square jaw and sharp blue eyes.

      “Jeramiah Stone.” He looked me over with suspicion. “Who are you?”

      “Joseph Brunson,” I replied, lying with as little hesitation as I could manage. It was the first name that popped into my head—the name of a friend I’d met through summer camp a few years ago.

      The vampire standing to my left removed his mask, revealing cropped blond hair and brown eyes.

      “Michael Gallow,” he said. “Where are you from, Joseph? What got you caught up with the hunters?”

      As Michael removed his disguise, the other five followed suit. That was when I realized that two of them were female.

      “I escaped from an island governed by the black witches,” I lied. “I was part of Caleb Achilles’ clan.”

      Jeramiah’s and Michael’s eyes narrowed on me.

      “How could you escape?” Jeramiah asked. “Wasn’t a binding spell cast upon you like the rest of them?”

      “Indeed, one was. But I was to be transferred from Caleb’s to Stellan’s island. It was lifted temporarily. I took the chance to escape during transit. Because once I reached the island I’d never have another chance.”

      “How did you get here?”

      “I leapt into the waters, managed eventually to get pulled up onto a boat, and ended up here. I got picked up by the hunters.”

      “So you’re a rogue,” Jeramiah concluded, looking at me steadily, a look of interest in his eyes.

      “Yes,” I replied.

      “This forest,” a black-haired female muttered. “Why here of all places? You know about the gate?”

      I stared at her and nodded. “I stole a look at a map in the witch’s study during my stay there. Since I had nowhere else to go and I was in the area, I was curious to check it out.”

      My voice trailed off. The map. I instinctively reached into my pocket where I had put it. It was gone.

      Damn.

      “A map, huh?” Jeramiah said, his eyes sparking with interest. “Do you still have it on you?”

      I shook my head, scowling. “They must have taken it from me.”

      A breeze blew against me, carrying a strong whiff of the humans’ blood. My stomach lurched. I gripped hold of a tree branch, trying to ground myself as I felt myself beginning to lose control again.

      I needed something to distract myself with desperately. I forced my eyes back to Jeramiah. Eager to divert questions away from myself, I asked again, “Who are you?”

      The vampires exchanged glances among themselves. Jeramiah was the one to respond. “We’re rogues too, so to speak,” he said.

      “Where are you from?”

      “We don’t go giving out that information to strangers.”

      “Well, what are you doing here?”

      Jeramiah nudged the human at his feet. “Revenge. This particular group of hunters has caused us some trouble recently. Besides, we can always do with a top-up of human blood.”

      “Thank you for saving me,” I said.

      Jeramiah nodded. “We were there anyway. It wasn’t a lot of extra hassle to bring you along.”

      The other vampires were beginning to shuffle their feet impatiently.

      “Let’s go, Jeramiah,” Michael said, gripping his shoulder.

      “Wait,” Jeramiah said, shrugging aside the blond. He took a step closer to me, studying my face intently. He stared into my eyes. “You’re newly turned, aren’t you?”

      I was taken aback. I’d thought I was doing a decent job of concealing my bloodlust. I didn’t know how he’d guessed. I thought it was best not to deny it, since he seemed so certain, so I nodded.

      He gave me a knowing smile. He looked back at the other vampires, who were now looking at me with interest and had stopped shuffling their feet.

      “And you really are a rogue?” Jeramiah said, raising a brow.

      “Yes, I already told you. I wouldn’t be here all alone in the middle of this forest if I wasn’t.”

      “Hm.” He crossed his arms over his chest, as if still deep in thought. He turned his back on me and addressed the others in a language I’d never heard before. I had no idea what he was saying, but the others began responding in the same language. The discussion seemed to get more heated by the minute until eventually Jeramiah turned back to face me.

      “Do you have somewhere to go?”

      I shook my head.

      “Would you like shelter?”

      I looked at them, studying each of their faces one by one. I didn’t know these vampires, but the fact was, I couldn’t stay in that submarine. I’d already tried, but my bloodlust had forced me to shore for human blood. And now that I was on shore, I could do with somewhere safe to stay, away from the sunlight beating into my eyes.

      “That depends on where it is,” I replied.

      “Somewhere safe. Away from the sun. Away from the threat of hunters. Somewhere with an unlimited supply of blood. Where you never need to worry about going thirsty.”

      My mouth watering, on the verge of losing control and grabbing one of those humans at his feet, I couldn’t deny the attraction of his words. I nodded. “At least for now.”

      To my surprise, he picked up the unconscious human and placed him down at my feet. “Half-turn this human.”

      “What?’

      “You heard me. Half-turn him.”

      “Half-turn? What are you talking about?”

      Michael nudged Jeramiah’s shoulder. “You can’t expect everyone to have figured this out.”

      Jeramiah nodded. “Of course. We’ve known about it so long I just assume that it’s common knowledge among vampires now… Half-turning humans means they don’t turn fully. Newly turned vampires have the capability to do this. We’ve tried with older vampires before, but they always end up either turning them or killing them.”

      My mind was reeling. I’d never heard of “half-turning” a human. I’d always thought that either a turning would be successful and the human would turn into a vampire, or the human would die.

      “How is that even done?”

      “You exercise self-control and only insert a small dose of your venom.”

      I scoffed. I was sure that the moment my fangs touched his skin, I’d drain him dry, the way I had with Yasmine and the other human I didn’t even recall by face.

      “What use are half-vampires to you anyway? What are they?” I asked.

      “They make useful, and more permanent, servants. While they’re not as strong as us, their blood isn’t at all appealing. It’s bitter. They live a long time. They’re preserved just as vampires are. And they’re of no threat to us because they haven’t gotten far enough into their turning to have developed fangs or claws. Nor do they consume only blood. They can eat regular food too—so they’re not a burden to feed.”

      “How is it that a newly turned vampire can do this and not an older one?” I couldn’t help but ask.

      “Younger vampires’ venom is less strong. It isn’t as developed and it’s less fast-acting. That’s why I believe you might be useful to us… You can try, at least. Worst case—you fail and kill an enemy.”

      I stared at the hunter he’d placed but a few feet away from me. I had enough reason to want to kill these hunters after what they’d just done to me. But the truth was, I didn’t hate hunters. My grandfather had been one—hell, my own father had been one before he’d turned into a vampire. Besides, even if this hunter did deserve it, I was trying to fight off the darkness digging my fangs into this man would only plunge me further into.

      Michael scowled. “All this explanation, Jeramiah, you’re making out that we’re desperate for him. He’s got much more to gain by his joining us than we have.”

      “True,” Jeramiah said. He looked at me seriously, studying my face. “So, make your decision. Try to half-turn this man, and if you succeed you can come with us. Fail and, well, you’re in the same situation as you are now. I can guide you how to do it. But I need to see if you have enough self-control.”

      I gulped as I laid eyes on the hunter again. I would have to be crazy to think that I could pull this off. The moment my fangs grazed his neck, I’d be sucking out his blood. I wouldn’t have the restraint to turn someone, let alone half-turn them.

      As much as I was sure my body was going to regret this, I took a step back. Everything about Jeramiah’s request felt wrong. Half-turning someone so they became a slave for the rest of their lives? And I didn’t even know these vampires. What did they actually do with half-vampires?

      I didn’t care for this hunter, but it was more for myself than for him that I stepped away from him. This all felt a step closer toward the darkness I was trying to escape.

      I shook my head. “I’m sorry. I can’t.”

      Jeramiah raised a brow in surprise. “Are you serious?”

      “Yes.”

      The vampires exchanged glances and remained silent. “Very well,” Jeramiah said.

      “Let’s go,” Michael said. “We’ve wasted enough time already. We don’t need anyone else, we’ll manage ourselves. Worst case, we just turn one of the humans we have already and then train them to half-turn if we want more half-bloods.” Michael turned on his heel and began to walk away. The other vampires followed. It was Jeramiah who remained beside me, still staring at me.

      “Wait, Michael,” he said. Michael stopped short, no longer bothering to hide the impatience in his face. “Hand me your phone.”

      “Why?”

      “Just hand it over.”

      Michael looked taken aback, but reluctantly pulled out a small black flip phone from his pocket and handed it to Jeramiah, who held it out in front of me.

      “What’s this for?” I asked, taking the phone in my hand and flipping it open.

      “In case you change your mind,” Jeramiah said. “My number is the only contact on there. You’ll be able to contact me wherever you are. It’s not an ordinary phone.”

      I was about to hand the phone back to him—I wasn’t sure I wanted to accept any kind of gifts from these people—but I had second thoughts and kept it.

      I nodded.

      “If you want to join us,” he said, “you’ll find a human, half-turn them and call the number. Then we’ll talk. Perhaps you’ll be desperate enough in a few days of trying to survive alone by yourself… Remember, the trick is to stop before you feel you’ve started.”

      I looked at him in confusion. Before I could ask him anything else, he bent down, picked up the human again, and followed the others. I stared after them as the group disappeared into the trees. I had no idea where they were heading. And I had no idea what I would do now that I’d been left alone again.

      I breathed more freely as they rushed off, the scent of human blood becoming fainter and fainter. But I was beginning to feel the burning again. The agony I’d endured in the sun had taken a lot out of me.

      Once they’d disappeared, I looked down at the phone, then slipped it into my pocket. I didn’t know what I was going to do now. But somehow, going with them didn’t feel like the right path. I was giving into darkness enough as it was. Something told me that their company might make it settle permanently over my eyes. I was better off trying to figure myself out on my own. What they did to humans and the way they managed wherever it was they lived—it seemed to be everything my parents had come to fight against.

      Besides, I didn’t know them. They could have been enemies of The Shade for all I knew.

      As I made my way across the hot sand back toward my submarine, trying to run as quickly as I could beneath the sun’s rays, the craving for blood returning full force, I felt glad that I hadn’t told them my real name. Not just for my own safety, but because I didn’t want to mar the name of my parents.
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      In many ways, returning to the submarine was a foolish move, especially since I’d already detected my hunger coming back. It wasn’t more than a few hours before my eyes became clouded again and my bloodlust took over my brain. I found myself navigating back toward shore and arrived by the time it was evening. I had reached some South American coast. As I climbed out of the hatch, part of me dreaded what I might find, while the other part of me was trembling with anticipation. For the rush that would once again fill my veins with ecstasy.

      The beach I’d landed on seemed quite empty. I stalked along for several miles, but on still finding nobody, moved further inland. I walked through a tree-lined path, sniffing the night air for any sign of human proximity. I stopped abruptly as I reached a main road. The occasional car whizzed by, but otherwise it was quiet.

      But it didn’t take long for me to find a square full of people. Young people, not much older than myself, hanging on the swings and smoking. As soon as I laid eyes on them, I was a lost cause. I sped into the center of the square like a flash of light. They barely knew what hit them. I rushed off, a man in my arms, my fangs already burying deep into his neck as I ran.

      The screams of the others drowned out as I lifted him up a tree and finished sucking out every last drop from his veins. Then I let go of the body, letting it smash against the concrete below.

      The pleasure was still lighting up my brain. It was still too early for the horror and guilt to kick in. I’d expected to feel full after consuming that man. But I didn’t. I had room for another. Perhaps it was the sun that had drained me, or perhaps my bloodlust was increasing, I didn’t know. I didn’t care. I just knew what I wanted. And I took it—a young woman this time, from the same square.

      Scooping her up in my arms, I raced with her back toward the beach. I stopped outside the vessel, finishing the last of her blood before discarding her body in the waves and climbing in.

      I closed the hatch above me and leaned back against the metal wall, closing my eyes and relishing the fresh rush of blood flowing through me, nourishing every cell of my body. I felt so strong I could crush a ball of iron with my fist. So drunk on blood I felt invincible. I’d had no idea that blood could make a vampire feel like this. It satisfied their hunger, the burning in the stomach, that I understood… but this? It was like a drug to me. I couldn’t remember even my father describing bloodlust with this much intensity.

      I pulled myself to my feet and staggered toward the control room, putting the vessel into reverse and moving away from the shore. I stopped about three miles out, lying back down on the floor, staring up at the dark ceiling.

      It felt like I was in the early stages of an addiction. The more I killed, the more I felt the urge for it. It seemed to be easier and easier each time I tried. Each gulp of blood I drank came with less guilt. Less hesitation.

      It was only after five hours of sitting alone in the submarine that the slightest flicker of guilt resurfaced in my dark mind.

      I can’t keep killing like this.

      And yet I knew that I would as long as I remained alone in this submarine. I had nobody to hold me back. Even when I tried to stay away from the shore, once the darkness clouded my mind I just found myself returning again.

      I walked over to the bathroom and stared at myself again in the mirror. I almost yelled in shock. My eyes had turned pitch black. It was as if they had never been green.

      I splashed cold water on my face, drying it with a towel, as if this would somehow change the color of my eyes.

      I staggered back, my back hitting the wall of the bathroom.

      What is happening to me?
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      The moment of clarity that had descended on me in the submarine didn’t last long. I soon went back to relishing the way my body felt after consuming so much blood. I sat in the control cabin for hours, staring out at the dark waters. I sat for almost a day before the craving for more fresh blood took hold of me again, and, like a slave to my own senses, I found myself being dragged back to shore.

      I barely even felt the sun digging into my skin as I sought out my next victims. All I could think about was the exquisite liquid seeping into my mouth.

      I began to lose track of how many people I killed in the days that followed. But after what was perhaps the tenth murder, the guilt was practically non-existent. I was barely self-aware enough for this to scare even me any more. Slicing through a man’s throat was beginning to feel no different than slicing open an orange—a means of sustenance I couldn’t do without.

      It wasn’t until the phone rang in my chest pocket that I gained some sense of who I was again.

      I scrambled to pick it up.

      “Hello?” I said.

      “Joseph.” It was Jeramiah’s voice.

      “What do you want?” I breathed.

      “I thought I’d check in on you. How are you coping?”

      “Fine,” I grunted.

      “Good. Good. So you’re finding blood all right?”

      “Yes.”

      “All right. I was just curious. Not all newly turned vampires are cut out to be murderers, you see. Some prefer others to do the killing and just partake of the blood. But it seems that you’re doing just fine.”

      With that, he hung up.

      I removed the phone from my ear, staring down at the receiver. There was something about those last words that didn’t sit right with me, and I wasn’t sure why.

      Murderer. That was what he’d called me.

      I’m a murderer.

      The word finally triggered the emotions I’d been struggling to feel the past few days. Regret. Guilt. Fright at what I was becoming, perhaps had already become.

      No. I can’t let myself fall like this.

      I pulled myself to my feet, still staring down at the phone.

      I’m not a murderer. I kept repeating the words over and over in my head, as if just saying them would make it true.

      I walked to the end of the submarine and slammed my fists against the wall, making two more dents. I stamped my foot on the ground, making the vessel rock from side to side and shudder.

      No, I can’t do this.

      I tried to think of my parents, but they seemed like a distant memory, as did Rose.

      I have nobody but myself to save me now.

      I have to stop killing.

      My whole body shuddered, as though it was already starting to go into withdrawals just at the thought.

      My last kill was still fresh in my memory, my stomach still filled. I looked down at the phone again.

      Perhaps I would have been better off joining Jeramiah. At least I might not have to do the killing myself. He said they had blood.

      Perhaps that would give me the chance I needed to climb out of this pit.
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      If I was going to seriously consider taking up Jeramiah’s offer, I needed to act quickly. Before the next wave of hunger. I’d just finished consuming three humans. I doubted I could drink more blood now even if I tried, I was so filled to the brim.

      I found myself flipping open the phone, my fingers hovering over the keypad. Jeramiah had said I’d have to “half-turn” a human and bring them with me if I was to be accepted into their group. That required self-control beyond measure. Any normal vampire would have had trouble with that, let alone me—I could barely look at a human without salivating.

      But I had to try. I couldn’t keep living like this. If I did, I’d never be able to return to The Shade.

      I couldn’t imagine getting any worse than I already was, so I would have nothing to lose by joining Jeramiah’s clan… wherever that happened to be.

      Navigating to a different shore than the last, I ventured back onto the beach. It was night, making it easier for me to slip in and out of the crowds unnoticed. This seemed to be a holiday resort. The beaches were teeming with people, even at this time of night. That was both advantageous and disadvantageous. There were plenty of people to choose from, but most were tightly packed in groups. I didn’t want to cause more commotion than I had to.

      I walked past the beach and reached a highway. I crossed to the other side, where there were lines of restaurants and shops. I looked up and down the stretch of road, wondering which place was best to start. Then something caught my eye. A sign for a hospital.

      Even in my current state, I wasn’t far gone enough for that to not mean something to me.

      I was about to condemn someone to a lifetime of servitude to a group of bloodsuckers I knew nothing about. I ought to at least try to put some thought into whom I chose.

      A hospital, on the other hand, would have sick people. Perhaps even terminally ill people. People who would do anything to be given another chance at life.

      I still didn’t know all the symptoms that would come with being a half-vampire. But Jeramiah had said that their lives are preserved as vampires’ are. Whether that life would be worth living was another matter entirely. But I felt a strong sense of wanting to take someone who had already given up on life. It would make the act I was about to commit feel at least a little less monstrous.

      So I began heading in the direction the sign was pointing. I sped up to a run, following sign after sign, until I eventually found myself standing at the foot of a tall, glass-windowed building. This was it.

      I was grateful that I’d had the presence of mind to change into clean clothes back in the submarine. Going in covered in blood would have made me look more like a patient or a serial killer than a visitor. Taking a deep breath, I strode through the doors.

      Fluorescent lighting beat down on me as I walked up to the reception desk. Two dark-skinned women sat behind it, filling out medical forms. One of them looked up at me and spoke in Spanish.

      “How can I help?”

      I felt grateful for the Spanish I’d been taught in school.

      “May I have a floor plan, please?”

      She reached into a drawer and handed me one.

      “Are you here to visit someone?” she asked.

      I nodded, but didn’t give her a chance to ask me whom I was here for. I stepped back and began to study the map. My eyes settled on the plan of the top floor—for long-stay patients, according to a helpful note.

      I didn’t have time to figure out how to get there legitimately. My body was still an alien to me, and for all I knew it could suddenly decide that it was thirsting for blood again. I had to make this quick. I tucked the leaflet into my shirt pocket and walked back out of the exit. Staring upward, I began to circle the building. It was almost completely sheer except for narrow ledges sticking out beneath each row of windows.

      I finished scoping the building and decided that climbing up the back would garner less attention. Tightening my belt around my waist and pulling my hood over my head, I leapt up and began to climb.

      I’d thought that even as a vampire it would be a challenge. So I was shocked to leap from one ledge to the next as though I’d done it a thousand times before. As I reached the top level, I dared look down for a second. My stomach flipped. I wasn’t sure that even I would survive that fall if I didn’t land just right.

      I forced my focus back on the task at hand. Since none of the windows were open, I climbed onto the roof. Less attention would be drawn to a door being forced open right at the top of the building than a whole window smashing open. Possibly into an operating room…

      I lifted myself onto the roof and looked around. There was indeed a door in the center of the roof. I approached it and pulled at the handle. It was locked, as expected. Gripping the handle, the metal crushing beneath my fingers, I yanked it off. That would draw less attention than kicking the door down.

      I pushed the door open to find myself at the top of a dark staircase. Keeping the hood of my cloak over my face, I closed the door again before hurtling down the steps. Light streamed through a pair of glass doors as I reached the level beneath. I pushed it open to find myself in some kind of storage room. There were shelves upon shelves of medical equipment. I crossed the floor and reached the door. Opening it led me to another storage room. I was about to open the door when my eyes caught sight of a pile of white overalls and visitor cards. I put an overall over me and attached a visitor card around my neck. Perfect.

      When I opened the door, the scent of human blood was stronger. Nurses and doctors passed through the corridor. I waited until they’d disappeared before stepping out. I kept my eyes fixed on the floor as I tried to walk at the speed a human would. I didn’t want to make eye contact with anyone.

      Now that I’d reached the level I needed to be on, it was a matter of finding the right patient. The scent of human blood was filling my nostrils—both sweet, healthy blood and also a more sickly, stale scent of dying blood. The latter was the type I needed. One that wouldn’t be so appealing. I would have a better chance of not killing the human if his or her blood tasted disgusting.

      I walked in and out of rooms, looking for a bed that had few people around it and was almost empty.

      As it turned out, my victim found me.

      As I was walking along a particularly empty-looking ward, plastic curtains rustled in the bed a few yards to my right. I whirled around to see curious eyes looking at me, an emaciated hand holding open the curtains. It was a young man. It was hard to tell his age—he looked so thin and sickly. But I guessed he was no older than his mid-twenties.

      “Hey,” he called out in a frail voice.

      I approached him cautiously, raising a brow.

      His face contorted with pain. “I need help.”

      I was surprised that he spoke to me in English.

      “What’s wrong?” I said, stopping at the end of his bed.

      He scowled, his breath hitching as he reached for his chest. “The drug you gave me earlier isn’t working.”

      I bent closer to him, looking at where he was touching, and as I did his eyes seemed to come into focus.

      He swore. “It wasn’t you. It was someone else… I’m in so much frickin’ pain I can barely see.” Given my white overalls he obviously thought I was a doctor.

      “That’s all right,” I said. “I can help you.”

      He reached for a clipboard at the side of his bed and shoved it toward me. “This is my medical file. Read it before you start meddling.” He glared at me. “This damn hospital. They wouldn’t be able to figure out how to assign me just one doctor even if it was my last request.”

      I flipped to the first page of his file and my eyes fell on the first words written on the form at the top of the page.

      “Tobias Cole. Bronchial cancer. Stage four.”

      That’s good enough.

      I pretended to be studying the file for a few more minutes before taking a seat next to his bed. I reached over and felt his pulse.

      He squirmed away from me. “Christ, you’re cold.”

      “Sorry,” I murmured, withdrawing my hand.

      I swallowed hard, staring down at the man. He looked up at me expectantly, tears forming at the corners of his eyes from the pain.

      Jeramiah’s last words rang in my ears.

      “The trick is to stop before you feel you’ve started.”

      What the hell does that even mean?

      Tobias was growing impatient. I didn’t have much time to figure it out. I just had to hope that his blood was disgusting enough to aid me in pulling this off. He certainly smelt of death. I grimaced.

      “What?” Tobias croaked.

      “Nothing.” I assumed a stoic expression and stood up, pushing him down flat on the bed. “I will make the pain go away. But first, I want you to close your eyes. Can you do that?”

      He looked confused, but he didn’t argue. He nodded and shut his eyes.

      Drawing the curtains, I bent down and, covering his mouth with my hand to stifle his struggling, dug my fangs into his neck. He was too weak to make much noise anyway. And the noise he did make was hardly distinguishable from the other moans of pain echoing through the halls of this level of the hospital. I felt the blood begin to rush into my mouth and breathed out through my nose in relief that it tasted as stale as it smelt.

      Stop before you feel you’ve started.

      Again, I found myself wondering what that meant. Hell, I didn’t even know how to inject venom into someone. I knew how to suck blood, but I’d never released venom. I tried to recall the way my father’s fangs had looked when he’d turned me. I spread my lips to give my fangs as much leeway into his flesh as possible. And then it happened—a flow of ice-cold liquid shot from them and injected into the man’s bloodstream.

      I jerked my head away from him. It felt like I might have stopped too late. Quite a bit of liquid had already entered his bloodstream. I just had to hope that I hadn’t released too much.

      He began convulsing on the bed. Now that his transformation—or hopefully semi-transformation—was beginning, I had to figure a way to get him out of here and back to my submarine as soon as possible.

      Wrapping him up tightly with the sheets so that his face was covered and his limbs restrained from convulsing too wildly, I picked him up in my arms and raced toward the exit of the ward. There was no point trying to hide my speed anymore. Someone was going to notice I was carrying a writhing patient away from his bed, so I might as well travel so fast they wouldn’t have a chance to even register what they’d seen until I was already well out of reach.

      I whizzed through the halls, and Tobias’ struggling stopped. My speed had likely knocked him breathless. I crossed corridor after corridor, ignoring the shouts that were becoming louder and louder behind me. As I reached the first storage room, an alarm began ringing throughout the hospital. I sped across the room and entered the next. I didn’t let up until I reached the double glass doors leading to the staircase leading up to the roof. I sped up to the top, kicked open the door and ran out onto the roof. A light drizzle had begun to spray the night air.

      I rushed to the edge of the building and looked down.

      I swore beneath my breath. I hadn’t really considered how I’d get the two of us down alive. Tobias was certainly in no position to be holding onto me. And he was a tall man—not that much shorter than myself. With him squirming like this, there was no way I’d be able to hold on to him while also getting us both safely to the ground.

      I ran around the circumference of the roof and was relieved to spot what I’d hoped to see. Another roof about fifteen feet away. This was the more sensible option. I could jump that without difficulty.

      I stepped back away from the edge a few yards and, gripping Tobias more tightly, gathered speed and leapt through the air, landing on both feet with ease on the roof parallel to the hospital. This building was lower, about two stories lower. Still high, but at least I’d made some progress in getting down to a level from which I could just jump to the ground without risk of injury to either myself or, more importantly, Tobias.

      Once I’d landed on this lower building, I ran around the edges once again. While the building next to it wasn’t any lower, there were ledges that looked much thicker and easier to handle. So I leapt again onto this second roof and, taking it slowly, managed to climb down to the ground on the overhanging balconies. 

      Now that I was on the ground, I lost no time in lurching forward. I took a wrong turn a few times, but it wasn’t long before I found myself back on the promenade before the beach. I ran across the sand and entered the water, holding Tobias up and kicking with my legs, propelling us toward the submarine I’d anchored about half a mile away from the shore. I dragged him up to the submarine roof, opened the hatch and slid in with him. Breathing heavily, I placed him down on a bed in one of the cabins and locked the door behind me. Wiping sweat from my brow, I walked into the control cabin and picked up the phone Jeramiah had given me.

      I flipped it open, expecting to need to go up to the roof to get a signal, but there was clearly something different about this phone. It had a full signal already even in the thick walls of this submarine.

      I slumped down into the chair, wiping sweat from my brow. I navigated to his contact number and pressed dial. I put the phone to my ear, listening to the rings. The first. The second. The third. He picked up after the fourth.

      “Yes?”

      I swallowed hard. “I think I’m ready to take you up on your offer.”

      There was a pause at the other end of the line. “You were successful in creating a half-blood?”

      “He’s in transformation now. I’ll know in a few hours.”

      “Call back then.” Jeramiah hung up and the line went dead.

      I placed the phone down on the dashboard, staring at it as I chewed on my lower lip.

      Tobias Cole. I just had to hope that he would wake up as a half-blood and not a vampire. I didn’t need a mad vampire for company. I already had myself to contend with.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 7: Caleb

        

      

    
    
      My brain was in a fog. I found it hard to fix my mind on anything but the memory of Rose’s body burning into ashes by the lake. It replayed over and over in my mind, a nightmare I couldn’t escape from.

