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          Prologue: Caleb

        

      

    
    
      My throat prickled as I gasped for air. I lifted my heavy eyelids, only to be met with more darkness. I reached out. My hands brushed against cold stone. 

      Where am I?

      My breathing quickened as memories returned to me. Stellan injecting me with a needle. Throwing me into the submarine’s storage chamber and bolting the door.  

      My body was still weak from the drug. I groaned as I turned over onto my stomach in the narrow box. It was then that I realized I’d been stripped of my clothes. My head felt light, my lungs screaming for fresh air. 

      How long have I been trapped in here? 

      Stellan’s last words haunted me.

      “This dosage should be enough to keep you unconscious for just over seven days.”

      If the dosage indeed lasted seven days, now that I had woken up, I should be writhing in agony. 

      I knew what happened to vampires who thought they could escape Annora’s bond. I’d watched the whole process with my own eyes, from when the blood began to seep from every orifice, through to their flesh disintegrating as though some invisible demon skinned them alive. 

      I brushed the back of my hand against my nose, checking for blood. There was none. I ran a hand along my skin. It felt dry, but still intact. No signs of any lesions yet. I could only conclude that Stellan must have miscalculated the dosage and I’d woken up early. 

      Whatever the case, I didn’t have much time. If I didn’t find a way to escape this dark tomb and return to the island, it wouldn’t be long before I met with the same fate. 

      My palms spread flat against the dusty floor, I arched my back and raised myself until my spine touched the low stone ceiling. Summoning all the strength left in my muscles, I pushed upward as hard as I could. The rough stone grated against my skin and sent pain shooting through my spine. 

      But no matter how much pressure I applied, the stone didn’t budge. I lowered myself back down, now weaker than ever. I turned over on my back again and stared up at the ceiling. 

      Dread filled the pit of my stomach. I wished that Stellan had left a stake in here. I could have put an end to this quickly, before the torment began. But of course, he wouldn’t have done that. He wanted me to suffer.

      Trying to steady my breathing, I closed my eyes.  

      Is this how it all ends? Lying here. Alone in the dark.

      I thought of Rose. She at least was a memory I could cling to that would perhaps make this end less hellish… 

      A deafening crack broke through my thoughts. A shaft of light fell across my face.

      I gasped as a flood of fresh air filled my nostrils. I sat up, squinting though a gap that had formed in the corner of the ceiling. I placed both palms against the stone and applied pressure again. This time it moved easily. I pushed until it slid off, out of sight. I sat up, the flood of light blinding me. It took several moments for my eyes to adjust.  

      My heart skipped a beat. Annora stood a few feet away, arms crossed over her chest, glowering at me. I looked around the small metal chamber and recognized it as the same storage room I’d been thrown in by Stellan. 

      “What’s going on?” I demanded, rubbing my eyes and climbing out of the rectangular container. 

      “I should be asking that of you,” Annora snapped.

      I stared down at the stone tomb I’d been encaged in. Then my eyes fell on Stellan in the passageway outside. The sight of him lit my mind on fire. I lunged toward him, but the witch froze my limbs mid-air. She sent me crashing back against the wall. 

      I glared up at her. “So why am I not dead?” I spat. 

      Annora closed the distance between us and crouched down on the floor next to me. She gripped my jaw, her beautiful face a few inches away from mine. 

      “Because I intervened,” she hissed, her eyes darkening. “Now that you’ve become a traitor, the punishment Stellan had in mind for you wouldn’t have been enough.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 1: Sofia

        

      

    
    
      Derek and I stormed into the witch’s temple to find Rose sitting by Ben’s bed. They both looked up in surprise as we burst into the room. 

      “Anna’s missing,” Derek announced.

      “What?” Ben gasped. 

      “Someone has taken her,” I said. 

      “Who?” Rose asked, color draining from her face.

      “Nobody saw it,” Derek said, glaring at our daughter, “but there’s only one person who could have done this. Caleb.”

      Rose inhaled sharply. “No. He… he can’t have done this.”

      “Rose,” I said, walking up to her and gripping her shoulders. “There’s nobody else.”

      She began shaking her head furiously. “No, you’re wrong. I was with him the whole time he was here. I even watched him get into his submarine and leave. There’s no way he could have—”

      “There’s no way you could have known that he really did leave,” Derek said impatiently, running a hand through his hair. “He could have resurfaced a few minutes later on another part of the island. It’s not difficult for a vampire to locate Anna. Her blood is a siren call to all of us.”

      “But… he rescued me.” Her face contorted in confusion. “He never would have done something like this.”

      I felt disturbed by the attachment she was displaying for this young man.

      “Darling,” I said, clutching her hands in mine, “he used you. The only reason he returned you was to gain entrance onto this island.”

      She opened her mouth to argue again, but Derek silenced her. 

      “Every second we remain here, the smaller our chances become of rescuing Anna.” He leaned over the bed, placing his palm on Ben’s forehead to check his temperature. “Your mother and I are leaving with Vivienne, Xavier and some others.”

      “Where are you going?” Ben asked. 

      “Back to Caleb’s island,” I replied.  

      “And if you don’t find her?” 

      “We’ll return to Stellan’s island.”

      “But aren’t those islands protected by a spell?”  

      I bent down and kissed his forehead. “Honey, don’t worry about us,” I said. “We’re bringing as many witches as this island can spare with us and they will try to help us penetrate the spell. You focus on getting yourself better while we’re gone, all right?”

      My heart ached to see how weak he still was. I hoped that by the time we returned he would be back to his normal vibrant self. 

      “We need to leave now,” I said. 

      “But Mom…” Rose’s face was lined with distress. 

      “Don’t either of you go anywhere until we return.” Derek glared at the two of them. “Corrine will stay behind, and if you need anything, she will be here to help you.”

      “But Dad—”

      “We’ll be back as soon as we can.”

      With that, Derek caught hold of my hand and pulled me out of the room. We exited the Sanctuary and raced across the courtyard, through the woods, until we reached the Port. Our hastily assembled army was already waiting for us in the submarines that bobbed either side of the jetty. 

      Derek and I boarded the largest one. “Start moving!” Derek bellowed, closing the hatch above us. The vessel lurched forward. 

      We hurried along the narrow passageway to the control room. Vivienne and Xavier sat in the front seats navigating the ship, while my father and Ibrahim sat behind them. 

      Every vampire on the island had been willing to put their lives on the line for Anna. We’d had so many volunteers, we didn’t have enough submarines to fit them all in. Derek, with the help of Xavier, had singled out only the most capable in battle. Anna’s husband Kyle had wanted to accompany us, but, being a human, he would have been more of a hindrance than a help. Besides, he had two children who depended on him now.  

      Anna was the heart of our island. She beat blood around for all of us to take advantage of. Without her, we would have been trapped as vampires forever and none of us would have the option of having children. 

      We all sat in silence as the submarine sped through the waters. I was sure that the same thought was plaguing all of us. What if we’re already too late? 

      Derek and I took seats behind Aiden and Ibrahim. I gripped Derek’s hand as he wrapped an arm around my waist. He drew me closer to him, placing a kiss on my forehead. 

      “We’re going to find and rescue her, Sofia,” he murmured, his eyes fixed on the dark waters rushing past us. “And I’m going to rip out that vampire’s heart with my bare hands.”

      As I looked out of the window at the ocean, my mind drifted back to our daughter—the anxiety I’d seen in her eyes as she tried to defend her vampire captor. Her discomfort played on my mind as we sped faster and faster toward our destination.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2: Rose

        

      

    
    
      My hands trembled as my parents rushed out of the room, the words my mother had spoken still ringing in my ears. 

      “He used you.”

      A hollow feeling welled in the pit of my stomach. Doubts began to assail my mind, even as I tried to brush them away. I found myself recalling the time I’d spent with Caleb, wondering if all along this had been his plan—to gain my trust enough that he’d be welcomed on this island and could roam around without suspicion.  

      Although so many things about my parents’ assumption seemed impossible, nothing could change the fact that Anna had disappeared just as Caleb had left the island. 

      I remembered how genuine his behavior toward me had seemed. The humanity I’d seen in him. 

      But I’d also seen with my own eyes how he and his comrades roamed the beaches kidnapping innocent girls for their blood and God knew what else. It was hardly beyond the realm of possibility that he could have taken pregnant Anna. 

      Maybe Caleb is just a good actor and he spent all that time leading me on. Just as he does with the girls he steals from the beaches. 

      I closed my eyes. My mind drifted back to the last moments I’d spent with him. The fire in his gaze, the strength of his kiss. The way his whole body had tensed with need… A very good actor indeed. 

      Maybe I’m just naive, like Kristal said. 

      Maybe I’ve just been a pawn in his game all along.  

      Pain gripped my chest. Kristal. Ben still hadn’t told me what had become of her or her brother. “What happened to Kristal and Jake?”

      Ben closed his eyes, his face contorting. “They killed Kristal.” His voice cracked. 

      I stared at my brother, stunned. Shock turned to grief. Then to guilt. 

      Tears burned in my eyes and spilled down my cheeks. I staggered to Ben’s side and gripped his hand. “How?” 

      “A witch. She…” He paused, breathing heavily. “Rose, you don’t want to know.”

      He was right. I didn’t want to know. But his mention of the witch sent fire through my veins. Annora. It must have been. Who else?

      I didn’t think that I could have despised that witch more, but now my hatred toward her increased tenfold. 

      “And Jake?” I whispered, steeling myself for Ben’s answer. 

      “He was taken away,” Ben said grimly, “along with a bunch of other humans. I don’t know where to.”

      I sank to the floor, my legs folding beneath me. 

      They were gone because of us. If we hadn’t gone behind our parents’ backs and made that stupid trip, none of this would have happened. 

      The thought weighed down on me so heavily, it was a struggle to breathe.

      We’d both have to live with this guilt for the rest of our lives.

      I looked at Ben again. He hadn’t shed tears, but the expression on his face was enough to reveal the grief consuming him.  

      “And what happened to you, Ben?” I whispered, placing a hand over his. 

      He still hadn’t told me. I’d asked him once before and he’d refused. Corrine had told me not to ask him again until he was fully recovered. Now I couldn’t help myself. 

      He frowned at me even as he propped himself up higher against his pillows. 

      “Do you really want to know?” 

      “Yes,” I said, my voice hoarse.

      “I was kept in a dungeon,” he began, “along with dozens of other humans. It was dark. It was cold. They barely fed us. Nobody knew why we were being kept there. Every so often, a vampire came down and took some of us away. And the next day, their empty cells would be filled again with new humans. They’d sectioned me off from the other humans. I had my own cell. So I assumed they wanted me for something in particular.” 

      Ben paused, his eyes glazing over as they fixed on the opposite wall. I squeezed his hand, urging him to continue. 

      “The worst part about it all was just… not knowing. The vampires who came down to feed us refused to answer even the simplest of questions. Honestly, Rose… I thought I would spend my last breath in that dungeon.”

      “Then Stellan came to collect you?” 

      “Yes. He drugged me. Dumped me in a submarine. By the time I came to, Dad had already hijacked me.”

      Silence fell between us. 

      My thoughts roamed back to Kristal and her brother. 

      There were no words of comfort that either of us could offer one another that would help to relieve our guilt. We just sat there staring at each other, mourning the loss of the two siblings who’d made the mistake of extending us their hospitality.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 3: Caleb

        

      

    
    
      Annora summoned me to her study the moment we arrived back at the island. I was relieved that she hadn’t brought Stellan along too. I wasn’t sure that I would have been able to stand his presence without launching myself at his throat again. 

      Annora held out her palms. I sank to the floor. My limbs stretched out on the carpet, held down by invisible bonds. 

      “You know what we do to traitors,” the witch said, looming over me. 

      “I didn’t betray you, witch,” I said. 

      “Oh?” She scowled, narrowing her eyes on me. “Pray tell then, why did you lie to me about Stellan wanting you to take the girl instead of him? Why did you break his neck? Why did you return the girl to The Shade?”

      “I thought you would have been smart enough to figure this out,” I retorted, my eyes never leaving hers. 

      She bent down and gripped my jaw. “Stop playing with me, Caleb. Whatever feeble excuses you have, now’s the time to spit them out. My patience wears thin.”

      I knew she would detect even the slightest hesitation in my eyes, so I made sure I showed none. “This misunderstanding never would have arisen had Stellan not gotten to the immune before me,” I said coolly. “Why do you think I would have risked my life traveling to the Novaks’ island had it not been to collect her?” Annora raised an eyebrow and opened her mouth to respond, but I bulldozed over her. “Stellan stole Anna off the back of my own hard work, then claimed the credit for himself.”

      “Why would he do that?” 

      I scoffed. “Do I really need to answer that?” 

      She pursed her lips. She knew Stellan and I had been at odds with each other ever since we had been put in charge of the two islands. “Why would you lie to me and disjoint Stellan’s neck?”

      “The Novak girl was with me. Of course I couldn’t tell you the truth. And by lying to you, it made her think that I was on her side. I’d told her that I wanted her gone from the island because her presence aggravated me. Time was of the essence. I didn’t want to waste it trying to convince you Rose was better used as a key to The Shade rather having Stellan take her back through the gate. But I knew you’d thank me for it later. As for disjointing Stellan’s neck… he got in my way. As with you, I had neither time nor patience to resolve things verbally.” 

      She chewed on her lower lip, still eyeing me suspiciously. 

      “Stellan tells a very different story,” she said, but even as she said the words, the bonds holding me down loosened.

      “It’s my word against his,” I said, standing up. “You decide who to trust.”

      My eyes blazed into hers as she continued scrutinizing me.

      Finally, she reached up and ran a finger along my cheek. I tensed beneath her touch and my skin began to sting. When she withdrew her finger, its tip was covered with my blood. She sucked it off, a stain of red remaining on her soft lower lip. 

      “I hope you’re not lying to me, Caleb. Because if you are, you’ve just made things much, much worse for yourself.”

      I kept my gaze steady, my lips sealed. 

      “You can leave now,” she said.

      She shot me one last glance as I left the room. 

      I had played Annora well. I’d known that she wanted to keep both Stellan and I. It would have been work to find and train a replacement. This way, she could keep us both—Stellan was only guilty of trying to outdo me, and that wasn’t a crime in her eyes. She enjoyed the competition between the two of us because she thought it made us both work harder. 

      I’d known that if I gave her just enough reason to believe me, even if there were some doubts in her mind, she would more than likely accept it.

      Besides, if she had gotten rid of me, she’d have no one to play her evening games with.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 4: Caleb

        

      

    
    
      We were expecting another attack from the Novaks soon. Annora wasn’t going to make this time as easy now that we had something of true value—the immune.

      Although she didn’t admit to it, she had underestimated the Novaks. She’d thought that they wouldn’t risk the lives of their twins and would just hand over the immune. She didn’t realize how much everyone in The Shade looked out for each other.

      As I sat on the stone steps outside the castle that evening, looking down at the snowy landscape, I recalled how Rose had once sat with me here. I remembered the way she’d touched me, curled up against my chest. 

      She was the embodiment of what The Shade was—warmth, love, loyalty. Everything my dark island wasn’t. 

      Annora had underestimated them because she’d underestimated their humanity.

      But she wouldn’t make the same mistake again. 

      That was why I was surprised, after several hours of being on the lookout, to see a dozen or so submarines emerge in the harbor. I didn’t understand why Annora had let them enter the boundaries with so little resistance. It was as if she wanted them to come.

      Figures bundled out of the vessels and rushed through the forest. 

      Now it was time to play my part. But, memories of Rose still fresh in my mind, I allowed them a few more seconds’ advantage before rushing back into the castle to alert the others. 

      “They’re here,” I called. 

      Every vampire in the castle had been warned in advance, so as soon as they heard me, they came rushing down to the entrance hall, prepared for battle. I scanned the hall for Annora, but didn’t see her. 

      A few seconds after we’d all assembled, there was a crash against the door. 

      While I had been surprised at first that Annora had allowed them to enter the island so easily, now that they were seconds from breaking the door down, I realized what her plan was. 

      I contemplated how foolish giving them an advantage had been. I could have not alerted anyone at all, and it wouldn’t have made a difference to their fate. 

      Even with the witches they’d brought with them, they had already lost the battle. Hell, even if they’d had a hundred witches from The Sanctuary, it would have been an unfair match. 

      Because they had no idea what kind of witch Annora was.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 5: Derek

        

      

    
    
      “It’s almost like they want us to come,” Ibrahim said, frowning as he stood in the center of the control room, his palms raised in the air. 

      “What?” I asked, staring at him in confusion. 

      “There’s no forcefield at all around the island.”

      Sofia shot me a nervous glance. “Why would they want us to come back?” she asked. 

      “I have no idea.” 

      “Perhaps they were just careless enough to leave it open after the last attack,” Aiden said. “After all, not much time has passed. Perhaps they’re still recovering.” Though he didn’t look convinced.

      “Well,” Vivienne said, looking back at us from her seat, “it’s not like we have any choice. Whether they’re inviting us or not, we’re going in.”

      “Of course,” I said. 

      We all fell silent as the submarine entered the boundaries of the island freely and, after a few more minutes, arrived at the jetty.

      Timing was critical now. We had not a second to lose. They likely would have positioned someone to guard the port and now that we’d emerged, alarm bells would be ringing all around the island. 

      We dashed out of the control room and raced toward the hatch. As I ran, I yelled at everyone else to follow. 

      We all gathered outside on the snow. As soon as my feet hit the jetty I grabbed Sofia’s hand and we started running. 

      Sofia and I led our troops forward, through the forest and up the mountain toward the entrance of the castle. We didn’t know what we’d find there now, but we were better equipped than last time. We had more witches with us. The vampires had a head start on the witches, having bundled out of the submarines before them, and the vampires all ran so fast, we reached the top of the mountain shortly after the witches had transported themselves there with magic.

      Sofia and I crashed against the wooden door, loosening it from its hinges. Within three shoves, the doors had swung open. 

      We found ourselves staring at a hall full of vampires, their claws extended, all waiting for us. My blood boiled as I saw Caleb right at the front of the crowd. His deep brown eyes settled on me, his expression serious. It made my skin crawl to think that Rose had been alone in his care for so long.  

      I launched forward, heading straight for Caleb. I was so fixed on being the one to reach him first, I barely even noticed what was happening around me.  

      I’d been expecting him to take a step back, but he remained rooted to the spot. His calmness only fueled my anger.

      I closed the final distance between us and dove for his throat. He ducked, though I caught his cheek with my claw, ripping it open. We locked eyes as we circled one another. 

      The entire hall was now in commotion as our vampires and witches clashed against our opposition. I wanted to cast my eyes around for Sofia, but I couldn’t take my focus off Caleb.

      Let’s make this quick. 

      A second later, I had floored Caleb, pinning his arms against the stone. He struggled and forced a hand free, lashing out and catching my throat. I dodged just in time to avoid being gouged. His claws scraped the surface of my skin, drawing blood. 

      He was stronger than I’d estimated. 

      I gripped his throat and hauled him upright, smashing him back against the wall. Clasping my arms and digging in his claws, he brought his knee up and kicked against my chest. I caught his leg and hurled him back down against the floor. 

      As I aimed for his heart, someone approached behind me. I whirled around to find myself face to face with a tall ebony-skinned vampire. Releasing Caleb, I leapt against the dark vampire’s midriff before he could strike me and dug my fist right into his chest, removing his beating heart and throwing it down against the floor.  

      When I turned back to Caleb, he was gone. I growled in frustration and I cast my eyes about the hall in search of him. Milling through vampires as I made my way around the room, I finally caught sight of him fighting Gavin. I saw where their fight was going as soon as Caleb reached for Gavin’s neck. In one sharp movement, he disjointed Gavin’s neck and Gavin fell to the floor, paralyzed. 

      “No!” I leapt in front of Gavin before Caleb could harm him further. I was about to launch at Caleb once again, but Xavier gripped him from behind and began fighting him. 

      I cast my eyes around desperately for Sofia and caught sight of her standing over the body of a female vampire. Sofia’s face shone with sweat, her right hand coated with blood, holding within it a still-beating heart. 