      I didn’t know how much time had passed since I’d last rested my eyes. But even as Annora settled down to sleep, I should have known better than to drift off myself. I should have suspected that she’d try something.

      I sat bolt upright the moment I tasted it. Warm blood. Annora’s blood. I hacked and spat, but it was too late. Its sweet taste took hold of my senses and sent them into overdrive.

      I staggered to my feet, gripping hold of the side of the boat as I glared at Annora. The sight of her blood spilling from her palm only served to hasten my descent.

      I lurched toward her, gripping her waist and slamming her back against the side of the boat. I tugged roughly on her hair, pushing it away and giving me clear access to her neck. She didn’t flinch as I broke her skin and dug my fangs deep into her neck. She welcomed it. Wrapping her arms tightly around my waist, she pulled me closer as she moaned my name.

      At first, I didn’t understand why she didn’t scream or struggle. I didn’t realize why she moaned with pleasure when I could have been moments from ending her life. It wasn’t until I’d downed my fifth gulp of her blood that it dawned on me. It was because she knew. She knew what was happening.

      She knew that with each gulp of her blood I took, the pain of losing Rose was ebbing away and being replaced with a burning, blind desire for Annora.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 8: Rose

        

      

    
    
      “I want to go for a walk.”

      I placed my hands on my hips and looked sternly at Bella. The ogress sat in the corner of the room, knitting what looked like a thick scarf.

      I’d already tried to open the front door while Bella had been busy washing up in the kitchen, but it was locked fast. And since one glance out of the windows told me that climbing out of them wasn’t an option, I had no choice but to resort to asking the ogress.

      Bella rolled her eyes and gestured around the room. “You can go for a walk here. It’s a big room.”

      “No. I have claustrophobia. I need a more open space to stretch my legs. You can escort me.”

      She stared at me, then shook her head. “Not allowed,” she said, smacking her fat lips together.

      “What kind of maid are you who won’t even take her mistress for a walk?”

      “Master’s orders.”

      I scowled at her and slumped down on the bed. Her answer to everything was, “Master’s orders.” She still refused to tell me exactly where I was, and what exactly that bastard Anselm or the older man I’d come across had in store for me.

      My eyes settled on the ring of keys fastened to her huge waist. Then they raised to her face. It had gone back to being full of intense concentration as she continued working on her knitting. I stood up slowly and walked over to her. I pulled up an ottoman and sat down next to her, pretending to adopt a sudden interest in her knitting. I was trying to gauge how difficult it might be to unfasten the keys from her belt once she finally fell asleep—assuming she was to stay with me in my quarters.

      “You like knitting, don’t you, Bella?” I said, trying to keep her distracted.

      She nodded enthusiastically. “Love it.”

      Once I was satisfied that I’d gotten as close a view of the keys as I was going to get without actually removing them from her, I stood up and walked back over to the bed. I looked out of the window. The overcast sky was becoming even darker. I supposed that meant that night was descending on this place.

      I let out a yawn, causing Bella to raise her eyes to me.

      “You are tired?”

      “Yes,” I said, yawning again. “I think I need to sleep. Aren’t you tired too? It seems to be getting late.” I looked again out at the sky, hoping that it was indeed getting late.

      Bella looked at me thoughtfully. “Maybe a little tired. But I need to eat first.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Why don’t you eat and then we can both go to sleep for the night.”

      The chair creaked as she stood up and set her knitting down on the table. She plodded toward the kitchen. I lay back on the bed, listening to pots rattling and a fire starting up. She returned to the room about ten minutes later with a huge saucepan full of stew. She placed a plate on the floor so as to prevent stains, brandished a giant spoon and began swallowing down the stew.

      So that’s why she cooked so much.

      It didn’t take her long to finish the whole container. Wiping her mouth, she let out a thundering belch. Then she made her way back into the kitchen to wash up.

      I waited patiently for her to return to the room. I expected her to curl up in the corner of the room and go to sleep, but to my horror she headed straight for the front door.

      I leapt from my bed and stood in front of the door before she could reach it.

      “Wait. Please don’t leave me alone all night. Stay with me. We can get some cushions and a blanket and you can sleep in the corner on the thick warm rug.”

      She shook her head. “Want my own bed,” she mumbled, her eyelids drooping. I guessed that all that stew had knocked her out.

      “But I could escape during the night. Master would want you to stay with me.”

      She rolled her eyes and held up her chain of keys. “You won’t be going anywhere because I’ll lock you in here.”

      “Please, Bella,” I said, reaching out and gripping her thick hands. “I’m so scared to be on my own. Please stay with me… Don’t you have a son or a daughter?”

      She paused, hesitating as she bit her lip.

      “Well, if you had one, would you want her sleeping all alone in a strange place?”

      I didn’t know what made me try to use a tactic like this with an ogress. But I was desperate and it was the first thing that came to my head.

      Shockingly, it seemed to work. She stopped inching toward the door and took a step back. I could have sworn that I even saw tears in her eyes as she said, “No, I wouldn’t have wanted that for my daughter.”

      I was so taken aback by her reaction, I wasn’t quite sure how to respond at first. I recovered quickly. “So please, will you stay with me?”

      She nodded and heaved a sigh. “All right.”

      I caught her hand and led her to the corner of the room. I pointed to the thick rug. It was large enough even for her to lie down comfortably on. I lifted some of the pillows from my bed and placed them on the floor for her. Then I pulled off a blanket from my bed and handed it to her. She arranged them all on the floor and lay down, pulling the blanket over her and looking up at me.

      I still felt a little bad. “Are you comfortable enough?” I asked.

      She smiled faintly and nodded. “This is more comfy than my own bed.”

      “Oh, okay.” I wondered where she slept normally, or what she called her home.

      I climbed into my own bed and tucked the sheets that remained there over me. A silence fell over the room, broken only by the heavy breathing of the ogress.

      I listened with bated breath, waiting to hear her breathing steady and turn into snores. She had looked so tired, I really hadn’t expected it to take long. I’d thought she’d nod off almost as soon as her head hit the pillow. But her breathing patterns didn’t change even after what felt like fifteen minutes. I was about to sit up and check on her when she spoke suddenly.

      “I did have a daughter, you know.” Her voice sounded thick—choked, almost.

      “Oh. Is that so?”

      “Yeah. She was a very handsome girl. You’re almost as handsome as she was.”

      “Thanks.”

      “She died two years ago. Her father bashed her up.”

      Wow. How am I supposed to respond to that?

      “I-I’m so sorry.” I sat up, staring at her across the room. The lanterns fixed to the walls cast shadows over her form. Her eyes glistened with tears. “Her father… you mean you have, or had, a husband?”

      “I have a husband.”

      “Where is he?”

      “Dead.”

      “Oh. You have a dead husband.”

      “Yes.”

      I paused, wondering if my next question might come off as insensitive. She didn’t seem too affected when speaking of his death though. “What happened to him?”

      “Got smashed up in a brawl,” she mumbled. She paused, wiping her eyes with her hands and blowing her nose on the back of her sleeve. “Was the best thing that happened to me. He was mean.”

      Mean.

      Something about that word brought on a wave of déjà vu. I remembered the time I’d heard it coming from the mouth of another ogre, that time I’d visited Brett in his cave. He’d referred to female ogres as mean. That was his excuse for always being a bachelor.

      Hm.

      Before I could think much more of Brett, Bella broke through my thoughts again.

      “My daughter used to get scared sleeping alone, you know. She always tried to creep into our room. She was a naughty child. And she did something very bad one day. Stole a plate of food from the royal kitchens. My husband crushed her up for it. Didn’t want her bringing shame on our family.”

      “I’m glad he died,” I said. “He was a monster.”

      Bella heaved a sigh. I held my breath, wondering if she was going to continue talking. As much as I was horrified by what Bella was telling me and my heart went out to her, I couldn’t help but smile bitterly. Before when I was trying to drain her for information, she couldn’t tell me anything. Now the woman won’t keep quiet.

      But after ten minutes, she began snoring. I heaved a sigh of relief.

      Now the real work begins.

      I pushed myself off the bed, making as little noise as possible, and padded across the room toward Bella. Her snores grew louder by the second, and I hoped that she was a deep sleeper. I knelt down on the floor next to her and looked over her heaving body. I scanned her waist, looking for the key. It wasn’t on the side of her that was facing me—her front—so, walking around her body, I crouched down on her other side. The keys weren’t there either.

      Where in the world…

      My heart sank as I caught sight of a glimmer of metal coming from her chest area. I knelt closer over her to spot the tip of the keychain—lodged securely beneath her shirt.

      Oh, great.

      I’d been hoping that once she’d fallen asleep—depending on how deep a sleeper she was—I’d be able to unfasten the keys from her waist and let myself out. I wasn’t sure how I would ever manage to dislodge them from their current position without her noticing.

      I sat kneeling for several minutes, staring at the keys. When she hadn’t stirred at all for ten solid minutes, I looked around the room for anything that could possibly help me. My eyes fell on her knitting needles still lying on the table. I crept over to them and slid one of them out of her scarf, then walked back over to Bella. Holding my breath, I extended the needle, lowering it slowly and steadily beneath her shirt until its tip had slid through the chain. My hands sweaty, I pulled up slightly to gauge just how lodged it was. Since she was lying on her side, it was lodged well and good. It didn’t budge an inch.

      I needed to get her to turn over somehow. If she was lying on her back it would probably be easier to pull out. But how would I do that without waking her?

      It all depended on just how deep a sleeper she was…

      I walked over to the large cupboard in the corner. I opened both doors, wincing as the wood creaked. I cast a quick glance back to check that she hadn’t stirred from the sound. She hadn’t. I scanned the shelves. My eyes fixed on a light silk shawl. I pulled it off the shelf and crept back over to her. Standing directly over her, I dangled the shawl down over her, letting the very tip of the shawl brush against the tip of her nose. She was still at first, but as I applied a little more pressure, her nose wrinkled and she reached up a hand to scratch it away. My mouth went dry as I expected her to open her eyes. She didn’t. I continued tickling her face gently. She brushed it away a few times with her hands, but eventually, she shifted position and lay on her back.

      Once she was safely snoring again, I discarded the shawl and picked the needle up again. I lowered it beneath her shirt again and lifted the key chain. It was looser this time. I inched it upward slowly, watching her face for any sign of a reaction. I’d just managed to remove it and was lifting it back up toward me when she swiped her hand, sending the keys clanging to the floor.

      I froze, barely daring to breathe. She didn’t react. It seemed that it hadn’t been loud enough to pierce through her snores, which had resumed again.

      I picked up the keys from the floor and, watching her closely, moved toward the front door. I breathed out deeply as I reached it. I examined each of the keys. There were almost a dozen of them on this single chain. I tried to figure out which one would fit into this lock. I started with the longest key. It didn’t work. I made my way through the whole keychain. I was beginning to have a horrible feeling that perhaps the key wasn’t even here, and was tucked in some other part of her body, when the second-to-last key worked. The door clicked open. My blood pounding in my ears, I clutched the knob and was about to turn it when Bella spoke suddenly.

      “Hey!”

      I froze, turning around slowly. I was expecting to see her standing, having finally heard the clanking of my keys as I’d tried to open the door. But Bella remained flat on the floor. In fact, her eyes were still closed.

      “No! No!” she groaned.

      She was talking in her sleep. I let out a sigh and turned my focus back to the door. I pushed it open just wide enough for me to slip out, and closed the door behind me.

      I looked up and down the dim lantern-lit corridor I’d just stepped out onto. I shivered. The temperature was freezing out here compared to in my room. I examined the walls and the ceiling. While the floor seemed to be made of a sleek marble, the walls and ceiling were made of rough stone.

      I remained beneath the shadow of my doorway for several moments before I was sure that there was nobody in this corridor. Sticking close to the wall, I began walking forward as softly as I could. Since I was wearing thick woolen socks I’d found in the bedroom before leaving, this wasn’t too difficult. The most sound I was making was my harried breathing. I clasped a palm over my mouth to stifle it.

      I had no idea where I was going as I padded along that corridor, but I couldn’t just stay where I was. Since Bella was still refusing to give me answers about this place, I had to at least attempt to figure it out myself.

      I managed to reach the very end of the corridor without meeting anyone. There was a tall window pane, reaching almost as far as the cavernous ceiling. I peeked through it. It was pitch black outside, so there wasn’t much I could see, except for the vague outline of the mountain peaks surrounding us. I looked down a new stretch of corridor I’d just appeared at the beginning of.

      The west wing. This is the west wing.

      I was about to begin my journey down this new corridor when deep voices echoed off the walls. I strained my eyes to see a group of three large ogres approaching me from the other end of the corridor. None had seen me yet, it seemed. I had to keep it that way.

      I rushed along the new corridor, out of sight. I scanned door after door, all the walls I passed by, looking for any nook or cranny I could hide myself in until they passed. There was nothing of the sort. It sounded like they were seconds from turning the corner, when I would be in full view of them. I looked around desperately, my eyes falling on the nearest door to me. I pressed my ear against it and, gripping the handle, pushed it ajar.

      I slipped through and pushed the door closed. I breathed out in relief to see that the room was empty. I was half expecting to walk into the bedroom of a sleeping ogre.

      I waited until the ogres outside passed before I allowed myself to look around. I left the door and walked into the center of the room. I’d just walked into some kind of kitchen. There was a wide sink and counters lined with massive pots and pans. In the center of the room was a giant stove. Shelf after shelf of books lined one of the walls. I ran my finger along one of the spines and heaved one off the shelf. It was too heavy for me to hold without straining myself, so I placed it down on the floor. There was no title on the front. I opened the hard cover and flipped to the first page.

      There were no words, only pictures. And as I continued flipping the pages, I found myself more and more horrified by what I saw.

      It looked like a biology textbook specializing in the dissection of human bodies. There were entire chapters dedicated to each body part—the facial area, muscles, organs. I found myself feeling queasy as I flipped to the last page.

      I heaved the book back onto the shelf, then picked up the next one and spread it out on the floor. This one was no more comforting. There were scrawlings under various depictions of ingredient substances—but it was an odd writing and I couldn’t understand it. I only needed to get a few pages into the book to realize that this was a cookbook. And as I turned to the very last page, my breath hitched. I was staring down at a depiction of two human arms sticking out of a pot of broth. These ogres are man-eaters.

      I’d suspected as much, after the old man I’d met in the corridor had told me that I needed to be fattened. But now that this was confirmed I could barely stop myself from shaking. I replaced the book on the shelf and backed away.

      My heart hammering against my chest, I hurried to the exit of the room.

      I have to get out of this place.

      I opened the door and, after checking that the corridor was clear, I stepped out and began to continue down the corridor.

      I needed to find that gate that led back to the human realm. I had no idea if Caleb would still be on that island, but anywhere on earth was better than where I was currently.

      I reached the end of the second corridor and arrived at a wide staircase. I peered down it, straining to hear any noise coming from the floor below. On hearing nothing, I began descending. I reached the foot of the stairs quickly and found myself in yet another corridor. It looked practically identical to the last. The same sleek floors, the same stone ceilings and walls, the same heavy wooden doors on either side of the passageway.

      I took the path to my left first. I lurched forward as a door to my right creaked open. An arm shot out, grazing my shoulder as I dodged. I didn’t dare look back as there was a shout and a quickening of footsteps. I reached the end of the corridor and sped down another flight of stairs. I swung myself down the stairs and stumbled as I reached the bottom. Forcing myself back up, I cast a glance over my shoulder to see three ogresses stumbling down after me.

      I have to get out of here.

      I rushed to the end of the corridor. My heart sank to my stomach as I found myself standing at another staircase leading upward. With the ogres closing in, I had no choice but to take the risk.

      They were catching up. Their legs were about twice my length as they hurtled after me. I rushed madly ahead, reaching the top floor.

      Their shouts echoed around the floor, and soon more doors opened as I rushed past.

      And then I stopped. I’d lost track of how many hallways I’d run along, and now I found myself standing at yet another dead end. But this time, there wasn’t any staircase to save me. I gripped the handle of the door closest to me and tried to force it open. Unlike the library I’d entered before, this room was locked. I moved to the door next to it, my pulse quickening as a group of ogresses were now within a few feet of me. My hope ebbed away as that door didn’t open either.

      I let go of it and stumbled back, climbing up onto the window ledge so at least I could gain some kind of height advantage. As the first ogress reached me I kicked out and caught her nose with my foot. She groaned, and stumbled back, clutching her face.

      Two ogresses pushed her aside and wrapped their hands around me, pulling me down roughly from the window and pinning me to the ground. I glared up at one of the ogresses pinning me down. Her face was contorted with annoyance. She twisted my arm so tight it felt like it might break. 

      “No!” I shouted.

      “Where did she come from?” the ogress I’d kicked in the face grunted.

      “Don’t know,” another said.

      One of them bent down and took a closer look at me. “New recruit, perhaps,” she said.

      Three pairs of eyes looked me over, a grubby hand now closing around my mouth.

      “We should return her to the rest.”

      I found myself being hoisted up until my body was leaning against an ogress’ chest.

      “Don’t touch me,” I said through gritted teeth.

      The ogress holding me let out a hoarse laugh and began thundering down the corridor.

      “No, let’s keep her. I fancy a midnight snack.”

      To my horror, she stopped outside the kitchen I’d been in previously.

      “This one probably escaped from the dungeons downstairs,” she said, setting me on my feet. The door slammed behind the last ogress, trapping me inside the kitchen with them. As I tried to force myself against the door, one of the ogresses caught me and threw me across the room. My head slammed against the wall. I dug my teeth into my lower lip, forcing myself to get up.

      These monsters aren’t going to make a victim out of me. Not again.

      I was so sick and tired of being thrown around. Just because I was an underdog didn’t mean that I couldn’t bite.

      I stared at the three ogresses hurrying about the room preparing the equipment. One of them heaved a huge metal pot onto the stove and began lighting it. I scanned the counters. My eyes fixed on a drawer one of the ogresses had just opened—filled to the brim with carving knives. Adrenaline coursing through my veins, I saw red. I lunged for the drawer and pulled out a knife. Throwing myself at the nearest ogress to me, I plunged the blade into her chest.

      I’d expected it to be hard to pierce through her leathery skin, but it wasn’t much more difficult than I imagined stabbing a human would be. I could only assume that this knife was extraordinarily sharp. Either way, my knife met its mark. Her eyes widened and she let out a gasp before she began choking on blood.

      I pulled away, drawing out the knife with me. Clutching the stab wound, she collapsed on the ground, squirming as the blood spurted out of her.

      I turned on the other two ogresses. Neither of them were armed—yet. I lunged for the closest one to me and plunged the knife deep into her stomach. Her hands gripped my neck, but I moved fast, even though my head was screaming with pain. There was a squelch as I pierced some kind of organ. Blood oozed out, soaking my already wet hands. Her hands loosened around my neck as she fell back against the wall.

      I didn’t understand why this was so easy. Perhaps they were so used to humans around here being docile, they were in shock—long enough for me to take the next one down too. I stabbed her in a similar place—the highest spot I could reach, just above the abdomen. I stabbed the dagger in twice to make sure I’d done enough damage. She staggered back, her head slamming against the stone wall as she slid down to the floor.

      The three monsters now all lay on the ground.

      I searched myself for any regret that I’d just claimed three lives. I felt nothing. I realized I’d been through so much, I’d become jaded. I was so sick of being a weak human, at the mercy of supernaturals. As I stared at the three corpses, I felt nothing but triumph. Satisfaction, almost. Something had snapped in me, and somehow, I felt there was no going back.

      The door handle shuddered and the door creaked open. I took a step back, brandishing my knife once again. Bella appeared in the doorway. I supposed she must have heard the struggle in the corridor as we passed by my room. Her jaw dropped as she took in the scene.

      “Miss Rose!” She bustled into the room and locked the door behind her. “What have you done?”

      “What does it look like?” I snapped.

      “You killed them.” She gaped at the corpses. “Oh, no, no, no. You did a very bad thing, Miss Rose. A very bad thing. If Master finds out about this…” Her voice trailed off as she approached the nearest body and dragged it into the center of the room. She did the same with the other two corpses. Her hands were shaking as she approached a cupboard fixed high up on the wall in the far corner of the room and pulled down what looked like a machete. She approached the corpses again, knelt down on the ground next to them and, to my surprise, began hacking through their limbs.

      “We have to hide them. If Master finds out you did this, we’ll both be in big trouble.”

      I wasn’t sure what Bella planned to do with these huge pieces, but brandishing my own knife, I began to help her as best as I could. We must have worked for almost an hour until the bodies were chopped up into small pieces. Small enough for Bella. We were both coated with blood by the end of it.

      Bella walked over to a corner of the room and lifted up the lid to a bin. Except, as I approached, I realized that it wasn’t a bin. It was fixed into the floor, and it was some kind of chute.

      Bella walked back over to the bodies and, filling the cauldron with them, dragged it over to the chute and emptied it into it. She repeated the process until all the pieces were gone and all that was left was a bloody pool on the floor.

      She walked over to the sink and grabbed a pile of cloths, dabbing down the blood and rinsing the cloths in the sink until the floor was completely clean. Then she cleaned the pot, the knives, dried them, and replaced them.

      Once she was finished, she stared at me.

      I pointed to the waste chute.

      “Won’t someone see those bits and pieces if they go through the waste?”

      She shook her head. “That goes down to the compost heap at the base of the mountain. Someone goes down there once a year to make sure things are in order. They’ll be rotted before then.”

      She grabbed my arm and brought me over to the sink. She washed her hands and face, and then pushed me against it.

      “You need to clean yourself.”

      I did my best to wash off as much blood as I could, though there wasn’t much I could do about the stains on my clothes.

      She heaved a frustrated sigh. We were both still covered in blood. We needed a shower. Spotting the keychain attached to my waist, she ripped it from me, then caught my hand again and dragged me to the door. Opening it, she peered through the crack.

      She lurched forward so suddenly I almost lost my footing. “Hurry,” she hissed. “We need to get back before anybody sees us.”

      I ended up climbing onto her back so we could be faster. Thankfully, we reached the room without bumping into anybody. We hurried into the room and Bella locked the door behind us. I went straight into the bathroom. It was huge—tall and wide enough to hold at least four full-sized ogres. The shower was so high up it could also hold an ogre. I stripped and got in the shower, pulling the curtains around me. I soaped myself down and cleaned my hair thoroughly, from the roots to the tips. When I was finished, I pulled the curtain aside and reached for a towel. Wrapping it around me, I stepped out. My bloody clothes were nowhere in sight. Bella sat waiting for me on a bench, still wearing her own bloody clothes.

      “You need to have a wash now,” I said, looking at her pointedly. She nodded and walked into the shower. I left her alone and walked into the bedroom to find some clean clothes.

      I wasn’t sure what she’d done with my dirty clothes—disposed of them safely somewhere, I hoped.

      I walked over to the cupboard and opened it. I couldn’t find anything comfortable—like pants and a shirt—so I had to settle for a silk dress. It was the loosest thing I could find.

      I slipped it over my head and walked over to the bed, sinking down on it and staring at the wall.

      Now that the rush was over, I was suddenly aware of the ache in my muscles. My wrist hurt—I was sure that I’d strained a muscle. I lay my head back down on the pillow and closed my eyes, breathing steadily as I listened to the sound of running water, Bella showering next door.

      The bathroom door clicked open after five minutes and she walked out, wearing a crisp white smock. She had the keychain in her hands, which she proceeded to tuck into her bra again. She shot me a glare and waved a finger at me.

      “You shouldn’t steal, Miss Rose. I already told you what happened to my daughter. It will land you in trouble. You don’t know these parts.”

      To my surprise, she walked over to me and pulled me to my feet. “You wanted to go for a walk? Then come, I’ll take you for a short walk.”

      I had to admit I’d lost my appetite for a walk now. My limbs were groaning and I felt I needed at least a few hours’ sleep before venturing out again. But I didn’t think it wise to wait. Bella might change her mind by the time morning came, for all I knew. Besides, I was curious as to where she might take me. I nodded and stood up.

      “It’s best that we go at night when fewer people are about because, like I said, Master wouldn’t approve of me taking you for walks about the castle.”

      She unlocked the door and led me outside.

      Instead of leading me toward the end of the corridor, she stopped outside a door to our left. It led into a dark, circular room with a winding staircase in one corner, leading to the upper and lower floors. We began descending it and stopped five levels below in another small dark room. She left the staircase and opened the door. It led into an enormous hall. The ceiling was perhaps a hundred feet high, and rich drapes hung from the walls down to the marble floors. There was a long table with about fifty high-backed chairs around it directly in the center of the hall, and at either end of the table were chairs of particular luxury. One looked like it was plated with silver, the other gold. The rest of the hall was empty, save for the decorations on the walls. It reminded me of some kind of fairytale court, of the castles of old.

      “The royal court,” Bella muttered.

      Royal was certainly the word I would have used to describe it.

      I could have remained admiring that room for another hour, but Bella tugged on me and we continued. The corridor we exited into was wider this time, less like a corridor than a wide passageway. More red drapery lined the walls. Bella stopped outside another large oak door. She pushed it open to reveal a kitchen. “This backs onto the royal hall. It’s where all the royals’ meals are prepared.” She led me further into the room. I stared at all the sharp cutlery, butcher’s knives, and various other instruments that looked specifically designed for hacking into meat, and massive boiling pots, even larger than the one I’d seen in the kitchen on one of the floors above.

      “So, ogres… they eat humans.”

      Bella bit her lower lip, then nodded.

      “And I’m to be fattened because I will also be eaten?” I continued.

      I could have sworn that tears glistened in Bella’s eyes. She looked down at the floor and nodded.

      “That’s why you’ve been ordered to feed me so well. And this place is the realm of the ogres.”

      I recalled the books I’d seen in the kitchen upstairs. They seemed to have human butchery down to a science, the way humans had animals, I supposed. We were no different than animals here.

      Bella caught my hand again and led me out of the kitchen. My mind was buzzing as we continued walking.

      “Bella,” I croaked. “You need to help me escape.” I stopped walking, tugging on her to stop too.

      She looked at me with sad eyes. “I can’t do that, Miss Rose.”

      “Why not? You just helped me cover up three murders. Why can’t you just let me go?”

      “It’s not possible. We would both be caught before we ever reached the gate.”

      I took in every detail I could as we walked for the next ten minutes, every passageway, every door, trying to get any clue as to how to escape. A good ten minutes had passed before she stopped outside another door.

      “After this room, we head back, okay?”

      I nodded, my mouth drying out.

      She removed her chain of keys and opened up the door. I stepped inside. There was a double bed in the corner of the room with such a thin mattress it might as well have not been there. There were two grubby pillows and a patchwork blanket. The floors were made of stone, and there were no windows. The only light came from a couple of lanterns fixed to the walls.

      I looked at Bella, raising an eyebrow. “This is your room?”

      She nodded. “Mine and my husband’s.”

      “You married again?”

      She shook her head violently, staring at me as though I was insane. Then she led me over to the edge of the bed and pointed upward.

      I felt like screaming and vomiting at the same time. I gasped, clasping a hand over my mouth. Strung to the high ceiling of her four-poster bed with thick rope was the corpse of a male ogre.

      “My husband,” Bella muttered.

      “What the—” I couldn’t keep myself from swearing.

      The body was pale, its eerie eyes bulging wide open and staring downward. It was naked but for a loin cloth wrapped around the waist. It was the most vile sight I’d ever seen in my life, but I was surprised that there was no odor coming from it. I could only assume it had undergone some drastic preservative treatment to keep it from rotting.

      “It’s what all of us widows do here.” She shrugged, looking up at the corpse of the atrocity that was her husband as though the scene was the most normal in the world. “Our husbands stay with us after death.”

      I breathed out sharply, looking down at the floor. I felt like I needed to scrub my eyeballs with sandpaper. I wasn’t sure that the sight I’d just laid eyes on would ever leave me. “You mean you sleep beneath this corpse every night?”

      She nodded, looking surprised at my reaction. “Of course.”

      “For how long?”

      She frowned, wrinkling her nose. “What do you mean how long? It’s forever.”

      “My God. It wasn’t like you even loved him. He was a vile bastard. Can’t you just take it down?”

      Again, she looked at me as though I was the mad one for such a suggestion.

      “He is my husband. I can’t put him aside. It’s the law.”

      I walked toward the door, leaning my arm against it, still fighting the urge to puke. When I turned around to see Bella still standing in the same position, her eyes cast upward as she gazed calmly upon the corpse, all I could think was:

      We need to get you out of this place, Bella. You don’t belong here either.
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      I awoke the following morning to the smell of cooking. Rubbing my eyes, I walked into the kitchen to see Bella hovering over a pot. Stew again, by the looks of it. She looked down at me as I stood next to her. I glared up at her.

      “You said I reminded you of your daughter… albeit less handsome. You don’t want me ending up dead too, do you?”

      She turned around, conflict twisting her features. She shook her big head.

      “Then why are you fattening me up? Why aren’t you doing anything to help me escape?”

      She heaved a sigh. “I told you, Miss Rose. There’s nothing I can do. My job is just to look after you, feed you and protect you until Master is ready for you to move into his quarters.”

      Move into his quarters. This was news to me. As much as I no longer allowed myself to be the victim, the thought sent chills running down my spine.

      “Oh,” she grunted. “I’m telling you too much. You must promise me not to tell him what I’ve told you.”

      “I won’t tell him. But you do realize that you’re taking part in my murder? Because I doubt Master would have as much interest in eating me if I was skinny. You’re preparing me for him.”

      She averted her eyes back to the stew, and assumed a stoic expression. “I’m just doing my job. I don’t have a choice.”

      I picked up a saucepan and slammed it down against the kitchen counter in frustration. Perhaps she was right that there was no way to get me out of here without being seen, but this wasn’t the answer I needed to hear.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

      I ran back into the main room and stopped at the window, staring out once again at the bleak surroundings—the sharp mountains, the overcast sky.

      “So what’s the plan then? How much longer until your Master will come for me?” When she hesitated, I said, “Just tell me. I already promised you that I won’t tell him you’ve told me anything.”

      She still seemed wary, but I supposed she felt like talking to me was the least she could do for me.

      “He gave me three days to start plumping you up, and he will check your progress on the third evening.”

      “And if I refuse to eat?”

      She looked at me with sad eyes. “He will come anyway. If you take too long to fatten up, he may still take you into his quarters and force-feed you there himself. Your last days will be better spent with me, Miss Rose.” She shuddered. “Trust me, you want to spend as little time with Master as possible.”

      Last days. I hated the resignation in her voice, as though there was no part of her that had any flicker of hope that I might survive.

      She poured out a bowl of stew and walked out of the kitchen, setting it down on my dressing table. “Eat,” she said.

      No way am I fattening myself up for that monster. I’d rather starve to death first.

      I shook my head. “If Anselm wants me to eat, you can tell him he’ll have to feed me himself.”

      She looked at me reluctantly. I walked up to her and gripped the hem of her smock, staring her right in the eye. “Go on. Tell him I’m waiting here.”

      She shook her head. “No, Miss Rose—”

      “Go now.”

      She stared at me disbelievingly, but stopped resisting. She removed her apron and hung it up on a hook on the wall, then extinguished the fire beneath the stew.

      I didn’t take my eyes off her until she’d plodded across the floor and exited, locking the door behind her. As soon as she was out of sight, I hurried to the kitchen. I picked up the two sharpest knives I could find from the drawer and, after replacing their sheaths, fastened them beneath my dress to my inner thighs with two silk scarves I found in the closet. Then I sat on the bed, staring at the door.

      I wasn’t going to wait here like a sitting duck for him to come to me. I was going to start calling the shots about my fate. Even if it did mean inviting an early death to my door.
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      I was both relieved and frightened when the door finally opened an hour later. I held my breath as Anselm stepped into the room after Bella.

      He wore a long dark cloak over his lean shoulders, and his hair was slicked back. His face was clean-shaven, revealing his sharp jawline, and his brown skin smelt of a faint musk. If I didn’t abhor him so much, I would have almost described him as handsome.

      His orange eyes settled on me.

      “Arabella tells me that you wanted to see me.”

      I stood up as he closed the distance between us and stopped a foot away from me. I hovered my hand over the knife beneath my dress. I flinched as he slid his hands around my waist and placed a kiss on my neck. It was all I could do to stop myself from spitting in his face as he drew away, but I had to be careful. For now, if I was to have any chance of taking my revenge on this monster, I had to play a longer game.

      “Yes,” I said, focusing on keeping my voice steady.

      His eyes roamed my body. He turned on Bella. “How many meals per day has she been eating?”

      “Three,” she lied.

      “Increase it to four, and feed her more fats.” He turned back to me. “You’re privileged, girl. Not everyone who stays here receives the treatment you’re getting.”

      I forced a smile. “I appreciate it,” I said, fixing my eyes on his. “But I was hoping that I might persuade you that I’m better off alive than a meal on your plate.”

      He cocked his head to one side.

      I cast a glance at Bella and nodded toward the door. “Leave,” I ordered her.

      She looked at me as though I’d gone mad. She remained standing, waiting for Anselm’s reaction. When he nodded toward the door, she exited.

      Curiosity sparked in the man’s eyes.

      I stood up on the bed and, reaching for his hands, replaced them on my waist. “You said I’m a princess, did you not?”

      A smile curved the corners of his lips, though it looked more like a sneer than a smile. “Indeed you are.”

      “And you are a prince.”

      He nodded.

      “Then”—I leaned closer to his ear, dropping my voice to a whisper—“wouldn’t it make sense if we remained together?”

      Smirking, he pushed me back on the bed. “I’m not sure you could earn your keep. Whatever it was you offered me would have to be very, very good to forgo the taste of your tender flesh.”

      I shivered as he leaned over me, his eyes locked on mine. He lowered his head and pressed his face against the crook of my neck, taking a deep breath as he breathed in my scent.

      His body was almost flat against mine now. As discreetly as I could, I raised a knee so that he wouldn’t flatten me completely and I moved one hand down toward my right thigh. With the other hand, I gripped his collar and pulled him closer.

      “Perhaps you underestimate me,” I said softly.

      “I rarely underestimate people.”

      Parting my dress, I slipped the knife from its sheath and brought it slamming upward. He choked, his eyes growing wide as he stared at me, dumbstruck.

      “Is that so?” I look advantage of his momentary shock to grab the keys from his belt, roll him off me and leap out of the bed. I lurched toward the door.

      Throwing a glance over my shoulder, I swore beneath my breath. I had thought I’d rammed it right into his stomach, but due to his proximity, I’d missed my mark. Instead he had a stab wound near his hip. Clearly not fatal, as he staggered toward me, fury filling his eyes. Now that he was alert to me, I dared not go near him again in case he wrestled the weapon out of my hand.

      He let out a hoarse laugh as I fumbled with the keys, opened the door and began racing along the corridor.

      “So you like things rough, Princess?” he called after me, his voice rasping as his footsteps sped up. “I can accommodate rough.”

      My blood was pounding in my ears as I reached the end of the corridor and skidded round the corner. I ripped out the second knife from beneath my thigh, holding both handles upside down, the blades flat against my wrists, as I caught sight of two ogres at the other end of the corridor.

      Anselm was almost twice my height and his legs were frighteningly powerful even after the injury he’d just sustained. I dared not look back, but it sounded like he was no more than a few feet away from me. On seeing Anselm and me, the two ogres stopped dead in their tracks and blocked the corridor entirely with their huge frames.

      I supposed they thought that I would slow down. I didn’t. I sped up. Slipping out the two knives at the last minute, I dug them into both of their guts before they could even register what had happened. Blood spilled down the blades, soaking my hands and arms. I pulled the blades out again as they keeled over, allowing me passage just as Anselm grabbed the strap of my dress. I swiped out with the knife, narrowly missing his wrist as he withdrew his hand.

      I didn’t know how long it would be before I came across more ogres in the passageway. Eventually, they’d catch me. I couldn’t keep running forever. And these knives would be no good against Anselm now that he knew my trick. He was too strong. He’d overpower me if I let him catch up with me, even if I was holding two knives.

      I’d thought I’d be able to make the chase last a bit longer, but as I turned the next corner, I walked right into a dead end. I whirled around, trying to make it out before Anselm closed in, but I wasn’t fast enough. Placing both hands against the walls, he breathed deeply as he staggered toward me, dark blood dripping from his wound and leaving a trail on the floor.

      I tried the doors closest to me, but they were locked. I backed up against the window at the end of the hallway, swallowing hard as I brandished the two knives.

      I steeled myself as he approached within three feet of me. I didn’t believe that I could win this fight, but I had to go down trying. I held my breath, expecting him to launch forward and begin trying to wrestle the knives from my hands, when he stopped suddenly and looked directly over my shoulder, out of the window. His breath hitched and his lips parted. His eyes widened. I was shocked as he stepped back away from me.

      What in the world?

      I didn’t even have time to turn around to see what on earth he was distracted by when there was a sudden blow against the side of the mountain. The ground shook, and glass shattered. I fell, ducking my head between my knees, trying to protect myself from the sudden shower of shards of glass. My back stung as several shards pierced through the sheer fabric of my dress.

      There was a deafening roar—that of no man or creature I’d ever witnessed before. It penetrated my eardrums and vibrated around my brain.

      “Dragons!” Anselm bellowed toward the opposite end of the corridor. “The castle is under attack!”

      Dragons?

      Before I could even look up to see what had just smashed through the window, heat engulfed me. I cowered closer to the window frame as a blaze of fire shot through the corridor. Through the blaze I could just about make out Anselm running for his life and disappearing at the other end. As the fire died, I clutched my mouth to stifle a scream. I backed up into a corner and folded myself as small as I could as a set of sleek-reddish brown scales slid into the hallway.

      I cast my eyes up and down the length of the gigantic creature. Its head was facing the hallway’s exit, so I couldn’t see it, but the rest of its body was formidable enough to make me tremble. It was perhaps five times the size of an ogre. Smooth bat-like wings grew from its back. Its legs were thick as tree trunks and each foot was equipped with four heavy claws. Its long tail was pointed and sharp, almost like a stingray’s.

      Since I was backed up into a shadowy corner, the beast hadn’t yet noticed me. I jumped as it roared again, its whole body heaving as more fire shot down the length of the hallway. Then it started moving swiftly toward the exit, where it turned a corner and disappeared out of sight.

      My knees trembling, I stood up, only to be knocked back down as a second tremor ran through the floors. Again glass shattered—in a room perhaps a few hundred yards away, in the corridor perpendicular to the one I was sitting in.

      Gripping the edges of the window pane, I pulled myself to a standing position and stared out of the smashed window.

      Beneath the grey cloudy sky were a spread of dragons, their heavy wings beating the air as they headed directly toward me. Their scaly oblong faces were clearly visible, as were their slanted yellow eyes. I looked left and right. Several had already made contact with the building, and another window smashed a few floors down.

      “Oh, my,” I breathed, backing away and sprinting down the hallway.

      I was in a daze. Dragons? Ogres? What the hell is happening to me?

      I even considered for a moment as I ran along that corridor, ducking down as another window smashed a few yards away from me, whether I was indeed in a dream. It would have to be a very long dream if it was. A dream that was impossible to wake up from.

      As an ogre appeared before me in the hallway, he looked like he was about to throw himself at me, but on seeing another dragon climbing through the broken window and into the hallway behind me, he began running alongside me. I threw myself down a flight of stairs just in time to escape the wave of heat that gushed from the dragon’s mouth.

      I looked around the floor I’d just dropped down on. I’d been expecting more winding passageways, more endless doorways to run my hands across, but instead I was in some massive open hall. There were dozens of ogres running to and fro, strapping on armor, brandishing weapons and running toward the windows. It was chaos.

      I jumped as a heavy hand closed around my shoulder. Gripping the knife, I was about to strike when I realized just in time that it was Bella. Terror was written all over her face as she stared down at me.

      “We need to hide!” she hissed.

      She gripped me by my midriff and began milling through the crowd of ogres preparing for battle. Bella wore a long cloak and gathered me against her chest. I did my best to cling to her as she lowered the black cloak over me, hiding me from view.

      She was so thick and heavy, it felt like if she fell, she’d crush me to a pulp. I had to just hope that wouldn’t happen.

      “What is happening?” I gasped. I couldn’t see where Bella was running since the fabric was covering my face, and I couldn’t remove it for fear of losing grip on her.

      “They come sometimes, the dragons. Erisard’s lot. To plunder us…” Her breath hitched. “They eat us ogres.”

      The hallways echoed with shouts and screeches. I began to sweat beneath the fabric as I felt the temperature rising.

      “Dragons,” I murmured. I still couldn’t believe it.

      I was about to ask another question when Bella let out a blood-curdling shriek. She jolted upward, and if it weren’t for her clinging to my midriff, I would have fallen away from her. She… we… were being lifted into the air.

      As more glass smashed, I thrashed against the cloth covering my eyes and stared downward. My stomach flipped. We’d just broken through a window and were flying through the air, away from the ogres’ mountain abode, over sharp black peaks. Heavy leathery wings thundered either side of us, lifting us higher and higher. Claws gripped Bella by the shoulders, and parallel to us, gripped within the dragon’s front right foot, was another ogre.

      Several other dragons surrounded us, each carrying ogres of their own. They held them in their claws like hawks holding rats. I strained my neck to look at the dragon’s face, shiny and scaly and splattered with blood. Up close, these creatures were even more terrifying. And their scales gave off a musky, bitter odor.

      “Where are they taking us?” I whispered.

      Wincing, Bella grunted.

      “Somewhere no good, Miss Rose.”
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      As I stood at the gates of the Ageless’ celestial palace, a sea of familiar faces smiling to welcome me home, it should have felt like a dream.

      But it didn’t.

      It all still felt like a nightmare.

      Even as the new Ageless herself, Thalia Adrius, descended the steps toward me in all her ethereal beauty, I couldn’t manage the faintest of smiles. Grief was clamped around my heart like a barbed wire. I could barely breathe.

      She slipped her hand into my sweaty right palm, leading me up the stairs toward my quarters. In my left palm, I still clutched the only possession I’d left the island with—my mother’s jewelry box.

      I couldn’t pay attention to the elegance of the palace as Thalia, Brisalia and their third sister, Hermia, led me through chamber after chamber. I just wanted to be alone. Thankfully, the sisters were understanding.

      On first arriving in The Sanctuary, I’d asked the first witch I came across to take me to Brisalia. I’d explained to her briefly why I was here, and she hadn’t pressed me for many details. I couldn’t have been more grateful for that. I wasn’t ready to talk.

      Brisalia brought me immediately to the city palace, where I was to be housed. As we reached the top of the building, we stopped outside an ornate rosewood door. Pushing it open, the sisters led me into a sprawling apartment. From its pearl-studded window panes to gold-leafed bed frame, there wasn’t a single corner of the place that didn’t ooze extravagance.

      But, as with the rest of the palace, I didn’t care.

      “We’ll leave you now,” Brisalia said, as I entered the bedroom. “If you need anything, there is a maid staying in the servant quarters.” She pointed toward the hallway to my left.

      I nodded, watching as they backed away and closed the door behind them.

      I walked over to the dressing table and, opening my palm, looked down at the jewelry box. Tears threatened to spill from my eyes again as I stared at it. Lifting it to my lips and placing a kiss on the gem-encrusted lid, I placed it down on the table directly in front of the mirror.

      Then I looked up at my own reflection. I looked a state. My eyelids were puffy, my face deathly pale.

      I shut my eyes, wincing as the memory of Sofia and Kiev kissing at the Port blasted through my head.

      My head dropped down against the table, and now that I was alone, I could no longer hold back the tears. They streamed afresh from my eyes as the question I’d asked myself a thousand times in the past twelve hours replayed in my mind.

      Why would Kiev do this to me?
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      Mona’s departure had blazed a hole in my chest. A hole I knew wouldn’t be filled until I once again held her in my arms.

      After we extinguished my burning home, I entered it once again and walked from scorched room to scorched room, hoping she’d be there. Our bedroom had borne the brunt of the flames. It was practically unrecognizable. The bed had disintegrated, as had most of the furniture. I was about to walk into the bathroom when a soft voice spoke behind me.

      “Kiev.”

      I turned around to see Sofia standing in the doorway. She was looking at me with concern.

      “Patricia and the others have finished examining the bodies that were left outside Brett’s cave.”

      I took a step toward her. “And?”

      “The murderer squished their bodies up badly. But not quite badly enough. One of the witches, Leyni, noticed one thing in common with each of the corpses—their intestines had been completely removed. Piecing this together with the strange visions some of us have been having, the witches have concluded that, somehow, a ghoul was placed on this island by those two white witches… it might even still be here, for all we know.”

      “A ghoul,” I muttered, running a hand through my hair. I didn’t know much about such creatures, and I didn’t recall ever encountering one in my hundreds of years in existence, but I had heard rumors about them. “How could Mona not have suspected that she was being influenced by a ghoul?”

      “Apparently, once a ghoul has you under an illusion, it’s very hard to detect anything other than what it wants you to see.”

      “So those bitches…They placed a ghoul on this island to trick Mona into returning to The Sanctuary.”

      Sofia nodded. “I can’t think of anywhere else Mona would be now. Vampires and werewolves have been searching everywhere for her. She’s nowhere to be found on this island.”

      I swore, slamming my fist against the doorframe. Then, without waiting another moment, I rushed out of the room, down the stairs and out of the house. Sofia racing alongside me, I ran full speed ahead.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “What do you think?” I breathed. “I need to bring Mona back.”

      Sofia followed me to Corrine’s temple where all the witches were conducting their examinations. I ran from chamber to chamber looking for them until I found them in one of the innermost rooms, all gathered around two tables pushed together. My siblings, Erik and Helina, along with Matteo, Saira, Abby and Derek stood there too, deep in conversation.

      They all looked up as soon as I entered.

      “I need a witch to come with me to The Sanctuary to help me find Mona,” I said. “Who volunteers?”

      There was a silence as the witches exchanged glances. Then Patricia, the tall wiry witch at the end of the table, raised her hand. “Out of all of us, I’m the most skilled. I’ll come. But I’ll need to consult Mona’s map to know which gate into the supernatural realm would be best to use.”

      “We have copies of it in our home,” Sofia said quickly. “I’ll fetch one.” She hurried out of the room.

      “I’ll come too.” Erik stepped forward.

      I looked at him reluctantly. “What use will you be? You’re a vampire.”

      “So are you,” he shot back.

      “The fewer of us there are, the better,” I said. “I need to draw as little attention as possible.”

      As if she hadn’t heard the words I’d just spoken, my sister stepped forward too. “If Erik is going, I’m going too.”

      Before I could even respond, to my surprise, Matteo reached for her hand and pulled her back. “No, Helina,” he said. “Kiev’s right. The fewer people who go, the better.”

      I would have pondered longer about the look of affection Matteo had on his face as he stared down at my sister, but I was too preoccupied with the matter at hand.

      My eyes fell once again on Erik. My brother could be as stubborn as an ox once he got an idea into his head, and something told me that it would be easier to just let him come with me.

      Breathing out in frustration, I said, “Fine. Erik and Patricia come with me. Nobody else.”

      Gripping both Erik and Patricia by the arms, I pulled them out of the room before another word could be said.

      As we ran down the corridor toward the exit, Derek called after me.

      “Be careful, Novalic.”

      I shot a look back over my shoulder to see his silhouette at the other end of the shadowy corridor. Grimacing, I gave him a curt nod before continuing toward the exit.

      I didn’t know how we were going to actually pull this off—and I was sure neither Patricia nor my brother had any clue either. But it didn’t matter. The image of Mona burning through my brain clouded any uncertainty I might have otherwise held about what we were about to attempt.

      As we left though the front door and entered the moonlit courtyard, I stopped.

      “Wait here for Sofia to return and give you the map,” I said. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

      I lurched back through the woods until I reached the beach. I didn’t stop running until I reached Mona’s and my wrecked home again. Whizzing through the front door and up the stairs, I passed through the bedroom and entered the ensuite bathroom.

      I reached for the scorched drawer beneath the sink and pulled it open. The contents near the front were mostly ruined, but as I reached further inside, my fingers brushed against a leather pouch. I pulled it out and examined it, relieved to see that it was still intact. My eyes remained fixed on the small bulge beneath the fabric for a few seconds longer before I slipped it into the back pocket of my pants.

      Then I hurried out of the house, back toward the courtyard. I’d expected to return to only Patricia and Erik, but there was also a third person: Abby. I was relieved Patricia was holding the map already.

      “Right. Patricia, Erik, let’s go.”

      “I’m coming too,” Abby said.

      I scowled at her. “Did you not hear what I said back there?”

      Grabbing Patricia and Erik, I yanked them away from Abby and started moving away from the courtyard. But Abby caught up and stood in front of me, blocking my way.

      “I’m coming with you,” she repeated, hands on her waist. “I’m fed up of sitting still on this island. I want to help.”

      “We don’t need anyone else tagging along. It will only be a hindrance—”

      “Come on, Kiev,” Erik said, gripping my shoulder. “Let Abby come if she wants to. One extra person won’t do any harm. It will only make four of us.”

      I wasn’t sure my temper could stand being held up for another moment, so, rather than risk maiming someone, I agreed.

      “Patricia,” I said. “Take us to The Sanctuary.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 13: Sofia

        

      

    
    
      We’d been so tied up in the crisis of Mona leaving us completely defenseless against the black witches, it wasn’t until Kiev had left the island that Derek and I realized that Ben wasn’t in his room. Panic gripped both of us. We thought that perhaps he’d escaped to the human area and was wreaking havoc there. But a thorough search for him there soon assured us that he had not. My father helped us scour the whole island for him for the rest of the day, but he was nowhere to be found. Nobody seemed to have seen him.

      It wasn’t until we returned to the apartment late that evening and Derek noticed the note left on the desk in his study that we realized what had happened.

      I took the note from Derek, desperate to read it for myself—as if Derek had somehow misinterpreted it. But the message was clear. Our son had left The Shade.

      Derek gripped the edges of his desk so hard the wood groaned beneath his hands. I stared at him, my mouth agape. I wondered if Ben had somehow gotten wind of the suspicion some humans held that he’d been responsible for the murders.

      “He must have taken one of the subs,” I whispered, the full horror of the situation sinking in. “How will he even survive?”

      “I don’t know what he was thinking,” Derek said.

      I read the note once again, focusing on the last few words of his letter:

      “Don’t come looking for me.”

      Of course, my first reaction was to want to leave the island and scour the seven seas for him, if that was what it took to find him.

      “We need to look for him,” I gasped.

      I turned my gaze on my husband again. A stoic expression had set in on his face and he was looking at me steadily. He shook his head slowly.

      “When Ben left,” he said, his voice deep, “he was self-aware enough to leave us this letter. He was aware enough to know what he was doing. He made a decision.”

      Derek’s words were the last thing I wanted to hear, and yet I couldn’t help but find truth in them. When I remained standing there, my mouth open, Derek stood up and clutched my hands. “Our son is no longer a child, Sofia.”

      “I know, but… he could die out there,” I choked.

      Derek furrowed his brows, taking a deep breath. I could see that it was just as difficult for him to speak the words as it was for me to hear them. “Do you remember what you said to me, just before I turned him?”

      My mind was too alight with worry. I couldn’t think of anything right now other than Ben adrift in the middle of the ocean, starving to death. I shook my head, avoiding Derek’s gaze. He reached for my face and forced me to look at him.

      “You said that there’s one thing even vampirism can never take away from a person… Choice.” When I still didn’t respond, he drew me closer to him, cradling the back of my head as he whispered into my ear. “As Prince of The Shade, Benjamin chose to take this risk to protect his people. That’s a choice that we shouldn’t take away from him.”

      My hands tightened around Derek’s waist as his words burned me. How could I argue with him when ever since Derek’s and my first meeting, I’d been the one preaching the very thing he was repeating to me now?

      Lowering his mouth to mine, he kissed me slowly and tenderly. I wasn’t sure that I’d ever loved my husband more when he brushed my cheeks with his thumbs and whispered:

      “We need to have more faith in both of our twins. Remember, they’re Novaks… They’ll survive.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 14: Rhys

        

      

    
    
      The burden of my failure to recapture the Novak girl weighed heavily on my shoulders.

      Had my sisters not been alert to the rings glowing on their fingers that day I’d lain injured and trapped beneath the deck of that ship, with all those circus animals running about, I might have perished there.

      Despite the agony bursting from my palms and wreaking havoc on my nervous system, I’d managed to climb atop one of the containers to stay clear of the stampede. There, I’d rubbed the copper ring around my index finger until it glowed orange. After that, all I could do was wait. My sisters, Julisse and Arielle, had appeared beside me a few hours later and brought me back to the island Caleb Achilles used to manage—now managed temporarily by my aunt, Isolde.

      After my sisters had returned me to safety, they’d left immediately to complete the task I’d failed at. Then, when they’d also returned unsuccessful, it was all I could do to keep myself from screaming.

      The days that followed were agony—not so much from the physical pain of recovery, but from the shame and the absence of my powers. It felt like I’d been stripped of my identity, rendered some pathetic shadow of my former self. Worst of all, it had been a puny human girl I’d allowed to do this to me. The situation couldn’t have been more humiliating.

      I remained at the top of the castle—Annora’s old quarters—and kept myself locked there as Isolde and my sisters assisted me in my recovery. We witches didn’t have many vulnerabilities, but our palms were one of them. They were both our greatest strength and our greatest weakness.

      Somehow, Caleb and the girl had figured that out. My blood boiled as I suspected that it might have been the wolf who’d told them.