      “Sofia!” I yelled. She dashed toward me. She gasped as she saw Gavin lying on the floor. “Return Gavin to the submarine.”

      She wrapped Gavin’s arm around her shoulder, forced him upright, and hurried out of the room with him. I followed her until she reached the exit, watching their backs in case some other vampire took advantage of Gavin’s vulnerable state. It would take Gavin several hours to recover and he wouldn’t survive if he remained in this hall.

      Now I scanned the room once again for Caleb. He was still battling Xavier. I raced back over to them and gripped Xavier’s shoulder, hauling him back. 

      “This one’s mine,” I growled.

      Xavier raced away to find another combatant, leaving Caleb standing in front of me, his chest heaving. Sweat was forming on his brow, and his claws were tipped with Xavier’s blood. His deep brown eyes settled on me, though his expression was still hard to read—he seemed to keep a poker face at all times.

      We circled each other once again. 

      “You had us fooled,” I said, my voice low and menacing. “I’ll grant you that much. I didn’t expect you to be such a lowlife. What did it feel like playing on my daughter’s affections? Using her to steal away a pregnant woman? It must have made you feel like a real man…”

      His face remained straight, though I knew my words had stung him from the way his jaw twitched. 

      I threw myself at him once again, and we both landed against the bottom of the staircase. I gripped his head and smashed it against the edge of a marble step. Refusing to let him squirm away from me again, I extended my claws as far as they would stretch and pierced them through his chest. 

      I exhaled sharply. I could barely believe my own eyes. 

      No matter how much pressure I applied, my fist wouldn’t sink further than the surface of his skin—even as my arm muscles bulged from the pressure I was applying.

      Caleb looked as surprised as I. 

      Then a cool female voice spoke from behind me. 

      “Derek Novak. How good of you all to stop by again.”

      I looked up to see a tall dark-haired witch with cold grey eyes looming over us. She reached down and touched my forehead. The moment her skin touched mine, my surroundings disappeared and all turned to black.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 6: Sofia

        

      

    
    
      I woke up to something brushing against my lips. Slowly, my heavy lids opened and I found myself staring into my husband’s eyes. He was shaking my shoulders and kissing me, forcing me to come to. 

      He breathed out as soon as my eyes opened. I rubbed my head and sat up on the cold damp floor. I looked around me to see that we were trapped in a cell within a dungeon of some sort. Bodies of familiar vampires lay strewn all around us, still unconscious. Ibrahim sat upright, leaning against the wall in the far corner. I crawled to the gate of our cell and peered through. Several other cells surrounded us, also filled with our vampires and witches. All of them appeared to still be in slumber except for Vivienne and Xavier who were in the cell directly opposite us. 

      I looked back around my own cell, and approached my father, who was lying a few feet away from me. I grabbed his shoulders and shook him vigorously until he came to. He cursed beneath his breath as he sat up. 

      “Where are we?” I whispered to Derek. 

      “I don’t know,” he replied, his voice hoarse. 

      “How did she trap us down here like this?” I looked over at Ibrahim. “Were you witches not paying attention? The reason we brought you was to do what we vampires cannot—protect us from the powers of this witch.”

      “We tried,” Ibrahim muttered. “But our powers are useless against this witch. It’s as though she’s drained us of them.”

      “But there are almost a dozen of you!” my father said, rubbing the back of his head. “Combined, how could you not have been able to do something?”

      “Clearly,” Ibrahim said, standing up, impatience now in his voice, “this witch is no ordinary witch.”

      I stared at him, perplexed. “What do you mean?” 

      “I’ve never come across a witch so powerful before,” he said. “She is not a witch of The Sanctuary.”

      “What do you mean? All witches come from The Sanctuary,” Derek said, frowning at the warlock. 

      Ibrahim shook his head. “Although all witches are originally from there, there are splinter groups and outcasts who’ve moved away, not believing in the way things are now run in The Sanctuary.”

      “But how would she be so powerful?” Aiden asked. “Surely, if anything, leaving The Sanctuary lessens one’s potency, not strengthens it?”

      Ibrahim’s eyes darkened. “Well, that’s not the case here.”

      “So who is this witch?” Derek asked.

      “We call them black witches,” he began, sitting back down in his corner. “They stand for everything The Sanctuary doesn’t. Witches of The Sanctuary are generally peace-seeking people. The only time they will encroach on others is if their own peace is threatened. The black witches, however, are very different. The history of their existence is a long story… but they practice witchcraft forbidden within the walls of The Sanctuary. A black witch is the only kind strong enough to overpower me, when I am especially endowed with powers of the Ageless herself.”

      Vivienne and Xavier had crawled closer to the bars opposite us as they listened to our conversation. 

      “And what now?” Vivienne asked, worry filling her violet-blue eyes.

      Ibrahim heaved a sigh. Before answering, he made his way over to the other witches in our cell and began shaking them until they each woke. They sat up, stretching their limbs and looking around in confusion.  

      “Are any of you able to conjure your magic?” he asked.

      Each of them tried to wield their powers, and each of them failed. Ibrahim turned back to face us. “It seems that this witch has managed to knock out all our powers. We’re no better than humans now. You vampires have more strength than us.”

      I stared at Derek, dumbstruck. I had always thought of Ibrahim as invincible. I’d never thought the day would come when I saw him weak like this. 

      I gripped Derek’s hand. “But we need to find Anna,” I croaked, my throat tightening. “We might be too late, even now.”

      I stood up and gripped the gate, using all the strength I had within me to try to rip it from its hinges. It wouldn’t budge an inch. The witch must have put some spell on it.

      “Believe me, Sofia. I’ve tried that already,” Derek said grimly. 

      I looked around the dungeon at the most capable warriors of The Shade. I didn’t remember a time in the history of my being queen of The Shade when all of us were speechless at once.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 7: Caleb

        

      

    
    
      After Annora made the Novak army unconscious and transported them down to one of our dungeons, she called on me and several other vampires to lock them securely inside the cells. Once we’d thrown them all into cells, Annora charmed the doors. Then she turned to me. “Bring the immune up to my quarters, I’ll be there waiting for you,” she said, and vanished.

      I left the Novaks’ dungeon and made my way to the kitchen. I walked over to the trap door in the far corner, and yanked it open. Screams echoed all around me as I passed the cells. I walked past the first few cells and headed straight to the back of the dungeon. 

      That was when it hit me.

      Why can’t I smell her blood?

      The immune’s blood was so exquisite that usually I could smell it as soon as I entered the dungeon, sometimes even from the kitchen. But now, I smelled nothing but regular human blood.

      My footsteps quickened. I realized when I reached the immune’s cell that my fears had been justified. 

      Her cell was empty. 

      What in the world?

      I knew for a fact that she had been in this cell within the last twenty-four hours because I’d had Frieda go down and check on her. 

      I stood rooted to the spot, stunned as I gazed at the empty cell. 

      I left the dungeon and headed straight for Annora’s quarters. She stood waiting in her library. She eyed me coldly as I entered alone.

      “Where is the immune?” Annora asked.

      “She’s gone.” I could hardly believe the words as they came out of my own mouth.

      “What do you mean, she’s gone?” 

      “I mean what I said. She’s not in her cell.”

      Annora stalked over to me and gripped my shirt. “How could she not be there?” she hissed. 

      “Go see for yourself.” No sooner had I said the words than we both vanished from the spot and reappeared in the dungeon outside the immune’s cell. 

      Annora clutched the bars of the cell and peered inside, a gasp escaping her lips as she saw that I was telling the truth. Then she turned on me, her eyes shrouding with suspicion. “You’re behind this,” she said. 

      I almost laughed at how ludicrous her suggestion was. This time, it would be easier to convince her of my innocence because I had the truth on my side. “How? There are plenty of vampires who can confirm I have an alibi. Since I left your presence, I’ve been preparing them for the attack and then I was waiting on the lookout.”

      “If you didn’t, then who—” She stopped short, her lips parting as realization dawned on her. “Isolde,” she muttered. 

      “Huh?” 

      “I suspect I know who is behind this,” she said, looking me in the eye, her voice deep and dangerous. “But check the Novaks’ cells in any case, just in case one of them somehow managed to swipe her and is hiding her down there.”

      Annora vanished, leaving me alone in the dark dungeon.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 8: Sofia

        

      

    
    
      Over the next few hours, more vampires and witches came to until we were all awake. Each asked the same questions as they woke up. Each was left dumbstruck after they heard the answers. 

      Yuri, Xavier, Vivienne and Claudia all pushed their cell door at once—but it didn’t budge. 

      As the hours passed, hopes of ever finding Anna evaporated. Derek pulled me onto his lap as I buried my head against his neck. Though I knew he could offer me no words of comfort, I felt glad that he’d reached for me. There was something about his touch that I drew strength from. 

      The vampires in the opposite cells sat back down after their failed attempt to open the door. “What do you think they’re going to do with us?” Claudia asked for the umpteenth time, clutching Yuri’s knee. 

      We all looked blankly at one another. 

      Yuri wrapped his arm around Claudia and drew her closer to him. “I don’t know,” he said, his voice hoarse.

      I thought of our twins and prayed that Corrine would keep her word to look after them and not let them off the island again, whatever happened. I looked around at the people in the room, most of them our closest friends and family: Vivienne and Xavier; Ashley and Landis; Yuri and Claudia; Gavin and Zinnia… The weight fell upon Derek’s and my shoulders to keep them all safe. We’d led them into this situation. And yet Derek and I were incapable of protecting even ourselves. 

      “How is it that we never knew about this place? These vampires…” Zinnia voiced the question that had been whirling in all of our minds ever since we first discovered these two vampire islands. And none of us were any closer to knowing the truth. 

      I reached for Derek’s neck and pulled his ear closer to my lips. 

      “I hope they’re not planning an assault on The Shade,” I whispered. I’d been avoiding saying this to Derek until now because I hadn’t wanted to panic the others, but after hours of being trapped I couldn’t hold in my fears any more. Even though I spoke the words barely louder than a breath, I knew most of them would be able to pick my words up anyway.

      Now that we knew the strength of this witch, I was sure that she would be able to penetrate Corrine’s protective spell. Now that Caleb knew the location of our island, there would be nothing stopping her. 

      Caleb. Just thinking of that boy made my blood boil. 

      The click of the dungeon door opening echoed off the walls. I strained my neck to see who had entered.

      Speak of the devil… 

      Derek let out a low growl as Caleb emerged from the doorway.

      Caleb walked toward us and scanned our cell. As his eyes moved away from us, Derek’s hands shot out to grip Caleb. Although Derek had aimed for his neck, Caleb dodged too quickly. Derek managed to catch hold only of the front of Caleb’s shirt, which tore as the boy stepped back. 

      Derek stood, his chest heaving, holding a shred of Caleb’s shirt in his hands. “What do you want with us?” Derek demanded.

      Caleb didn’t respond as he continued inspecting our cells.  

      I gripped the bars and hissed, “Answer him, boy.”

      To my surprise, while he had ignored Derek, he looked up into my eyes. I stared at him, trying to read his blank expression and failing. 

      “I don’t know what the witch’s plans are for you,” he said curtly. 

      Several seconds later he was done inspecting our cells—for what, I had no clue—and he turned to leave. We all slumped back down to the ground as the click of the door locking echoed around the prison. 

      Our situation now seemed more hopeless than ever—if that was even possible. Not only had we been unable to save Anna, but I feared that our lives, our children’s and those of all the other inhabitants of The Shade now lay in the balance.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 9: Caleb

        

      

    
    
      “Nobody down there is hiding the immune,” I said to Annora on returning to her quarters.  

      She stared at me, silence filling the room. 

      I was sure that Stellan wouldn’t have been brave enough to steal the immune away. Besides, he would have no reason to… unless he was trying to pin her disappearance on me, which I doubted since I had a clear alibi. Even Annora seemed to be past suspecting me. 

      Although I was perplexed as to what could have happened, and Annora clearly had some idea as to who was behind it, I didn’t press for answers. I wasn’t in the mood to question her and, quite honestly, I didn’t care. 

      All I could think about now was the fact that the Novaks, and consequently Rose, believed me to have betrayed their trust and stolen Anna.

      It was a thought that had been weighing heavily upon my mind. Although I knew it was irrational, since I would never see Rose again—and indeed I had to stay away from her—it pained me to know that she would believe that I’d been playing her just so I could gain entrance onto the island. 

      After I returned to my room, I threw open the balcony doors and stared down at the cruel icy slopes. As the wind whipped past my face, it brought me to my senses. 

      This is the best thing that could have happened. Rose will distrust me, and whatever affections she might have held for me will be forgotten. And now it’s time for me to forget too.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 10: Rose

        

      

    
    
      Staying inside was beginning to feel claustrophobic as we waited for our parents’ return. They hadn’t given us the slightest indication of when it might be. Hours? Days? Weeks? Even Corrine had no idea. They had all rushed off in such a hurry I doubted they had even known themselves. 

      Since all the leading vampires had left the island along with my parents, including their seconds-in-command, Vivienne and Xavier, Corrine and Eli had been left in charge. It was a lot for the witch to bear on her shoulders, given that she was also in charge of making sure the spell remained over the island. But if it was a struggle for the witch, she didn’t show it. She took everything in her stride and kept the island running smoothly in our rulers’ absence. I supposed it also helped to take her mind off worrying about her husband, Ibrahim. 

      I had no such distraction. After spending most of the morning with Ben, I found myself craving solitude and left the Sanctuary to take a walk along the beach. 

      I walked barefoot through the sand, the gentle wind carrying my hair and blowing against my face. I stopped once I reached the water and stared out toward the horizon. 

      The vision of Caleb’s submarine disappearing beneath the waves was still fresh in my memory, and like salt in a wound, now it stung more than ever. 

      Could he have really been using me all that time? 

      I knew him to be capable of worse. And now that he was gone, it seemed that maybe it had been my own feelings leading me to believe that he held some sort of affection for me. 

      From our first dance right up to our parting kiss… all an act.

      Maybe it was no coincidence at all that he showed up on the same beach the same night we were partying. Maybe he somehow discovered we’d gone to Hawaii and planned this all along. 

      Maybe everything he told me about himself and the witch was a lie. Maybe what they were doing upstairs each night was just because they both like it rough, while all the while I was pitying him. And he used this belief to evoke sympathy from me and draw me in further. After all, I never actually saw what was going on up there… 

      My mind began to spiral out of control as I began to replay everything that had happened, from when I’d first seen him on the beach right up until we’d parted at the port. By the end of my walk, I found myself losing all hope. 

      And yet I felt a stubborn knot in my gut each time I blamed him. But perhaps it was just a defense mechanism to avoid the pain.

      Tears threatened to spill down my cheeks, but I fought them back. I wasn’t going to cry over this man. I’d already given him my affections, which he’d dashed to the ground. I wasn’t about to give him my tears too. 

      Although I bit my lip almost until the point of drawing blood, I managed to hold back the waterworks.  

      Still, even as I was convincing myself that Caleb wasn’t worthy of my affections, I shuddered at the thought of what my father might be doing to him now, or might have already done to him. I knew that my father wouldn’t hesitate to rip Caleb’s heart out the moment he laid eyes on him. 

      I swallowed back the lump in my throat and breathed deeply. I need to forget about that vampire.

      I unzipped my dress, stripping to my underwear, and slid into the ocean. The waves lapping against my body always calmed my nerves. I lay back, submerging my hair in the water, and stared up at the starry night.

      I lost track of how long I’d been lying there in the warm waters. I almost dozed off at one point because I started at someone shouting my name above the water. I heard a loud splashing next to my ear. I opened my eyes to see Griffin hovering over me. 

      “Rose.”

      I jumped out of the water and scrambled onto the beach where I’d left my dress, quickly pulling it back over my underwear. Then I turned back to face him. 

      “What?” I asked, my cheeks flushing from embarrassment that my best friend had just seen me undressed for the first time.

      He too looked embarrassed, his eyes fixed determinedly on the sand while I got dressed.  

      “I’m sorry,” he said, kicking the sand. “I… I know you haven’t been back long, barely more than a day, but I’ve barely seen you since you returned. I just wanted to know how you’re doing.”

      I forced a smile and nodded. “I’m fine, Griff. It’s good to be back… and, uh, I’m dressed now. You can look up.”

      He looked up and grinned sheepishly as he caught my eye. He cleared his throat and took a few steps closer to me.  

      “I, uh…” His voice trailed off. He averted his eyes away from me and looked out at the ocean, slipping his hands into his jeans pockets. 

      I joined him in gazing out at the ocean. And I wished that he hadn’t come to find me. I felt like I was a world apart from everyone right now. Even my own brother. I just needed space for myself. I sighed and sat back down in the water, my dress billowing up in the waves. 

      Griffin took off his shirt and dumped it on a patch of dry sand, then sat in the water next to me. “I was shocked when my mom told me it was that vampire who stole Anna.” 

      I bit my lower lip and nodded stiffly, not sure if I could answer him without my voice breaking.

      “He seemed like a good guy.” Griffin stole a glance at me. “I mean, rescuing you and all… I guess sometimes you just can’t tell—”

      “You know what, Griff,” I said abruptly, “can we please talk about something else? I’m trying to take my mind off of…all that.” 

      “Oh, sure,” he said, frowning at me. “I’m sorry.” He climbed out of the water and reached into his shirt pocket. “I, uh, brought you some chocolates my mom made. I swear they’re not pig-shaped.”

      I smirked and took the small parcel from his hand, pulling away the wrapper to reveal frog-shaped ones.

      “Seriously,” I said, popping one into my mouth. “What is it with Zinnia and animal-shaped chocolates?” 

      Griffin leaned back in the water, resting on his elbows. “Ah, I dunno… I think part of her is stuck back in time. She used to make them for me when I was a kid, and I guess she misses those days. Now she allows the junior-school kids to come round our house on Saturdays and collect them.”

      I finished the frogs and washed my hands in the water. With the comforting taste of chocolate on my tongue, I was feeling a bit less tense already. Chocolate is a girl’s best friend, my girlfriends often said. Well, chocolate and Griffin were my two best friends. 

      I rolled onto my stomach and, leaning on my forearms, smiled up at Griffin. “Let’s talk about you for a change. What have you been up to since I’ve been away?” 

      “Worrying about you,” he said.  

      I expected him to flash me a goofy smile, but his expression remained serious as his warm hazelnut-brown eyes stared down into mine.

      “You really don’t have much of a life then,” I teased, prodding him in the stomach. 

      “Maybe I don’t,” he muttered, looking down at the water lapping over his toned chest. “But the thing is… I really like you, Rose.”

      “Well, that’s nice.” I grinned. “I really like you too, Griff.”

      He gave me a pained smile. “No.” His voice was hoarse as he shook his head. “I mean, I really like you.”

      Realization dawned upon me, my heartbeat quickening. My lips parted and I fell silent. 

      He sat up straight, looking down at me. “I’d been meaning to tell you before you left, and I’ve regretted not doing so every single day that you’ve been gone. And when I thought I almost lost you… I wanted to ask you out on a date. I mean, I still do.” His cheeks grew red. He cursed himself beneath his breath. Inhaling deeply, he said, “Rose, will you go out with me?” 

      I sat up and knelt in the water, still staring at him, my mouth hanging open. Part of me willed this to be one of Griffin’s pranks. Some kind of joke. But there wasn’t a hint of frivolity in Griffin’s eyes. I clenched my jaw and tried to speak, but my throat felt parched and no words came out. 

      The truth was, his confession had punched me right in the gut. I felt winded. 

      I’d never thought of Griffin like this before in my life. He’d always been my friend. And now, knowing that he had been feeling this way for me all along—how long, I didn’t even know—somehow our relationship felt false. Like we’d been living a lie.  

      “Griffin,” I stammered. 

      “Uh-oh. There’s always trouble coming when you call me that.” He was trying to make light of the situation, but it was too late. He’d just dropped a ton of bricks on me and I was suffocating beneath the rubble. 

      “Oh, man.” I sighed and stood up, clasping a hand to my forehead, staring out at the waves. “Why didn’t you tell me this before?” I almost resented him. I had always thought that we were close enough to not hide things from each other.

      His expression became serious again and he stood up, looking down at me. His Adam’s apple moved as he swallowed hard.

      “Because I was afraid,” he said quietly. “I was afraid that you didn’t feel the same way.”

      I didn’t know how to respond to that. Now I wished I had never asked the question. His answer had just made the situation ten times worse. Because the truth was, throughout our friendship, it had never once occurred to me to think of Griffin as anything more than a friend.

      And now I found myself afraid to admit this to him. I didn’t know what it would do to him. His expression seemed so hopeful, so full of nervous anticipation. I just didn’t feel like I had it in me to dash all his hopes. Yet, at the same time, I didn’t want to raise his hopes higher than they already were. 

      In the end, I took the cowardly option. 

      “Griffin,” I said, gripping his hand. “This has all come as a real shock. I never knew you felt like this about me. I-I need time and space to think about all of this. To even get used to the concept of you liking me as more than a friend.”

      He reached a hand to my face and I flinched. “Is it really that hard to imagine I could have felt more for you?” I felt my heart being crushed as he looked down at me with adoration in his eyes. 

      I gulped and reached for his hand, pulling it away from my face. “Just… give me some time,” I repeated.  

      This was so unlike Griffin. I was used to him mocking scenes like this in movies. And yet here he was, acting as though he was in a romance movie with me. I thought to tease him about it, but his face was still so serious that I just patted him on the shoulder. “I’ll see you around, okay?” 

      He grinned finally and nodded. “All right, princess.”

      I turned around and began walking in the opposite direction. I sped up after a few feet until I was running. Why? I didn’t know. I just felt the urge to feel the wind whipping past my face, the unearthed sand stinging my heels. 

      As I continued running alone on that beach, I began to wonder if there was a deeper reason for being so averse to thinking about Griffin in a different light than a friend. In theory, it wouldn’t be difficult to love him in a different way. Friends to lovers was the biggest cliche of all time. Even my mom had fallen for it with her best friend, Benjamin Hudson. 

      Friends to lovers was cliche for a reason: it was so easily done.

      Now I wondered if the resistance within me was something deeper… something related to that vampire I’d kissed at the port. 

      As I raced faster, a chilling fear took hold of me, running from the base of my neck down to my spine, sending tingling sensations throughout my body. 

      I feared that Caleb had disappeared beneath the waves carrying a piece of me with him. That he’d brought me back to his castle, and there I still remained… only this time, as his willing captive.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 11: Ben

        

      

    
    
      It had been a full day now since our parents had left us. And, thanks to Corrine, I was finally feeling well enough to stand on my own two feet again. 

      Rose had been oddly absent from my bedside for the latter part of the last twenty-four hours. She’d said she needed some fresh air. 

      That was just what I needed myself. I got out of bed with Corrine’s permission and, before heading off, donned a dark cloak and pulled the hood over my head so that it cast most of my face in shadow. Then I stepped out into the moonlit courtyard outside. 

      The last thing I wanted right now was to see anyone. Even my closest friends. So I headed through the woods, staying in the shadows, and walked toward our penthouse.

      As I walked, I thought of all that had happened in the past forty-eight hours. I thought of the man my sister had returned with. The traitor we had all welcomed as a guest. I remembered shaking hands with him, thanking him. And I thought of how distressed my sister had appeared when my parents had told her that he was responsible for Anna’s disappearance. The way she’d tried to argue against the only possible explanation. The way she still seemed to hold on to a shred of hope that it wasn’t him.

      At first, I’d understood her shock. Caleb had seemed to genuinely want to save us. But my father and mother’s words were undeniable: there was nobody else who could have done it.

      It made me worry that Rose might have held deeper feelings for him than I had imagined. I found myself thinking about her account of the time she was away. She’d said she was mostly locked up in a room in the castle, with some time spent in Caleb’s quarters. Now I shuddered to think of her being in such close proximity to that man.

      It was past midnight by the time I arrived back in our penthouse. I poured myself a glass of water in the kitchen, then headed straight to my bedroom. When I pushed open my door, I almost dropped the glass. 

      Sleeping in my bed was a girl. Yasmine. 

      A girl I’d stopped dating almost nine months ago. 

      I groaned, placed my water on the bedside table and sat down on the edge of the bed. I reached for her shoulder and nudged her. She came to a few seconds later, sitting bolt upright. 

      Her light brown hair hung messily around her face, her blue eyes blinking at me. Her face broke out into a shy smile. “Hi, Ben,” she said.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, frowning at her.

      “I’ve missed you. Corrine didn’t want anyone but family visiting you, so I figured I’d just wait here in your room.”

      I rubbed my face with my hands. Yasmine was the last person on this island I wanted to be seeing right now. I wasn’t even the mood to be with my sister.

      “How are you?” Yasmine asked, reaching for my shoulder. 

      I sighed and looked at the wall opposite me. “I’m all right,” I muttered. “But I still need time to myself.”

      I was hoping she’d take the hint, but she didn’t move. I stood up and stared down at her hogging my bed. She had a deliberately blank expression on her face. 

      “Yasmine,” I said, trying to behave like a gentleman even though I was feeling less like one each second that passed. “As much as I appreciate your well wishes, we broke things off almost a year ago. What are you doing in my bed?” 

      “You broke things off.” She finally sat up and swung her legs off the edge of the bed, a hurt expression in her eyes.

      I ran a hand through my hair. I really don’t need this right now. “Okay, I broke things off.”

      It wasn’t like there had been much to break off. We hadn’t been dating long—a few weeks at the most—and it had never gone any further than a few kisses. 

      Still glaring at me, Yasmine stood up and crossed my room toward the exit. 

      “Why did you break up with me? I never did understand.”

      I thought back to the day I’d ended things with her. Yasmine was gorgeous, but after our first kiss she’d gotten so clingy, I could barely go to the bathroom without her asking where I was going. I’d felt suffocated around her and found myself finding excuses to avoid her. 

      “You’re great, Yasmine. And I’m just an immature jerk who’s not ready for a relationship yet. Least of all with you. I don’t deserve you. So stop pining after me and find a guy who does. There are plenty of them on this island.”

      She smiled slightly, seemingly satisfied with my flattery. “Thanks, Ben,” she said, and floated out of the room. 

      I lay back and breathed out as the front door to our apartment slammed shut. I stretched out, staring up at the ceiling. 

      I thought again of Kristal. It wasn’t like I’d had much time to get to know her. So it was hard to say if anything could have worked out between us. 

      I closed my eyes. 

      To my surprise, there was a loud knock.

      I groaned and got up, heading toward the front door. Please don’t let this be Yasmine back for more drama…

      But it wasn’t. On opening the door I found myself standing face to face with a pretty blonde vampire with baby blue eyes: eighteen-year-old Abigail Hudson. Or Abby, as we called her. 

      I’d never been that close with Abby—we knew each other, of course, but Abby was the reclusive type. When she wasn’t working in the school, she kept to herself. And when she did come to visit she’d speak mostly to my sister or my mother. Which was only natural, I supposed. I often blamed it on my name. It must have been strange for her looking at a young man named after her dead brother.

      “Ben,” she said. “Has Rose returned yet?”

      “Hm?” It was late. I had assumed that Rose would already be in her bed. “Come in, Abby,” I said, swinging the door open. “I’ll check now.”

      I jogged to my sister’s bedroom and knocked. 

      There was no answer. 

      I knocked again. 

      When there was still no answer I opened the door. Rose’s bed was empty. I returned to the living room where Abby stood waiting. “She’s not there.”

      “Okay,” Abby said. “Because Corrine checked here about half an hour ago and Rose hadn’t returned yet, so she’s becoming worried.”

      I reached for my cloak near the door and pulled it on, fastening it around me. I rushed downstairs with Abby and we began hurrying through the woods. 

      “Where do you think she is?” Abby asked.

      “She’ll be on the island somewhere,” I said confidently. In fact, I knew exactly where to look. 

      “I’m glad you’re back, Ben,” Abby said, casting me a sideways glance. “We were all worried about you.”

      “I’m glad too,” I said. 

      We didn’t talk again until we had exited the woods and arrived at the clearing by the Port. 

      Abby was about to walk down to the Port’s control room to check for her there, but I shook my head. 

      “She won’t be down there,” I said. 

      We walked along the beach together until the soft sand ended and we reached the foot of a cliff. We both looked up at the lighthouse perched among the rocks. 

      Our parents asked everyone to stay away from it, but I knew Rose still snuck up there when she was upset about something. That was precisely why it made a good hiding place—people stayed away from it out of respect for our parents.

      “Aha.” Abby smiled as I pointed up to the top of the lighthouse where candlelight flickered in the windows. “I should have thought to check here.”

      Abby and I climbed over the rocks until we reached the entrance at the base of the lighthouse. We hurried up the steps toward the top. I placed my ear against the door and heard soft breathing. I pushed the door and it creaked open. 

      A few candles had been lit in the corner of the room and Rose lay curled up on the bed, her knees resting against her chest, sleeping in a fetal position. 

      I bent down over her and touched her shoulder. I was immediately struck by how wet her dress was. She’s going to catch a cold if she stays in these clothes for much longer. She might have even caught one already. 

      I brushed her hair away from her face and frowned. Although she appeared peaceful, something was wrong for her to fall asleep in this state. Rose wasn’t normally careless like this. 

      I leant down and kissed her forehead. “Rose,” I whispered, shaking her. 

      Her eyelids flickered open and she looked up at me, rubbing her eyes. 

      “Huh, where am I? What are you—” She sat up and looked around her, then sighed and buried her face in her hands. 

      “Corrine was worried about you,” I said. I reached down and scooped her up in my arms. “Come on, let’s go home.”

      She reached her arms around my neck and buried her head against my chest, closing her eyes again. We made our way back down the lighthouse, over the rocks, and returned to the Port. Rose didn’t say anything throughout our walk, she just remained silent, her eyes closed. Once we reached the port, Abby parted ways with us.  

      “Well, I’ll tell Corrine she can stop worrying.”

      “Thanks, Abby,” I said, glancing at her.

      “Good night,” she said. Then she hurried off into the shadows of the trees.

      Still holding Rose in my arms, I ascended in the elevator and entered the apartment. I carried her to her bedroom and then stopped in the middle of it. I attempted to stand her on her feet but her legs folded beneath her. 

      “Oh, come on, Rose,” I said impatiently, tugging at her to stand up. I remembered she used to do this as a game when we were children: insist that I gave her piggy-backs, and then when I set her down, she would pretend her legs had turned to jelly and I had to continue carrying her.  

      Only now, I was sure that she wasn’t playing any game.   

      She gripped hold of my arm and stood up. Her face was pale, her eyes bloodshot as though she’d been crying. 

      “What’s wrong?” I asked. 

      She shook her head, opening a drawer and retrieving some woolen pajamas. “I’m just feeling… restless.”

      “We all are,” I said. “But they’ll return safely with Anna. I know they will. I don’t know what is holding them up… but remember they’re with Ibrahim and lots of other witches. Dad has brought with him the best fighters he has. For all we know, they’ll come back while we’re sleeping and we’ll find them here in the morning when we wake up.”

      She gulped and nodded. “Yeah, I know.”

      “Now just change into something dry and go to sleep,” I said, sighing and closing the door.

      She walked to the door and caught it just before I closed it. She looked at me through the crack, offering me a weak smile. “Thanks, Ben,” she whispered. “I’m glad you’re up and about again.”

      “Yeah,” I said, looking at her with mock disdain. “So you can use me as your manservant again. I bet you missed that.”

      She chuckled and closed her door.

      I returned to my room, shaking my head. We were all on the edge of our seats waiting for them to return. Rose wasn’t the only one. 

      We just need to sit tight and wait for them to return with Anna. And once they do, the island will be able to breathe again.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 12: Rose

        

      

    
    
      My head was groggy when I woke the next morning, and my throat felt sore from the stupidity of falling asleep in the chilly lighthouse in damp clothes. 

      Brushing away the thoughts that had been muddling my brain about Griffin and Caleb, I jumped out of bed and rushed to my parents’ bedroom. I swung the door wide open. My heart sank on seeing that it was still empty.

      What on earth could be taking them so long? If they don’t return by the end of today that will be two full days of their absence. Surely retrieving Anna would only take a few hours with all the forces they brought with them. Unless Anna wasn’t at either of the islands and they’re still looking for her… 

      Ben had woken up uncharacteristically early too and he shared my worried look when I told him they still hadn’t returned. He too ran through the same rationalizations I had, but still looked disconcerted. I downed some milk from the fridge while he grabbed a piece of toast before we both ran off to see what Corrine made of this situation. She would be just as anxious about her husband. 

      We entered the Sanctuary and found the witch in her potion room with Eli. They were both sitting round her wooden table, deep in discussion. The witch was holding a large black book between them. She shut it as soon as she saw us enter and they both looked at us. 

      Corrine already knew what was on our minds just from our expressions. “I can’t pretend that I’m not surprised they’re not back yet,” she said. “Ibrahim had predicted six hours to a couple of days—depending on whether Anna was still on one of the islands.” Her voice trembled slightly as she said her husband’s name. 

      “What do you think has happened?” I asked, even though I was scared to hear the answer.

      “I don’t know. The only thing I can think of is that Anna was missing from the islands and they’ve gone off on some other trail looking for her. But they would have sent one of the witches back with a message.”

      A silence fell as we looked at each other.

      “We can’t just keep sitting here and doing nothing,” Ben said.

      “No, we can’t,” Eli said, clearing his throat. “If they’re still not back by tomorrow… we’re going to have to do something.”

      “But we have no subs left to even travel there. They took all of them.” 

      “We have a couple of spare submarines they left in case of an emergency. But they shouldn’t be needed because we have a few witches we might be able to spare for a day or so to see what happened.”

      “I want to go,” I butted in.

      Corrine scoffed. “You are going nowhere, young lady.”

      I stared from Corrine to Eli. It was clear that there would be no budging either of them on this. 

      “Look, there’s no point arguing about this now,” she continued. “They could return in a few hours. Let’s just hope they return before tomorrow. All right?”

      I nodded, though my stomach continued to twist itself into knots. All sorts of dark possibilities began to play on my mind. What if they’re trapped there? What if they were too late to save Anna and all their work and sacrifice has gone in vain?

      We left Corrine and Eli in the Sanctuary. 

      I decided it was time for me to pay a visit to Kyle. I’d been avoiding going near them since I returned because I knew what a shock this was for him, Ariana and Jason. I didn’t want to poke my nose in too soon, but now that it had been a few days, I felt compelled to visit them to see how they were managing.

      Ben and I parted ways while I continued through the forest until I reached the town center, the Vale. There weren’t many people bustling around at this time in the morning. I crossed the stone streets and headed straight for the school in the town center. Kyle and Anna’s house was just a few doors along to the right, a pretty stone townhouse with a flower garden out front.

      I approached the front door and pressed my ear against it. Hearing nothing, I knocked. 

      It opened after a couple of minutes and Kyle appeared in the doorway. His face was pale and unshaven, his dark hair unbrushed. Even though only a few days had passed, he was already looking thinner. He had dark circles beneath his eyes and I could have sworn that I noticed a few grey hairs that had never been there before. He forced a smile on seeing me. “Rose,” he said. “Come in.” 

      I nodded and stepped inside, removing my shoes at the door. I followed him through their cozy townhouse, along the corridor and through to the spacious kitchen and dining area. My eyes settled on the kitchen table where Ariana and Jason sat, twirling their spoons in bowls of cereal. 

      My heart ached at how dejected they both looked. They too looked like they hadn’t eaten or slept properly for days.

      Ariana’s eyes welled with tears as she saw me. She stood up from the table and walked over to me, throwing herself in my arms. She began to cry.

      I brushed her hair with my hand, holding her tightly, though I was unsure what words of comfort I could give her since I myself was riddled with doubts right now. 

      The more she cried, the harder she squeezed me. Kyle stood staring at his daughter. There was nothing that he could say that would make her feel better. Jason’s face was ashen as he glanced back at me. 

      I was afraid to say anything at all. It felt like they were already suffering so much that anything I said might make them feel worse. So I kept quiet and continued to allow Ariana to hug me. 

      It was Kyle who broke the silence. “Rose, can I talk to you upstairs?”  

      “Of course,” I said. 

      “Guys,” he said, looking at his two children, “at least try to finish your breakfast while I’m gone.”

      Ariana slunk back over to the table and sat back down next to her brother. I felt their eyes follow us as we left the room. 

      I followed Kyle upstairs. We entered his and Anna’s bedroom, where he closed the door behind us. I followed him out onto the balcony, and we both stood holding onto the banister looking out at the star-speckled sky. 

      “I’m so sorry.” Breaking down, I sank to the floor, my head in my hands. “If Ben and I hadn’t escaped, none of this would have happened.”

      Kyle stared down at me, frowning. “I suspected that you were blaming yourself for this,” he said, his voice hoarse. “But you mustn’t, Rose. Anna wouldn’t want you to, and neither do I. If we each thought about all the possible consequences of our actions, we’d never do anything in life. Sometimes things happen that we could never predict.”

      “I’m sorry all the same,” I said.

      He walked over to me and held out a hand. I took it and he pulled me to my feet. Even though I still felt a weight on my chest, hearing this from Kyle, Anna’s husband, made it a little easier to bear.

      “Nobody can blame you for acting your age. For wanting a taste of life outside what your parents have chalked out for you. And certainly, nobody can blame you for not suspecting that Caleb was a fraud. Hell, he even fooled your father.”

      I gulped, nodding. Again pain tore through my chest at mention of the vampire’s name. 

      “Yes,” I murmured. “I suppose I couldn’t have suspected that.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 13: Rose

        

      

    
    
      When our parents still didn’t return the following day, Eli and Corrine dispatched a group of half a dozen witches to check both Stellan and Caleb’s islands. Other than Corrine and Adelle, they were some of the most powerful witches we had left on the island. Many of them were teachers, so substitutes had to be found among the human population. Abby and Adelle were left managing the school along with some of the humans. It was important that we maintained a sense of normalcy for the children as much as we could.

      Ben and I were there in the courtyard outside the Sanctuary as Corrine called the meeting with the witches selected. 

      “Remember,” she said, looking at each of them sternly, “we have no idea what awaits you on these islands. And the fact that my husband seems to have been overpowered doesn’t bode well. He is the strongest among all of us. So it is vital that all of you work together and coordinate. And remember, you are not to do anything—just report back to us what you see. We can’t afford to lose you too. Do you understand?” 

      Although the witches looked nervous, they looked resolutely at Corrine and nodded. “Understood.”

      “Please return as soon as you can,” I begged. 

      “I’ll expect you all back here within four hours.” Corrine turned to face the tallest witch. “You remember the location of these islands, Patricia? You were there alongside Derek and Sofia when they first stormed both islands searching for Ben and Rose?” 

      “Yes, Corrine,” Patricia replied. “I recall.”

      “Good.” Corrine took one last look at them before saying, “Well, be gone.”

      They all brushed shoulders and vanished from the spot faster than I could blink. 

      That left Corrine, Eli, Ben and myself standing alone in the courtyard. I shivered, imagining what they might meet at their destination, and prayed that they would return when Corrine had ordered them to. 

      If all goes to plan, just four hours and we will know what has happened. 

      The prospect of finding out what had happened was both relieving and terrifying. Something in my gut told me that they would bring back bad news. 

      But as it turned out, they didn’t return after four hours. Nor after twelve hours. Ben and I sat with Corrine and Eli in the Sanctuary waiting anxiously. But by the time the next day arrived and they still hadn’t shown up, each of us knew that they wouldn’t be returning. 

      “This time, I will go alone,” Eli said to Corrine, rubbing his head in his hands. “I’ll take the submarine. And since you can’t come with me, I will need one witch in case there are any spells to break through. How likely it is that one witch will be able to do it by herself, I don’t know. But we’ve no choice but to try.”

      Corrine eyed him dubiously. “I think it would make more sense for me to go with you.” 

      Eli shook his head. “No. You’re the most powerful witch on the island right now. We need to leave at least that safety in place. As it is, we’ve lost our strongest forces. Without that, we’re vulnerable.”