      What I’ll do to that dog if I ever meet him again…

      I’d promised Lilith that I would bring the girl back to her within a few days. A few days had long passed. Now, as I lay in the bed still recovering, I felt too ashamed to go before Lilith and admit to our failure. But I couldn’t delay it any longer, or she would start stressing. And stress made her weaker. She was clinging to life by a thread as it was, and she needed to be stronger than ever before for what lay ahead of us.

      No, I had to visit her now, even if my recovery wasn’t complete.

      Throwing aside my sheets, I got out of bed and pulled on my cloak, careful to not knock my fragile palms against anything in the process.

      Leaving my quarters, I sought out my aunt. She was down in the kitchens, stirring a pot of blood. As soon as she saw me, she reached for a goblet and offered me some. I shook my head, brushing her away.

      “I need to leave now,” I said.

      Her eyes narrowed on my palms. I thought she might protest and try to convince me to wait at least a couple of days longer, but she seemed to realize why I ought not delay the visit further.

      “I’ll escort you there,” she said.

      “Yes, but I will deliver the news. There’s no need for you to enter the cave. This task was my responsibility.”

      “Of course.” Covering the pot with a lid, she laid down the spoon and removed her apron. Picking up her cloak from the coat hanger in the corner and wrapping it around herself, she walked back over to me. Placing a hand on my shoulder, she asked, “Are you ready?”

      “Let’s go.”

      She vanished us first to the dungeon of the castle where the gate led to our island in the supernatural realm, and then once we’d travelled through the gate, she vanished us once again to the small island Lilith resided on.

      Isolde waited outside the cave as I made my way toward the Ancient’s inner sanctum.

      To my surprise, Lilith’s head was above the surface of her liquid resting place as I entered. That worried me. I wondered how long she had been positioned in that way. The liquid was what helped to preserve her.

      Keeping my hands hidden deep within the pockets of my cloak, I walked over to the edge of the pond and knelt down. Her shining black eyes shot open and fixed on me.

      “Why are you so late?” she hissed in ancient tongue.

      “I apologize,” I replied in her language. Deep lines crisscrossed every part of her shrunken face. Her skin looked much drier than usual. “How long have you been waiting like this?” I dared ask.

      Her lips pursed, eyes narrowing, to form a scowl. “Too long.”

      “Please, duck down for a moment,” I urged. “You need moisture.”

      She hacked and spat. “The girl is what I need. Where is she?”

      I bowed my head. “I lost her.”

      A deathly silence filled the chamber. I hardly dared even look at her. I expected her to start throwing a fit of rage, but what she did terrified me far more than if she’d become violent and cursed me.

      She winced and closed her eyes. She appeared too weak to even chastise me. “You know what this means,” she wheezed.

      I nodded, my gaze still downcast.

      “Without the girl’s blood,” she continued, “I stand less of a chance of surviving the final ritual. And if I fade away before it is complete, everything we have been working toward will be in vain.”

      I clenched my jaw. “I know.”

      “Yet you still managed to let her slip between your fingers.” She clucked her tongue softly. “Sometimes I wonder if you want what you say you want.”

      I glared at her, wanting to throw back a retort, and yet in that moment of shame, I could think of none.

      “So, for now,” Lilith continued after a pause, “we will forget about finding the girl. We’ve wasted enough time on her already.”

      “I agree,” I managed. “But all is not lost. I suggest that we continue with our original plan—take control of The Shade and its inhabitants. There are many different types of blood there—human, vampire, wolf, ogre, and don’t forget Anna, the immune. Her blood alone should provide you with much sustenance, even if it won’t match what the Novak girl’s could have brought you. Claim The Shade, and we claim a sea of blood in one fell swoop.”

      She raised a hand in the air and clicked her bony fingers.

      “So do it immediately. We can’t afford to wait longer.”

      I grimaced before finally pulling out my hands from my pockets and revealing to her my injured palms.

      Fury sparked in her eyes as she looked from one palm to the other. Hissing a curse, she sent me flying back until my back thudded against the stone wall with force that shook the whole room.

      Taking that as my cue to leave, I picked myself up from the floor and walked to the door. Before exiting, I called back. “Isolde is working hard to heal my palms. My powers will return in a matter of days. And then I will see to it that your order is done, your grace. That I swear.”

      As I left the chamber, I should have been wincing from the pain. But I wasn’t. I was smiling. She’d just shown me that she still had some sting in her. Enough, I hoped, for our final blood ritual to be successful.

      Because if it was, we would no longer need to depend on her as we did now.

      She would no longer be the only one of her kind.

      We’d have many more—enough to make up for our lack of numbers. Enough to reclaim The Sanctuary and our dominion over all lesser creatures. Enough to return to the way of our Ancients and reinstate our kind’s true glory.

      Yes, we’d have enough power to do all this. We’d have entire graveyards of it.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 15: Kiev

        

      

    
    
      I barely paid attention to the gate Patricia chose to take us through. I just trusted her to make the right decision as she vanished us from The Shade and we reappeared on top of a snowy mountain peak. It didn’t take her long to locate a crater in the ground and a few seconds later, we were all leaping through it.

      On the other end, we found ourselves in a humid jungle with broad leaves and tree trunks five times the size of any on Earth. The atmosphere was so heavy it was a struggle to breathe. Shrieks and growls of wild animals surrounded us.

      I didn’t need to look around for more than a few seconds to know where this was: Aviary. Dark memories of the time I’d spent here came rushing back.

      “Let’s keep moving,” I said, gripping Patricia’s shoulder perhaps harder than necessary.

      She did as I’d requested and a few moments later, the jungle disappeared in a blur of colors. When my vision came into focus again, we were standing on a cluster of rocks beneath the shelter of an overhanging rock. To our right was a beach covered with pristine white sand.

      “Well,” Patricia said, “I tried to vanish us within The Sanctuary, but this is as far as I could get… the boundary.”

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “I’ve been out of the place too long. I’m an outcast now, not much different from you.”

      I climbed down from the rocks and, ignoring the sun’s rays as I left the shelter of the cliff, I began to run full speed toward a line of trees that marked the beginning of the mainland. I might as well have just run up against a brick wall. Just before I reached the trees, I smashed into an invisible barrier and bounced back.

      I climbed back up to where the others were still standing on the rocks for shelter.

      “So what do you suggest we do?” I panted.

      Patricia sank down on the rock and furrowed her brows.

      “I think the only way in is to wait for a witch to come out, and then hijack them.”

      “Hijack?” Abby asked, frowning.

      “Yes, hijack. If you can hold onto a witch and enter with them at the same time, you should be able to gain entrance. At least, that used to be the case.”

      “How often do you think witches stray outside the boundary?” Erik asked.

      “They don’t have much reason to. When they want to travel outside, they’d mostly vanish themselves from within The Sanctuary itself. Most witches actually never leave the place.”

      “So how are we going to do this?”

      “I’m not sure that we have any choice but to wait and hope someone will come.”

      Wait and hope. Those were the last two words I needed to hear right now.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 16: Mona

        

      

    
    
      I’d hoped to be able to escape the nightmare I was living in by falling asleep, but I was only met with more. If anything, the nightmares were worse and more vivid when I shut my eyes. I woke up shivering in the early-morning hours, and didn’t bother trying to fall asleep again after that.

      As breakfast time approached, there was a knock on my bedroom door. I’d expected to see my maid, but instead it was Brisalia herself carrying a silver tray of food.

      She walked inside and set the tray down on my bedside table, then reached for my hand and squeezed it. She gave me a smile and there was warmth in her eyes as she said, “I’m sorry.”

      I nodded, averting my eyes to the ground and swallowing hard.

      “I know you want to be alone right now, but there are some things Thalia and our council want to discuss with you.”

      I raised my gaze to her. I wasn’t sure what they might be, though I could take a good guess. They knew I’d spent years living with the black witches. I guessed they wanted to pick my brain for information. They’d be sorely disappointed, of course. I’d betrayed Rhys too many times in the past to be trusted with much high-level information. I was usually only told the basics in order to do my tasks.

      Although it was the last thing I wanted, I nodded. I couldn’t refuse this request after all their hospitality.

      “When?” I croaked.

      “After breakfast.”

      I nodded.

      “Do you remember where the meeting hall is?” she asked.

      I nodded again, dark memories washing over me. How could I forget that place? It was the room where I’d been sentenced to banishment from The Sanctuary. The place where all these familiar people who looked on me now with warmth had once glared daggers and hurled insults at me.

      “Very well. I’ll meet you there in half an hour.”

      With that, she stood up and vanished from the spot.

      I cast my eyes toward the breakfast tray. I couldn’t even think about eating. I headed straight for the bathroom to shower and get dressed. Once I was ready, I vanished myself downstairs to the meeting hall. Thalia sat at the head of a long table, with Hermia and Brisalia on either side, while the rest of the chairs were taken by over a dozen other witches and warlocks. All members of The Sanctuary’s council.

      Shivers ran along my spine as I felt their gaze on me. It was unsettling the way they were looking at me now, as if the past had never happened.

      “Take a seat, Mona.” Thalia’s smooth voice echoed around the hall. She gestured to an empty chair next to Brisalia.

      I walked up to the table, curtsied and sat down.

      “To begin with, I just want to repeat how happy we are that you have returned home.”

      I clasped my hands together on the table and fixed my eyes on them, avoiding her eyes. Of course, as if there weren’t already enough uncomfortable things about this situation, all of them were still unaware that I’d murdered Odelia in her sleep.

      “Thank you,” I murmured.

      “You might have already guessed why I’ve called this meeting. As I’m sure you’re aware, the black witches are gaining power by the day. We have managed to gain inside information on some of their intentions, but much of their plans we are still unaware of. You spent many years with them. I would like to start this meeting by having you explain what you learnt about them while staying there, and what you believe their plans are.”

      My mind felt so distracted, it was a herculean effort just to focus on her words. I cleared my throat and ran my tongue over my lower lip.

      “I… What do you know already?”

      Thalia exchanged glances with her sisters. It was Brisalia who answered me. “Do you know Efren Hansard?” she asked.

      Efren. Of course I knew Efren. His sister had made my life a living hell when I’d been under Rhys’ wing.

      “Yes,” I replied.

      “Well, we managed to catch him. He’s now a prisoner here. Most of the information we’ve gained is from him, though it seems that he wasn’t high enough in rank to know everything. What he has told us is that there is an Ancient still living. And she is the key to their power. We don’t know where she is—even our spells couldn’t force this information from Efren. Right now, we are still large enough in number to overpower them, but their strength is growing each day. Once they are strong enough, they will take over The Sanctuary.” Brisalia paused, looking at me expectantly.

      “I’m afraid there’s really not much more that I know,” I said. “Rhys and his aunt didn’t trust me as much as you might have thought…” My voice trailed off. I did know one thing, of course: I knew where Lilith was. I knew the link she had with The Sanctuary. But if I revealed that, I was just one step closer to them finding out that I had slit Odelia’s throat. I ought to admit this to them, but right now, I was drowning enough as it was. I didn’t think I could handle it. So I fell silent.

      Thalia let out a sigh. “That is a shame,” she said. “We’d all hoped that you’d be able to assist with this.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, looking at her apologetically.

      “You’re a Channeler,” Hermia said. “Correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then you must have met with this Ancient in order to gain such powers?”

      “Indeed I did. But I don’t remember the location. Rhys didn’t trust me enough to reveal that to me. I was blindfolded and escorted by him there and back. I don’t even know whether she’s being kept on earth or in the supernatural realm.”

      An awkward silence descended on the hall. I kept my eyes fixed on my hands.

      “Well,” Thalia said eventually, “if you really don’t have any more information to offer us, then, at least you can help us to secure our realm.”

      “Certainly. I can do that.”

      “We already have protection around the island, of course, but since you’re a Channeler, your magic is stronger than ours. We’d like you to put a protective spell around this place, similar in strength to that which you put around The Shade.”

      The Shade. I felt a pang of guilt as she mentioned the island. There were thousands of people there, many of them dear to me—humans, vampires and werewolves alike—who were dependent on me for protection. Now that I’d left the human realm, if the black witches attacked, there would be no way they could keep them out. Patricia and the other witches there could maintain the spell of night and put up some kind of protection around them, but it wouldn’t be nearly strong enough for the might of Rhys and his kind.

      But as the memory of Sofia and Kiev betraying me once again came to the forefront of my mind, fire burned through my veins, and it stifled any guilt I was feeling.

      It’s just too bad.

      The Shade’s queen should have thought twice about playing me for a fool.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 17: Kiev

        

      

    
    
      After what felt like hours of waiting, I’d had enough.

      “I can’t take this any more,” I said, shooting to my feet. “There’s got to be another way.”

      “I’m all ears if you have any suggestions,” Patricia muttered, brushing a fly away from her face.

      “We need to try to lure someone out.” I felt all three pairs of eyes on me as I began pacing up and down on the rock. “What could we use as bait?”

      Patricia looked at me thoughtfully. “Hmm.”

      “What about an explosion?” Erik offered.

      “That might do it,” Patricia said.

      “What if it attracts more than one witch?” Abby said. “I doubt Patricia is capable of tackling more than one.”

      All eyes fell on Patricia. “We have the element of surprise on our side,” she said. “It really would depend on how many witches came out to investigate. If it was two or three, I might just be able to manage. More than that, I doubt it.”

      “So we’d all have to be touching the witch in order to gain entrance?”

      The witch nodded and stood up. “We can try an explosion, I suppose, and see what happens. In the meantime…” Her voice trailed off as she gripped each of our hands and pulled us toward her while muttering a chant under her breath. A few moments later, she, Abby and Erik disappeared. Looking down at my hands, I realized I had too.

      “We have a better chance of succeeding at this if we’re invisible.” Patricia’s voice came from my left.

      “All right. Now what?” I said.

      “You vamps need to wait here in the shade while I figure out the best place to set off the explosion. Once I set it off, we’ll wait to see if anybody comes. If there are fewer than three, assume that I will attempt to close in on them and start walking toward the witches—I’ll emerge as soon as I feel I’ve got control of the situation and beckon you over.”

      “And if there are more than three?” Erik’s voice came from my left.

      “Then stay where you are,” Patricia replied. “I won’t attempt anything and we’ll have to come up with some other idea… I’m leaving now.”

      As the witch’s presence left us, I walked over to the edge of the rocks where I could best position myself for scanning the beach. I was almost knocked forward as someone bumped into me from behind.

      “Oh, sorry.” Abby’s voice came quickly.

      I reached behind me and, finding her arm, guided her to a spot next to me where she was in no danger of knocking me again.

      “Erik?” I said.

      “Yeah.” He sounded like he was standing next to Abby.

      “Okay,” I said. “Now, pay attention.”

      I kept watching the beach, alert to even the slightest bit of movement as I tried to determine where Patricia was. After a few minutes, there was a sudden noise that sounded like the crack of a whip, and then in the sky, a ball of fire appeared, swirling and circling as it gathered speed. With one deafening roar, the ball exploded, sending glowing fragments flying down into the sea and onto the beach.

      “Somebody must have heard that,” Abby said.

      “Now it’s just a question of whether anyone cares enough to come and investigate,” Erik said.

      We couldn’t be sure where Patricia was now that the explosion had died down. I supposed that, like us, she was watching the boundary.

      “Come on,” I whispered, willing someone to emerge from the line of trees.

      Minutes passed and nothing happened. I was beginning to think that Patricia ought to cause another explosion when a woman emerged from the forest, a few hundred yards away from us. One strap of her long blue gown hung down her shoulder and her hair was disheveled. She stopped just before crossing the boundary and looked up and down along the length of the beach.

      “Phinneas,” she called.

      A bare-chested warlock wearing dark pants emerged behind her. His hair was also mussed, and lipstick stained his face.

      “Do you see anything?” she asked. Both scanned the length of the beach. “What could it have been?”

      The warlock shrugged. “It was probably just young ones up to no good. There are no lessons today.” His hands snaked around her waist. He drew her closer to him and buried his face in her neck. “Don’t let this distract us, Riona,” he whispered. “We don’t have long.”

      I held my breath, ready to let out a curse as he began pulling her back away from the boundary. They’d almost disappeared from view when the woman stopped in her tracks.

      “Wait, darling,” she said breathlessly through his kisses. “Those rocks look more comfortable.” She pointed toward where Abby, Erik and I were standing.

      Catching the warlock’s hand, the witch stepped out of the boundary with him and crossed the sand toward us.

      “We need to move,” I hissed.

      Although the sun hadn’t yet set, we had no choice but to make way for them. I wasn’t sure where Erik and Abby had scrambled off to—from the sounds of it, they’d climbed up the cliff—but I leapt from the rocks and dropped into the waters below. Hopefully I wouldn’t have to endure the sun for long, but the sea would at least help to soothe some of the burning in the meantime. I swam round the rocky enclosure and made my way back toward the beach, scanning it for any sign of Patricia.

      Come on, Patricia. Where are you?

      I tried to ignore the moans that were beginning to drift down from the rocks above me, but it was hard when I was still so close.

      Bracing myself for the full heat of the sun, I climbed out of the water in hopes of getting a better understanding of where Patricia was and what was holding her up. She’d said she’d emerge once she felt she’d gotten control of the situation, whatever that meant.

      I cast my eyes toward the two now-bare bodies writhing on the rocks. I grimaced. I wasn’t sure how we were going to pull this off. We only needed one of them, but from the looks of it, separating those two would be like separating Siamese twins.

      I almost jumped as something brushed up against my arm. I whirled around, but saw nobody. Then Patricia spoke. “Kiev, is that you?”

      “Yes. How did you—?” I looked down at my hands to check they were still invisible, wondering for a moment if the spell had worn off.

      “Your footprints in the sand,” she murmured.

      “What’s happening?”

      “I’m going to try to distract the warlock, send him over toward the other side of the rocks, and then come back for the witch. The moment you see the warlock leave, stand as close as you can to her without being noticed. Instruct Abby and Erik to do the same.”

      Before I could respond, she let go of me and I no longer felt her proximity. I started to climb closer toward the rocks again, trying to hide how heavy my breathing was becoming due to the pain the sun was inflicting on me.

      Perched on the rocks as close as I dared, I was expecting Patricia to cause another explosion of some sort any second now. But my focus was suddenly distracted by footsteps hammering over wet sand behind me. I looked back and was stunned to see another warlock running along the beach toward us.

      He was tall, wore fine clothes—an embroidered leather waistcoat and dark silk pants—and his hair was slicked back. His face was contorted with fury. His chest heaved as he raced toward the rocks. Swerving dangerously close to the amorous couple, I tucked myself in a narrow corner to avoid this man bumping into me as he approached.

      Leaping up the rocks, he stood, casting a towering shadow over Phinneas and Riona. They were so absorbed in each other, they didn’t even notice his presence until his hand clamped around Riona’s throat and he tore her away.

      Well, this has just gotten a whole lot more complicated.

      I wasn’t sure where Patricia was now, but clearly we had to wait for this scene to unfold before we could do anything.

      “Zylen,” she gasped, clutching the man’s hands around her neck.

      Lowering his head to her, he spat on her face. “Whore,” he growled. “How long did you think you would get away with this?” He slammed her head against the side of the wall. “A visit to your sister’s? Is that what this is?”

      Phinneas leapt up and a curse blasted from his palms, separating Zylen from Riona. He glowered at Zylen. “Don’t you dare touch her.”

      Zylen jumped to his feet and hurled a curse back at Phinneas, hitting him square in the chest. Phinneas shot backward, falling down into the ocean below. Zylen leapt into the ocean after him and the two warlocks began battling in the waves.

      “No!” Riona screamed, scrambling to her feet and clutching her dress against her. “Don’t hurt him.”

      As Riona motioned to hurl a curse at Zylen, a beam of light shot from his palm and hit her stomach. Her legs folded beneath her and she fell on the ground, her whole body rigid. Her screams assured me that she was not dead, just paralyzed.

      The battle in the waves became more and more furious by the second as the waves carried the two men further away from the rocks.

      Riona’s body then began to levitate—or so it seemed until Patricia hissed, “Now. Kiev! Abby! Erik! Come over here!”

      I walked over to Riona and reached out into thin air until I was touching what felt like Patricia’s shoulder. I glanced up toward the direction I’d heard Erik and Abby scramble away toward. They might have been in the sun this whole time. I hoped they’d be all right.

      “Erik?” I called. “Abby?”

      “Here,” my brother called behind me. “We’re here.”

      The two of them brushed against me as they gripped Patricia. A few seconds later, all five of us had vanished and reappeared outside the boundary bordering the forest lining the beach.

      “Now,” Patricia said, “Hold on to some part of this witch as we walk through.”

      I did as she’d requested, touching the girl’s arm, and I assumed the other two did the same as we hurried through what had previously been as solid as a brick wall. This time, as I walked through, it was with ease—as though there was no boundary there at all.

      We hurried further into the trees, out of direct view of the beach, where Riona’s body lowered to the ground. “What is happening? Who are you?” she gasped, tears still streaming down her face as she looked around wildly.

      Patricia finally came into view, standing directly next to her, although my, Erik’s and Abby’s forms remained invisible. Patricia bent down over Riona and looked at her kindly.

      “Don’t worry, dear,” she whispered, running a palm over her forehead. “When you wake up, you won’t remember what just happened. It will all seem like a bad dream…” As Patricia’s palm caressed her forehead, Riona stopped whimpering and her eyelids began drooping until they dropped shut. A few moments later, the woman was snoring.

      Taking in a deep breath, Patricia stood up and looked toward our direction. Her form disappeared from sight again as she muttered, “Now the real work begins.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 18: Mona

        

      

    
    
      Although my quarters were spacious, and my maid’s rooms were situated so far from my own that I barely noticed her presence, I was beginning to feel claustrophobic remaining inside. I considered putting an invisibility spell over myself, but instead just grabbed a cloak in hopes of trying to remain at least somewhat inconspicuous. I left the palace and began walking along the roads through the city. I avoided eye contact with the witches and warlocks I passed by, hoping that most wouldn’t recognize me after all this time.

      I knew that if I was to live here long-term, I couldn’t keep avoiding people. I’d have to become more sociable and reintegrate myself with the society.

      But my heart was still bleeding. Any company but my own was too much of a burden to bear.

      Each street I passed along seemed to have its own set of memories and walking down it unleashed them afresh in my mind. Hardly anything had changed here, even after all this time. I’d never thought I’d see the day when I’d be welcomed back home with open arms. Now that I had been, I couldn’t deny that nothing could replace The Sanctuary as my home—not The Shade, not anywhere.

      I walked for hours along familiar streets until I approached the edge of the city. The buildings were becoming fewer and fewer, while sparkling lakes and fragrant meadows surrounded me. My breath hitched as I caught sight of a waterfall crashing down into a gorge. I approached the hanging bridge connecting one side to the other and began walking across it, breathing in the crisp air. I stopped once I reached the middle of the bridge and gripped the railings. As I stared down at the churning waters beneath me, my vision started to become hazy again as more tears formed behind my eyes.

      Memories of Kiev began to play in my mind. From our first meeting in Aviary, to the first time we’d made love in my lake house… all that had happened between us washed over me.

      I wondered if Kiev felt any remorse over what he’d done to me. Or whether he was just angry with himself for getting caught and causing me to leave the island unprotected. I was sure that it was the latter. He was too besotted with Sofia Novak.

      I thought back once again to the night I’d seen them both standing in the Port. Derek Novak had been watching the scene too. I hadn’t been able to bear staying there a moment longer, so I didn’t know what had happened after I left. But I was sure that Derek would kick Kiev off the island. Perhaps Sofia had left with him.

      I brushed my tears away angrily with the back of my hand.

      I need to stop wasting my thoughts and emotions on a man who cares nothing for me.

      Determined to distract myself, I continued walking along the bridge and, on reaching the other side, I climbed down to the rushing water. Discarding my dress and stripping to my underwear, I dove in. Surfacing, I rubbed my face, washing away the tear stains from my cheeks. Loosening my hair, I swam closer to the waterfall. I was about to duck down behind it when someone called my name.

      “Mona.” A deep male voice.

      I cast my eyes toward the direction of the voice to see a warlock with long blond hair standing at the bank, arms crossed over his chest.

      I swam closer to him, staring at his face. It was strangely familiar, but somehow I couldn’t quite put a name to it.

      “You don’t remember me, do you?” he said, removing his light cotton shirt and sliding into the water with me.

      I shook my head, still staring at him.

      “Coen.” He held out a hand. “Coen Brymer. My family lived opposite yours, and we went to school together.”

      “Oh,” I said, stunned. “Coen? You… look different.”

      The Coen I remembered had been a wiry, shy boy with short-cropped hair and a pale complexion. Nothing like this tan, well-built man. I probably wouldn’t have recognized him even if I spent all day staring at him.

      He smirked. “I guess we’ve both grown up since we last saw each other…”

      I shook his hand.

      “It’s beautiful here, isn’t it?”

      I nodded, backing away from him a little.

      “I hope you don’t mind me intruding,” he said, wetting his hair and flicking it back.

      “That’s okay.”

      “I’ve been curious to see you ever since Brisalia mentioned you were back. Lots of us are… Though I see you’ve been keeping to yourself.”

      I heaved a sigh. “It’s been so long since I was last here… and so much has happened since. I guess I’m still trying to ground myself.”

      “That’s understandable,” he said, eyeing me closely. “I guess it also must be bizarre being welcomed by the same people who expelled you all those years ago.”

      Coen clearly wasn’t one to skirt around subjects. I gave him a small smile. “Yes, that too.”

      “If you wanted a little help in reintroducing yourself to people here, I’d be happy to assist.”

      “Thanks.”

      “It might be too soon after your arrival, but a small group of us—mostly old classmates—are gathering to celebrate my older brother’s birthday tonight, after the sun goes down. There’ll be music, food, dancing…” He swam toward the bank and climbed out, grabbing his shirt and buttoning it up. Straightening, he looked down at me. “If you feel like it, just come knocking. I still live in the same place… opposite your parents’ old home.”

      I nodded, swallowing hard. “Thank you, Coen. I’ll think about it.”

      “You never know, it might help to take your mind off things.” He flashed me a smile before turning on his heel and vanishing.

      I stared at the empty space he’d just been standing in. I wondered if Brisalia might have put Coen up to seeking me out. I had mentioned Kiev briefly to her. Perhaps it had been her idea to give me a distraction.

      Whatever the case, I couldn’t deny now that I was desperate to start forgetting the vampire. Although the last thing I felt like doing was attending a party, perhaps I owed it to myself to go.

      I swam back to the opposite side of the gorge and climbed out. Drying myself with magic, I pulled on the dress and climbed back up to the bridge. I decided to walk the distance back to the palace. It would give me time to think about Coen’s proposal.

      I wasn’t paying much attention to the streets I was walking along as I made my way back. I was too absorbed with weighing up the pros and cons. But as I reached a particularly elevated area of the city, I snapped out of my reverie to realize I’d arrived at the end of my family’s old road.

      I shuddered as my eyes fixed on my old home. It was just as I’d remembered it—the gently sloping roof studded with crystals, the spacious verandas, the square lawn out front with a small toad pond in the corner…

      It took all I had to not break down again. I fought to steady my breathing and forced my eyes away from the sight, and onto the house opposite—Coen’s house.

      I hadn’t intended to arrive here. Hell, I didn’t feel I’d even made up my mind yet. But it seemed that my subconscious had decided for me: I was going to the party.

      Drawing in a deep breath, I walked up to the Brymers’ front door and knocked. Coen answered it after a few seconds. A wide grin spread across his sun-kissed face as soon as he laid eyes on me.

      “That was quick,” he said.

      I smiled sheepishly.

      “So you’re coming?”

      “Yeah… I’ll come.”

      “I’ll pick you up from your quarters later this evening, around nine o’clock. Which apartment are you staying in?”

      “I… uh…” My mind went blank. I hadn’t even noticed a number on my front door. “I’m not sure. It’s on the top floor. You could just ask someone when you arrive—”

      “Are you heading back there now?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Then I might as well escort you,” he said. Before I could even object, he’d stepped out onto the porch with me and closed the door behind him. He gestured toward the street. “Shall we?”

      I followed him away from his home and we continued walking together down the road. I looked sideways to see Coen stealing a glance at me. His cheeks flushed slightly as our eyes met and he cleared his throat.

      Coen Brymer was cute. That much I couldn’t deny.

      As we made our way along the peaceful streets back toward the palace, I couldn’t help but wonder if he might turn out to be the distraction I needed to take my mind off Kiev.

      Like I’d been the distraction Kiev had needed to take his mind off Sofia.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 19: Micah

        

      

    
    
      Sitting still had never been something I was good at. I’d lost track of how much time I’d spent on the boat, waiting and hoping for someone to come and navigate it away, but now all I knew was that I’d had enough.

      Since the silence and boredom of the yacht was slowly driving me insane, anything seemed better than this—even risking my life.

      I managed to gather just enough patience to wait until night fell beyond the boundary of the island before I adopted my wolf form. Leaping from the deck, I landed on the frozen jetty. I threw myself into the nearest cluster of bushes. Straining all my senses, I tried to detect if anyone was within two miles of me. Unable to, I began running through the forest, sticking to the undergrowth and trying to make as few rustling noises as possible.

      I hurried toward the castle perched among the mountain peaks that loomed in the distance. On reaching the borders of the forest, I stopped. Once again, I utilized my sharp senses to evaluate the risk of moving closer to the castle. There were certainly a number of vampires and witches moving about within the castle, but I couldn’t detect anyone outside of it at this late hour. However, I had to be careful not to be seen. My dark coat stuck out like a sore thumb amidst this white snow. For that reason, I couldn’t take to the stairs. Instead, I left the shelter of the trees and bounded right toward the steep rocky slope leading up to the right half of the building.

      As I began to climb, I didn’t really have a plan. I just wanted to try to get some understanding of when the next batch of inhabitants would be leaving in one of the vessels. If I knew, there might be some way I could latch on to the vessel until it passed outside the boundary and then quietly slide off into the sea… Granted, I didn’t know what I’d do once stranded in the sea, but even that was a more hopeful situation than the one I was currently in.

      Fortunately, my body as a wolf was uniquely equipped for this terrain and the cold didn’t bother me. I was agile, even on the most treacherous of ledges, and it wasn’t long before I reached the base of the castle. I pulled myself up onto the narrow pathway that ran around the circumference of the building.

      I paused and looked around, straining my ears once again to hear snippets of conversations going on within the castle that might lead to a clue about when someone would next be departing from this place.

      There were dozens of conversations going on at once and they were all overlapping each other, so it was hard to focus on one. As the night drew on, I hoped that people would turn in to bed and there would be fewer conversations, thus making it easier for me to concentrate.

      I jumped down onto the rocks beneath the base of the castle and curled up in a nook beneath an overhanging rock, monitoring the conversations from this safer, less visible spot. As it turned out, I was right in my assumption that people would start going to sleep. What felt like a few hours passed and finally, I was left with only four conversations to decipher. One sounded like it was coming from the ground level—some argument about the amount of human blood someone was trying to consume—while the other three were drifting down from the floors above. As the argument on the ground floor faded away, I soon realized that the conversation on the floor most distant from me, perhaps even the top floor of the castle, was the most interesting.

      “How could we have run out?” It was the angry voice of Rhys. “I told Lilith we’d be ready to leave for The Shade!”

      A chill crept down my spine at mention of the island.

      “I’m sorry,” a quieter female voice replied. “Your palms were damaged much worse than I thought, and I underestimated our supply of mer-fin.”

      “What about the other two islands? Stellan’s, and our own back through the gate? There are kitchens full of ingredients there, Goddamn it.”

      “I already checked in both places. We’ve run out. I’ll need to make another trip to The Cove to retrieve some more.”

      Glass smashed.

      “And how long will that take?” he seethed.

      “You know that’s a question I can’t accurately answer. But while I’m gone, keep drinking as much were-blood as you can down. I’ll instruct Arielle to bring you a goblet five times a day. It will help to build your strength until I can brew up my potion again… I’ll leave through the gate now. And, Rhys, I promise I’ll be back as soon as possible.”

      Rhys grunted angrily as the conversation came to an end.

      My mind was still fixed on The Shade. What did they plan to do exactly? Were they finally going to attempt a full-blown invasion?

      At least, for now, it seemed that some time had been bought for the island.

      But how much?

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 20: Annora

        

      

    
    
      I had to admit, I thought that the night Caleb finally sank his fangs into me might have been my last. The hunger in his eyes was both terrifying and exhilarating. He drank deep. So deep my head began to feel faint. But even as my vision became fuzzy, I didn’t struggle. I still clung onto him tight, beckoning him to take more of me—all of me, if that was what he wanted.

      But then he stopped. Wiping my blood from his mouth with the back of his hand, he staggered back, as far away from me as he could on the deck. His chest heaving, he turned his back on me and forced his gaze out toward the ocean.

      I could only take his restraint and self-control as evidence that he didn’t want to end me. I’d been right all along: he did still love me, and I just had to prove to him that I was still the girl he’d sworn to marry.

      I felt a sense of elation as I stood there, watching him struggle to control his hunger on the other side of the boat. His refusal to end me was the first step toward recovering what we’d once had. I’d survived Caleb’s initial attack, and now he craved me. Madly. Deliriously.

      I kept my distance from him for the rest of the night, as well as the following morning. I noticed him putting more effort into navigating us toward a shore where he could drop me off, though I could still see land nowhere in sight. In this old boat—unless we came across another ship—we had no chance of reaching land any time soon.

      He fasted for the entire day, but as evening fell again and I settled down to sleep in my corner, he approached behind me, grabbed my waist and pulled me back against him as he once again gave into his craving for me. I reached my arm around the back of his neck, once again pulling him closer, inviting him to take me fully, even though pain was shooting through me from his bite.

      But as he’d done the night before, he regained control over himself. I stared into his eyes—turned almost black with bloodlust—and brushed my fingers against his cheek. He flinched as I leaned forward and kissed his neck, and shot back toward the opposite end of the boat again, cursing and slamming his fist against the wood.

      But as morning broke, I woke up to a cupful of blood next to my head. A long metal spear lay a few feet away from me, its tip tinged with red. Caleb was nowhere in sight—though his breathing came from the inside of the cabin. I smiled knowingly as I lifted the blood to my lips. It was Caleb’s blood. He couldn’t afford for me to waste away now, or he’d no longer be able to satisfy his craving.

      He was addicted to my blood.

      Now, it was only a matter of time before he became addicted to me.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 21: Rose

        

      

    
    
      I couldn’t keep my head above the cloth for long if I wanted to stand a chance of clinging to Bella’s waist. I found myself shivering. I didn’t know how high up the dragon had brought us now. A fierce wind whipped past us as it flew with breathtaking speed. The cloak was damp against my back. I wasn’t sure whether it was from sweat or rain.

      I dared not ask more questions now that we were so close to the dragon. I wondered if the beast had even noticed that it was carrying me along with Bella. Bella had said they ate ogres. I wondered if they ate humans too.

      I lost track of how much time had passed. Hours, certainly. I managed to peek out a few more times and saw nothing but a vast expanse of ocean beneath us. I was growing increasingly nervous as the time passed, because Bella’s arms seemed to be loosening around me, and I wasn’t sure how much longer I could keep holding onto her without her support. I closed my eyes, shutting out all other distraction, and just focused on holding onto her.

      Even though I might have a better chance of survival dropping into the ocean than allowing myself to be dragged along to the realm of the dragons, dropping into the ocean from this height would be certain death. There was clearly no land for miles, and I had no idea what kind of creatures lurked within these strange waters.

      So I closed my eyes and held on tight. I was holding onto Bella so hard, I could hear every beat of her heart against her chest.

      Suddenly, the dragon began to descend. My stomach turned. There was no warning as the dragon swooped in what felt like a freefall dive. And the further we flew, the hotter it became.

      Bella grunted. I was about to peek out behind the cloth again to see what on earth was happening when the dragon jolted, pulling out of the dive so suddenly not even Bella could hold onto me any longer. Our grip on each other loosened and the next thing I knew, I was falling. I barely had a chance to take in my surroundings, much less scream, before my back hit the ground, my head slamming back against grass. I was lucky that it hadn’t been a rock.

      Groaning, I rubbed my head and sat up. Although my back ached, it didn’t feel like I’d damaged anything seriously. It seemed that I hadn’t fallen far.

      My eyes widened as I took in my surroundings. I was on the top of a hill. The sky was a clear blue—not a single cloud in sight—and a bright sun beat down on me. A few miles behind me was ocean, and spreading out in all other directions were ranges of hills and mountains, dipping down occasionally into lush green valleys.

      My eyes fixed on the group of dragons carrying ogres in their claws as they disappeared behind a mountain.

      Well, crap.

      What do I do now?

      I was away from the ogres’ nightmarish kingdom, but where was I now? Somehow, I doubted that I was any safer here.

      I figured that the first thing I ought to do was get out of sight. I felt so vulnerable on this hilltop. There could be another wave of dragons passing this way any time, for all I knew. Although my body was weak, I forced myself to scramble down the slope, toward the lush valley below.

      It seemed that the one thing the ogres and dragons shared in common was a mountainous realm.

      Dragons. I still felt insane just thinking the word.

      As I reached the dip of the valley closest to me—just a few hundred yards away from my hill—I realized that the green substance I’d thought was grass at the bottom was actually a swamp. I climbed down toward it and stopped at its edge. I eyed it warily, trying to figure out if there was any easy way to cross it or if I’d have to walk around it. I had to swallow a scream as what I’d presumed to be a mossy log opened two gleaming yellow eyes and began moving toward me. I stumbled back, reaching for the knife I still had on me and pulling it out as a giant reptilian creature began to crawl out of the water. It looked similar to a crocodile, with its long sharp tail and gnashing jaws, except this was three times as long and wide as any crocodile I’d seen. And much faster, too.

      As it scurried after me, its jaws snapped near my feet. I reached for the branch of a small tree nearest to me and managed to swing myself up just as its jaws closed on where my ankle would have been. I forced myself up as high in the tree as I could and stared down at the beast. It looked almost as ferocious as the dragons themselves.

      I stared at the creature with bated breath as it turned its head upward to eye me. For one terrifying moment, I thought that it was about to climb up the tree after me, but, snorting, it backed off and slunk back into the water. It certainly didn’t look like the kind of creature that would be able to climb trees.

      Great. Now I’m stuck up a tree. I can’t even get to the ground to explore without fearing that thing will notice and come chasing after me.

      Goddamn it. What is it with me and crocodiles?

      Only this time, I had to fend for myself. Caleb wasn’t around to save my skin.

      I cursed beneath my breath as I tried to find a more comfortable position perched in the treetop. It was hard to do, considering that the tips of the branches were laced with thorns. Once it was clear I wasn’t going to find a more comfortable position, I leaned my head back against the trunk, breathing out deeply.

      My body was aching for rest. Every part of me was beat. I wanted nothing more than to close my eyes and sleep, if only for half an hour. I was sure that I’d be able to think more clearly about my next move if I did.

      Gripping the branches and lodging my elbows between them so it would be difficult to fall, I closed my eyes.

      Unsurprisingly, I didn’t manage to sleep, though resting my eyelids did seem to do some good. When I opened them again, I felt a little calmer.

      I shifted in the branch, rubbing my eyes. I looked back at the swamp. The creature had resumed its place, playing a dead log as it waited for the next unfortunate passerby.

      I looked back up toward the top of the hill I’d climbed down from. Once I worked up the courage to climb down again, I’d have to backtrack and find another path to travel along—hopefully a less treacherous one.

      I was about to begin climbing down the tree, my eyes fixed on the swamp monster for even the smallest sign of movement, when I heard it. A strange, monotonous chanting. It sounded like it was echoing up from the bowels of one of the mountains, on my side of the swamp. The words were spoken by deep male voices. The words, the way they were pronounced, and the intonation sounded like they were being chanted by humans, or perhaps witches—albeit in some strange tongue.

      Bewildered, I lowered myself down slowly from the tree. The swamp monster’s eyes didn’t open, so I jumped to the ground and began scrambling back up the hill, casting glances back every few paces to check that it wasn’t following me.

      I was panting by the time I reached the top of the mountain where I thought the voices were coming from, and my mouth was parched. I crouched down low on the grassy glade, afraid that more dragons might come flying by. I scanned the area, trying to figure out where the voices could possibly be emanating from. As I moved forward, I spotted a crater. I crawled closer to the edge of it and peered down.

      My eyes were almost scorched as flames burned up from the hole. I crawled backward, moving around the other side of the hole to see if I could see any better. The flames died and I found myself staring down at a circle of seven men, kneeling with their heads bowed. At least, I thought they were men. But on second glance, although they had humanoid features, they were clearly anything but human. They were naked from the waist upward. Their limbs were constructed as a human’s. I could see that their shoulder blades were capped with shining scales, and their ears were sharp and pointed. They all had dark skin, and their muscles looked inhumanly large.

      I leaned in further, trying to get a better look. They were all gathered around a pool of dark red liquid, surrounded by a ring of flames. They all knelt around it, as though paying homage. One man of the seven, kneeling on a platform a little higher from the ground, was leading the chant as they all repeated it after him.

      A hiss came from behind me. Whirling around, I gasped in horror to find myself staring into bright yellow eyes. It was the swamp creature. It had followed me up the mountain after all. Its jaws were wide open, within three feet of my legs.

      I lost balance and the next thing I knew, I was falling into the crater. Since the entrance to the crater was almost directly above the tub of liquid, thankfully I missed the flames.

      I fell head first into the liquid.

      Had the vessel not been deep enough, I would have broken my neck. But it was deep. Alarmingly deep. Even with the force of my fall, I didn’t touch the bottom. I kicked hard and fought my way to the surface. Gasping, I wiped the liquid from my eyes—liquid I was now certain was blood. A deathly silence had fallen in the cave. I looked around, now only a few feet away from each of the strange men. They stood towering over me, staring at me with a mixture of shock and wonder.

      I hauled myself out of the blood. Balancing on the edge of the pool, I fumbled for the knife I’d fastened to my waist. It was no longer in its sheath. It must have been dislodged during the fall. I looked upward, shuddering as I took in the height I’d just dropped from.

      When I lowered my eyes to the men again, they were still examining me with the same mix of fascination and surprise, as though I were some kind of alien. Much like the expression I was sure that I assumed when looking at them.

      The man nearest to me spoke in a coarse, guttural voice. Although he was looking directly at me, it didn’t feel as though he was speaking to me.

      “Dressed in silk and borne from sky. Skin soaked in the blood of enemies.”

      I gaped at him. Huh?

      A dark-haired man beside him stepped forward closer to me. “Maiden of fire?” he whispered, his voice assuming the same tone of reverence.

      I was half tempted to blurt out that they’d mistaken me for someone else, but… Maiden of fire? I couldn’t quite find it in myself to turn that title down.

      “Could it be?” A third man narrowed his bright eyes on me. “She’s a human.”

      The man lurched forward and gripped my arm. He pulled me toward him and pressed his nose against my wrist, drawing in a deep breath. His lips parted as he looked at me. “This is no ordinary human. Her blood is not like any I’ve ever smelt before… What else could this be but an omen?”

      His response was met with silence as they continued to stare at me.

      “She fell as we were paying homage to the fire that burns through our veins and devours our enemies. We must take her as a gift from our ancestors.”

      I wasn’t sure what to do as he held out a hand to me. I didn’t sense danger in his gesture, so I took it. His skin was hot, almost scorching hot as he led me between two flames and onto the straw that had been his seat. He gestured for me to step up onto it.

      My throat was sore, and it felt like I’d swallowed some blood based on the unpleasant coppery taste at the back of my mouth. My whole body was sticky from the substance as it began to dry on my skin beneath the heat of the flames billowing up around the pool.

      The man let go of my hand and knelt on the ground on one knee, the other men following his lead.

      I stood there awkwardly, waiting for them to face me again.

      They exchanged glances among themselves, and then one of the men stepped forward suddenly and picked me up. Shivers ran through my body as I felt his hot skin against mine.

      Spines began to spread from his shoulders until he was completely covered with scales, and then his whole body began expanding—his head, his arms, his legs, until the creature holding me was no longer a man, but a dragon.

      His heavy wings beat either side of him as he lifted me up toward the hole at the roof of the mountain. The other men transformed too and flew after us.

      These aren’t just dragons. These are dragon shifters.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 22: Rose

        

      

    
    
      I was relieved when the dragon finally touched down on the ground again. His claws scratched my skin, and I was baking hot from the heat of his body. I looked around at the clearing we’d landed in. It was lined with tall trees and in the center was what appeared to be a well.

      The other dragons touched down shortly after us and, remaining in their giant forms, formed a line across the clearing, their fiery eyes fixed on me. I could feel the heat emanating from their bodies even a dozen yards away.

      The dragon who’d been carrying me resumed his human form and strode over to the well. He pulled up a bucket and, taking me by the hand, began to tip water over me. I was grateful for the coolness, but it was bizarre being soaked down by this man. I would rather have done it myself. He tipped bucket after bucket over me, until my dress was soaked and the dried blood had disappeared.

      He placed the bucket on the floor.

      I was afraid to even speak a word lest I shatter their illusion and place myself in danger. But it was hard to keep up the impression of being somebody else when I had no idea who that person was.

      I looked as steadily as I could back at the man, my lips sealed.

      The other dragons approached closer now that I’d finished my bucket bath. They continued to eye me curiously.

      One option was to just wait for them to offer up information, and in the meantime, pretend that I knew what I was doing. But they were standing so still, just staring at me, I realized that they were expecting me to do something.

      If I ever needed courage and confidence in myself, it was then. And those were two things I didn’t possess as I stood there in that clearing, surrounded by the most formidable beasts I’d ever laid eyes on.

      Speaking could either save my life, or be my downfall. I had no idea which one it was. But it felt like remaining silent wasn’t an option any more. I was going to have to take the risk.

      The only flicker of confidence I had was the feeling that they weren’t entirely sure what to expect from me either. They were clearly superstitious creatures, and for whatever strange reason, they’d labeled me as some sort of auspicious sign. It struck me that perhaps they themselves didn’t know what to expect of me. Hell, I’d just dropped through the roof of their cave, it wasn’t like they’d been expecting me. By some fluke, I’d just fallen in at the right minute. Under any other circumstances, God knew what they might have done with me.

      I had to be confident and fill the shoes of this role. If I didn’t, they’d be more likely to suspect me to be the phony that I was.

      Hiking up the hem of my dress so I could walk forward, I approached the nearest dragon to me and reached for his right hand. I pressed my palm flat against his, assuming a look of concentration as though I had any semblance of an idea of what the hell I was doing. Then I looked up at the dragon.

      “I’d like a tour of the kingdom.”

      I found myself assuming a posh British accent, and I had no idea why. Perhaps I thought I sounded more otherworldly—and less like myself, Rose Novak, the weak human girl—if I did.

      The dragon who’d previously been leading the chanting nodded.

      “Charis,” he said, eyeing the man I’d just touched palms with. “You heard her. See to it that the human has what she asks for and is content. We don’t want to displease her.”

      Casting one last glance at me, the leader beckoned to the other men and they all launched off into the air, leaving Charis and me alone.

      As Charis transformed back into a dragon and reached out his giant hand for me to climb onto, I found myself wondering what other requests I might get away with. He was about to close his scratchy fingers around me when I patted his thick wrist. His scales were so tough they were like armor, and he didn’t even sense it. I had to speak.

      “I’d rather travel on your back than in your palm,” I said, forcing confidence into my voice.

      There was no hesitation on his part as he raised me onto his shoulders. Slotting both my feet carefully into his sharp scales, I clung to the back of his neck as he launched into the air.

      My heart hammered in my chest as he climbed higher and higher, until eventually the well beneath us was just a speck—and the gorgeous, lush landscape was visible. I strained my eyes and saw far in the distance, a range of mountains emitting steam. Volcanoes?

      All this greenery certainly wasn’t the landscape I would have imagined dragons living on. I would have expected a scorched realm, devoid of any signs of life. Perhaps the dragons saved their fire for attacks on enemies.

      It was clear to me now where the dragons made their homes—there were no buildings, just caves bored into hills and mountains, similar to the one I’d fallen into. There were sparkling lakes in between the valleys, and acres of lush flowers.

      But I wasn’t taking in many of the details Charis was pointing out to me as we flew. My mind was whirring as to how I was going to use this advantage I’d stumbled into before it was too late. I didn’t know if they’d figure out that there was nothing auspicious about me, but I had to get out of here before they did.

      I thought suddenly of Bella.

      “And where do you keep your enemies?” I asked, after he’d paused for a breath.

      He slowed and began flying in the opposite direction. He nodded toward what looked like a giant pit dug out in the center of a valley. Reaching it, he hovered directly over it. I found myself staring down into a giant dirt pit. Its walls were steep, and high—it was dug perhaps a few hundred feet into the ground, too high for any ogre to climb out from, and there were no notches in the walls. There was a group of perhaps fifty ogres in there now. I wondered if they’d all been from the fresh catch today.

      “Please lower us further,” I said.

      Charis did as I’d requested and lowered us. I asked him to stoop lower and lower until we were close enough for me to be able to make out the faces. Bella wasn’t there. In fact, I couldn’t see a single female ogre down there.

      Perhaps she’d been killed already. I’d hardly known her long, but I couldn’t help but feel morose. I’d wanted to see her live a life better than the one she’d been dealt, even though I wasn’t sure how I’d ever give it to her. I’d wanted a better fate for her than in the belly of some dragon.

      “Where to now?” Charis asked, breaking through my thoughts.

      How about… back to the human realm?

      I was so tempted to just blurt it out, but I wasn’t sure if I was to be obeyed to such an extent.

      Still, I had to try. I was at least in a better position now than I had been back in the ogres’ kingdom. I wasn’t cooped up in some room.

      “Or would you like to rest?” Charis was still hovering in the air, waiting for my answer.

      “Yes,” I said. “I’d like that.” At least it would give me some time to think out how to broach the subject.

      As soon as I said the words, he swooped down into the valley below and glided along until we reached the entrance to a cave in the side of a particularly wide mountain. He landed inside it, folded his wings, and raised his hand for me to step onto so he could lower me back to the ground. I stared into the cave.

      “Through here.” The voice that spoke now was less deep and rasping than just a couple of minutes ago. I turned around to see that Charis had resumed his human form.

      He moved in front of me, leading the way deeper into the cave. I couldn’t help but admire the beauty of his body. He positively glided even when he walked, all his limbs working in perfect rhythm, his smooth muscles rippling beneath his tan skin.

      The sunshine became fainter and fainter the deeper we walked into the cave until he stopped and pointed to the back of the cavern. I was surprised to see a bed there, covered with some kind of dark animal skin for blankets, the frame made of what looked like carved silver. Other than the bed, there wasn’t much other furniture to be seen in this cave. It was quite plain.

      “The dragon who lived here before died recently in battle. This can be your new home. Erisard will issue orders that no other dragons disturb you. So you can sleep peacefully.”

      Erisard. I guessed that was the dragon who’d appeared to be the leader among them.

      “Erisard is your leader?” I asked, as he motioned to leave me alone in the cave.

      Charis nodded. “Our king.”

      “Oh… And you are?”

      He looked at me curiously. I grew nervous suddenly, wondering whether, as a “good omen,” he’d expect me to know more about them.

      “I am part of his council. There are seven of us altogether, including the king himself. You met us all during a rite we were holding.”

      “I see… And, since you have accepted me as a gift, what do you intend to do with me?”

      “You are to remain with us and be treated with respect.”

      I swallowed hard, bracing myself for my next words. “Since Erisard also stated that I am not to be displeased, may I ask a favor of you?”

      “What?”

      It was time to just spit it out. I hoped that the worst thing that could happen was him refusing.

      “I need to return to the human realm.”

      He paused, then to my astonishment, he nodded. But my relief lasted for but a second when he said: “I can escort you there, but you must understand that I must also escort you back. Because a gift is to be kept, not given away. You belong here with us.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 23: Rose

        

      

    
    
      Although his words chilled me, I wasn’t about to back down on my request. I had no choice. I had to return to the human realm, even if it meant returning with a fire-breathing dragon.

      Charis questioned me further about the purpose of my visit there. I told him that I needed to find an old friend and help him out of a sticky situation. Charis disappeared for a while, leaving me alone in the cave as he went to discuss my request with Erisard. I was relieved when he returned and said that his king had agreed.

      Next, I had to explain how exactly we were to return. We needed to travel through the gate in the realm of the ogres, because that led directly to the island where I’d left Caleb and Annora. Whether they were still on that island remained to be seen. I couldn’t imagine Caleb leaving without discovering what had happened to me, but Annora was devious and she could have played some tricks in order to convince him. Whatever the case, our first stop had to be the island. It was large, but with Charis roaring and myself shouting, Caleb’s ears shouldn’t have a problem picking up our noises.

      The other possibility was that Caleb had left the island on the boat he’d been building. Even then I hoped he wouldn’t have travelled too far on that primitive thing. Hopefully, Charis and I could track him down in the ocean if we both made enough noise.

      If Caleb hadn’t been a vampire, I would have been much more worried about finding him. But if we managed to make it back to the human realm, I was convinced that if we spent enough time searching for him we’d find him without too much difficulty.

      I told the dragon I wanted to leave immediately, and Charis agreed. Climbing onto his back and holding tight to the scales behind his neck, I clenched my stomach as he launched into the air. I’d told him I wanted to get the job done as soon as possible and he was taking it to heart. His speed was breathtaking.

      We had almost reached the beach when a cry caught my attention down below. It was a familiar voice.

      “Wait,” I said, squeezing my legs against the dragon’s hide even though it was so rock hard, I was sure he couldn’t feel it.