      When she opened her mouth to argue, Eli bulldozed over her. “Corrine, you can’t let your longing to see Ibrahim again blind you about this.”

      She nodded and swallowed back her arguments. 

      “And if something happens to the two of you too?” I asked. 

      “Then it happens,” Eli said grimly. “But we’ll be as careful as can be. The second we suspect we’re in danger, we won’t wait around. There are only two of us to worry about so we’ll be more nimble. I suggest Adelle comes with me.”

      “If you’re going with her,” Corrine said, “why do you even need the submarine? Won’t it be more likely to attract attention?”

      “I need something to call base. Just in case—God forbid—something happens to Adelle, and I need to retreat.”

      “I’m coming with you,” Ben interrupted. “It’s driving me mad just sitting here not knowing. Even if I end up in whatever fate they’re in right now, at least it will be less torturous than sitting here in the dark.”

      “Out of the question!” Corrine seethed. “If there’s one thing I’m going to make sure of, it’s that you two keep your asses right here.” Her eyes burned as she looked at us. “You need your heads examined if you think I’m going to release you again after what you did.” 

      I already knew that there was no point arguing with the witch. I could sense Corrine’s moods well. I could tell when there was some leeway, but now, she was immobile as a mountain.

      “Corrine,” Eli said. “If I’m going to do this, it needs to be now. Can you go and get Adelle? You’ll be quicker retrieving her than I will. In the meantime, I’ll begin making preparations.”

      Corrine nodded and, still glaring at the two of us, vanished from the room. 

      My eyes followed Eli as he too left the room. 

      Ben was still fuming. I touched his shoulder and said, “I’m going to see Griffin. I need to take my mind off of all of this or I’m going to go insane.”

      Ben grunted. I walked out of the room, and, once I was in the corridor, I began sprinting.

      There was no time to lose. 

      I had no idea how long it would take Eli to make preparations, but I had to get to that submarine before he did.
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      My heart hammering in my chest, I raced along the jetty, shooting back glances every so often to check nobody had followed me. I approached one of the two remaining submarines in the Port and, reaching out onto its roof, pulled myself up and unbolted the hatch. 

      It was the smaller, faster vessel, and I was positive that Eli would choose this over the other one. 

      I half expected Eli to be already seated in it making preparations, but breathed out a sigh of relief to see that he was not. I pulled the hatch shut above me and scrambled down the ladder. I rushed down to the lower level of the deck and hurled myself into the small storage cabin directly beneath the control room. I cast my eyes around for anywhere to hide. I rummaged around, throwing about old rope, tarpaulin, blankets, until I found what I was looking for: a metal chest. Large enough to fit a man. I pulled the lid open. It was filled with weapons: mostly wooden stakes, daggers and UV ray guns.  

      I looked at the weapons, then cast my eyes about the room again. Grabbing a blanket, I emptied the chest of all the dangerous objects and bundled them up in the fabric. I tucked them into a corner of the room, hoping that there were other weapons upstairs so that Eli wouldn’t need to come down here looking for them.

      Then I curled up in the metal box and pulled the lid down over me. The metal seemed thin, but I hoped it was just thick enough for Eli to not be able to smell my blood. I also hoped there was enough oxygen to last me the journey, because as soon as either of them noticed I was there, I would be booted off, back to The Shade. I couldn’t afford to come out until they were both off the sub at our destination. 

      I waited with bated breath until I felt the submarine begin to move, slowly at first, and then it lurched forward. I suppressed a groan as the back of my head banged against the metal wall. I breathed in deeply, trying to calm my nerves.

      You made it. We’re moving now. They haven’t found you. 

      Now that the vessel was moving and the pounding in my chest was beginning to subside, the implications of my actions were beginning to dawn on me. I hadn’t had time to consider how worried my brother and Corrine would be to discover that I had disappeared yet again. It was the last thing they needed—they had both already lost everyone else dear to them. I might be the straw to break the camel’s back. 

      But somehow, that just wasn’t as important as leaving with Eli and Adelle. 

      I also knew that I’d likely end up a prisoner again, dead, or worse. But, as crazy as it was to realize, I still preferred to take the risk than just continue sitting in The Shade. 

      I felt guilty for betraying my brother. I knew he’d want to go, but he wouldn’t have wanted me going. So I just couldn’t tell him. There was no time to argue with him and I couldn’t miss this opportunity. 

      My heartbeat quickened as I thought of Caleb. What had been a sore nerve was now a throbbing bruise. 

      I realized now more than anything why I had such an urge to come for myself. And it was more than discovering what had become of my parents.  

      I wanted answers. I wanted to hear them directly from that vampire’s own mouth. 

      And I wasn’t going to stop hunting that boy down until I got them.
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      We couldn’t have arrived soon enough. When the submarine halted, I breathed out a sigh of relief. I’d been trapped in that narrow trunk for hours, and the air was becoming heavier from lack of oxygen. 

      But even though we had stopped moving, I dared not budge yet. I heard footsteps overhead. Someone was coming down the steps.

      The door unlatched and footsteps approached. Eli, I assumed. Perhaps he was looking for weapons. My breathing quickened. I closed my eyes, bracing myself for the lid to open and Eli to discover me. 

      But just as hands clamped down on the box, there was a pause and then he stepped away, moving toward the right of me. I heard the clanking of wood and clinking of metal. 

      Eli had noticed the weapons in the corner just in time before he opened the chest. After a few more seconds of rummaging, the footsteps retreated and the door clicked shut again. The chest must have been thick enough to contain the sounds of my breathing, even to Eli’s sensitive ears. 

      I waited several minutes more until I could no longer detect footsteps above me. I heard the hatch opening and closing, the sound reverberating around the metal frame of the submarine.

      Taking a deep breath, I pushed open the trunk and climbed out. I tried to stand up, but I crumpled to the floor. My legs had fallen asleep. I waited for the pins and needles to fade before getting to my feet again.

      Bending down, I sifted through the weapons. I picked out two small stakes, a dagger, and a UV-ray gun. After checking that the gun was loaded, I scooped up a handful of extra bullets and poured them into my pocket. I fastened the weapons to the belt in my jeans and then left the room. 

      I crept upstairs and climbed up the ladder toward the hatch. Taking a deep breath, I pushed it open slowly, just enough for me to peek through. 

      We were back on Caleb’s icy island. 

      Even as I climbed out, I couldn’t help but feel confused as to how we had gained entrance so easily. Caleb had told me that there were heavy spells protecting this place, and I’d barely felt any turbulence. I could only assume that either Adelle was a more powerful witch than we had thought or they were now welcoming visitors.

      I lowered myself down the side of the vessel until my feet landed on the jetty. I shivered as a harsh wind whipped past me, and pulled my collar up. I wished that I had had time to bring warmer clothes. I was still dressed to suit The Shade’s temperate climate: a t-shirt covered by a light sweater and jeans. My shoes were made of light cotton—the freezing snow was already seeping through them.

      I hurried away from the harbor and dove into the first patch of shrubbery I came across. I looked around, squinting as I tried to detect even the slightest movement. 

      On seeing and hearing nothing, I hurried into the woods. I kept off the main path, sprinting from one tree trunk to the other and pausing to look around each time.

      I managed to reach the end of the forest without bumping into anyone. However, when I looked up at the mountain upon which the castle was perched, I swore. 

      I was now in clear view of anyone who happened to look out of the front windows. And I had forgotten how high up the building really was. These shoes I was wearing hardly had any more grip than the slippers I’d worn during a walk with Caleb.

      But now wasn’t the time for second thoughts. 

      I wondered where Adelle and Eli would be right now—whether Adelle would have been able to transport them directly inside the castle with her magic. 

      I began climbing the steps. Although I was sweating after barely a fifth of the way up, I kept going, my breathing more painful with each step I took. 

      My main worry throughout the ascent was that someone would notice me. I was wearing dark clothes amidst all this crisp white snow.

      A quarter of the way up, I stopped, my eyes wide with terror. The creak of heavy doors echoed down through the cold air. I dropped to the ground, spreading myself out flat against the steps. I gathered up snow and tried to cover myself with it. I crawled to the edge of the staircase and looked down. There was a small overhanging ledge a couple of feet down. My heart hammering in my chest, I lowered myself down onto it. I gasped at how high up I was, and how narrow this ledge felt now that I was perched on it. I shuffled myself as far away from its edge as possible.

      Now I just have to hope whoever has exited the castle doesn’t stop short at the scent of my blood.

      After covering myself with snow, I closed my eyes. I barely dared breathe as I waited for the vampire to pass by. Quick footsteps grew louder and louder. The moment the vampire was level with me, I sat bolt upright. 

      It was Frieda, the ebony-skinned vampire Caleb had instructed to bring me food while I’d been staying in the castle. 

      I whipped out my gun, aimed it at the vampire’s back and hissed, “Don’t take a step further.”

      Frieda froze. Whirling around, she locked eyes with me, her lips parting in shock. 

      Adrenaline coursing through me, I said, “This bullet will lodge itself in your chest and burn you alive from the inside out. Do as I say, and I won’t pull the trigger.”

      Her eyes darkened. “I’m not in the habit of being threatened. Least of all by a human wench.”

      I gulped, steeling myself against her glare. One wrong move could see me dismembered and the remains of my body left to freeze in the snow. I tightened my grip around the gun, my hands beginning to sweat despite the fact that my whole body was shivering from the cold.

      Slowly, I sat up, careful to keep the gun steady. She continued glowering at me. But perhaps she’d witnessed the power of one of these guns before, because she didn’t try anything.   

      “Just do as I say,” I repeated, my eyes boring into hers, conjuring up confidence I didn’t possess. I made the jump back onto the steps, my heart leaping into my mouth as I almost slipped. By some mercy, I was able to gain balance. “Don’t make me prove this thing works,” I growled.

      “What do you want?” Frieda hissed, staring at the barrel of the gun.

      “First, hand me your cloak,” I said. 

      She scowled, but unfastened her cloak and chucked it at me. It almost knocked the gun right out of my hands. But I held on tight and aimed it at her once again. 

      Using one hand only, I tied the cloak around me and fastened it, pulling the hood over my head. I was already feeling warmer with it, but of course warmth wasn’t the reason I had asked her to give it to me. 

      “Now,” I continued, “you are going to carry me on your back up to that castle. Do you know of any side entrances?”

      She kept her lips sealed, her eyes narrowing on me.

      “Don’t push me, Frieda,” I said, attempting to make my voice sound deep and menacing. “Answer my question.”

      She glared at me in defiance for several more moments but then nodded, her lips pursing.

      “Turn your back toward me and bend down, so I can climb on.”

      She turned around slowly and did as I’d ordered. Pressing the barrel of the gun directly against her temple, I said, “Now hold onto my legs and start climbing.”

      She gripped my legs and stood up.

      “Take me into the castle, though an entrance that will least attract attention. Once we’re there I will tell you what to do next.”

      She started walking up the cliff, far too slowly. I gripped her neck and dug the gunmetal harder against her skin. “Faster, Frieda,” I whispered. 

      “I feed you every day and this is how you repay me,” she muttered. 

      Although I could practically feel her eyes rolling, she sped up and about a minute later, we had reached the castle. She walked past the main oak doors and crept round the narrow path that ran round the side of the castle. The path was so narrow and there was no railing stopping a person from hurtling hundreds of feet down the cliffs. I shuddered, feeling nauseous as I caught a glimpse of the fall. 

      I breathed out in relief when Frieda stopped beneath an open window. I gripped hold of her for dear life as she leaped upward. She climbed through the window and we both landed in the corner of a thankfully empty hall.

      “Now what?” she asked through gritted teeth.

      Now what I really wanted was to be taken to my parents. But that was too dangerous right now until I understood what had happened to them. This would have all been a waste if I also got caught and imprisoned. I lowered my hood so that it covered most of my face. “Do you know where Caleb is?” I whispered.

      “In his quarters.” 

      “Take me there. Avoid walking along corridors where there are likely to be vampires. Take a longer route if you have to. But remember,” I said, digging the gun against her temple again, “I’m watching you.”

      I held my breath as she launched forward. She climbed up the main staircase in the hallway and hurried along the corridors. I was relieved that there weren’t many people about. I’d lost track of what time it was now. She climbed higher and higher until we reached the staircase I was so familiar with by now—the set leading up to Caleb’s apartment. 

      I began trembling as we approached. It wasn’t Caleb himself I was afraid of; it was hearing what he had to say. The truth. From his own lips. 

      My stomach fluttered as Frieda set me down outside his room. I reached for the door handle and knocked, not taking the gun off Frieda while I waited. I pressed my ear against the door.

      Please be in. Please be in.

      I reached for the door knob and twisted. It had been left unlocked. I slipped behind the door and locked it. I had to be quick now. Frieda would no doubt warn the witch and everyone else that I’d returned. 

      I crept along the dark corridor and entered Caleb’s open-plan apartment. I looked around, my heart sinking as I realized it was empty. I ran my hands along his instruments. They appeared to be in the same place as I had last seen them, untouched since. I walked around the living room, then entered the kitchen area. 

      He’s not here. Now what? 

      Now I was kicking myself for letting Frieda go before I’d laid eyes on him. She must have lied to me. I cast my eyes desperately around the room once again, then turned the corner toward the exit of the apartment. 

      My heart leapt into my throat as I saw a tall, dark figure standing in the hallway. His hands rested on either wall. Shadows fell across his face as he blocked the door.

      “Caleb,” I whispered.

      He slid his hands down and moved forward into the light, stopping a couple of feet away from me. His face was now clearly visible. 

      “You were using me the whole time?” I asked, fighting to keep my voice steady. “All to get to Anna.”

      His face was blank, unreadable. But his eyes were intense as they bored into mine.

      He nodded curtly. 

      His admission stabbed through my chest. My breathing became heavier as the full weight of his deception came falling upon me. I reached into my cloak’s pocket. Pulling out the gun, I held it up in front of me, putting a few feet of distance between ourselves so that I could aim better.

      “Where are my parents?” It was hard to contain the fury now bubbling up within me. 

      His eyes travelled down to the barrel of the gun, then up to my face again. If he was surprised that I had just pulled out a gun and aimed it at him, he didn’t show it. Finally he spoke, his voice deep and guttural. “We’ve taken them as prisoners here.” The way he spoke so calmly grated on my nerves.

      His hand shot out and he gripped my arm. That he dared to touch me while I was still holding a gun shocked me. “Stop,” I gasped, pressing the gun against his throat. 

      He stopped in his tracks, his grip on me loosening only slightly. He glared down at me. 

      “How could you do this?” I breathed, the biting disappointment close to consuming me. 

      “I’m not who you thought I was.” His Adam’s apple moved against the tip of my gun. 

      His grip tightened on me again and he motioned to drag me back out the door. But I said, “Don’t think that I won’t pull this trigger.”

      The shadow of a smile crossed his lips. 

      “You should have pulled it already,” he said. And with one sharp motion, he launched forward, twisted my arm in a hold behind my back and knocked the gun from it. 

      I stared in horror as it fell to the floor. I bent over to pick it up, but he held me back. Holding both of my wrists with a single hand, he pushed me to the floor. He spread me out on the carpet, his legs straddling either side of my waist. His free hand loosened my belt, disarming me completely as he hurled it across the room along with my dagger and two stakes. 

      I stared up at him, dumbstruck. He avoided meeting my eyes as his strong hands engulfed my waist. Hurling me over his shoulder, he raced out of the apartment and down the steps toward the ground floor.   

      I guessed a part of me had decided to seek out Caleb because, deep down, I had hoped that this was all a big misunderstanding. I’d hoped that he would be able to explain his innocence to me. 

      But now, at least the truth was clear. 

      He was right. I should have pulled the trigger when I’d had the chance.
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      I’d known that I would regret kissing that girl the moment our lips touched. 

      Now that Annora had made her intentions clear in regard to The Shade, it was far too dangerous to have even the slightest connection with Rose. 

      I’d been shocked that Rose had dared to seek me out. It had made me realize that I’d been far too soft with her. It had caused her to underestimate me—the kiss of death. 

      Now, the time had come to show her the monster that I truly was.

      Ignoring her struggles, I raced down to the dungeons. I decided to show her the mercy of putting her in the same cell as her parents. But that would be the last gesture of goodwill she’d receive from me.

      I avoided looking at her parents as I shoved her into the cell. I exited the dungeon just as swiftly as I’d entered it, ignoring the questions and insults that were thrown at me. 

      I didn’t know if she, her parents, or any of the prisoners would make it out alive. But I couldn’t help her any more. Implicating myself further would only put our lives in danger. I’d already only narrowly escaped Annora believing I was a traitor. I wasn’t about to risk that again. 

      Rose’s death would be less painful down in the cells along with the rest of her people than if Annora discovered her with me. The witch would unleash all her pent-up frustration on the girl, and Rose would wish she’d died any other death. 

      After locking Rose away, I returned to my apartment. 

      The first thing I did was smash my entire collection of instruments. They reminded me too much of her. I destroyed them one by one with my bare hands and threw the remains off the balcony. They tumbled down the cliffs and disappeared into the snow. 

      Even with those instruments gone, I suspected that I would have a hard time forgetting that girl. But my callousness toward her would at least destroy her affections for me—or whatever few I had imagined existed in the first place. 

      I walked over to my dressing table and poured myself a shot of whiskey, throwing it back and shutting my eyes. I had three more, then sat back down on my bed.

      There was a knock on my door. I looked at the clock on the wall. It was late. 

      I opened the door to see Annora standing outside. Her long hair hung loose down her back and she wore a silk dressing gown that clung to her curves. 

      “How long have you been back?” I asked, stepping aside and allowing her entrance. I shut the door behind her. 

      “An hour or so,” she said, making her way toward my bedroom. 

      She shivered at the chilly breeze running through my room and closed my balcony doors. I stood by the bedroom doorway and stared at her from across the room. 

      “So?” I asked. “What happened?” 

      She heaved a sigh and sat down in a chair. Reaching for my bottle of whiskey, she took a swig, wincing as she swallowed. She rested her feet on my bed and looked up at me.

      “The immune is no longer our concern,” she said simply. 

      I stared at her. 

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean? After all the trouble I went through to get her—”

      “Caleb,” she said, clucking her tongue, “how many times do I have to tell you? The tasks we are given are ends in themselves. You did your part, now think nothing more of it.”

      I didn’t push her. It wasn’t like the immune’s fate concerned me anyway. Still, I couldn’t help but be curious as to how a heavily pregnant woman could have escaped from under our noses. 

      Downing another mouthful of whisky, Annora said, “We’re not blamed for her disappearance. That’s all that matters.”

      I grunted and walked over to the balcony doors, staring out at the night sky. It was overcast tonight, and I couldn’t see a single star. 

      “Our authorities, however, do have another task for us,” she said softly.

      I turned around to face her again. “And what’s that?” 

      “I told them we have Derek and Sofia Novak trapped in our dungeons, along with their strongest vampires and witches.”

      My stomach clenched. 

      “They don’t see the point in us scavenging around beaches while The Shade has such an ample supply of humans,” she continued. “It’s a waste of our energy and resources when humans live in such quantities in one place.”

      I turned away to face the window again. I knew where this would end. 

      Over the years, the only thing that had stopped us tapping into The Shade’s resources had been our ignorance of its location. But now I knew exactly where it was. So did Stellan, and consequently the witch. 

      Now it was only a matter of time before the witch gave into the temptation she’d had ever since we first established ourselves in the human realm.  

      “Isolde suggested that we empty our current supply of humans first,” she said, twirling a lock of dark hair around her fingers. “And then the next top up we will get from The Shade. We won’t need to venture anywhere else again until we’ve sucked The Shade dry… and from what we know of The Shade’s population of humans, that could take a long time.”

      I also knew how many humans we had left in our dungeons right now. It wasn’t many.

      Our first trip to The Shade might come sooner than I’m comfortable with.
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      I prayed that Corrine would stop sending people. The moment they set foot in the castle, Annora seemed to have a way of detecting them and throwing them down here in the dungeon with us. 