      He slowed down and I scanned the landscape for any clue as to the source of the noise. And then I saw it. A dragon in full transformation cornering an ogre at the entrance to a cave.

      It was the ogress.

      “I want that ogress,” I said. “I want to bring her with me.”

      As Charis hesitated, I wondered whether I might have finally found out how far these creatures were willing to go to satisfy my demands. But then he dipped in the sky and hurtled full speed toward the entrance of the cave. Landing with a thud that seemed to shake the entire mountain, he moved in between Bella and the dragon who was about to pounce on her.

      “Find yourself another one,” Charis muttered to the dragon as he nudged Bella toward him with his right hand.

      “Bella,” I called down. Her sweaty face lit up as she saw me, the panic draining from her expression and giving way to relief. “Come.” I could see that she’d been injured already. Her right arm was soaked in blood.

      The other dragon didn’t even have a chance to protest as Charis—albeit reluctantly—helped the ogress onto his back. As she plonked herself down next to me, I had to stand up as her huge form almost squeezed the life out of me. Once she was settled down properly, Charis launched into the sky once more.

      As we left that bizarre realm and headed back toward the ogres’ beach, I just prayed that our arrival wouldn’t come too late.
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      Caleb’s thirst for me only seemed to be increasing—as could be expected. As a light rain drizzled over the boat, we both sat beneath the shelter. He had one arm around me as he sucked from my wrist. I brushed the hair away from his forehead with my free hand. He barely flinched. I noticed that as the hours passed, he seemed to recoil less when I touched him with affection. Hopefully another sign that he was slowly losing himself to me.

      But I was beginning to grow impatient. I’d been starved of him for so long. I would have given anything for him to just look at me even once with affection. To hold me in his arms. Feel his lips against mine.

      As he withdrew his fangs, I reached for a cloth and dabbed the blood away from his mouth. He leaned back in the seat, closing his eyes and groaning. Before he could protest, I lifted myself onto his lap and locked my arms around his neck. Pressing my cheek against his, I whispered into his ear. “We’re going to be okay, Caleb. We’ll find ourselves again. We just need time.”

      He didn’t welcome my advance, but he didn’t immediately brush me away either, which I’d half expected him to do. I dared press my lips against his neck, and began to trail them across his skin up toward his cheek. He turned his head to face the other way. I raised my bleeding palm closer to his face. His eyes still closed, I dabbed some of my blood over my lips and leaned forward to catch his in mine.

      He clenched his jaw, his whole body tensing up as though trying to resist my touch. But as I pressed my mouth harder against his, he began to respond—even if he was just sucking away the blood, it felt like he was caressing me. And at that moment, that was all that mattered.

      His fangs caught my bottom lip, causing a cut. His lips crushed against mine as he drew more blood, my scent once again driving his senses into a frenzy. His grip around me tightened. I leaned backward, pulling him down with me onto the floor as I reached for my skirt. He was so absorbed in my taste, he barely seemed to notice as I bared myself. I wrapped my legs around his waist, pulling him closer to me.

      Tears brimmed in my eyes as I thought about all the times I could have made him mine. All those years Rose Novak hadn’t been around. When it had been just him and me alone in that big castle, no interruptions. No distractions. If only I had desired him then as much as I am burning for him now. I wouldn’t be in this position, where I had to trick him into wanting me. He’d wanted me with all his heart.

      Still, as much as I lamented over my actions, I couldn’t undo the past. I just had to make the best of the situation I now found myself in.

      He loosened his grip on my lip to pause for a breath. I smiled faintly as his dark, hooded gaze met mine. He lowered himself again, this time digging into my neck.

      I arched my spine, guiding his hands down to rest on the small of my back. “Let’s continue our story,” I said softly, brushing my lips against his earlobe.

      I wasn’t sure if he was even conscious of the words I spoke through the haze he was in. But then he tensed suddenly. I hardly dared believe what was happening as he withdrew his fangs and placed a long, lingering kiss on the base of my throat. My heart soared. I barely knew how to contain the joy that one gesture had brought me.

      Then he murmured something. But his voice was so muffled, I couldn’t make out what it was.

      “What did you say, my love?” I asked breathlessly.

      He repeated it again. A short, one-syllable word. Clearer this time, but not clear enough for me to be willing to believe what I thought I’d heard.

      The third time it was unmistakable.

      “Rose,” he whispered, his voice hoarse.

      My whole body froze beneath his touch. My chest burned.

      I gripped his hair, yanking his head upward. “No,” I hissed. “Annora.”

      His eyes were shut tight. He wasn’t even looking at me now.

      He dipped again and caught my lips this time, kissing them with passion and hunger I hadn’t experienced since the first time he’d ever kissed me. That kiss would have lit my body on fire, had he not finished it off with the same ugly, detested word. “Rose.”

      “Stop saying her name,” I wheezed, tears beginning to spill down my cheeks. “Stop saying it. She’s dead.”

      He shook his head as he brushed his thumbs against my face, his fingers reaching into the roots of my hair as he showered kisses over my face. As he was about to taste my lips again, he froze. His eyes shot open. To my shock, they were no longer black. It was as though the dark mist covering them was clearing before my very eyes and they were returning to their warm brown color. Wiping his mouth, he let go of me and staggered backward, a look of confusion on his face.

      “Rose,” he said, no longer in a whisper. “I hear…” His voice trailed off as he climbed out from beneath the shelter and began staring up at the early-morning sky.

      “What?” I hurried out after him. “Caleb, darling. She’s dead. You burned her body. You’re hallucina—”

      Beyond the rain clouds, the sun hadn’t yet risen above the horizon. But the sky was light enough to see, even through the drizzle. My jaw dropped as I followed Caleb’s gaze. He was staring at what looked like a giant bird, flying toward us in the distance.

      Now even I could hear a faint shouting across the waves. Suddenly, it was followed by a spine-tingling roar.

      No.

      It can’t be…

      And yet it was.

      As the bird drew nearer, it became clearer and clearer that it was no such creature. It was a dragon—a beast I’d only heard rumors about. The two figures atop the creature’s back became more visible with each beat of its wings. A large, thick form that looked much like an ogre, and next to it, a smaller, frailer figure with long dark hair.

      Rose Novak.

      My eyes shot toward Caleb. The look on his face as he stared up at her shattered my heart into a thousand pieces.

      All my planning, all my efforts to make Caleb mine again had been a waste. I’d tried to kill Rose, yet here she was, as if returned from the dead.

      I’d thought I’d come so close to reclaiming him, but at that moment, I knew that I’d been lying to myself. I knew the truth that I had been denying ever since he’d first abandoned me for her in the cave.

      I’d lost him.

      And there was no getting him back.

      I could barely breathe as envy and grief consumed me.

      As the dragon approached within a few dozen feet from us, I saw red.

      If I can’t have Caleb, nobody will.
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      I had something better than bird crap to surprise Annora with this time.

      Charis had flown around the circumference of the island, roaring as Bella and I shouted Caleb’s name. We’d flown close to the trees, so we would have heard his response had he been on the island. We could only conclude that he’d left in the boat—since it was no longer on the beach where he’d been building it.

      I was right that Annora and Caleb hadn’t travelled too far in that primitive boat. The dragon’s speed made it easy to begin circling around the island, spiraling outward so that we could search in all directions. Still, it took us hours until we finally spotted them.

      My stomach flipped as Charis began hurtling toward the boat.

      Please be okay, Caleb.

      I’d been hoping that he might have discarded Annora by now. So I couldn’t deny that panic gripped me as she rushed out onto the deck, naked and bleeding, a few seconds after Caleb. But even if I’d wanted to, I couldn’t fix my attention on Annora for long. I stared down at Caleb’s stunned face.

      “Caleb!” I yelled.

      He looked at me as though I was a ghost at first, but then relief washed over his face and he positively beamed at me. I wished that I was closer to him so I could have better seen his eyes light up.

      My joy turned to horror as I glanced back at Annora. She’d swooped down and picked up what looked like a sharp metal spear. At first I thought she was about to aim it at me, but then she stepped behind Caleb and poised to drive it through his back, straight into his heart.

      “No!” I screamed.

      If Caleb had ducked even a split second later, her aim probably would have met its mark. Now directly above the boat, I was too impatient to wait for Charis to lower us down further. I leapt from his back and landed on the deck as Caleb knocked Annora to the ground with a swipe of his foot. Picking up the spear himself, he crawled over her and pressed it against her neck.

      His eyes were filled with fury as he glowered down at her. “I should have done this much sooner,” he growled.

      “I’m comin’, Miss Rose!”

      My eyes shot up toward the ogress.

      “No, Bella! Don’t jump!”

      I didn’t know in what possible way the ogress thought that sending her weight crashing down on the small boat would help the situation, but it was too late. The moment her feet landed on the deck, all three of us—Caleb, Annora and myself—went flying off the boat and into the ocean.

      Disappearing beneath the cold waters, I kicked and fought to reach the surface. I looked around, trying to see where Caleb had landed. As I was about to look behind me, hands gripped my head and forced me beneath the water again.

      It didn’t take much guessing as to whose hands they were.

      I dug my nails into Annora’s fingers until I could feel her flesh peeling away beneath them. She was forced to let go and I gasped for air on reaching the surface. Before I could grab hold of her again, she’d lifted herself back onto the boat. She grabbed the spear that had lodged itself in a net hanging off the side of the boat. I backed away as she leapt back into the water, brandishing the weapon.

      Her face was contorted with rage as she lunged for me again. This time, she managed to catch hold of my arm and pull me toward her. I gasped as the spear’s tip pierced the skin above my abdomen.

      I heard a loud squelch, and the slicing of flesh.

      For a moment, I thought that Annora had finally ended me. But the spear she was holding fell away. Her grip on me loosened. Her eyes widened and began to roll in their sockets.

      Blood spilled from her lips as they parted.

      I looked up to see Charis hovering directly over us. The sharp tip of his tail was coated with blood. Annora’s blood.

      The monster let out a deafening roar and his head shot downward. I could barely believe my eyes as his mouth closed around Annora’s limp body.

      With one gulp, he swallowed her whole.

      I stared at the bloody water where Annora had been just seconds before. Now gone. Just like that.

      The bitch is dead.

      My head began reeling. I clutched my abdomen. Everything had happened so fast, I’d barely felt the pain until now. I didn’t know how deep the wound was, but as the salty water washed against it, I doubled over.

      “Rose!”

      Caleb had appeared around the side of the boat and began swimming toward me. He looked relieved at first but as he reached me and saw the blood on my hands, his face dropped.

      “What happened?” he urged.

      “She cut me,” I managed.

      I swallowed hard as he gathered me to him. He carried me back toward the boat and climbed onto it, placing me down on the deck. He slit his palm with his claws and tipped his blood down my throat before examining my wound.

      “It’s not too deep,” he said, exhaling sharply. “Thank God.”

      He cupped my face in his hands and lowered his head. As his mouth closed around mine, his tongue parting my lips, I forgot about the pain in my stomach. The ache in my chest overwhelmed it completely. I found myself sitting up and, leaning into him, I pushed him back against the side of the boat. I returned his kiss as though it was the antidote. He groaned softly, the muscles in his chest tensing beneath my hands as he pulled me flush against him and kissed me harder.

      When we finally broke apart, I glanced down to see that my wound had healed.

      “Rose,” Caleb breathed, still holding me in his strong arms. “You have no idea what I’ve… I thought I’d lost you.”

      I found myself wondering exactly what had happened since I’d been gone, but as the dragon let out an impatient snort above us, now was clearly no time to ask. I could have stayed in that boat, lost in Caleb’s embrace for hours. But, clutching Caleb’s hand, I stood and pulled him up with me. Caleb’s eyes raised to the dragon.

      “What on earth happened to you?” he asked.

      Charis was too close to us for me to be able to explain anything meaningful to Caleb now. I shook my head.

      “Well, I thought it was about time that I saved you for a change,” I muttered.

      Caleb frowned and opened his mouth to press me further. Before he could, I quickly pulled his neck down and pressed my lips against his again, silencing him. Then I unlocked our lips and whispered into his ear, “I can’t explain everything now. You just need to trust me.” I cleared my throat and gestured up to the dragon. “This is Charis. He’ll be carrying us all away from here.”

      “Where to now?” the dragon boomed down.

      “To an island known as The Shade,” I replied, as calmly as I could. “Our last destination before I return to your realm, Charis.”

      Caleb’s mouth dropped open. I held a finger to his lips. “You just need to trust me,” I repeated in a whisper.

      Charis hovered closer to the boat. I climbed onto his back first and positioned myself at the front, while Caleb climbed up after me, his legs closing around either side of me as he wrapped his arms around me protectively. Bella followed next.

      As we launched once again into the sky, the only thing I could do was pray that Mona would be able to help us fight off the dragon.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 26: Kiev

        

      

    
    
      I’d never visited The Sanctuary. Neither had Erik or Abby. I had no idea where to even start looking for Mona. We were dependent on Patricia’s instincts now more than ever. But once we did find Mona, something told me that I’d be able to convince her that everything she’d thought she’d seen was an illusion caused by a ghoul. And once she was convinced, she was powerful enough to break us all out of here.

      We just needed to find her.

      “I suppose the logical place to start looking is Mona’s old home in the city,” Patricia said. “When I used to live here, I recall another family had moved into it, but they might have been moved out…”

      We held onto Patricia as she vanished from the forest and we reappeared on a quaint cobblestone street lined with flower baskets.

      “All three of you need to keep holding on to me,” the witch said as I motioned to let go. “We can’t afford to lose each other now that we’re on the inside.”

      I ran my hand down her cardigan and held on to the hem of it as we moved forward. We walked through an open gate to our left to see two young boys playing on a lush green lawn in front of a pristine white two-story building, lined with balconies. One look at the boys and we didn’t need to investigate further. Clearly, Mona no longer lived here.

      We exited through the gate and walked back out onto the street.

      “Those two witches,” I said. “Brisalia and Csilla Adrius. They are the ones responsible for luring Mona to this realm. I have a feeling they won’t be far away from her.”

      “The palace of the Adriuses,” Patricia muttered. “That would present some problems indeed…”

      “What kind of problems?” Erik asked.

      Patricia let out a sigh. “Well, since the death of Odelia, I am certain that they have tightened security. I don’t know how easy it’s going to be to gain entrance… But Kiev is right. After Mona’s own home, that’s the next most likely place she could be. We’ll just have to try.”

      “Then let’s go now,” I said, gripping Patricia by the arm.

      “Hold on tighter, Abby,” the witch said before we all vanished and appeared again in another cobblestone lane. Only this time, we were standing outside two sets of giant gates.

      “I wasn’t able to vanish us behind them,” Patricia whispered.

      “Damn it,” I said. Approaching the gate, I gripped the bars with both hands, ignoring Patricia’s advice that we ought to remain connected the whole time.

      I stared through the bars up at the celestial palace that was perched on top of a hill. Within those walls somewhere is Mona, I’m sure of it. The thought was infuriating.

      Patricia gripped my arm and replaced it over hers. I glanced at the warlocks dressed in black robes patrolling the grounds. Guards, I assumed. The trick we’d managed to pull off down by the beach certainly would not be easily replicable here.

      “Mona,” Patricia said suddenly. The strength of her voice alarmed me considering our proximity to the guards behind the gate.

      “Huh?” I whipped around and was stunned to see a familiar blonde figure walking toward us in the distance, a man with long hair by her side.

      “Hey! Mo—!” I attempted to yell, but my voice cracked mid-word. When I tried to shout again, my voice had completely vanished.

      I launched forward into a sprint, but I’d barely moved a few feet when a sharp pain pierced my lower back, as though I’d just been hit by a bullet, and my legs collapsed beneath me.

      As I fell, I looked around in horror to see Patricia—no longer invisible—caught in the arms of a warlock draped in black clothes. Two more guards were approaching me and, looking down at my own body, I realized that the invisibility spell had lifted from me too. They both gripped my arms and pulled me up, and before I could even look around the place for my brother and Abby, the guards vanished Patricia and me from the spot.
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      It all happened so fast. One minute, I was staring at Mona walking toward us on the road in the distance, and the next, I whirled around to see a guard lunging in mid-air and landing on the floor with Patricia fully visible in his arms. Then, when Kiev yelled, they managed to hit him with a spell and he got caught too. We hadn’t even noticed the guards approaching us from behind.

      Holding my breath, I stumbled back and stared down at my own hands. I was still invisible. I looked back at the spot the guards, Kiev and Patricia had been a few seconds before only to see that they had disappeared.

      No!

      “Abby?” A whisper behind me, barely louder than a breath. Erik.

      “Yes,” I replied just as quietly.

      I felt his hand brush against my arm, which he then gripped and pulled me back against the wall.

      Mona and her companion still walked toward us, apparently oblivious to what had just occurred.

      “What are we going to do?” I whispered.

      “I think our best chance is Mona,” he replied after a tense pause. “If we can get through to her, she’ll be able to help us find Kiev and Patricia… wherever they’ve just been taken.” I felt his body shudder next to me.

      “Do you think we should try to just speak to her as she’s approaching?” I asked.

      Another pause. “No,” he replied. “Not while that man is with her. We need to try to get her on her own—”

      His voice trailed off as Mona and the warlock were now too close for us to speak even in whispers without the risk of being detected.

      Erik’s grip on me tightened as they walked right past us and reached the gate. Mona pulled out a key from her gown and, unlocking the heavy gate, pushed it open. I almost left my head behind as Erik jerked me forward with speed that knocked me breathless. It was just as well. If we’d delayed a moment later, the gates would have slammed shut in front of us, locking us out.

      Erik continued leading me forward at a safe distance from the two of them. As we reached the foot of the stairs and began ascending toward the palace entrance, I kept fearing that they would vanish themselves, leaving us stranded and without the slightest clue where to find Mona. But, as we reached the top of the stairs and walked through the front door into a stunning entrance hall, I began to allow myself to hope that they were enjoying the exercise.

      We began climbing staircase after staircase as we moved up the floors of the palace. I would have been stunned by its beauty had my stomach not been in knots. I was thankful that Erik was taking it upon himself to regulate our speed and distance from the pair in front of us. On more than one occasion, I became anxious that we might lose them and I got too close, and Erik pulled me back.

      Finally, we reached what appeared to be the top level of the palace and, walking along the corridor, stopped outside an engraved wooden door. Mona pushed it open and stepped inside.

      “Well, Coen, I’ll catch you later,” Mona said.

      “I look forward to it.” Coen smiled and began to walk back down the corridor.

      Erik lurched forward with me once more, but before we could enter the door, Mona closed it behind her.

      “Wait until the warlock has disappeared,” Erik breathed. “Then we’ll knock.”

      I was hoping Coen would hurry up and vanish, but, apparently still enjoying the exercise, he ambled along the long corridor until he finally descended the steps down to the floor below.

      “Now,” Erik said, moving closer to the door.

      He knocked quietly at first, then louder when nobody came to answer the door. Footsteps sounded. Erik was barely breathing as the door clicked and swung open.

      I was sure that during our walk through the palace, Erik had been mulling over what to say to Mona once we finally got her alone and he was now preparing to spit it out.

      But it wasn’t Mona standing before us. It was a dark-haired witch wearing a navy blue smock and a white apron.

      I was about to blurt something out anyway, but Erik’s hand closed over my mouth and he pulled me back away from the door. We retreated further down the corridor as the maid poked her head out, looking up and down with a confused look on her face.

      Once the door closed again, Erik whispered, “We can’t risk trusting any of these witches. We have to find a way to speak directly with Mona. We’ll have to wait here and hope to catch her the next time she comes out alone.”

      Exhausted from the tension, I slid down the wall and sat on the floor. “Okay,” I said. “Hopefully it’s just a matter of time.”

      Erik’s hip brushed against mine as he slid down the wall next to me. “And hopefully, this invisibility spell Patricia put on us won’t desert us any time soon…”
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      Who was that man walking next to Mona?

      The question was circling in my mind as my vision came into focus again and I realized we were standing in some kind of dark, damp underground chamber. A prison, I soon realized as one of the warlocks dressed in black pushed open a gate and threw Patricia and me inside.

      I threw myself at the gate, but not fast enough. It clicked shut and no matter how much I tried to rip open or bend the bars, they wouldn’t budge. Clearly bewitched to withstand the strength of a vampire.

      I clutched Patricia’s shoulders. “Try to get us out of here.”

      She raised her palms toward the gate. Nothing happened. Her shoulders sagged. “They’ve removed my powers.”

      “No!” I yelled, slamming my fists against the wall.

      I looked up and down the corridor outside. The guards had disappeared from sight already. My eyes travelled around the cells surrounding us. After a brief glance, they all seemed to be empty… except the one about four doors along. A red-headed man sat up against the bars, gazing across at me.

      Efren. I recognized him instantly. How could I not? He’d once almost killed me.

      He looked just as shocked to see me as I was to see him. He was a black witch. I had no idea how he could have gotten here in The Sanctuary.

      “What are you doing here?” he spat.

      I ignored the bastard and turned back to Patricia. She was staring through the bars, to a cell five doors to our left.

      “Corrine?” she whispered.

      I let out a gasp. She was right. I’d looked around too quickly to notice before, but now I could see, right at the back of the cell, both Corrine and Ibrahim leaning against the wall—apparently unconscious. “Corrine!”

      “She won’t be waking up any time soon.” Efren chuckled.

      “What happened?” Patricia asked, clutching the bars so hard her knuckles had turned white.

      “They were causing trouble, from what I overheard one of the guards saying,” he said. “Weren’t settling into the new life the Adriuses wanted them to adopt. So they put them to sleep.”

      Patricia looked at me, horrified. “They must have been caught… That means all this time, nobody has been looking for Rose.”

      Before I could respond, a witch with flowing light blonde hair appeared directly in front of our cell, accompanied by one of the guards who’d placed us in here. She raised her brows as she looked us over.

      “Brisalia,” Patricia gasped.

      So this is the bitch.

      “Do we know how they got in?” Brisalia asked the guard in a low voice, ignoring Patricia.

      The warlock shook his head. “Not yet.”

      “Hm.” She approached closer, her cool eyes traveling from mine to Patricia’s face, before turning back to the guard again. “Well, we can’t keep them here.”

      “What do you propose?”

      “We need to get rid of them.” She was speaking as though we weren’t even present in the room.

      “Banish them from the island?”

      “Oh, no,” she said. There was a pause as the warlock stared at her. “Now that they’ve found their way in once, we can’t risk it happening again. You know the consequences if Mona ever found out. We’ll need to find a more… permanent solution.”

      “What?”

      She looked thoughtfully at the warlock before replying, “Send them down to Hagatha. It’s about time she had some visitors…”
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      Each time a witch passed us along the corridor, I kept fearing that Patricia’s invisibility spell would lift. But thankfully, it was still upon us.

      Sitting on the floor began to grow uncomfortable after a few hours. Neither Erik nor I had spoken much during this time. We’d just been listening, hoping to hear any sign of Mona leaving the apartment. But we had yet to hear it.

      “Erik,” I whispered, standing up. “I need to stretch my legs.”

      “Me too.” He stood up with me, and I felt him reaching for my hand once again. “We can’t afford to lose each other.”

      “And we shouldn’t go too far either,” I said.

      We began walking slowly along the seemingly endless corridor. Something about the way we were walking together reminded me of my walks with Ben.

      Ben.

      I hoped that he’d be all right. It had been frightening to see how much his transformation had consumed him. Since Derek and Sofia hadn’t wanted anybody else visiting him until they understood what was wrong with him, the last time I’d seen him was when he’d escaped from the apartment and dove into the sea. The way he’d looked at me… it was as though he hardly recognized me.

      Kiev didn’t know that the main reason I’d wanted to come on this mission to The Sanctuary was to distract myself from what was happening to Ben.

      I thought back to the last encounter I’d had with him before he turned into a vampire. We’d been taking our usual walk with Shadow. I wasn’t sure why, but with his turning looming so close, something had made me want to finally admit my feelings toward him. Perhaps I’d sensed he might be different after his turning and I just wanted to get them off my chest while he was still the Ben I knew. Whatever the case, as we neared the forest on our journey back toward the residences, I’d slipped my hands into his and pulled him to a stop. But then when I’d opened my mouth to speak, a paralyzing fear took hold of me. My throat felt parched and I just couldn’t spit the words out. I had no choice but to clumsily change the subject and let go of him as we continued walking.

      But even though I hadn’t managed to express myself, something about the way Ben had looked at me told me that he suspected what I was about to say. The way I’d touched him, and the way my cheeks had flushed—it would have been obvious to anyone.

      Ben wasn’t one to shy away from subjects with me, so the fact that he didn’t step up and say something made me believe he didn’t feel what I felt for him. He didn’t take it as a cue to admit his own feelings for me, as I’d hoped he might. He didn’t put his arm around me and draw me closer to him, walking back through the woods as lovers might.

      He allowed us to continue walking back home as the close friends we’d become.

      By the time I arrived back at my treehouse, I found myself feeling glad I hadn’t spoken the words out loud. Because now I was sure that they would have made Ben feel uncomfortable. It was just as well I’d choked up. I’d probably made him feel awkward enough as it was…

      “Do you hear that?” Erik’s voice broke through my thoughts as he squeezed my hand. “Someone’s coming up the stairs.”

      Footsteps ascended the staircase a dozen feet away. Erik tugged on me and we sped back to Mona’s front door, careful not to make a sound. I glanced back at the staircase to see a man emerging from it—the same blond warlock who’d escorted Mona up here earlier.

      Erik and I flattened ourselves against the wall as he passed by us and stopped outside Mona’s door. He knocked loudly three times. The door opened and the same witch I’d seen earlier appeared—based on her dress, I could only assume she was a maid.

      “I’m here for Mona,” the warlock said.

      The maid disappeared back into the apartment, calling, “Mona, Coen’s back for you.”

      Mona appeared at the door a few moments later. Her long blonde hair trailed down her back and she wore a flowing white summer dress that perfectly complemented her tan skin. She looked more alive than when we’d seen her a few hours ago.

      The second she stepped out into the corridor, Erik pulled me forward without warning. We managed to slip into the apartment just in time before the witch closed the door behind her.

      We stood motionless, barely daring to breathe as the footsteps disappeared down the corridor. I cast my eyes around the lavish apartment, looking for the maid. I could hear pots clanging in a kitchen some doors away. For now, it seemed, she was occupied.

      “We should find somewhere to hide until Mona returns,” I breathed.

      We padded from room to room until we reached what was obviously the master bedroom. A dressing gown lay on the bed, and there were various items scattered on the dressing table.

      Erik led me over to the corner of the room where there was a large closet. He pulled open the doors. It was filled with gowns, but there was still just enough room for both Erik and me to sit. I stepped inside first and Erik followed after me, closing the doors softly behind us. There was a narrow keyhole that each of us could take turns looking through, but for the most part, our hearing would be enough to sense movement in the room.