      First there was a group of witches whom Annora dumped in one of the cells nearby. And later, to our horror, Adelle and Eli were brought down. Had the situation not been so dire, it would have been almost comical. 

      Then when Rose was brought down by Caleb, I almost had a heart attack. I couldn’t believe my eyes at first. It took a few moments for the full terror to sink in. My daughter is away from the safety of The Shade, back in this nightmarish castle. We’re not strong enough to protect her. And we have no way of breaking free. 

      Derek and I grabbed her as soon as she was thrown into our cell. She appeared to be unharmed. I gripped her jaw, anger consuming me. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      Rose stared at me, in a state of shock herself. Her lips moved but no words came out. 

      Everyone in the dungeon looked equally horrified to see her.

      She averted her eyes to the ground and finally managed to croak, “I hid in the back of Eli’s sub.” Her face was ashen, her lips trembling as she spoke. 

      Derek swore. I was so beside myself I could barely think of words strong enough to express my fury with her. I clutched her shoulders and forced her to face me. “How could you be so disobedient! After everything…You stupid, stupid girl.”

      This is the problem with my twins. They have the boldness of vampires, but the strength of humans.

      Her guilty face became blurred by my tears. 

      “Where’s your brother?” Derek demanded.

      “I left him home with Corrine,” Rose said.

      I was at a loss for what to say. I looked up at Derek, and recognized the same cluelessness in his eyes.

      The Shade was being emptied of its leaders bit by bit because damn Corrine kept allowing people to come here. And now Eli and Adelle couldn’t even act as the messengers that they were supposed to be.

      “I had no idea,” Eli choked, staring at Rose.

      I breathed out heavily and placed my head in my hands.

      What will become of us? 

      I just hoped Ben wouldn’t try to follow us too, now that his sister was gone. It was just the sort of thing he’d attempt.

      Rose shuffled quietly in the corner, next to Aiden, who put an arm around her and kissed her forehead. Rose’s knees bunched against her chest, her eyes fixed on the floor.

      “The boy brought you in here,” Derek said, addressing our daughter. “Did he harm you in any way?”

      Rose looked up at him, her eyes moist with tears. She bit her bottom lip and shook her head. 

      Derek turned back to face me. I wished that he could offer me some words of comfort, but there really was nothing more that could be said. “We have to escape from here,” he muttered. 

      We’d both repeated those words to each other countless times already, but neither of us knew where to even start. 

      I didn’t remember ever feeling so powerless. It was ironic—I’d wanted to turn back into a vampire all those years ago so that I’d never have to feel helpless, the way I did now. 

      Thanks to Annora, I’d been rendered as useless as a human. I buried my head against my knees. 

      Hope that we would ever find Anna in time was nonexistent now. A part of me was already mourning for her and her unborn child. 

      Another sound of the dungeon door unbolting brought me to my senses. A vampire guard shuffled along the corridor, dragging a frail old woman by the neck. He led her to an empty cell a few feet away from ours and threw her inside. Then he rushed back out of the dungeon and bolted the door behind him. 

      I stared at the old woman he’d just dumped in here. With light grey, almost white hair, she was short and stick-thin. Her complexion was yellow-tinged and her skin hung against her skeleton like damp fabric against a metal rake. She wore nothing but a thin cotton nightdress and her whole body shivered as she huddled into a corner.

      The sorry state of her was enough to distract me for a few moments. “Excuse me,” I called, in as soft a tone as I could manage. 

      The woman let out a soft whimper. 

      “Please,” I whispered, “I just want to talk to you.”

      She peered at me with anxious eyes.

      “I need you to tell me what you know about this place. How long have you been here?’

      “A-about a month,” she responded, her voice rasping. 

      “Do you know what they do with all the humans they collect here?” I asked. 

      She looked at me in wide-eyed terror.

      “Tell me, please,” I urged.

      “They’re taken away from here. I don’t know what happens to them.”

      “Where are they taken to, do you know?”

      “I have no idea. But once they fall through the hole, they never come back.”

      Hole? “What hole?” Derek urged. 

      “I-In one of the dungeons… one of the dungeons where prisoners aren’t kept. There’s a hole in the floor. An abyss.”

      Derek and I exchanged shocked glances. 

      “How is it that you know this, and you’re still here?” I asked. 

      “I’m… not well.” She held up a weak hand to reveal several scabs. “They noticed I was sick just before they pushed me into the hole. My blood is infected and they decided they didn’t want me. So that’s why I’m back here. I don’t know how long it will be b-before they end me.” She swallowed back a sob. 

      So it’s true. After all this time, there are gates to other realms still open. 

      What else could this hole be?

      “Have you seen a pregnant woman? Black hair, green eyes?” I asked. “Anna, her name is.”

      “No. Not seen a pregnant woman here. Then again, there are a number of dungeons in this castle. But you’re probably wasting your time. My guess is they already took her though the hole.”

      “Where is this hole you speak of?” Derek asked, gripping the bars and staring at her intensely.

      “It’s not far from the kitchen. A few hallways along.”

      “So it’s near this dungeon?”

      She nodded. “Quite near.”

      The problem was, even if by some miracle we managed to break free from this dungeon and reach the gate, we had no idea where it would lead to and whether we would ever find Anna and her child in the limited time we’d have… assuming they were still alive.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 18: Sofia

        

      

    
    
      Derek paced up and down the cell for what felt like hours. His demeanor was doing little to calm my own nerves as I sat next to Rose and my father. The other vampires had stopped talking. We were all weak—we hadn’t had blood for too long. As for Rose, I didn’t know when she’d last had a meal, but she looked pale.

      Derek and I offered her some of our blood for strength, but she refused. Which came as no surprise. Even when she was ill she refused to drink it.  

      I suspected that we’d have to force her to drink it if we were trapped here much longer. 

      The other vampires in our cell huddled as far away from my daughter as possible. We were all starting to suffer from lack of blood and with our stomachs grumbling, the smell of Rose’s sweet blood wasn’t helping. 

      I leant my head back against the stone wall and shut my eyes. 

      “What in the world…”

      I looked up to see Ibrahim shoot to his feet, flexing his fingers. A few seconds later, the lights fixed to the walls in the dungeon flickered and went out, plunging us into darkness. 

      “What?” Derek asked, staring at Ibrahim.

      The other witches also rushed to stand up.

      Ibrahim looked from me to Derek. “I feel my powers returning to me.”

      “Huh?” 

      He turned to the gate and, gripping the bars, uttered a spell. It blasted open, sending pieces of sharp iron flying everywhere. 

      I scrambled to my feet, staring at the open gate, dumbstruck. We had no time to try to make sense of the situation. Somehow, Annora’s control over us had loosened. How long this would last, we had no idea. 

      Shock gave way to urgency. The rest of the witches hurried out and began breaking down the gates surrounding us, freeing the rest of the vampires. 

      Everyone paused in the hallway outside the cells, looking to Derek and I for instructions. Derek locked eyes with me. We had a split second to decide whether we would escape with the rest of them, or run the risk of seeking out Anna. 

      No words were required. We read each other’s expressions. 

      Derek turned to Ibrahim. “Lead everyone back to The Shade. Hurry!”

      Ibrahim nodded and began leading everyone toward the exit. 

      Rose reached out and grabbed Derek’s arm. “Wait! What about you two?” 

      “We’ll be following soon after you, darling,” he said. 

      Before Rose could protest, Xavier approached her from behind and flung her over his shoulder. Ibrahim blasted open the dungeon’s heavy door and they all began rushing out. 

      “Yuri!” I called out. He was at the back of the crowd and turned to face me. 

      “What?”

      “Wait a second.”

      The elderly woman huddled by the bars watching us escape. I hurried over to her. “Tell us exactly where the dungeon with the hole is, and we will help you escape too.”

      Her face contorted as she racked her brains. “If you go upstairs, you’ll find yourself in a large rectangular hall. Take the exit in the… far right corner. I think that’s the one. Then cross the entrance hall. The chamber you want is a few doors along from the main entrance to the castle. I-I think it’s the third door. Go through it, and you’ll see a Chinese carpet which covers the trap door. If you can break through the door’s bolts, you’ll find a staircase beneath it which leads directly into the dungeon with the hole.”

      “Okay,” I breathed, trying to commit her instructions into my memory.  

      Claudia was now poking her head through the dungeon door, anxiety written all over her face. 

      “You can leave now,” I said to Yuri, “But take this woman with you.”

      Derek and I tore down the door to her cell. Yuri scooped her up in his arms and hurried out of the dungeon with Claudia. 

      We followed immediately afterward. We both knew that the chances of finding Anna were practically nonexistent. 

      A wave of déjà vu hit me. We were in exactly the same position now as when Ben had been trapped in Aviary as a newborn. The chances of us surviving and returning in time with our son had been practically nil then too. But we had taken the chance anyway.

      Can lightning strike us twice?

      We parted ways with the others and raced across the marble floor, praying that we wouldn’t bump into anybody. Apparently, the lights had been knocked out not only in our dungeon, but throughout the castle. Thankfully, the woman’s instructions had been accurate. In no time at all, we found ourselves in a chamber near the main entrance with an ornate carpet in one corner. We slid it away and ripped open the trap door. We descended the steps until we found ourselves in a pitch-black dungeon. 

      My breath hitched as I caught sight of a circular crater in the center of the room. Approaching it, I stared at its swirling blue-tinged translucent walls, its endless depth, the glitter of stars beyond… It brought back so many memories, I was stunned into silence for several moments.

      The flicker of electricity returned all around us. 

      I gasped. If this meant that Annora’s influence over the castle had returned, I hoped that the others had managed to get out in time.  

      I said a prayer and gripped Derek’s hand. 

      We leapt into the abyss.  

      All was a blur as we hurtled downward. I could barely gasp for breath, the force pulling us downward sucking the air from my lungs.

      As we reached the other side, I landed in a heap on a stone floor. Derek stirred a few feet away from me. I sat up and looked around. 

      We were in another dungeon. Only this wasn’t as cold as the one in Caleb’s island. 

      Now we were back in the world of supernaturals. A place I’d sworn I’d never venture again after the ordeal we’d gone through retrieving Ben. 

      I spotted an oak door in the corner of the room and Derek and I rushed over to it. It was locked, so Derek had no choice but to rip it from its hinges, despite the noise. 

      We crept up a set of narrow stairs and reached what was clearly a kitchen. High-ceilinged and dark, the room was surrounded by steel counters upon which lay an array of black cauldrons, carving knives and other sharp-looking utensils. The scent of burnt blood lingered in the air. Human blood. 

      I shuddered. “Where do we start?” I whispered to Derek.

      “If Anna’s here,” he replied, still scanning the room, “it would make sense that she’s being kept with other humans. There must be a dungeon, or room of some sort…”

      I sniffed the air again. If this kitchen is where human blood is prepared, it would make sense for the humans to be kept nearby somewhere. 

      “There,” I said, pointing to the far corner of the room. We hurried over and looked down at another trap door. 

      Unbolting it, I lifted open the hatch. It creaked open and the smell of hot human blood emanated from the hole. 

      We descended the steps and found ourselves standing inside a dungeon filled with humans trapped behind bars. Waves of screams echoed around the walls. I rushed to slam the trap door shut, hoping that the noise hadn’t already been heard. 

      We split and ran about the dungeon, scanning each of the cells for any signs of Anna. 

      “We’re not going to hurt you,” Derek hissed. “We’re looking for a pregnant woman. Have any of you seen her?” 

      They hushed a little, but looked at us blankly.

      “Any of you?” I asked, looking around at their pale faces.

      After five minutes, it was clear that Anna wasn’t in here. I turned to the nearest human—a tall young man with protruding cheekbones. “Are there any other places other than this dungeon where humans are kept?”

      “I-I don’t know,” he stammered. 

      I breathed out sharply and raised my voice, repeating the question to all of them. None of them seemed to know.

      “We were just thrown in here. We have no idea what this place even is,” a young woman said. 

      I locked eyes with Derek. It meant more exploring.

      We hurried out of the dungeon and returned to the kitchen. Although still haunted by the state those humans were in, I had to focus. We headed to the exit of the kitchen and emerged in a large entrance hall. 

      I was struck by how similar in architecture this place seemed to Caleb’s castle. The same grand staircase, the thick curtains, stained-glass windows… I ran from window to window, looking out. Dark ocean as far as I could see. We were in a castle—that much was clear now. And we appeared to be on a tiny island. There was no sign of vegetation, not even a single tree. The castle was built upon black rocks. A pathway ran the circumference of the building, and a dozen feet beyond that, a steep drop down to the foaming sea. 

      “What is this place?” I breathed. 

      “I don’t know,” Derek said, catching my hand and pulling me back. “But we don’t have time to stop and admire the scenery.”

      We searched hall after hall, trying to remain in shadow, traveling as noiselessly as possible. We failed to find another trap door or dungeon on the ground floor, so we headed up the staircase toward the first floor. This floor seemed to be residential. The corridors were lined with doors—most of which were strangely open—leading into apartments. All far too luxurious to hold humans. The whole castle seemed deserted. 

      My stomach sank as we searched level after level without luck. As we hurried along the final corridor of the top floor, I stopped short outside a blood-red wooden door. I caught hold of Derek’s arm and pulled him back, pointing at it. Carved around the door’s border were letters of a strange, ancient language.   

      “I wonder…” I reached my hand out for the doorknob and turned it.

      It was stiff at first, but as I applied pressure, it gave way. I was a split second from pushing the door wide open when a voice pierced the corridor. 

      “I wouldn’t go in there if I were you. Unless you’d like a more painful punishment than you’re already in for.”

      We both whirled around in time to see Annora outstretching her palms. 

      My legs folded beneath me and my vision faded. 

      I should have known that this time we wouldn’t be so lucky. 

      Because, after all, lightning rarely strikes twice.
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      Derek and I came to in another dungeon. 

      I looked around in horror to see three of our companions in the cell opposite us—Ibrahim, Aiden and Zinnia.

      “What happened?” I gasped, crawling to the bars and gripping them.

      “Annora’s influence returned before the three of us could escape,” Ibrahim muttered, rubbing his temples. “But the others made it out in time.”

      I stared at them more closely. Their clothes looked more tattered than before, fresh bloodstains soaking them. 

      At least Rose got away. 

      My relief didn’t last long as the memory of our failed attempt to retrieve Anna came flooding back. 

      “Annora brought us down here?” Derek asked.

      Ibrahim nodded, and the three of them looked at us worriedly. 

      “What happened to you?” Aiden asked. 

      “We found the gate,” Derek said. “But we failed to find Anna.”

      “What was on the other side?” Zinnia asked.

      “Another castle,” I replied. “Similar to this, except it was on a much smaller island, without this frozen weather. There was a dungeon with humans… much like this dungeon. But Anna wasn’t there.”

      They all fell silent.

      “What do you think disrupted Annora’s power over this place?” Derek asked.

      They looked as clueless as I felt.

      I recalled Annora’s last words and shivers ran through me. 

      “Unless you’d like a more painful punishment than you’re already in for.”

      I looked up at Derek and muttered, “What do you think the witch meant by punishment?”

      “No idea,” he said, clenching his jaw.

      As it turned out, we didn’t need to wait long to find out. Barely ten minutes passed since we had come to when Annora strolled into the dungeon. She stopped outside our cell and glared at the two of us.

      The door to our cell clicked and swung open. 

      “I suggest you don’t try anything,” she said. “Just follow me.”

      We followed her out of the dungeon. I considered making a run for it as we emerged from the staircase, but Derek gripped my waist and held me in place. 

      He was right. We’d get nowhere with this witch. Attempting escape would only make matters worse. Annora reached out and touched our arms. We vanished from the spot and reappeared in a corridor, outside a door. When I glanced out of a window, it appeared we were on one of the highest floors of the castle. 

      She pushed the door open and we entered a comfortably furnished apartment. She led us along the hallway and through a number of rooms. We stopped once we reached a study. 

      Derek and I stood by the entrance, watching as she made her way to a table in a corner. She drew up a chair and sat down.  

      “What do you want with us?” I asked, fighting to steady my breathing. 

      “I want,” she said, her voice dangerously low, “to teach you a lesson for wandering around without my authority.”

      Derek and I barely had time to realize what hit us. An excruciating pain exploded in the base of my spine and spread throughout my nervous system. I collapsed, and Derek landed next to me a moment later. The agony blinded me. I couldn’t even find the strength to open my eyes. My limbs shook, teeth chattering. My brain felt like it was on fire, as though it might explode against my skull.  

      Each second that the agony lasted, I prayed that Anna’s fate hadn’t been as painful.
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      Rose’s disappearance sent tremors through the island. When she didn’t return that night and still hadn’t returned by the morning, I’d suspected that I might find her in the lighthouse again. But she wasn’t there. 

      Griffin had no idea where she was. He’d claimed that she hadn’t visited him that night. Nobody had seen her—it turned out that I’d been the last one to lay eyes on her.

      I could only assume that she had sneaked onto the submarine without Eli or Adelle knowing. The timing of her sudden departure, the way she’d lied to me about going to see Gavin, everything pointed to this.

      Of course, Corrine was hysterical. I cursed my sister beneath my breath for leaving the island without me. If things had been uncomfortable before, they were now ten times worse.

      It felt like being stuck in a pot of simmering water, slowly boiling alive from worry. Sleepless night turned into day, hours passing in a blur. I was unable to concentrate on anything. I ended up pacing up and down along the shores of the island, looking out to sea as if I would see the shadow of their submarines beneath the water. But I never did. 

      I returned to Corrine’s chambers in the Sanctuary. She was sitting at the table with her head in her hands, poring over a large black book. She looked up as I entered and slammed the book shut.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, eyeing her trembling hands. Ignoring my question, she stood up and shoved the book into her bookcase. “What’s that?” 

      Her bottom lip quivered as she looked at me. I thought she was about to answer my question, but then she shook her head. I walked over to her and clutched her shoulders. She brushed me away. “I need some rest, Ben. Leave me alone.”

      Reluctantly, I cast one last glare at her before acquiescing.  

      Without bothering to ask permission, I shut myself in the spare bedroom next to Corrine’s. I too hadn’t slept for two straight nights, but I didn’t want to return to the penthouse that evening. I wanted to keep an eye on the witch. Something was up with her, and if there was even the slightest chance that whatever she was hiding from me had something to do with the disappearances, I was going to get to the bottom of it.

      

      Soon after midnight, I sat up in bed. I left the room and crept along the corridor, stopping outside Corrine’s door. I placed my ear against it. She was talking. Her voice was low, monotonous. 

      Through the thick wood it was hard to make out her words. It wasn’t clear whether she was talking to herself, perhaps in her sleep, or to someone else possibly in the room with her. 

      I pushed the door open. I winced as it creaked, expecting Corrine to come to the door. But when she continued to talk, I slipped into the room. My eyes fell on the bed. 

      She lay beneath the covers, her eyes shut. She continued to mutter to herself. Her face was contorted in pain and her head rolled from side to side. I crept closer, straining my ears, but I couldn’t make sense of her words. 

      I stood at the foot of her bed and stared down at her. “Corrine?” I whispered. 

      She continued muttering for several minutes. Maybe she’s just having a nightmare. 

      I was about to turn and leave when her eyes shot wide open. She began lifting her head off the pillow and throwing it back. Slowly at first and then more violently. Her breathing grew heavier and she began chanting a single word over and over. At first it was indistinct, like the rest of her mutterings, but the syllables became distinct. 

      “Mikau,” she said, her brows furrowed. “Mikau.”

      “What?”

      “No!” she shrieked. 

      My jaw dropped as she began to levitate above the bed. Her body lay flat as she lifted off the mattress, the covers sliding off her. She floated in the air toward me. I ducked as she passed over me. Once she was about a foot away from the table, she fell to the floor. 

      Even after her fall, she didn’t seem to wake up. She scrambled to her feet and ran to her book case. She threw open the glass doors so forcefully one of them shattered, and her hands fell upon the black book I’d seen her reading earlier. She staggered back over to the table and slammed it down. She drew up a chair and picked up a pen. I hurried over and looked over her shoulder. 

      Her fingers flipped through the pages so fast, their contents were a blur. She stopped finally about a quarter of the way through the book. That was when I realized what it was. An atlas. 

      Her finger began tracing a map. I leant down closer as her pen hovered over a black circle that was obviously hand-drawn. It was so thick, she must have traced over it with ink at least a dozen times.

      “What is this place?” I breathed, gripping the back of her chair. 

      She scraped her chair back just as I was trying to read the small text, and I was forced to step away. She climbed back into bed and pulled the covers over her. She closed her eyes and began snoring. 

      I stared back down at the atlas, finally able to get close enough to read the writing. This whole page was a map of Waianae, Hawaii. The black circle surrounded a tiny dot along a beach. I squinted to read the minuscule writing next to it. 

      “Mikau Cave.”

      I was still mystified by what had just happened. But it was clear that something—or someone—had just possessed Corrine. And whatever it was, I was damn sure it had something to do with the vampires and witches’ disappearances.

      I reached for the atlas, tore out the page that contained Corrine’s mark, and tucked it into my jeans pocket.

      I replaced the book in the bookcase. Walking over to Corrine, I touched her forehead. She was burning up. I shook her shoulders until her eyelids flickered open. And when they did, it was clear that Corrine was back. Her face was lined with fear, panic in her eyes. She gasped, clutching her throat.

      “What just happened?” I asked, gripping her shoulders.

      Wiping sweat from her brow with the back of her sleeve, she swallowed hard. “I’ve felt it only recently,” she said. “There’s something… something out there.”

      “What?” I urged.

      “A power unlike any I’ve experienced before. Trying to communicate with me. I’ve been trying to figure out what it could be. But I’m still uncertain.”

      “Corrine, whatever this is, it’s responsible for stealing them, right?” 

      She looked at me, her lips quivering. She nodded slowly. “I believe so, Ben. Whatever it is, it’s certainly powerful enough to have overcome all those witches and vampires…” Her voice trailed off and she clasped a hand over her forehead. 

      That was all I needed. 

      It seemed that she hadn’t remembered marking the atlas and leaving it on the table. At least not yet. And by the time she did remember, I would already be gone.

      I left Corrine’s bedroom and returned to my own. Sitting down on my bed, I reached into my pocket and unfolded the map. 

      I smiled bitterly as I recalled the words Rose had spoken not long ago.

      “Hawaii, here we come.”
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      I returned to my bedroom in the Residences and packed up whatever few personal belongings I could think of in my hurry to leave. I ran to my father’s library and, pulling open one of the cabinets in the corner of the room, withdrew a couple of stakes and two UV ray guns, along with a supply of bullets. 

      I had to be fast, because I had to be gone before Corrine woke up and tried to stop me. 

      I didn’t know what I was thinking going alone. I had no plan. I was walking into this blind, with just the conviction that the little circle on the map was where my family were being held. 

      I knew that I couldn’t start recruiting others to come with me. Corrine wouldn’t allow anyone else off the island, least of all myself, after we’d already lost three batches of recruits. 

      But even if it meant being caught along with them, I refused to stay on this island a moment longer now that I had a clue as to their location. 

      After I’d bundled the few items into a backpack, I grabbed my cloak and ran out of the penthouse. I descended in the elevator and rushed through the forest as fast as my legs could carry me. I paused now and then, convinced that someone was following me in the shadows, but they didn’t show themselves, so I assumed it was just my imagination.

      Half an hour later, I had reached the port. I looked at the last submarine we had floating in the water. Climbing onto its side, I opened up the hatch and lowered myself inside.  

      Two arms shot out as I was seconds from pulling the hatch shut. My heart sank as Abby’s face appeared outside the hole above. I expected that she’d try to stop me from going and tell Corrine. 

      But instead, looking down at me seriously, she said, “Wherever you’re going, Ben, I don’t think you should go alone.”

      I gazed at her, taken aback. 

      She was right of course. I shouldn’t be going alone. The chances of me surviving were much less than if someone came with me. But I hadn’t seen any alternative. There was nobody on this island whom I trusted enough to not turn me into Corrine and report me for trying to leave.

      “And you’re volunteering?” I asked, frowning at her.

      She dangled her legs through the hatch and slid down the ladder. 

      “You don’t even know where I’m going,” I said. 

      “I know you’re going to try to find your family,” she replied, closing the hatch above her.

      I stared into her light blue eyes. 

      “Well,” I said, after a pause, “if you want to take this risk, I won’t turn down your help.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 22: Ben

        

      

    
    
      Thanks to my uncle, Xavier, I knew almost all there was to know about operating a submarine. As a boy I’d been fascinated to learn how they worked. By the age of eleven, I was piloting one by myself. Although I hadn’t had much practice, I had all the technical knowledge to be able to travel long distances.  

      Abby still didn’t question me about our destination even as we both took seats next to each other in the control room.

      Once we’d started moving, I reached into my pocket and showed her the map.

      She spread the paper out in her lap, tracing a finger over Corrine’s mark.

      “Waianae,” she murmured. “And what do you expect to find here?”

      It was only once I had explained my theory out loud to her that I became fully aware of what a hair-brained idea this really was. It could all turn out to be a wild goose chase. But this map was the only thing I had to cling to.

      “You know that this might just be the last straw for Corrine,” Abby said. “The two of us disappearing. The fourth lot of people she’s lost.”

      I drew in a breath thinking about it. Corrine was at the end of her tether already. I wasn’t sure that there was much more of her to break. 

      “So,” Abby continued, still staring at the old map, “according to you, they’ll be somewhere in this cave.”

      “Mikau Cave,” I said.

      “And what makes you think we’ll get out alive?”

      “Nothing makes me think that. And I suggest you return now if you’re not comfortable with it.”

      She paused. “No, I’m with you, Ben,” she said softly.

      I cast another glance at her, frowning. I wasn’t sure what had made her place so much confidence in me. I supposed that, like me, she too was desperate. She also felt the loss of my family.  

      “What—or who—do you think is behind this?” she asked.

      I shrugged. “Absolutely no idea. But whatever it was, Corrine looked petrified by it.”

      “Why would whatever this force is even want Corrine to go there? Why would it reveal its location?”

      “It’s likely a trap,” I said grimly, my eyes fixed on the dark waters ahead. “But it’s not like we have much choice. We’ve got to find out what’s behind this.”

      Abby unfastened her belt and stood up. She walked over to my backpack and began rummaging inside it. She pulled out the weapons I had packed and placed them on a small table in the corner of the room. Then she left the cabin and returned several minutes later with a much larger bag made of thick black fabric. She emptied its contents onto the table—an assortment of guns and a handful more stakes. She breathed out, staring at what we had there. 

      She returned to her seat and looked straight ahead out of the screen, a determined look on her face. “There are also some tins of human food down there,” she said. 

      Food was the last thing on my mind right now, but she was right in thinking about that. We had no idea how long we’d end up at sea. And whatever was up ahead, I needed all the strength I could muster. 

      I glanced at Abby again. It was a strange feeling to have grown up around someone, yet feel like you’d never really gotten to know them. 

      My mother had told me enough about the Hudsons for me to know what a tragic childhood Abby had been dealt. But other than Abby being the girl who lost her family, the girl to be pitied, I didn’t know much about Abigail Hudson. 

      This trip would be the longest time I’d spent with her alone over all my seventeen years combined. 

      But she’d always struck me as the shy type. Dedicated to her work at the school, she mostly kept to herself. Which was why her behavior in coming with me was so surprising. Here she was, volunteering to embark with me on this crazy mission. I could be leading us both to our deaths for all either of us knew. 

      Perhaps my mother and sister wouldn’t have been so shocked because they knew her better, but to me she was a familiar stranger.

      I cleared my throat. We still had a long journey ahead of us. Now was as good a time as any to start changing that. To my surprise, she was the one to break the ice.

      “I don’t find it strange that you’re named after my dead brother, by the way.” She gave me a small smile. “Just thought I’d let you know. I get asked that a lot by the girls on the island. Ben’s a common name in any case.”

      “Uh, good,” I said, giving her a sideways glance.

      An awkward silence followed—mainly on my part. Abby had spoken matter-of-factly, without emotion.

      I had wondered for a long time whether she’d ever held resentment toward my mother and father. After all, if it weren’t for them, their family wouldn’t have gotten implicated in the crazy world of the vampires and hunters, and her parents and brother would likely not be dead. My mother hadn’t given me details of how Abby’s parents had died, but I knew that it was in some horrific way due to the very fact that my mother hadn’t wanted to describe it. I also knew that Abby’s brother had been in love with my mother… and had she not chosen my father, there was always the possibility that Benjamin Hudson would have married her. 

      I decided to see how far she was willing to go to satisfy my curiosity. “I’m sorry for… everything that happened,” I said. 

      She nodded, her eyes now fixed ahead on the dark ocean.  

      “And I, uh, hope this topic doesn’t make you feel uncomfortable.”

      She shook her head and gave me a smile. “It’s all right.”

      “I’ve always wondered whether a part of you feels resentful of me, of my father… considering the love your brother had for my mother…”

      “Seriously? Do others think that too? Does your mom think that?”

      “I can’t speak for others,” I said quickly. “But I guess it’s just something I’ve always wondered.”

      “No, of course not,” she said, almost breathless with exasperation. “I couldn’t hold a grudge like that against Sofia, or any of you. I couldn’t live all these years with that weighing my heart down. And in any case, it’s not like you can choose who you fall in love with. These things just happen.”

      She appeared agitated and stood up. She abruptly left the room, closing the door behind her.

      Again, I found her behavior strange. My assumption had always been that Abby was a calm, cool person. Not the type to storm out of rooms in the middle of a conversation.

      Once I felt confident enough to put the vessel on autopilot for a few minutes, I left the control room in search of her. I found Abby in the passenger chamber next door. She leaned against the wall and stared blankly at the opposite wall. She didn’t look up as I entered the room. 

      I sat down on the bench next to her. “You all right?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” she muttered, blowing out. “I guess I’m just sick of people pitying me. I’ve moved on from my past. I’ve found a new life. And each time someone thinks my past might affect how I relate to others, or how others should treat me, it feels like I’m being pulled back to the place I’ve fought for so long to climb out of.”

      A silence fell between us again.

      “Well,” I said, “I had no idea, so thanks for telling me. It sure makes me feel a lot less awkward around you. I won’t mention anything about your past again. I’ll treat you the way I would any other girl on the island.”

      She looked up at me and smiled, her blue eyes sparkling. “I’d like that,” she said, sitting up straighter on the bench.

      “So, on another subject… what are you going to eat while we’re on this sub?” I asked.

      “Oh, I won’t be hungry for a while,” she replied. “And if worst comes to worst, we can stop and I’ll try to catch myself some fish. Their blood is revolting, but beggars can’t be choosers.”

      “All right,” I said, and walked back toward the control room. Abby followed me there. We both resumed our seats next to each other. Once I’d made sure we were still on course and traveling as fast as we could, I asked, “Did you find it as painful turning into a vampire as everyone else seems to?” 

      She smirked. “Oh, yes,” she replied. “There really is no way to not experience that pain. You and Rose, you’re still thinking to turn at eighteen?”

      “If we survive until then,” I said grimly.

      “I turned again at eighteen,” she said. “I think it’s a good age. You’re old enough to be an adult, young enough to still be excused for having fun.” She grinned.

      I couldn’t think of a single occasion when I’d witnessed Abby acting her age. She always seemed so serious. More confirmation that I ought to get to know her better. 

      It was something I was now looking forward to doing once we were out of this dark tunnel… if we ever got out of it.
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      I was beginning to doubt my navigating skills, but eventually, with Abby’s help, I managed to reach the beach Corrine had marked.

      By the time we surfaced, the sun had already dipped below the horizon. Darkness was good for Abby, though of course not for me. I rummaged around in the submarine and was relieved to find a flashlight in one of the cabinets. 

      I stuffed my backpack with as many weapons as would fit, while Abby took some of her own to carry, and we both climbed out of the hatch.

      A warm breeze blew against our skin as we emerged. We slid down the edge of the submarine into the shallow waters and waded through the water onto the beach. Careful to keep the map away from the waves, I shone a flashlight on it again once we had reached dry sand. I held it lower down as Abby approached so she could look at it with me. 

      I cast my eyes along the length of the beach. 

      “That way,” Abby said, pointing to our right. “I see the entrance to a cave.”

      I squinted, trying to make it out in the distance. Failing, I had no choice but to trust her superior eyesight. We jogged along the beach. My heart hammered against my chest as the cave entrance came into view.  

      Abby’s breathing had quickened too, and she reached for my arm, gripping it tightly. 

      We stopped. I reached for my backpack, pulled out a gun and made sure it was fully loaded. I handed it to Abby, then took out another for myself. We walked to the entrance of the dark cave. I was wary of shining a flashlight, but it was either that or tripping and breaking a bone. 

      As we crept deeper into the cave, several tunnels came into view. We paused, wondering which to take first. Abby pointed to the first tunnel on our right. 

      “We may as well start with this one,” she whispered. 

      The passage was narrow and since we had to walk in single file, I took the lead. The crashing of the ocean waves became quieter and quieter with each step we took. Soon, the only sounds were our echoing footsteps and the dripping of water from the stalactites. I stopped short as we hit a dead end. 

      Great. 

      I turned around, and was about to tell Abby to do the same when she pointed to something on the ground. I shone the flashlight to see that she had spotted the entrance to some kind of narrow underpass.

      “Down there?” I frowned, crouching down. “Really? If we retrace our steps there are other tunnels we could try.”

      Abby crouched down next to me. “It’s not very far to the other side,” she said. “It could be a shortcut.”

      Although I was still dubious, I placed the flashlight between my teeth and started crawling through the hole. Sharp rocks ripped my jeans and grazed my palms. I heard Abby breathing heavily behind me. She was right at least that this tunnel wasn’t long. I reached the exit and stood up, wiping my palms against my jeans. Abby was standing by my side a moment later. We both gazed around at the small enclosure we’d emerged in.

      “Hm,” I muttered, spotting two more passageways to our left. 

      This place was so big, we could be searching for hours before we ever found them. I wasn’t in the mood to waste any more time, so regardless of what the consequences might be for us, I began shouting the names of my family at the top of my lungs. 

      My voice reverberated around the chamber and echoed off the walls. I shouted until my voice was hoarse, pausing for a few seconds in between. 

      Abby gasped and squeezed my shoulder. Her lips parted, her blue eyes wide. “I hear someone calling,” she whispered.

      I could hear nothing still. She walked toward a tunnel to our left and ran through it. I followed her, pushing my legs to keep up with her speed. She gripped my hand as we passed through tunnel after tunnel, pulling me forward in the darkness. Finally, she stopped short and listened again. 

      Now even I could hear it. A distant shouting. A female voice. 

      Abby lurched forward again, towing me after her. The louder the voice became, the more I realized I didn’t recognize it.

      Abby slowed down as the voice now sounded like it was in the next chamber. We both reached for our guns and held them out in front of us. Of course, in a sense, holding up these guns was stupid. They would only be of use on vampires, and I knew what we were up against was far more powerful than any bloodsucker.  

      Still, it was the only thing we could think to do.  

      Abby and I stood either side of the entrance to the chamber. She took a deep gulp, then nodded. I turned the corner first, Abby following closely behind. 

      Nothing could have prepared me for what I saw in the center of that room. 

      If there ever was a time I doubted my sanity, it was then.
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      I was sure that by the end of all this, I would finally look my age. The strain that was upon my shoulders not just with Rose’s but now also Ben’s disappearance was sucking me dry. 

      I paced the floor of my bedroom, racking my brain as to where Ben could have gone. I replayed the last moments I’d spent him in my mind.

      My palms sweaty, I rushed to my bookcase and reached for the atlas I’d just remembered scribbling in. I flipped through the pages and stopped abruptly at a page that had been torn out. I ran my fingers along the rip, a bitter smile forming on my lips. 

      Well, now I know where that disobedient boy has gone. Back to Hawaii. 

      I vanished myself and reappeared at the Port. The last submarine was gone. 

      Of course.  

      He’d made it no secret how restless he’d been. He just couldn’t help himself from going, even despite everything. 

      I shuddered to think that he might have arrived already, while I was bound to this island—now more than ever. Abandoning it now would mean abandoning all the humans and vampires who still depended on me. I couldn’t do that. No matter what, I had to stay here.

      I checked the stretch of beach near the port just in case the submarine had been parked somewhere else, but it was wishful thinking. Ben was truly gone and, thanks to his uncle Xavier, he knew how to navigate a submarine as well as any of us. 

      I walked back along the jetty and headed back toward the Sanctuary. To do what, I didn’t know. 

      “Corrine!” a soft voice called out behind me. 

      I whirled around. “Rose!” I gasped.

      Rose was climbing out of the hatch of a submarine that had just emerged from the waters near the jetty. Following her out was Xavier, Vivienne, Claudia, Yuri, Eli… vampire after vampire crawled out along with all the witches, and one elderly human I’d never seen before. They all looked battle-worn, their clothes ripped and bloodstained. 

      My heart sank when I realized that Ibrahim wasn’t among them. Derek, Sofia, Aiden and Zinnia were also missing.  

      My heart doubled its pace as I raced toward them. Rose threw her arms around me and buried her face in my neck. 

      “What happened?” I gasped, staring at all the ashen faces surrounding me. 

      Vivienne walked up to me, placing a hand on my shoulder, her face written with worry. “Let’s go inside and sit down first.”

      I had no patience to walk, so I vanished us all to the Sanctuary. 

      Once we were all seated around the dining table, Xavier began, “We were all trapped on Caleb’s island. The witch there… Annora. She’s something else. She overpowered us all.”

      “What did they do to you?”

      “We were locked in a dungeon. They didn’t do much else to us while we were there, but as for what they were planning to do… we still don’t know.”

      “Where’s Ibrahim? Derek and Sofia?”

      Xavier heaved a sigh. “Ibrahim, Zinnia and Aiden fell behind as we were escaping. As for Derek and Sofia, we don’t know what happened to them. We discovered that there is another portal in the dungeon of that castle, leading to the supernatural realm. Where exactly in the supernatural realm we have no idea. But since Anna wasn’t anywhere to be found in Caleb’s castle, Derek and Sofia assumed that this was the only place Anna could have been taken.”

      Tears began to spill from Rose’s eyes. Vivienne pulled her onto her lap and wrapped her arms around her in comfort. 

      My mind reeled. “What do you think will happen to them? Those who were left behind.”

      “The honest answer is that we just have no idea, Corrine. I’d like to comfort you, but I’m as clueless as you are. Nobody there would give us any idea why we were being held captive there.”

      Eli cleared his throat. “Actually,” he said, “I think we do all have some idea. Or at least I do. I believe, now that they know where this island is, they want to raid it. They know what a huge population of humans we have here. And clearly, they are in constant need of humans… I’m sure that if they knew our location sooner, they would have tried to tap into our resources years ago.”

      “Y-you think they will come here?” Rose gasped.

      “I think,” Eli continued, “that they were holding all The Shade’s most powerful vampires and witches for a reason. They want this island to be vulnerable so they can swoop in and take whomever they want.”

      “From the sounds of it, Annora could swoop in even with them present,” I murmured. “She was able to overpower all of you.”

      “True,” Eli muttered. 

      “How did you all escape?” I asked. 

      “I still don’t quite understand it. The lights went out, and with them, Annora’s powers also vanished. Ibrahim helped free us from the cells and we all made a run for it. But her influence wasn’t gone for long… a few minutes.”

      “And the others… they were all alive when you last saw them?” I croaked.

      “They were.”

      I was about to ask more questions, but Eli held up his hand and stood up, looking around the table at all of us sternly. 

      “We don’t have much time now. We have no idea what Annora has up her sleeve. But I believe that she is going to attack. We need to start preparing for the worst.”

      We looked at each other. It was clear that we were all thinking the same thing. 

      How could we even begin preparing against such a force as Annora?  

      I wasn’t sure that I was powerful enough to keep the protective spell over the island even with the help of all the witches here if she decided to attack. And once the spell was gone, the vampires’ brute force was useless against her magic, and she could easily overpower us witches. 