      I let out a sigh and muttered, “At least now we’re one step closer to getting her alone.”
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      Arielle went to pay a visit to Lilith on my behalf to inform her that our journey to The Shade had to be delayed. I would have gone myself, but my sisters convinced me that I would serve Lilith better if I remained in bed and used the time to recover.

      When Arielle returned from the visit, she had a wide gash across her cheek that even Julisse had trouble healing. Clearly, Lilith hadn’t taken the news kindly.

      The wait for my aunt to return with a fresh supply of mer-fin was perhaps the most agonizing of my life. Every time my door clicked open, my eyes shot up and I kept hoping it would be Isolde walking through the door, clutching a jar of aquamarine scales.

      When my aunt finally returned, I ushered her into her potion room. I waited with her while she brewed the antidote, breathing down her neck and assisting her any way I could to speed up the process.

      Once the potion had turned a maroon color, she poured a goblet for me and handed it to me. I downed it instantly, even though it scorched my throat.

      “Pour me another,” I said.

      She raised a brow. “Rhys, it can be dangerous to take more than one dose within an hour.”

      “I’m willing to take the risk,” I said, brushing her aside and filling the goblet up a second time myself.

      I took two doses every hour for the rest of that day, and by the evening, I was delighted at the progress my palms had made.

      It won’t be long now…
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      Waiting in that cramped closet for hours was torturous. I was sure that Erik was suffering more than me—he had much longer legs, after all—but he persuaded me not to risk going out. We were so close to catching Mona alone, we couldn’t afford to be noticed by the maid now.

      “You’re right,” I muttered, shifting on my feet for what felt like the hundredth time.

      I bent down and looked through the keyhole. The room was dark now. Night had fallen.

      I straightened again, praying that Mona wouldn’t be gone much longer.

      “I wonder who that warlock is… Coen,” I said.

      Erik didn’t respond.

      I reached out and touched his shoulder. “I’m sorry about your brother.”

      He gulped. “Yeah… We just have to get him back.”

      As I withdrew my hand, I realized that I could see it. I pushed aside the gowns covering Erik. I could see his tense face too, his chestnut-brown eyes wide.

      “The spell is gone!” I gasped.

      He grimaced. “We’re lucky we got inside this closet first.”

      “Do you… do you think this means something has happened to Patricia?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Come on, Mona. Hurry up.

      I looked through the keyhole once again as though doing so would somehow hasten her return. The room was still empty.

      We stood in silence for the next hour, and I tried to stop looking through the keyhole. It was only making the wait worse. When the front door finally clicked open, both Erik and I let out a deep sigh of relief.

      I bent down to look through the keyhole while Erik remained standing and pressed his ear against the door.

      Warm lights flickered on in the bedroom as Mona walked in, followed by Coen, who was holding her hand. Judging by the way they were staggering slightly, they’d both had a little too much to drink.

      “Well, Coen,” she said. “Thanks for this evening.”

      He raised her hand to his lips and placed a kiss over it.

      “Any time,” he murmured.

      They remained standing, just staring at each other for several moments before Coen reached out slowly and slid his hands around Mona’s waist. He drew himself closer to her and began placing kisses on her skin, working his way from the base of her throat up toward her cheeks. I was glad Erik wasn’t watching this—it would have only made him feel worse about his brother.

      While Mona didn’t seem to be returning Coen’s affections, she wasn’t resisting them either. It was only when his lips neared her mouth that she detached his hands from her and took a step back. Her eyes downcast, she shook her head.

      “I… I can’t.”

      “I’m sorry.” Coen backed away apologetically. “I understand. I’m not sure what I was thinking. I-I’ll leave.”

      She gave him a faint smile. “That’s all right. Good night, Coen.”

      “Good night.”

      As he vanished from the room, Mona heaved a sigh. Removing her earrings, she placed them inside a box on her dressing table and headed straight for the bathroom. Water gushed as she took a shower.

      “As soon as she comes out, we’ll step out.”

      Barely had I finished my sentence when the maid walked into the bedroom with a tray containing an ornate silver jug and a matching goblet. She placed it on Mona’s bedside table before proceeding to straighten the bedsheets.

      Damn maid.

      When Mona finally stepped out of the bathroom wearing a nightgown, her hair wrapped up in a turban, the maid was still fussing about in the bedroom. My heart hammered each time the maid looked in our direction. I was terrified that she might come over to the closet.

      Finally, the maid dimmed the lights as Mona slipped into bed and nestled her head against the silk pillows.

      “Mona’s in bed,” I breathed to Erik. “The maid can’t hang around much longer…”

      But I was wrong. Bizarrely, as Mona settled into slumber, the maid pulled up a chair in a shadowy corner of the room, directly opposite the closet we were standing in, yet hidden from Mona’s bed.

      “What is she doing?” I whispered. I thought perhaps the maid had made it a habit to sleep in here with Mona, but she was showing no signs of drifting off. She sat bolt upright in the chair and her eyes were open—seemingly fixed on the dressing table at the foot of Mona’s queen-sized bed. “Maybe we should just risk stepping out.”

      “No,” Erik said. “We’ve waited this long to get Mona alone. For all we know, the moment that maid lays eyes on us she could vanish us away, just as they did to my brother.”

      I supposed he was right, though I wasn’t sure how much longer I could stay in this closet before my patience was entirely spent. The maid was still staring at the dressing table. I wasn’t sure what she found so interesting about it. Perhaps it was just a comfortable place to rest her eyes on.

      It was only once Mona’s breathing became heavier that I realized.

      A pale smoke-like substance billowed out from the small jewelry box resting in front of the mirror, and as it rose higher toward the ceiling, to my horror, the smoke began to take shape—the shape of the most ghastly creature I’d ever seen in my life. It was a ghostly form with long, skeletal limbs, sharp teeth and pointed black nails. Its glowing amber eyes sent shivers down my spine.

      This must be the ghoul.

      I had to stifle a scream as it hovered over Mona’s bed and reached down toward her head. I thought the creature was about to wake her at first, but as its fingers made contact with her scalp, they became transparent and disappeared into her head.

      It’s continuing to poison her mind even now.

      My gaze was momentarily distracted as the maid in the corner finally stood up and left the room. I could only assume she’d been waiting for the ghoul to appear all this time.

      “What’s happening?” Erik’s chest brushed against my back as he lowered to my level and gripped my waist. I moved my head aside so he could see for himself. When he pulled away from the keyhole, his eyes were wide with horror.

      “Where did that thing just come from?” he asked.

      “The jewelry box on Mona’s dressing table.”

      He took another look through the hole before turning his eyes back to me. His face was ashen, his expression dark as he whispered, “We need to kill it.”
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      Patricia and I barely had time to react before Brisalia vanished and several guards appeared in her place. They opened up our cell door and dragged Patricia and me out.

      I fought back with all my strength, but they’d placed some kind of restraining spell on me. It was futile. My limbs were held in place as I levitated off the ground along with Patricia, ready to be taken to whomever Hagatha was.

      The prison surrounding us disappeared as we vanished and reappeared in a small, dark chamber. My body was thrown against one of the rough walls. My limbs seemed to be released as I hit the ground, scrambled to my feet and launched myself at the nearest guard, but I barely managed to get three feet before I was yanked back by a chain that had closed around my left arm, fastened to the wall. I struggled against the restraint, but just as those bars in the prison had seemed to be magically reinforced, so was this. It wouldn’t slide off no matter how hard I pulled.

      To my left was Patricia, huddled on the ground, her arm also fastened to the wall.

      “Hagatha,” one of the guards began to repeat over and over in a deep voice. He spoke the name like a taunt.

      I had no idea to whom he was calling. The room was empty but for me, Patricia and the warlocks.

      After the seventh calling of the name, there was a violent banging to my far left. I hadn’t noticed it before, but now I saw, in a shadowy corner of the room, there was a narrow oak door.

      “She’s woken up.” The warlock grinned as he looked at his companions.

      “Do you think she’ll do the job with this vampire?” one of them muttered.

      “Of course,” another replied. “She hasn’t been fed for weeks.”

      “Now let’s go. Jason, remain outside. Check down here again in about half an hour. As for the rest of us, Brisalia wants us to report back.”

      They retreated up a flight of stairs a dozen feet away and exited through a hatch in the roof. The sound of a heavy bolt being drawn echoed around the chamber.

      Patricia was now shaking as the banging against the door to our left grew more and more furious. Just as I was sure the wood was about to give way, there was a sharp click. The door swung open to reveal a pair of glowing red eyes set in an almost bald, shrunken skull. Deep blue and purple veins were visible beneath the creature’s papery skin, and its long bony body levitated a few feet in the air.

      Hagatha.

      A ghoul.

      I barely had time to shout before the ghoul lurched forward. Patricia, being nearest to her, bore the brunt of the attack. I watched in horror as the ghoul’s dark knifelike nails tore into the witch’s gut. Patricia’s blood soaked the floor as Hagatha ripped through the rest of her stomach with razor-sharp teeth.

      I didn’t need to be a physician to realize that Patricia was already beyond saving.

      As the ghoul began sucking out the witch’s intestines, I strained even harder against my chains, although I knew it was hopeless. I stared down at the metal clamp seemingly bolted into my skin. And I thought of Mona.

      I’d come close to death too many times in my past to keep count of. I’d been through too much to be afraid of death, or of the physical pain that would come with it.

      But dying like this, while the girl who owned every part of me would think ill of me forevermore if I couldn’t reach her… it was a kind of agony even I couldn’t bear.

      Anything would be less painful than this.

      Anything.

      Still staring at the chain fixed to my left arm, I knew I had only one option if I wanted to have even the faintest chance of seeing her again.

      Extending the claws in my right hand, I dug them into my own flesh, just above the metal clamp. Biting my lip hard against the pain, I twisted, snapped and clawed until my left arm separated from my shoulder. The chain clinked as the limb dropped to the floor with a dull thud.

      My head began to spin as blood gushed. Backing up against the wall, I feared for a moment that I might pass out. But I couldn’t. I forced my mind to once again focus on Mona.

      The ghoul was still busy eating the witch and it seemed that she hadn’t noticed what I’d just done. But by the looks of it, it wouldn’t be long until she’d finished her meal and would be ready for more. I had perhaps less than a minute.

      I lurched toward the stairs and, climbing up to the roof, ripped at the hatch with as much strength as my one arm could muster. After thirty seconds of trying, it was clear that it wasn’t going to open. My eyes shot toward the only other exit to this small chamber—the dark room Hagatha had exited from.

      Leaping down from the stairs, I raced into the room and slammed the door shut behind me just before the ghoul smashed against it. This door was fragile enough as it was from Hagatha’s earlier assault. I wasn’t sure how much longer it would remain standing at this rate. If it lasted a couple of minutes, I’d be lucky.

      If what I’d heard about ghouls was true, Hagatha should have been able to just glide right through the door. Hell, just escape this dungeon entirely. I could only assume the witches had cast some sort of spell on this prison that prevented her from travelling through solid structures.

      I tore off my shirt and, bunching it up, attempted to stem the blood flow as I kept fighting against the ghoul’s attempt to push open the door. Then I cast my eyes around the room. It wasn’t much different than the one I’d just been trapped in—small and dark. Except in this room, there were several skeletons scattered about the floor—those of humans, perhaps even witches, by the looks of it.

      As one of the door hinges broke off entirely, I was beginning to believe that losing my arm might have been in vain. But then a voice drifted down from upstairs. A male voice.

      “How are you doing down there, Hagatha?” It was the warlock who’d stayed behind. He must have heard all this commotion—more than I was sure he’d been expecting to hear. “Almost finished?”

      The ghoul let out a bizarre screech.

      “Is something wrong?” the warlock replied. “Get back in your room and I’ll come down.”

      The ghoul shrieked again, then fell silent. The banging stopped.

      “Are you back in your room?”

      The ghoul let out a quieter sound in response and I sensed the creature backing away from the door. I dared open it slightly and peer through the crack. She was hovering in a dark corner of the room, just at the side of the stairs, yet not directly in view of the hatch.

      What is she doing?

      A theory formed in my mind about what could be going through this creature’s head, and although it seemed crazy, it filled me with too much hope for me to be able to resist playing along.

      “Hagatha?” the warlock called again. “You know what happens when you refuse to respond.”

      I banged the door, as if closing it.

      That seemed to give the warlock the confidence he needed. The hatch clicked open and his footsteps began to descend the staircase.

      As soon as I heard him yell, I opened the door again. The ghoul had flown at him and, before he could even aim a curse at her, she tore through his palms with her nails, apparently rendering him as helpless as a human. She dragged him to a corner of the room where she began ravaging him, just as she’d done to Patricia.

      Perhaps she prefers witch meat to vampire meat.

      I stared up at the open hatch and lunged for it like a drowning man glimpsing land. Flying up the stairs, I grabbed hold of a ledge and hauled myself up before bolting the hatch shut behind me. Doing all this with one hand was so strange. It still hadn’t fully registered in my brain that I’d lost an arm.

      Breathing heavily, I cast my eyes around, trying to make sense of my surroundings. I was in a narrow rectangular room with white walls and black granite floors. It was empty, except for a couple of chairs a few feet away from the hatch and one door a few feet away. I hurried over to it and was about to attempt to open it when my eyes fell on a long dark cloak hanging over a chair. If I wanted to have any chance of blending in, I’d need to cover myself up.

      I fastened the cloak around me and pulled the hood over my head so it covered as much of my face as possible, and gripped the door handle. It wasn’t locked, to my relief. I stepped out to find myself in a dim, narrow corridor.

      I wasn’t sure which way to turn. I took a right first. I found myself in a maze of passages, and all I could do was guess which one I should take. Finally, when I reached what I’d thought was a dead end, I discovered a narrow set of winding stairs leading upward. I climbed them and, on reaching the top, I emerged in a corner of a grand hall. There was a wide set of double doors about fifty feet away and ornate pillars connected the white marble floors to the high, gem-studded ceiling.

      Could this be… the palace?

      I looked around cautiously. Only once I was sure that there was nobody in sight did I venture out of the doorway into the hall. Moonlight streamed through the massive window panes. It was late. Hopefully I wouldn’t bump into anyone.

      I hurried toward one of the windows and peered out into the night. The building was surrounded by lush gardens. My heart leapt as I spotted in the distance the same gates we’d attempted to enter earlier, where Patricia and I had been taken by the guards.

      Yes, this is the palace.

      As I turned around to face the hall again, my jaw dropped in horror. I was leaving a trail of blood across the pristine floors. But there was no time to cover my tracks. Now, my only hope was finding Mona in time before someone tracked me down.

      I sniffed the air, trying to detect any trace of her in the atmosphere. I couldn’t. From the looks of it, this palace was huge. She was probably still too far away. On spotting a wide staircase leading up to the floor above, I swept toward it and ascended it. I emerged in a spacious hallway with doors on either side. As I hurried toward the nearest one to me, a wave of nausea threatened to overtake me. I flattened my palm against the nearest wall, closing my eyes and trying to ground myself once again.

      Mona. Just think of Mona.

      I staggered forward until I reached the door and sniffed. I had no idea how big the room, or perhaps apartment, was behind this door, but I was certain that it wouldn’t be large enough to prevent me from detecting my girl. Although vampires’ sense of smell wasn’t nearly as acute as werewolves’, as long as I was within a reasonable distance, I should have no trouble sensing her.

      I moved to the next door along and stopped to sniff the air. Still nothing. In this way, I staggered from door to door. By the time I’d reached the last one, I still couldn’t sense her. I moved up another staircase toward the next level.

      I’d long lost track of how many doors I’d stopped outside of by the time I’d reached nine levels up, and I was practically blind with dizziness. It was all I could do to take even one more step. Pulling myself up the tenth staircase, I stopped in my tracks as I sensed someone approaching above me. I stumbled back down the stairs and leapt into the shadow of a nearby pillar just in time to see a couple descending—glasses of wine in their hands, their lips glued to each other. They were so wrapped up in each other, they didn’t seem to even notice my bloodstains on the floor as they reached the bottom of the stairs and moved away down the corridor.

      I sighed in relief before once again attempting to climb the tenth staircase. I still had no luck detecting Mona after a dozen more doors, but as I reached the end of the corridor, I stopped. I heard a smashing four doors along from me. And as I neared, anticipation began to flow through my veins. It was only a slight hint at first—it could have easily been my imagination—but once I arrived outside the rosewood door, the scent was undeniable.

      Mona was somewhere behind this door. I could feel it.

      Now I had to decide whether to knock, or attempt to break down the door. I placed my ear against it. The smashing had stopped, and had been replaced by… shouts.

      “Mona! Wake up!”

      My brother’s voice?

      There was no way I had any patience to knock now. Five sharp kicks, and I broke the door open.

      I stared around the apartment. Someone shuffled toward me down the sprawling corridor to my left. I spun around to see a witch hurrying toward me. But it wasn’t Mona. She had dark hair and wore a grey cotton nightgown. She stared at me in alarm before motioning to raise her palms.

      I’d had enough of being knocked around by witches for one day.

      Lunging forward, I knocked her to the floor and pinned down her arms with my knees. Then, taking a leaf out of Hagatha’s book, I ripped through her palms before she could expel a curse. Leaving her bleeding and cradling her hands, I continued toward the shouting. It led me to a door at the very end of the hallway. As I pushed it open, nothing could have prepared me for what I saw.

      While Mona lay—apparently sleeping—in a double bed, Abby and Erik were battling a ghoul that was about to slice through Abby’s heart.

      Oh God, not another one of these things…
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      Our attempt to kill the ghoul didn’t quite go according to plan. Although we never really had a plan so much as a few harebrained ideas thrown together during the few minutes Erik and I had spent exchanging hurried words in the closet.

      We didn’t know much about ghouls other than what we’d gleaned from the snippets of conversation we’d overheard in Corrine’s quarters before we’d left The Shade. We’d learned that they switched between subtle and physical forms at will, and it was only while in their physical form that they could be killed. Severing a ghoul’s head was the way to end it, according to Patricia, and its neck was the most fragile part of its body.

      The problem was, most ghouls’ victims witnessed their insides spilling from their stomachs before they ever got within four feet of the creature’s throat.

      I’d gotten it into my head that—since the ghoul had emerged from the jewelry box—perhaps closing the lid would help to get rid of it. Since it was the least violent idea we had on the cards, I thought we might as well try it first. Erik agreed.

      As it turned out, the motion only served to draw its attention toward the two of us. Its frightening amber eyes shot our way as it drew away from Mona and floated toward us.

      Erik ripped the mirror off the wall and smashed it against the ghoul. It let out a low hiss as it moved backward, then disappeared from sight.

      “Where did it go?” I stammered, looking around wildly.

      Erik’s harried breathing was loud in my ears as he reached for my midriff and pulled me closer to him.

      “Duck!” he yelled, pushing me down.

      I didn’t even know where the ghoul had reappeared, or which direction to duck in, but I threw myself beneath the bed, hoping that would save me.

      Why isn’t Mona waking up? Could this be the ghoul’s influence making her sleep so heavily?

      I would have shouted for her, but I didn’t want to give my location away. I crawled to the edge of the bed and looked up to see Erik reaching for the curtain rail and yanking it from the wall. The ghoul was now in its physical form again as it attempted to lash out at him. Erik held the rail in front of him and drove it against the creature’s stomach, forcing it backward to create a safer distance between him and those menacing black nails.

      I crawled to the other side of the bed and stood up. I was about to reach for Mona’s shoulders to shake her when Erik yelled again. “Watch out!”

      The ghoul had noticed my attempt and came gliding toward me. Grabbing the nearest thing to me—a bed lamp—I chucked it at the ghoul’s face. It dodged the object easily and my attempt only seemed to rile it up further.

      “Mona! Wake up!” Erik bellowed as the ghoul’s sharp hands gripped for my ankles. It lifted me up in the air, hanging me upside down like a piece of meat. I screamed and thrashed about in its grasp as its nails sped toward my chest.

      What followed happened so fast I could barely comprehend it.

      The ghoul’s hold on my ankles loosened and I went tumbling down onto the bed. Erik had leapt up and grabbed its feet, attempting to pull it down to the ground—while a cloaked figure had just entered the room.

      Kiev?

      As Erik weighed the ghoul down, Kiev leapt onto the bed and, springing onto the bed, extended a clawed hand for the ghoul’s throat. He missed, but I wasn’t about to let Erik’s attempts go in vain. Before the ghoul could evaporate once again, I jumped up and latched onto his lower legs too. With the two of us dragging the creature downward, we were faster in pulling it to the ground. By now, I couldn’t help but wonder why it hadn’t disappeared. From the surprised look on Erik’s face, he was wondering the same thing.

      Perhaps it can’t manifest its subtle form if another physical body is holding onto it…

      This time, when Kiev lurched forward again, narrowly dodging the ghoul’s nails, he caught its throat within the claws of his right hand and dug in deep. There was a sickening squelch as black blood streamed down Kiev’s wrist. In one final motion, Kiev ripped off the ghoul’s head. Its skull rolled onto the floor, its body still shaking as blood spilled out of it.

      The three of us stared at each other, panting.

      It was only now that I realized something was odd about Kiev’s appearance. Very odd. When he pulled off his cloak to wipe down his right hand, both Erik and I gasped.

      “Y-your arm!” Erik swore, rushing over to his brother. “What the hell happened to you?”

      Kiev took in a rasping breath and gave Erik a dark look as he staggered toward Mona on the bed. “Let’s just say my hatred of witches has matured somewhat in the last few hours.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 34: Mona

        

      

    
    
      An unexpected sensation broke through the nightmare I was trapped in. Something brushed against my lips. When my eyelids flickered open, I thought I’d just entered into another dream.

      I was staring into a pair of hooded green eyes… Kiev’s eyes. His cold hand was against my cheek as he kissed me deeply.

      I reached my hands up and flattened my palms against his chest.

      If this was still a dream, it was the most vivid I’d ever had. I was suddenly scared to shatter it. Scared to wake up. Scared to verify it was indeed a dream.

      The love of my life was holding me and kissing me like I was the only woman in the world. Even if this was an illusion, it was a welcome escape from the hell that was my reality. A reality that would return full force the moment I woke up.

      Reaching my hands into his thick dark hair, I closed my eyes and began returning his kiss.

      “I love you,” he whispered, his voice husky.

      The words sent pain searing through my chest.

      You have no idea how much I wish you did, Kiev.

      Tears welled in my eyes and began to spill down my cheeks as I sat up and knelt against him, still afraid to open my eyes.

      As I pressed my weight harder against him, he groaned, causing me to open my eyes again. Pain was etched across his face and as I lowered my gaze to his shoulders, I gasped. Where his left arm should have been was a bleeding stump.

      I leapt back on the bed, rubbing my eyes, and took in the full room for the first time. Abigail and Erik stood in a corner, watching us, and on the floor a few feet away from them was the headless corpse of… a ghoul.

      “Wha-What happened?” I croaked, even as understanding began to dawn on me.

      Kiev reached out the only arm he had and caught my hand, pulling me back down to his level. I noticed for the first time then just how sick he looked. He was shockingly pale—far too much even for a vampire—a sheen of sweat covered his skin, and his whole body was trembling.

      “I never stopped loving you,” he wheezed, “that’s what happened.”

      Oh, no.

      No.

      Realization crashed down on me like a ton of bricks, winding me completely.

      Guilt shattered me into a thousand pieces.

      Falling to my knees, I fell apart.

      “I’m sorry,” I choked. “I’m so sorry.”

      Kiev’s firm grip closed around the back of my neck, forcing me up to look at him. “Stop, Mona. It’s not your fault.”

      I bit down hard on my lip, glancing once again at his horrific wound.

      “What happened to your arm?” I rasped.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Kiev growled. He forced me back down on the bed and leant over me, closing his mouth around mine once again. “I’d readily sacrifice my other one if it meant being able to see you again.”

      His words sliced me deep. As if the guilt of doubting Kiev and leaving The Shade wasn’t enough to bear, now I was responsible for this abomination of an injury.

      “No!” I cried, gripping the sides of his face. “Why, Kiev? Why? Why did you allow yourself to get hurt like this!” Anger camouflaged my grief, and I wanted to shake him for putting himself through this for me.

      “Shh,” he said, tears beginning to glisten in his eyes. “I need to ask you something.” He crawled off me, drawing me up into a sitting position on the bed as he stood up on shaky feet.

      I cried out as his legs gave way beneath him and he crashed to the floor.

      I threw myself at him and cradled his head in my lap, my tears streaming down onto his face. Erik and Abby hurried to my side. “He’s lost too much blood,” I said, my voice trembling. Panic coursed through me as I hovered my palms over his wound. I was about to start uttering a charm to stem the blood flow and close up the wound when Kiev groaned, forced himself into a sitting position and began attempting to stand up again. I gripped his arm, trying to pull him back toward me.

      “Kiev! You have to let me stop the bleeding!”

      “Wait,” he coughed, gripping hold of the bed post and straightening. “Sit here.” He patted the mattress next to him.

      “Kiev—”

      “Please. Just… sit here.”

      I jumped up and did as he’d requested, once again attempting to pull him toward me so I could treat him. He brushed me away.

      “Wait,” he repeated. “I-I’ve already waited too long for this…” Furrowing his brows, he reached into the back pocket of his pants and pulled out a small leather pouch. His arm was shaking so badly, it was a wonder he didn’t drop it.

      My eyes widened as I stared at the object. “Kiev?”

      Lowering himself to the floor, he knelt on one knee. He breathed heavily as he perched the pouch on his kneecap. He fumbled with the fabric for a few moments before his gaze raised to my face, his intense eyes boring into me.

      “This… this isn’t the way I would have chosen to ask you,” he breathed, “but sometimes things just can’t be delayed any longer.” Knocking the pouch away, he opened his palm to reveal a delicate sapphire ring. “Will you make me the happiest man in all human and supernatural existence… and become Mona Novalic?”

      I clasped a hand over my mouth.

      Streams of tears turned to rivers.

      Falling to my knees on the floor next to him, I gripped his hair and crushed my lips against his.

      “Is that even a question?” I gasped.

      His lips curved in a dark smile. “Well, now I’m one-armed, I thought I ought to check I’m still good enough for you…”

      “A four-armed god couldn’t satisfy me the way a one-armed Kiev could,” I said, half laughing, half crying.

      His hand travelled down my arm and clutched my right hand. Resting it on his knee, he slid the ring onto my finger. Then he kissed me again. And again. And again. If I hadn’t held up a finger to his lips, I was sure he could have continued all night.

      “If you don’t mind,” I said, drawing away from him, “I’d like to make sure my future husband will still be alive for his wedding.” I placed an arm around his waist and helped him lie back down on the floor. “Erik,” I called. “Hold your brother down while I work. This might hurt a bit and I can’t have him squirming too much.”