      I hadn’t thought it possible, but I felt more powerless now than when the Ageless had stripped me of my magic.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 25: Corrine

        

      

    
    
      The hours that followed were a blur. When Rose asked me where her brother was, I barely had time to give her an answer. 

      Our first priority was to evacuate the humans from their houses and herd them back into what used to be their home many years ago: the Catacombs. They were safer in the shelter of the mountain than scattered around the island in their townhouses.  

      After we’d done this, I called a meeting with the witches in the Sanctuary, while the vampires began preparing themselves. They’d only come in handy if she brought vampires with them. But I doubted that the witch would bother.

      I looked at the witches sitting with me around the table. “This temple is the most potent place on the island. You should remain here while Annora carries out her attack on the forcefield. Right now, your main priority is to help me keep up the protection over this island. With our combined effort, it should become at least six times stronger than it is now.”

      They nodded, looking nervously at each other.

      “I’m going to go out now and scan the shoreline. In the meantime, stay here. I’ll be back with further instructions.”

      I left the Sanctuary and made my way to the port and walked along the jetty, standing at the very edge of it and scanning the shoreline, breathing in the fresh sea air, trying to calm my nerves.

      Eli joined me a few minutes later. 

      “Now all we can do is wait,” I said, shivering as a cool breeze touched my skin. 

      “Xavier has stationed vampires at all the lookout points,” he said. 

      I sat down on the edge of the jetty and pulled my cloak tighter against me. “This could be a long night,” I said.

      Eli sat down next to me, and we both stared out at the empty horizon. We sat for hours in silence. By the fourth hour, I stood up. I was too restless to sit any longer. “I’m going to walk further up the beach.” 

      For all we knew, they could come tomorrow, or the day after. Or in a week’s time. We had no idea what this witch was planning. It was all speculation. 

      I removed my shoes, feeling the sand beneath my feet. Digging them in deep somehow made me feel more grounded. 

      I walked along the beach for a couple of hours, doing everything I could to keep myself from thinking about Ibrahim. The worst thing was not knowing. It set my mind loose to imagine all sorts of scenarios that were probably worse than the reality.

      By the time I’d circled almost half of the island, I turned round and began to retrace my steps. 

      Then, as I was nearing the port, I saw it.

      Forming over the ocean in the distance, a dozen miles beyond our spell’s boundary, was a dark vortex. A whirlwind that was becoming stronger and higher by the second. Gathering speed, it was heading right for us.  

      My limbs shaking, I vanished myself from the spot and manifested myself back next to Eli who was still sitting on the jetty. 

      “She’s coming,” I shouted. 

      I vanished and reappeared in all the other watchpoints around the island, screaming out warnings at the top of my lungs. By the time I’d finished, it felt like the whole island was holding its breath.

      Once I was sure everyone had been alerted, I returned to the Sanctuary. The witches all stood in a circle, their eyes shut tight, fists clenched in concentration.  

      I pushed between two of them and stood there with them in the circle, closing my eyes. My heart hammered in my chest as the ground shuddered. Chills ran from my neck down to the base of my spine.  

      I knew what had just happened, and judging by the look on my fellow witches’ faces, so did they. 

      Instructing them to stay put, I vanished from the room and reappeared at the Port. Eli stood staring at the swirling column that had just penetrated our spell’s boundary.

      I knew Annora was strong, but I hadn’t expected her to break through so quickly. That spell was the strongest protection we had. It can only go downhill from here.

      Eli and I stumbled backward, leaving the jetty and rushing to the raised ground above the Port as the whirlwind drew closer. Eli left my side and ran into the woods. I was about to follow, but when I cast one last glance over my shoulder, I stood rooted to the spot. The vortex had now approached within a few feet from the shoreline. I expected it to form into a full-fledged tornado and begin tearing our island apart, but instead, as soon as it touched the sand, it disintegrated into thin air, leaving in its place a crowd of vampires… and wolves.

      I squinted as two figures stepped out from the crowd and looked toward me. A tall dark-haired man, and a shorter, blonde woman. As I approached closer, my jaw dropped. My mouth dried out. 

      The blonde woman I’d never seen before, but the man… how could I ever forget such a man?

      I shut my eyes, memories flashing through my mind. Memories of perhaps the most traumatic night of my existence. 

      Two newborns in my arms, barely half an hour old. The flash of red eyes. Sofia’s baby boy ripped from my arms and carried away into the night…  

      There was something different about this man. But his appearance was still unmistakeable.   

      This was the first, most dangerous and darkest child of the Elder.  

      This was Kiev Novalic.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 26: Ben

        

        One hour ago…

      

    
    
      There was a circular hole in the center of the room. A woman was peering out of it, trapped behind a swirling blue substance. 

      I looked closer at the woman as I approached. Dark blonde hair, deep blue eyes. She wore a black dress that was torn and frayed. She appeared to be floating—beneath her was an abyss. 

      She stopped shouting as soon as she caught sight of us and began striking her fists against the translucent ceiling. It was bizarre—the substance was so solid that it wouldn’t budge as she struck it, yet we could still hear her voice through it. 

      Abby’s grip on my arm tightened as I inched closer to the hole. I bent down over it, staring at the woman. 

      “Boy,” the woman said, relief washing over her face. “Place your hand against this ceiling.”

      I frowned at her.

      “Who are you?” 

      She breathed out in frustration. “Please, just do as I say.”

      I stood up and took a step back. How could this woman be the answer to my family’s disappearance when she appeared trapped and helpless herself? “I have no idea what you are,” I said. “Why would I help you out?”  

      She stared up at me, scrutinizing me closely for the first time. “Did Corrine send you?” 

      My heart pounded in my ears. “So it was you? You’re the one who’s been trying to communicate with her?” 

      “Yes,” she replied. 

      “Then you’re a witch?” 

      “I am. Who are you?” 

      I paused, considering whether there could be any possible downside to informing her that I was a Novak. “Benjamin Novak,” I said finally. 

      “Oh, good,” she said, her breathing coming quicker now. “Benjamin, I need you to help me out of here. This gate hasn’t been used for so long, it’s sealed off at the end. It’s not responding to even my magic. We need someone from outside to help. Try to push your fingers right through it. It should give way to you.” When she still saw me hesitating, she said, “We have a mother and baby to deliver back to The Shade.”

      Mother and baby. Although the words filled me with anticipation, I frowned, my eyes narrowing on her.

      “Anna?” Abby gasped.

      The witch nodded. 

      I bent down closer to the tunnel again. Anna’s name ringing in my ears, I was on the verge of cooperating with her, but I stopped with my hand two inches away from the ceiling. Everything about this situation just seemed too strange and unbelievable. “Show me Anna,” I said, glaring down at the witch. “Then we’ll talk.”

      She turned her face away from me and looked back down into the dark abyss. “Someone has come!” she hollered. “Bring Anna.”

      I squinted, staring down into the dark crater. 

      “She’s coming,” the witch said, turning back to us. 

      Two specks appeared in the distance, gradually becoming larger and larger until their backs hit the ceiling next to the witch and bounced off it. Clearly a male and a female. The female let out a loud groan. As she turned around, my breath hitched. It was a thin Anna, worn and tired, clutching an infant in her arms. 

      Without hesitating for a second longer I pressed both of my palms against the ceiling. I wasn’t expecting my hands to push through so easily. It felt like brushing through smoke, and were it not for Abby grabbing me, I would have toppled into the hole with them. 

      Abby leant down and took the baby from Anna’s arms while I helped pull Anna out. She gasped with relief, tears spilling down her cheeks. 

      “Ben, oh, Ben.” Anna gripped the back of my neck and kissed my cheek. She turned to Abby and wrapped an arm around her, kissing her forehead. Abby kept hold of the baby for now, since Anna seemed so feeble. 

      I turned back to the hole. The two figures who’d remained in there had now climbed out. I’d been so preoccupied with Anna, I hadn’t paid any attention to the male who’d come down with her. He was a tall, dark-haired vampire with bright green eyes. I found the expression on his face odd as he looked me over, as though he was sizing me up, or perhaps recognized me from somewhere. I was certain that I’d never seen him before.  

      I turned back to the witch. “Who are you people? Where have you come from? And what the hell is this?” I asked, pointing down at the hole.

      The witch held up a hand and said, “Yes, there will be time for that.” She looked back down into the abyss and yelled, “The rest of you, come now!” She shot Anna, Abby and myself a look. “Uh, you three may want to stand back.”

      “Huh?” We took a few steps back and were grateful to have heeded the witch’s words as vampires began shooting out of the hole and landing on the floor. We had to keep retreating until our backs were against the wall to make room for them. Soon the whole room was piled up with vampires… and then wolves. Giant wolves. I gasped and instinctively stood in front of Anna’s baby as the beasts raised themselves from the ground. 

      “What are these monsters?” I asked.

      “Werewolves… We’ve all been trying to get out for days.”

      “Anna,” I said, turning to her in shock, “how on earth did you end up with these people?”

      “That’s a long story—”

      She was interrupted by the witch walking over to us. 

      “My name is Mona, by the way,” the witch said, reaching out a hand. 

      I shook it. Then I stared at the green-eyed vampire who stood behind her. “And who are you?” I asked him. 

      Mona stepped aside as he walked in front of me. He cleared his throat, staring at me intensely. “Kiev Novalic.”  

      My heart skipped a beat.

      Kiev Novalic? 

      The monster who’d kidnapped me at birth?

      I stared at him, my mouth hanging open. The Kiev Novalic my mother had told me about was notorious for having red eyes. Not green. Could there be two Kiev Novalics?

      As if reading my mind, he said, “Yes, Novak. We have met before.”

      My fists clenched and I took a step back, my back hitting the wall of the cave. 

      Anna reached for my arm and squeezed it. “It’s all right, Ben,” she said. “Kiev is… different now. I promise, you can trust him.”

      I looked down at her in disbelief. My mind reeled as I looked from her to Kiev. 

      Trust Kiev Novalic. It felt like she was asking me to trust the devil himself. 

      “We should get a move on,” Anna continued, longing in her eyes. “I need to get back to my family. Mona will transport us all there…”

      “What?” I couldn’t disguise my shock. 

      “They need somewhere to stay, just for a few days,” Anna explained. “Just to find their feet and work out where they’ll go next. We’ve been through hell to get here and we all need rest.”

      I looked at Kiev again. He was the most hated man in all of The Shade’s history. One of the first children of the Elders. Evil personified. Inviting him back in our midst seemed like insanity. 

      I caught hold of Anna’s arm and pulled her out of the chamber with me. Abby followed us with Anna’s son. I led them along the passageway until we were a fair distance away. I hoped that all the chattering going on in the main chamber would be enough for our conversation to not be too audible. 

      “How can you trust him?” 

      Anna looked up at me and smiled faintly. “I don’t know what happened to him during his time away from Earth. He hasn’t told me and I haven’t asked. But it doesn’t matter because something has changed in that vampire. Neither myself nor my baby would be here now if it weren’t for him and that witch.”

      I still didn’t understand how she’d ended up in the realm of supernaturals with Kiev Novalic of all people, but it was clear that now wasn’t the time she was going to answer my questions.

      “Ben, I-I need my family. Kyle, Ariana and Jason. I’ve been away from them for so long…” Her voice broke as she reached a hand to her face, swallowing back a sob. 

      “Of course,” I said, forcing myself out of my stupor. “All right. We’ll return now.”

      “You can allow Kiev to return with us,” she said. “I promise, it will be fine.”

      Although every fiber of my being was screaming at me to just refuse—take Anna and run, while leaving behind all these strangers—I couldn’t ignore the conviction in Anna’s eyes. 

      We returned to the chamber. Mona and Kiev still stood in the same spot we’d left them. 

      I looked at Kiev again. Just the vampire’s presence alone gave me goosebumps. Although I felt insane for doing it, I held out my hand to Mona. She shook it. 

      “You can return with us,” I said. 

      I couldn’t bring myself to shake hands with Kiev, instead I just glared at him before wrapping my arm around Anna and leaving the enclosure, Abby leading the way. I looked over my shoulder to see them all following us. 

      We climbed out of the tunnels and emerged on the beach. I pointed to the submarine I had moored and eyed the huge crowd of vampires and werewolves. There seemed to be at least a hundred of them in total. 

      “I hope they’re house-trained, Anna,” I muttered, eyeing the scraggly-looking werewolves in particular. 

      “They are,” she assured me. “I’ve spent days with them and none of them has tried to harm me or the baby.”

      My chest still constricted, I walked over to Mona. “So my submarine isn’t nearly large enough for all of your troops. How do you plan to get there?” 

      “Oh,” the witch said, lifting a hand in the air. “I can handle that. Do you have any maps in your submarine?”

      I nodded. 

      “Then mark out where The Shade is and I can vanish us all there.”

      I looked at Abby nervously. She shrugged. 

      I ran to the submarine and fetched a map. Spreading it out on the sand, I showed Mona the location. She pored over the map for several minutes before standing up. 

      She turned to face the others. “You know how this goes,” she said, her voice raised. “Form a circle.”

      I knew what would come next. I looked back at the submarine. “I can’t just leave that here,” I said. “Submarines are valuable and that one is in perfect working order.”

      She looked back at it. “Well, I’ll vanish that too along with us. Now everyone, please form a circle.”

      “Another thing,” I said, “You can’t just enter the Shade so easily, it’s protected by our witches. And—”

      Mona reached out and touched my shoulder, “Don’t worry about it,” she said.

      I stared at her and wondered what she meant as she walked away, hurrying everyone into forming a circle. I looked around at the new vampires and werewolves, wondering what each of their stories were, and how they came to stumble through that gate along with Kiev and Mona. 

      Kiev had remained silent all this time. I felt his eyes on me constantly. And despite Anna’s reassurances, it still felt wrong to allow him back on the island. I wasn’t sure that my father would ever forgive me for it.

      It was too late now for second thoughts though. Mona stood in the center of all of us and a few seconds later, we were all lost in a whirl of colors.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 27: Corrine

        

      

    
    
      “You!” I gasped, staring at Kiev. 

      In that moment, I even forgot the relief of seeing Ben, Anna, and her child again. The vampire consumed my mind as I stared at him. As if he was sucking the oxygen out of the air, I could barely breathe. 

      Even as Anna rushed forward and wrapped her arms around me, I couldn’t take my eyes off the vampire. 

      “I’m going to find Kyle,” Anna said and hurried off with her baby. 

      Ben left the crowd and walked toward me, placing a hand on my shoulder. 

      “Anna trusts Kiev,” he said. “I don’t know why exactly, but she says he helped her. Both Kiev and this witch, Mona, brought her back to us.”

      I looked from the blonde witch to Kiev. The witch walked forward and held out her hand to me. “Corrine?” she asked, raising her eyebrows.

      I nodded weakly. 

      “My name is Mona,” she said. “We’ve come from the supernatural realm. It’s a long story, but we happened upon Anna. Kiev… he wanted to return her. We don’t intend to stay long, but we’d like to find our feet. A few days would be appreciated.”

      I was speechless. Kiev wanting to return Anna to us? It was as though this was a different vampire standing before me.   

      I also couldn’t help but smirk at their assumption that The Shade would be a good place to find their feet. “The island is expecting an attack at any moment. Even if we trusted you enough to let you stay here for a short while, I doubt finding your feet is what you’ll do. It’s dangerous here—”

      “What attack?” 

      I heaved a sigh, clasping a palm to my forehead. Where do I even start? “There are two islands not far away from here. Islands that we didn’t even know existed until recently. They are populated by vampires and controlled by a witch more powerful than any I’ve ever witnessed. I believe she must be a black witch. We fear she wants to take over The Shade, take control of our supply of humans—”

      Mona’s mouth fell open and she looked up at Kiev. “Do you know the name of this witch?”

      “Annora.”  

      Mona’s eyes darkened. 

      “You know this witch?” I asked. 

      “I don’t know her personally, but I know what she is… because I am a witch of the same breed.”

      I stared at her. I still barely knew anything about this witch, but right now, I didn’t need to. Through all the dark thoughts my mind had been drowning in came a bolt of hope. 

      Maybe not all black witches are evil. 

      It could have been that Kiev and this witch had some sinister ulterior motive for returning Anna to us, but I couldn’t think about that right now. They were already here on the island, after all. I just had to hope that they didn’t wish us harm. So far at least, they’d shown no signs of it. 

      “You were strong enough to penetrate our defenses,” I said quickly, reaching out and clutching Mona’s shoulder. “Since you’re of Annora’s kind, are you as powerful as her?” 

      She frowned. “Yes, I believe so.”

      I gripped her tighter. “Then will you help us fight? You can stay with us on this island as long as you want if you agree to help us to secure it from that witch.”

      She paused, glancing at Kiev once again. I tried to read his expression, but it was stoic as ever. 

      “Yes,” she said finally, turning back to me. “I believe I can help with that.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 28: Rose

        

      

    
    
      News spread quickly around the island about Anna and her baby’s return and Kiev Novalic’s arrival. I hurried to the Port and as soon as I caught sight of Ben, standing by a crowd of vampires and werewolves, I rushed forward and wrapped my arms around him. 

      “I was so worried about you,” I gasped.

      He loosened my hands around his neck and scowled at me. 

      “And what about you, huh? You couldn’t have told me that you were going to run away with Eli? You knew how much I wanted to go help our parents.”

      I sighed, thoughts of what our parents could be going through now piercing through my chest. “Ben, I didn’t have time. And I didn’t want to risk you not allowing me to go too.”

      “What happened to Mom and Dad?” he demanded. 

      “I… I don’t know. There was a power cut and then it was as if the witch’s influence over that island disappeared for a few moments. Mom and Dad… They could have come with us, but they chose to stay behind to try to find Anna. And now…” My voice broke as I swallowed back the lump in my throat. “I don’t know where they are now.”

      “What do you mean you don’t know?“ he asked, gripping my arms.

      “Ben,” I said, tears threatening to spill from my eyes again, “I mean I don’t know. We left behind Ibrahim, Grandpa, and Zinnia too. They didn’t make it out in time.”

      Ben let go of me and swore. 

      I looked around at all the strangers who’d just appeared on our island. Seeking distraction from the pain of speculating what our parents could be going through now, I asked, “Who are all these people?”

      Ben didn’t answer as he rubbed his face with his hands. 

      Abby approached and laid a hand on Ben’s arm. She looked at me worriedly. I knew how attached she was to my parents too, after all the years they’d looked out for her. 

      “That witch has said she will help secure this island from Annora,” Abby said. Ben looked up. She offered us both a small smile. “I have a feeling Mona might be able to help us get your parents and the others back too.”

      Ben stared at Abby for several moments. I could practically sense his brain whirring. He looked around the clearing. 

      “Where is Mona?” he asked Abby. 

      “She’s left with Corrine for the Sanctuary,” she replied. “They don’t want to be disturbed now. They’ve gone to discuss with the other witches…”

      Ben grunted in frustration. Then his eyes shot toward a tall green-eyed vampire. I gasped. “That’s Kiev? I thought he had red eyes.” 

      Abby shrugged. “He did.”

      Ben began walking toward the vampire. I followed my brother. He was looking too hot-tempered for comfort. 

      He stopped in front of Kiev, who returned his gaze steadily. “Look,” Ben said, “I don’t know why you brought Anna back to us. I can only assume it’s to try to make amends for the despicable things you’ve done to us in the past.” His eyes narrowed on Kiev. “But now, if you’re to stay with us, not only must your witch protect us from Annora—you must also agree to help rescue our parents.”

      A deathly silence fell as Kiev and my brother stared each other down. They were both almost equal in height, Kiev being slightly taller. Kiev’s breathing was steady, though his jaw twitched at the mention of our parents.

      Finally, Kiev spoke. His voice rumbled as he glowered at my brother. “You’re as arrogant as your father, I see. Let me make one thing clear, Novak.” Kiev averted his eyes from my brother momentarily. I shivered as they roamed me. “We don’t have to do anything. You’re at our mercy now. If we wanted to, we could ravage this island, suck you and every other human dry and feed your remains to the sharks.”