      Erik was quick to assist, and after several minutes of intermittent groaning from Kiev, I’d managed to close up the wound. At least no more blood was spilling from him, but he still looked frighteningly pale. He was injured too badly for his body’s natural healing capabilities to be able to heal him quick enough. I held out my forearm to Erik and ordered, “Cut me.”

      Erik looked at me reluctantly. “Are you sure—?“

      “No, don’t cut yourself,” Kiev said, trying to sit up.

      “Shush.” I placed a hand over Kiev’s mouth and pushed him back down. “You don’t have any say in this matter.” I glared at Erik. “Hurry up, or I’ll have to do it myself.”

      He extended a claw and sliced through my forearm. I barely winced. Placing my legs either side of Kiev’s waist, I lowered myself onto him and held my cut against his mouth.

      “Drink, my love,” I whispered, planting a kiss on his forehead.

      I was relieved when he stopped putting up a fight and sucked my blood. It wasn’t dangerous for him to drink from me anyway. Witch blood wasn’t nearly as addictive as human blood, and it wasn’t hard for Kiev to control himself around me.

      He stopped after five gulps.

      “Drink more,” I urged.

      He shook his head. “That’s enough to keep me going.”

      I wasn’t convinced, but as he brushed Erik and me away and stood up, it was clear that it would be a battle to get him to drink more, and we had to move.

      I looked around the wrecked chamber once again, my eyes settling on the severed head of the ghoul.

      “How did you three even manage to get to The Sanctuary by yourselves?” I asked.

      “We had another witch’s help,” Kiev muttered. “Patricia.”

      “Where is Patricia?” Erik asked.

      Kiev grimaced. “She… fell behind.”

      I barely had time to let his words register and mourn over the loss of the witch when the front door slammed.

      “Hurry,” I hissed, placing an arm around Kiev’s waist. “Erik, Abby, hold on to me. We need to get out of here.”

      “Wait, where are you taking us?” Kiev asked, just as I was about to vanish us. “Corrine and Ibrahim are being kept as prisoners here. We need to save—”

      I couldn’t let him finish his sentence as a group of witches stormed into the room. Before any of them could utter a single curse, we disappeared from the room.

      I knew where the prison was. I’d visited there a few times in my life, so it wasn’t difficult to make us reappear there.

      To my relief, the dungeon was empty as we manifested. “Where are they?” I asked.

      We followed Kiev as he stalked down the corridor. He stopped outside of a double cell.

      Sure enough, there lay Corrine and Ibrahim, apparently half asleep. I blasted open the gate and hurried inside. There was no time to wake them up. Gripping both of them by the arm, I ordered Kiev, Erik and Abby to hold onto me. Once I was confident they were all holding me tightly enough, it was time to go back home… back to The Shade.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 35: Rose

        

      

    
    
      I was worried about the sun burning Caleb as we travelled. I glanced up over my shoulder at Bella. She was so large, she cast a long shadow over Caleb at the angle we were currently flying, but that might not be the case for long. I eyed the thick waistcoat she wore over her dirty smock.

      “Bella,” I said. “Can you remove your waistcoat and use it to shield Caleb once the sun starts reaching him?”

      She nodded and grunted. “Okay, Miss Rose.”

      “Thanks.”

      The sun’s rays weren’t quite reaching him yet, but for whatever reason, she removed her waistcoat and held it over him now like an umbrella. It was just as well, I supposed. It gave Caleb and me some privacy, with her wide face no longer looming over us.

      I caught Caleb’s eye. He was looking tense as ever. It was torture, not being able to say anything meaningful to him when there were so many questions burning in both of our minds.

      I placed my hands over his, which were holding the dragon’s scales on either side of my waist, and bent my head back so I could reach his throat. I placed a kiss against his rough stubble, and he slid his right hand up to my navel while his lips lowered to caress my cheek.

      “I trust you, Rose,” he whispered, his breath cool in my ear.

      I gulped, feeling guilty that he should trust me when I didn’t even trust myself.

      “I want you to turn around to face me,” he said. “Just hold on to me. I’ll keep you from falling.”

      Slowly sliding my right foot from where it had been wedged between the dragon’s scales, I placed my arms around Caleb’s neck as he swiveled me round. He ran his palms along my bare legs, positioning them over his thighs, before resuming his grip on the dragon’s hide. I gazed into Caleb’s beautiful eyes, relishing the feeling of privacy Bella was affording us.

      “Now I can kiss you better,” he said softly.

      My spine tingled as he dipped his head toward mine. He caught my lower lip, sucking on it gently before moving to taste my upper lip. I ran my hands along his torso, feeling his taut muscles beneath my fingers. He tensed suddenly and raised his head, once again looking me in the eye.

      “I can’t lose you again,” he breathed.

      I wanted to tell him I couldn’t lose him again either. But instead I just nodded, afraid to respond with the dragon’s ears so close to us.

      He bit his lip, as though he was about to continue saying something.

      “What?” I asked.

      There was a long pause before he finally drew in a deep breath. Then he spoke the words I’d been aching to hear ever since he’d first kissed me at The Shade’s port.

      “Whatever lies ahead… I just need to tell you… I need you to know…” His voice caught in his throat. “I love you, Rose Novak.”

      I gaped at him, speechless. Blood rushed to my cheeks.

      My hands were trembling as I reached for his face.

      “And I love you, Caleb Achilles,” I choked. “With every beat of my heart.”

      He exhaled sharply and his arms closed around me, drawing me into a tight—almost crushing—embrace. I buried my face in his neck, tears of joy leaking from my eyes and moistening his skin. His eyes were glistening too by the time we met each other’s gaze again. He began dragging long, tender kisses across my face and neck, cherishing every part of me he could reach.

      We broke away only once Bella lifted our shelter and peeked down at us. Her eyes widened before she quickly replaced the waistcoat.

      “Oops, sorry,” she mumbled. “Heard weird sounds. Didn’t know you were doing… that.”

      I giggled. “It’s okay, Bella.”

      The dragon’s body rumbled as he spoke to us. “It seems we have arrived,” he said.

      Caleb helped me turn round to face forward again so we could both take a look at where the dragon was indicating. I didn’t know these waters well, especially not from this aerial view, but Caleb appeared to recognize the area, since he’d navigated to the island more than once before.

      “Rose, since you’re with us, if we fly right into the barrier, will we get through without problems?”

      “I think so,” I muttered. “There’s only one way to know for sure, I guess.”

      “So fly right ahead, dragon,” Caleb said, his grip tightening around my waist.
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      I held my breath as the dragon sped up and began descending. We still didn’t know if Brisalia’s words about The Shade being taken over by black witches were true. But as with the state of the boundary, there was only one way to find out.

      A few moments later, the sun vanished. Bella removed the waistcoat, allowing us full view of the surroundings. The Shade’s surroundings. I scanned the shore anxiously, straining to see anything that might give us a clue as to the island’s current state. I could spot nothing out of the ordinary yet.

      We directed Charis toward The Port, and his heavy wings beat around us as he descended onto the jetty. As soon as we hit the ground, Caleb whispered, “Climb onto my back.”

      I clung onto him and we jumped down to the ground. Bella followed soon after, almost losing balance and toppling backward into the sea before regaining her balance.

      I wanted nothing more than to just run off into the forest with Caleb to hide and hope the dragon would disappear. Unfortunately, that wasn’t an option.

      We walked round the dragon’s body until we reached his head and I looked up at him. “Can you wait here for just half an hour? I will be back by then.”

      Charis glared at me. Clearly, I was approaching dangerous territory. “I’ll give you a quarter of an hour. If you don’t return by then, I will burn this place down looking for you.”

      I shuddered, then nodded. “Of course.” I looked at Bella and pointed to the beach on our left that led toward Brett’s cave. “Bella, just go for a walk in that direction. Caleb and I have some business to do.”

      Bella still looked bewildered as she took in this strange new island, but she nodded absentmindedly and went plodding off. Charis didn’t seem to have much interest in the ogress after I’d requested her—he hadn’t specified that she would have to return with us—and I wanted her out of his way.

      I leapt onto Caleb’s back again and pointed toward the forest.

      “Run like you’ve never run before, Caleb,” I murmured. He lurched forward at the speed of the wind, so fast my eyes watered and I could barely see where we were going. “Okay,” I gasped. “Run like you’re mildly hungry.”

      He let up his speed. My heart was hammering in my chest as I began yelling out, “Mom! Dad! Ben!”

      I shouted until my lungs were hoarse. As we began to near the residences, I was met with a sight that made my pulse race. It was my father, standing in the middle of the forest pathway, staring at us with his mouth wide open.

      “Dad!” I screamed.

      I felt Caleb tense beneath me as he laid eyes on him. “Don’t worry,” I said, grinning from ear to ear as my father lurched toward us. “I’ll make my dad cool.”

      My father’s eyes were wide with shock as we came within a few feet of each other—as much to see me as to see me with Caleb. I leapt off Caleb’s back and hurled myself into my father’s strong arms.

      “Rose,” he choked, still looking at me as though I might be an illusion. He held me in a bear hug as I wept tears of joy and relief onto his shoulder. I kissed his cheeks as he cradled the back of my head in his hand.

      “Dad! Oh, God. I was so worried about you.”

      “Worried about me? Do you have any idea of the agony your mother and I have been in?”

      “The black witches didn’t come for you?”

      “No. At least, not yet. But… What the hell happened to you, my darling?”

      “I can’t explain now. I—”

      I stopped short as I caught sight of my mother over my father’s shoulder. She had the same stunned look on her face.

      “Rose?” she croaked.

      “Mom!”

      My father let me down as my mother approached and threw herself at me. I almost tripped from the force of her embrace. “Rose! My baby!” She began to sob hysterically against my shoulder. My own tears fell afresh as we showered each other’s faces with kisses. She cupped my face in her hands, then ran her fingers through my hair as she looked me over, as if looking for any part of me that might be broken or injured. “What happened to you?”

      My parents’ eyes fixed on Caleb.

      I stepped away from them and grabbed Caleb’s hand as I stood next to him.

      “Mom, Dad… Everything you thought you knew about this man, you were wrong about. I don’t have time to explain everything now—it would take hours—but you just need to trust me when I say you both owe Caleb your very lives, as well as my life, several times over.” They both began to speak at once but I cut them off. “You need to listen to me. This island is in serious danger. I’ve brought home a dragon.”

      That stunned them both into silence.

      “What?” my father spat.

      “A dragon is waiting at the Port. He thinks he owns me, and won’t leave without me. If I want to stay on this island, we’re going to have to kill him.”

      “How—” my mom gasped.

      “Again, no time. We have less than fifteen minutes before the beast starts going on a rampage and burns this whole island down. I need you to take me to Mona.”

      A silence followed.

      “Mona isn’t here,” my dad said.

      “What?” Caleb and I exclaimed at once.

      “That’s also a long story,” my mom said, her face growing paler by the moment. “But she left.”

      “Oh, Lord.” I clutched my forehead. The spell of night was still upon the island, as I assumed was some kind of protective spell. “So the other witches are keeping up security? We still have them, right?”

      “Protection of sorts,” my father said grimly. “Not nearly as strong as Mona’s. And we’re missing Patricia, Ibrahim and Corrine. Otherwise, the others remain with us.”

      We’re without all of our most powerful witches.

      Although I was burning to know what had happened to those three witches too, again, there was no time. I gulped.

      My father took the lead from here. “We’ll gather all the witches we have, as well as all vampires and werewolves brave enough to attempt to fight off a dragon,” he said as he helped me onto his back.

      I cast my eyes back at Caleb and beckoned him to follow us as we all went racing into the woods.

      “Do you know anything about dragons?” I asked as we ran.

      My mother shook her head. “I didn’t even know they existed,” she said.

      “I’ve never been sure if they were fact or myth,” my father said, his eyes focused straight ahead of us.

      “Caleb?” I looked over my father’s shoulder toward him.

      “I’ve never encountered one before face to face,” Caleb said, looking at me seriously. “But I’ve heard a thing or two about them. Their hide is virtually impenetrable even by a witch’s curse. The only vulnerable parts of their body are their nostrils and eyes. But the former are hard to get to—their nostrils close when in combat. Really, their eyes are the way to injure them. To end one, the penetration into the eye socket would have to be forceful enough to enter their brain.”

      My mouth went dry. The dragons’ eyes were tiny compared to the rest of their bodies. How does one even reach their eyeballs without first being burned alive by their fire?

      “So we’ll keep instructions simple,” my father grunted. “Focus on the eyes.”

      We passed the next five minutes hurtling around the island and shouting for as many witches, vampires and werewolves who were around. Familiar faces stared at me in a similar fashion as my parents had, as though they couldn’t believe their eyes, but then relief washed over them. Aiden in particular insisted on running up to me and hugging me before passing me back to my father. By the time ten minutes had passed, among the other vampires we’d gathered were Claudia, Yuri, Zinnia, Gavin, Eli, Matteo, Helina, Landis, Ashley… We also had a dozen witches and a generous crowd of werewolves—although, since it was daytime outside The Shade, they weren’t in their wolf form.

      I wondered where Kiev, Xavier and Vivienne were—why they weren’t among the crowd. I also wondered how my brother had been keeping all this time, but I didn’t want to distract my parents at this moment. We all needed to focus on the task at hand.

      Most of our army still had no idea why we were gathering them, until my father and mother began shouting instructions as we raced through the trees. We made one last stop before arriving at the Port—The Shade’s armory. Everyone gathered weapons—mostly long spears and guns. My forehead was dripping sweat by the time the last of the crowd grabbed their weapons and we headed straight for the Port. I was sure that we were already pushing the time limit.

      A deafening roar piercing through the air confirmed that for me.

      “We need to hurry!” I urged, tugging on my father’s cloak.

      “Sofia,” my father called, lowering me to the ground as The Shade’s warriors began hurrying away toward the Port. “Stay here with Rose. We don’t want her anywhere near the beast.”

      My mother gripped my arms as my father ran into the woods after the army.

      A spear in his hand and some kind of sharp hook resting over his shoulder, Caleb cast one last, lingering glance at me. “Remember what I told you earlier,” he said softly before racing after my father.

      I choked up as I stared at two of the most important people in my life, disappearing into the darkness.

      I motioned to run after them, but my mom gripped my midriff and held me back. “You heard what your father said,” she said sternly.

      “Mom,” I said, clutching her shoulders, “it’s all my fault that the dragon is here and our people are risking their lives for it. I want to at least be there to witness what happens.”

      She ran a palm over my forehead, then sighed. “Okay. We’ll watch from a distance.” Her lack of resistance showed that her stomach was also in knots about what was about to happen.

      I climbed onto her back and she ran into the forest. She stopped once we reached the borders of the clearing just in front of the Port and we ducked down in the bushes. She shuddered as we both laid eyes on the dragon.

      “If that thing comes within a hundred feet of us,” she murmured, “I’m dragging you away from here.”

      “Okay… Charis is his name, by the way.”

      She shot me a bemused look before fixing her eyes back on the beast.

      Our army hadn’t entered the clearing yet, but I noticed their shadows moving around in the bushes surrounding the Port as they observed Charis. Several harrowing moments passed before my father darted out from the trees, a spear in one hand, a gun in the other, and the rest of the army followed closely after him.

      The dragon let out a deafening roar, and the minutes that followed next were sheer chaos.

      A blaze of fire shot from his mouth and would have burned the warriors leading the attack to ashes had the witches not manifested a wall of water to extinguish it. As the dragon continued to spit fire, it soon became clear that this would likely be the most useful thing the witches could do—focus on dispelling the flames while the others attempted to get within shooting distance of his eyes.

      By now, I could barely see what was going on with all the smoke choking the area.

      “They’ve got to end him before he launches into the sky,” I said, coughing.

      No sooner had I said the words than there was another roar and I could make out the outline of Charis’s wings spreading. With three mighty beats, he launched into the sky.

      “Give up the girl now,” he boomed down from above, “and I might still spare your island.”

      My mom began to clutch me so hard it hurt.

      We both stared up at the sky through the gaps in the trees. I was expecting to be met with a terrifying sight, but what I saw nearly gave me a heart attack.

      Hanging beneath the belly of the dragon was Caleb. He was holding onto a hook wedged into Charis’ hide, which was so thick the dragon hadn’t even noticed.

      “Oh, my.” My mother covered her mouth with her hands.

      I watched in horror as Caleb swung himself up the side of the dragon and, gripping his scales, climbed up onto his back. It wasn’t until Caleb reached the back of his neck and attempted to spear the beast in the eye that Charis noticed. I screamed as Caleb missed his mark by what looked like a fraction. The dragon lurched downward and jerked around wildly in the sky, trying to fling Caleb from his back.

      Caleb’s spear fell to the ground. Now the only weapon he had against the monster was his claws.

      Charis twisted his head back over his shoulder and heaved a blaze of fire. If Caleb hadn’t quickly leapt on top of the creature’s head, he would have been scorched. But as Charis began shaking his head violently, it was clear that it was only a matter of seconds before Caleb lost his grip and hurtled down to the ground.

      Taking advantage of my mother’s shock, I burst out from the bushes and bellowed up at the dragon.

      “Hey, you brute. Down here!”

      All eyes shot toward me. My father yelled and my mother screamed.

      Yes, it was a stupid, reckless thing to do—but they didn’t realize that I was the only thing that would call Charis back to the ground, which was what we needed if we were to have any chance of ending it.

      As Charis dove toward me, a dozen vampires and werewolves hurtled toward him at once, their weapons raised. Still perched on the dragon’s head, Caleb inched closer to his eyes. Now that the dragon’s entire focus was on me, he seemed to have momentarily forgotten about the vampire hanging from his head.

      My mother’s arms closed around me, dragging me back into the bushes as my father yelled, “Caleb!”

      He tossed another spear toward Caleb, which Caleb caught at the last moment. Driving the spear downward, this time, Caleb hit his mark. The sharp tip pierced through Charis’ small eye, causing him to let out a piercing shriek as he fell onto his back and began writhing on the ground.

      My eyes shot toward Caleb, who landed several feet away on the ground.

      As the army closed in around the dragon to end him once and for all, Charis spread his wings and launched into the sky again. I half expected him to lunge toward my direction again, but instead, his flight unsteady in the sky, he flew toward the sea.

      “No,” Caleb shouted, running after it.

      But it was too late. The staggering dragon had reached the beach and was fast traveling toward the boundary. We all stared after him as he was soon just a speck in the sky. He could have been mistaken for a large bird in the distance.

      Now that the danger had passed, my mother allowed me to run out from the bushes again. I leapt into Caleb’s arms, wrapping my legs around his waist and holding him in a tight embrace.

      “You did it!”

      I was expecting him to look at least somewhat triumphant, but instead he was just scowling. “I didn’t. It got away. I should have killed it, but clearly I didn’t apply enough pressure.”

      “I doubt Charis will come back with that injury,” I said.

      “Maybe not Charis… but if he makes it back to his realm, this island could have just made another whole horde of unwanted enemies.”
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      Although Caleb’s words worried me, I was too exhausted to think about them much. I was just relieved to be back here on the island with him and my family.

      A crowd gathered around Caleb and me, my parents at the forefront. I looked my father straight in the eye as Caleb lowered me to the ground.

      “I think my boyfriend has earned his place on this island now, wouldn’t you agree?”

      I ignored the way my father’s eyes widened as I referred to him as my boyfriend. I was too proud of Caleb to feel shy.

      My father still looked uncertain as he eyed Caleb, but I was relieved when he said, “I’ve been wrong about people in the past. I look forward to a full explanation.”

      I squeezed Caleb’s hand and was about to suggest that we return to the apartment and give him just that when a voice called out from behind us.

      “Hey! We could use some help!”

      The crowd parted as everyone turned around to see who it was.

      Standing by the Port was Mona, an arm wrapped around Kiev’s waist, with Erik on the other side supporting him. Two figures lay on the ground—Corrine and Ibrahim—while Abby was standing nearby, calling and waving us over. We all hurried toward them and as we drew nearer, I was shocked to see that Kiev was missing an arm.

      Helina reached them first and threw her arms around Kiev’s neck. “What happened to you?”

      He looked so sick and pale, as though he might collapse at any moment.

      “Corrine and Ibrahim…” my mother said, as she bent down to their unconscious forms. “How?”

      Mona shook her head wearily. “Later. My man needs to lie down.”

      “Your house is a wreck,” Helina said, still looking distraught at the state of her brother. “We should take him to one of the spare mountain cabins.”

      Without another word, Mona vanished from the spot with Kiev, Helina and Erik.

      My mother picked up Corrine, while my father lifted Ibrahim, and they hurried toward the direction of the Sanctuary. Caleb and I followed them, along with Abby and most of the crowd.

      “Where’s Patricia?” my father asked Abby as we ran.

      “She didn’t make it,” Abby croaked.

      A mournful silence fell among us—a silence that lasted until we reached the witches’ temple. My parents laid Corrine and Ibrahim down in their bed. I still had no idea where Mona, Kiev and the others had even gone, so to hear that Patricia had passed away left me shocked and doubly bewildered.

      A handful of witches gathered around the bed and began treating the couple. After five minutes, they turned to everyone present in the room and requested us to leave and give them some space.

      I looped my arm through Caleb’s as we walked out the room, following closely behind my parents.

      I supposed it was just as well Mona had arrived when she had. They’d obviously been through the mill. I doubted they would have appreciated Charis as a welcome-home surprise.

      My parents pulled us aside as we entered the courtyard. My father’s intense blue eyes travelled from my face to Caleb’s.

      “Let’s go home,” he said softly. “I’d like to learn more about your boyfriend.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 38: Vivienne

        

      

    
    
      I stared down at the two vertical lines, barely daring to believe my eyes. I ran out of the bathroom and into the bedroom next door. Xavier was relaxing in bed, leaning against the headboard and reading a book. He looked up at me.

      “C-can you… take a look at this?”

      He leapt from the bed and closed the distance between us.

      “That’s… two lines, right?” I stammered, handing him the test stick.

      A broad smile split his face and his eyes lit up. “Yes, baby. Two lines.”

      “I should do another test to be sure,” I said quickly, afraid to raise my hopes after just one test.

      He lowered to his knees before me. Raising my blouse, he pressed his lips against my navel.

      “You’ve had bad cramps the last few days,” he murmured.

      “Yes, but—”

      “Your period is late.”

      “Well, it could just be—”

      “It could just be that you’re pregnant.” He stood up, a huge grin still on his face as he looked down at me.

      I was still afraid to accept the idea. Afraid of the disappointment that would follow if the signs turned out to be misleading. Xavier was always the optimist of the two of us though. I couldn’t have expected him to respond any differently.

      He caught my hands and pulled me back on the mattress on top of him. He cupped my face in his hands and whispered, “God knows, we’ve been trying enough.” I giggled as he raised a brow.

      I rolled off him onto my side and leaned on my elbow. He ran his fingers through my hair, brushing strands of it away from my face.

      “I’ve got my hands full if we have a girl,” he muttered.

      “Why?” I asked, smiling.

      He reached for my hand and kissed the back of it. “If she’s half as beautiful as you, I’ll be scared to let her out of my sight.”

      My cheeks flushed as though Xavier was my teenage crush.

      “And if it’s a boy?” I began to muse, narrowing my eyes on my husband.

      “He’ll replace Ben Novak as The Shade’s teenage heartthrob,” Xavier finished for me, throwing me a wink.

      I laughed, poking him in the shoulder. “Don’t let my brother hear you say that.”

      There was a pause as we both gazed into each other’s eyes. Despite my attempts to quiet my hopes, Xavier’s enthusiasm was contagious and it was slowly infecting me.

      “Of course,” I said, “there’s always a small chance we could be blessed with twins, like Derek and Sofia were…”

      He shifted on the bed and, raising himself on all fours, positioned himself over me. He dipped down and kissed my lips. “All the better,” he said.

      As I eased into my husband’s embrace, my head jerked back against the bed as though I’d just been electrocuted.

      I’d managed to pass our honeymoon without even the slightest of visions, but now one took hold of me. My blood pounded in my ears as a disquieting scene unfolded before my mind’s eye.

      A dark, treeless terrain sprawled out beneath me. The pale rays of the moon fell upon field after field of faded, moss-stained tombstones. Every foot of the landscape seemed to be covered with them.

      When I glimpsed the glistening ocean in the distance, I realized this was an island.

      But it was only once I caught sight of a familiar lighthouse perched among a cluster of rocks, that I realized this was The Shade.

      Once our home.

      Now a sea of graves.

      When I came to and Xavier, gripping me by the shoulders, managed to pull me upright, all I could do was gasp:

      “I need to warn Derek.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 39: Ben

        

      

    
    
      Tobias the cancer patient’s “half-turning” appeared to be successful, at least from what I could tell. His convulsions finally stopped, as did his vomiting. At first, when I opened his cabin door to go in and inspect him, I feared he might be dead. But I felt his pulse—he was alive, just unconscious.

      I was struck immediately by how cold he felt—almost as cold as me—and I noticed he was trembling ever so slightly. I wrapped a blanket around him before leaving the cabin again. Picking up the black phone Jeramiah had given me, I dialed his number.

      He picked up after seven rings. “Joseph?”

      “I appear to have been successful in half-turning a man. I don’t notice any claws or fangs, yet he’s clearly still alive.”

      “Is his skin cold?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s a good sign. Stay where you are. I’ll be with you in five minutes.”

      Five minutes?

      “Wait, how do you even know where—?”

      Jeramiah hung up before I could complete my question. I slipped the phone back into my pocket. How could he get here so quickly? Could he have been stalking me all this time?

      I climbed up to the hatch and opened it, poking my head out and scanning the shore. I didn’t notice anyone. I remained standing for the next few minutes and almost jumped out of my skin when there was a sudden thudding beneath me in the submarine. I feared for a moment Tobias had come to and was attempting to break out of his cabin. But as I descended the ladder, my eyes fell on Jeramiah standing in the passageway, his arm around a tall young woman with sleek black hair and narrow eyes.

      “How did—?”

      Jeramiah chuckled at my surprise. “Meet Amaya,” he said, gesturing toward the woman. “One of our witches.”

      She gave me a smile and held out a thin hand for me to shake.

      “So where is he?” Jeramiah asked, his sharp blue eyes settling on me as he tightened his long hair in a bun.

      I gestured toward the cabin where I was keeping Tobias. Jeramiah opened the door and stepped inside. I walked in after him, leaving Amaya standing in the corridor.

      Jeramiah ran his hands along the man’s arms as he looked him over. Then he gripped his jaw and examined his face. Finally he turned back to me and nodded.

      “Seems you’ve done it.” He nodded at Amaya and scooped Tobias up in his arms. “Let’s go.”

      I wasn’t even given time to ask where we were headed before Amaya gripped my and Tobias’ arms, and my surroundings disappeared.

      As a blur of colors assaulted my vision, I couldn’t help but wonder if this was yet another mistake.

      I could be headed to my death for all I knew.

      All I could do was hope that, wherever these strangers were taking me, it would be a place where I could find myself… rather than lose myself further.
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