      Ben clenched his jaw, but his eyes continued to blaze into the vampire’s. I was impressed by his courage. Though of course, he was a Novak. If there was one thing we were known for, it was fortitude. “Then why don’t you?” 

      What is he doing? Despite my brother’s confidence, I couldn’t help but feel afraid for him. He was still only human. Deliberately provoking this monster seemed foolish. 

      Kiev reached out and gripped Ben’s collar, pulling him closer to him so that their faces were barely an inch apart. Kiev’s whole body heaved intensely. 

      “What makes you think that I won’t?” 

      Ben pulled at Kiev’s hands, but of course he was no match for his strength. 

      “Kiev!” A young female vampire emerged from the crowd who had gathered to watch the standoff. Black hair flowed down her back and her eyes were green—the same shade as Kiev’s. She didn’t look much older than me, and I realized that our features were similar. She reached for Kiev’s hands, still gripping Ben, and tugged on them. 

      Kiev’s eyes bored into Ben’s for several moments longer before he released him. Glancing at me once again, Kiev turned on his heel and disappeared into the crowd.  

      The young woman looked at both of us apologetically. “Don’t mind my brother,” she said. 

      Ben and I stared at her in disbelief. “Your brother?” Ben stuttered. 

      Kiev has siblings?  

      She smiled. “Yes, Kiev is my brother. And so is Erik.” She turned around and pointed to another tall vampire standing in the crowd. Erik resembled Kiev so much I wondered why I hadn’t spotted it before, with his strong jawline and dark features. The only thing different about him was his brown eyes. 

      “My name is Helina.” She fixed her eyes on Ben, placing a hand on his shoulder. “Look, Ben,” she said. “I don’t know you. And I don’t know everything that Kiev has done to you and your family in the past. Truth be told, I’d rather not know. God knows most of Kiev’s life is still a mystery even to Erik and I. But I assure you one thing. Kiev is not the man he was.” She paused, looking at both of us earnestly. There was a warmth in her eyes that I couldn’t understand given that we were strangers to her. “He wouldn’t have brought Anna all the way back here if he wasn’t trying to make amends for something. And you have no idea how much trouble and sacrifice we went through to do that. So please, try not to make this more difficult for him than it already is. I can see how he struggles with this.”

      That made Ben fall silent. Neither of us could deny how grateful we were to have Anna back. A smile broke out on my face just thinking about the tears of joy that would be in Kyle’s eyes right now as he was reunited with his wife. As he met his new baby boy for the first time. 

      Clearly, Kiev still had a monstrous temper, but perhaps a part of him really had changed.

      “So will you help us get our parents back?” I asked. 

      Helina paused, then nodded slowly. “I think that Kiev and Mona will agree to help you. But given how much he despises your father… watch your tone.”

      Erik had approached by now. He stood beside Helina, looking at the two of us, curiosity in his eyes. He held out his hand to each of us and we shook it. 

      Helina reached out and touched my shoulder. She looked at my face, apparently scrutinizing me. Though I wasn’t sure what for. “It seems that you don’t know,” she said finally, looking from me to my brother.

      “Know what?” Ben asked. 

      “That we’re family.”

      “What?” I blurted. Ben’s face contorted with disbelief. 

      “You heard right,” Erik said, a smile creeping onto his lips.

      “Your father and aunt are our distant cousins,” Helina explained.

      Ben and I stared at each other, both sharing the same shocked expression.  

      “Another reason why Kiev wanted at least some semblance of reconciliation,” Helina said. 

      My mind reeled. I wondered if my parents even knew about this. They certainly had never mentioned it to us. 

      While Ben and I were still letting this statement sink in, another vampire approached. He too had dark features—deep brown hair, warm brown eyes. But he didn’t look like a Novalic and when he spoke, it was with a distinct Italian accent. “You are Derek Novak’s children?” 

      Ben and I nodded. “Who are you?” I asked.

      “My name is Matteo Borgia. My sister, Natalie… she knew your father well.”

      Natalie Borgia. The name rang a bell. 

      “Natalie Borgia,” Ben repeated, following my own train of thought. “She used to be a diplomat among vampires…” 

      I stared at Ben. I understood why his voice had trailed off, and why he now looked so dumbstruck as he stared at Matteo. 

      If what our parents had told us was true, Kiev Novalic had murdered Natalie Borgia. He’d tortured her in front of a crowd—right here by the Port, in fact—and then he’d ripped her heart out. 

      So to see Matteo seemingly one of Kiev’s comrades, or at least traveling companions, was utterly bewildering. 

      Matteo cleared his throat. Perhaps he noticed how awkwardly we were looking at him, but he didn’t offer any explanation. 

      Perhaps he doesn’t know Kiev killed Natalie?

      I wasn’t given much time to ponder it, however, before Ben and I were distracted by heavy breathing behind us. We both turned.  

      Just when I thought this day couldn’t get any more far-fetched, it did. 

      I gasped. Looming over us was the most hideous creature I’d ever seen in my life. His body was tall and wide, and his skin was a muddy brown, rough like leather. Two small tusks grew out of his bottom jaw. His nose was squashed and small like a button, and his bulging eyes were a bright mustard yellow. 

      “What the—?” 

      “Brett,” the creature grunted, its face splitting into a clumsy grin as it held out a fat hand. 

      It took me a few moments to realize that it had just informed me of its name. Brett? This thing must be male. 

      I shook his hand gingerly, afraid that he might crush my bones, but he was surprisingly gentle with me. Though he left my palm sticky with grease. I discreetly wiped my hand against the back of my jeans.

      “Brett’s an ogre,” Helina explained, patting the monster on the arm. 

      Brett shook Ben’s hand too. I noticed my brother also reaching for his jeans after the ogre had released him.

      “And I’m Saira.” A deep, gravely voice came from our right. Ben and I turned to see a werewolf approaching. She had a shaggy brown mane and beady grey eyes. “Matteo and I are the original founders of this crew.”

      Crew, huh? She makes them sound like pirates.

      I looked around at the other members of Saira and Matteo’s “crew”. Brett was the only ogre among them. “Where have you all come from?” I couldn’t help but ask. 

      “From the supernatural realm,” Matteo said. 

      “How did this… crew come about?” I asked.

      “We’re an odd bunch, aren’t we?” Matteo said, smiling. “We are all outcasts there. Pirates. We banded together to form a group over the years.”

      “Where do you actually live?” Ben asked.

      “We did have an island of our own, but, well… that’s a long story. We were forced to leave. Right now, we have no home. Though that will change soon. Once we return, Mona will help us secure a new island. We don’t intend to stay here long.”

      Pirates? Outcasts? Outcast from where? 

      His answers had raised a dozen more questions in my mind, but his last sentence distracted me from them. Mona. A sinking feeling filled the pit of my stomach on hearing that they weren’t planning to stay long. We needed that witch here desperately, whether we trusted her or not.   

      Just as I was thinking about Mona, she reappeared in the clearing, Corrine at her side. Corrine’s face was pale. 

      “I’ve secured the island,” Mona said, looking around at everyone. She approached us and, looking around at the crowd, fixed her eyes on Erik. “Where’s Kiev?” 

      “He went to, uh, cool off,” Erik replied. “I’ll go find him. He won’t have gone far.” He sped off. 

      The witch was about to follow after him when Ben gripped her arm. 

      “Wait,” he said, looking from her to Corrine. “What will you do now that you’ve secured the island? Our parents—”

      Mona raised a hand for Ben’s silence and nodded. “Corrine already requested this of us. I’m going to discuss it now with Kiev. Our original plan was to drop off Anna here and perhaps stay here a few days since some of our people are injured from our struggle to get here. But I’ll talk to him.”

      Ben let go of her and she vanished. Our eyes fell on Corrine. 

      “So she’s definitely secured this island?” Ben asked. 

      Corrine nodded. 

      “And she can leave this island without it being affected?” 

      “So she claims,” Corrine said. 

      We all knew how powerful Annora was by now. To believe that Mona was powerful enough to put a force field around this place that would stand against her even in Mona’s absence was definitely a stretch of faith.

      

      Mona returned with Erik and Kiev about half an hour later. We watched as they emerged from the bushes across the clearing. It unnerved me to think about this vampire roaming so freely around our island. 

      Kiev stepped forward in front of Mona and his brother, and stopped a few feet away from Ben and I. He glared at Ben. This vampire seemed to be so unpredictable, I wasn’t sure what he was about to do. I found myself holding my breath. 

      But then he nodded curtly. “We’ll help you, boy.”

      Ben breathed out and nodded back. 

      Then Kiev’s eyes settled on me. His gaze was so intense, it was hard to hold. It reminded me of my father’s. 

      It was eerie to feel those eyes on me. Those eyes that had once looked upon the destruction of our family. Eyes that we were now looking to for help.   

      Something stirred in me as I forced myself to look back at him. I thought I would see evil. But I didn’t. More than anything, I saw need. Hunger. Pain. 

      I wondered then if he might be doing all this more for himself, to help relieve the burden of guilt he had carried upon his shoulders all these years, rather than out of the goodness of his heart. 

      In any case, it didn’t matter. 

      It felt like a heavy weight had just been lifted off my chest. I could see how powerful Mona was now. And although I didn’t know what had been happening to our parents all this time, it felt like, finally, we were in safe hands.

      Even though Corrine looked nervous that they should be leaving us now, just at the dawn of an attack from Annora, I also saw behind the fear that she too had faith in Mona.  

      Corrine glanced at us as Mona and Kiev gathered together a group of uninjured vampires and werewolves to form a large circle in the clearing. 

      “Don’t even think about it,” Corrine snapped, hurrying over and snatching both Ben’s and my wrists. She gripped us so tightly it felt like she was cutting of the blood flow to our hands. We stood by her side as Mona stepped into the center of the circle they had formed and vanished them all into thin air. 

      Although it still felt insane to admit, knowing Mona and Kiev were leading the way, I didn’t feel as restless as I had before. If they couldn’t bring our parents, grandfather, Ibrahim and Zinnia back, nobody could. Ben too looked calmer. 

      Kiev, whoever he was now… I had faith in his eyes.  

      I imagined I would have looked into those eyes as an infant when he came to the scene of Ben and my birth. And I imagined then that I would have been looking into the eyes of a monster. 

      But now when I looked at him, I saw a man starving to reconnect with humanity. A man in desperate need of redemption.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 29: Rose

        

      

    
    
      Corrine vanished Ben and I to the Catacombs. Our feet hit solid ground and we found ourselves in a rectangular chamber. Sacks of grain were piled in each corner. There were many storage rooms like this in the bowels of the Black Heights, but I recognized this one as the largest of all our mountain chambers. Several dozen humans were already sitting around in here, their irises reflecting the flickering lanterns. It had been almost two decades since humans set foot in these Catacombs for anything more than collecting food grains or piling up the storage rooms with more stock. 

      They looked up anxiously on noticing us. 

      “Stay here,” Corrine said to us. “And don’t leave until I come to tell you that it’s safe. Don’t forget that you’re humans too, and while vampires are allowed to remain outside, you’re not.”

      Corrine vanished, leaving Ben and I to look for a seat somewhere. 

      “Rose.” 

      I turned around. Griffin had stood up and was waving at me. Groaning internally, I left Ben and made my way over to him.

      It saddened me. Before, I always looked forward to seeing Griffin. Now it was everything I could do to avoid him. Of course, I’d barely had time to think of him recently with everything that had happened, but now that he stood in front of me, his face pale with concern, my discomfort came flooding back. 

      Is this is what our relationship will be like from now on? 

      I walked up to him and we both sat down on a sack of rice. 

      I was steeling myself for an awkward encounter, but when I looked up at him, he just continued looking concerned. “My father told me everything,” he said. “I’m sorry, Rose.” He gripped my hand.

      I swallowed hard, and nodded. My heart ached for Griffin. His mother was trapped with Annora too. 

      I wasn’t sure how much he’d heard about the situation with Kiev and Mona, so I began updating him on everything that had happened. As expected, he responded with shock, and then relief. 

      After I’d finished telling him everything, we both fell into silence. I looked around the room. The other humans were talking in hushed voices, worry written on their faces. 

      So much had come to pass since my confrontation with Caleb in his apartment back on his island, it was only now that I was sitting silent that the full weight of the encounter came crushing down on me again. 

      I should have pulled that trigger.

      Now that I’d heard it from the vampire’s own mouth, there was no more room for doubt. Caleb had deceived me from day one. And there I was feeling sorry for him. I felt embarrassed and angry with myself that I’d allowed him to fool me. 

      I thought of Mona and Kiev. Corrine had explained that the plan was to wait until Mona sensed Annora’s presence leave the island and then break in during the time she was trying to storm The Shade. That way, they would be attacking Caleb’s island at its weakest.

      I was expecting to feel a sense of vengeance or satisfaction on thinking about Caleb getting his comeuppance. But instead I just felt… sadness. A sense of loss. Even though it didn’t make sense, now that I knew that there was nothing between us to lose in the first place. 

      Again, embarrassment took hold of me. That I’d returned his fake behavior with genuine emotion set my cheeks ablaze and made my heartbeat quicken.  

      I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the rough stone wall. Griffin reached for my hand and squeezed it. I looked up at him, afraid of what I might see in his eyes.

      But I just saw Griff. He wasn’t trying to be romantic. He was just trying to be there for me in the way that I needed him most at that moment: as my friend. I couldn’t have adored him more for being himself again. For not making me feel awkward around him. 

      As we sat in the cave for hours, he didn’t give off any sign that he was waiting on my reply to his request for a date. And for that I couldn’t have been more grateful.

      Good ol’ Griff. 

      I wondered then, even if Caleb never had been in the picture, whether I might have still preferred Griffin as a friend. It definitely felt more natural. 

      I think I love Griff more as a friend than I could a lover. 

      I just had to hope that telling him this wouldn’t shatter his heart.

      But before anything else, I had to get over that stupid vampire. 

      I had to pull myself together and see him for what he really was: a lie.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 30: Sofia

        

      

    
    
      I’d fallen unconscious by the time the witch had finished torturing us. When I woke again, we were back in a dungeon. I opened my eyes and found myself lying in Derek’s lap. 

      I sat up and held his head in my hands. I could still see traces of the agony we’d just experienced in his eyes. I’d thought the witch was going to kill us. I was surprised to find myself awake again. I hadn’t thought that even a vampire could survive such agony. 

      Derek reached up to touch my own face, brushing the hair away from my forehead. “Are you all right?” he asked. 

      I scowled. “As all right as I can be after that.”

      My whole body felt weak—my limbs, muscles… hell, my very bones felt shattered. It hurt just sitting up. 

      I looked across the dungeon to see Ibrahim, Aiden and Zinnia staring at us from their cell. “Sofia,” my father called, reaching a hand through the bars. “How are you feeling?” 

      Being a vampire, he would have already been able to hear the answer I’d given Derek. I guessed he was just asking the question again for his own comfort.

      “Not well,” I said honestly, rubbing the base of my spine. I looked back at Derek. “What now?”  

      Derek shook his head. 

      I didn’t understand why Annora was still keeping us alive. Surely, she should have killed us for our audacity in attempting escape.  

      I pressed my lips against Derek’s as he held me closer. He seemed to be in a worse state than me. Perhaps because he’d put up more of a fight. He had dark bruises all over his body, and a deep gash in his cheek that wasn’t showing signs of healing. 

      Remembrance of our failed mission crashed over me. Tears spilled from my eyes. I was mourning for Anna now. Anna and her unborn child. Thinking about Kyle and their two other children choked me up even more. 

      Despite the grief consuming me, I realized that I had to put thoughts of Anna aside. Mourning for her now would only make me weaker. I had to think of my own family. Of our twins. Of my vow to keep them safe and not let them grow up parentless. Taking deep breaths and biting back the pain, I brushed away the tears from my eyes with the back of my sleeve. 

      “Annora could be attacking The Shade by now,” Zinnia said, her face ashen. 

      The thought chilled me to the bone. Zinnia was right. Annora was clearly capable of it. And since we had so many humans there was no logical reason for her to not do it. 

      “We still don’t even know what they use these humans for,” my father muttered. 

      “Well, whatever they use them for, they—”

      A deafening crash shook the dungeon. Particles fell from the ceiling. I coughed, dust filling the air. 

      “What the hell?” Derek breathed.

      We all stared at each other as there was another loud crash. Then screams and shouts. The sounds of battle breaking out overhead. 

      The commotion continued, only increasing in intensity. I jumped as a crack of wood echoed through our dungeon. Everyone scrambled toward the gates, peering through toward the direction of the entrance. Except Derek and I. It was though our limbs were still paralyzed from the torture the witch had put us through. 

      “What’s going on?” I hissed. 

      Their faces were too stunned by whatever had just entered for them to answer. 

      “What is it?” Derek urged. 

      As heavy footsteps approached, their mouths hung open.  

      Heavy leather boots stopped in front of our cell. I raised my eyes up the body of a tall man covered in a black cloak, and when my eyes reached his face, I almost choked on my tongue.
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      Kiev Novalic. 

      The green-eyed vampire ripped open our cell door. With slow footsteps he approached within a couple of feet of where Sofia and I were slumped. The dim lighting of the dungeon cast shadows across his face. His eyes traveled from Sofia to me, then back to Sofia again. 

      No matter how much his features changed, there was no way I wouldn’t have recognized this vampire after the amount of misery he had caused my family. Kiev Novalic was burned into my memory for all eternity. He could grow a beard, get a goddamn tattoo across his face, and I’d recognize him in an instant. 

      An uncontrollable rage erupted in the pit of my stomach. 

      I’d never had the chance to pay him back for what he’d done to my family. To Natalie Borgia. Memories of all the pain he’d inflicted on us came flooding back. Adrenaline rushed through me. I was shocked to find that I was able to push myself up and stand on my feet. 

      Now that I was level with him, we were standing barely a foot apart. A growl escaped my lips. I didn’t know why or how he was here. But none of it mattered. Weak or not, I was going to finally make him feel my wrath. 

      “Derek Novak.” His face was expressionless as he spoke my name. 

      The sound of his voice threw me over the edge. I launched myself at him. Gripping his neck between my hands, I pushed him back into the corridor and smashed his head against the wall. 

      Extending his claws, he lashed out at my stomach. I jumped back before he could cause serious damage, though he managed to graze my skin. Staggering slightly, but commanding every bit of willpower I had to remain steady, I extended my own claws and attacked him again. Ducking, I threw myself at his midriff. We both crashed to the floor.  

      Pinning him against the stone, I dealt him blow after blow. He caught hold of one of my wrists, blocking a punch. Digging his claws into the flesh of my forearms, he weakened my grip on him. Rolling over on the floor, he escaped my grasp.  

      “You dare show your face before me?” I hurled myself against him again, crushing him against the iron gate of a cell. He gripped my head and jerked it forward, smashing it against metal. Pain seared through my already aching skull. I looked daggers at him, preparing myself to lash out again. 

      Breathing heavily, he backed away from me. “Derek. Enough.”

      Truth be told, I was surprised that he hadn’t been fighting more aggressively. I was expecting him to try to inflict as much pain on me as he could. But all he’d been doing so far was defending.  

      “Kiev.” Sofia’s weak voice came from behind me. I turned around to see Sofia hauling herself up against the broken gate. She gazed up at Kiev, her face a mixture of confusion and fear. “What are you doing here?”

      He averted his eyes away from me and looked down at Sofia. His face softened slightly as he looked at my wife.

      I didn’t care what he was doing here. All that mattered was that he was here, within a few inches of my claws. It infuriated me that I’d still barely scratched him. 

      My body was beginning to feel the strain when all it wanted was to crumple to the floor. I forced myself toward him again. This time, hands gripped me from behind.  

      I whirled around to see a young female vampire and another tall male standing behind me. 

      “Derek,” the girl said. “Stop it. We’re here to help you.”

      I stared at her, dumbfounded. “Who are you?”  

      She reached out her hand and said, “Your family.”

      Speechless, I looked from her to the other vampire, and then back to Kiev. It sank in that they were siblings. The resemblance was unmistakeable. 

      But my family?  

      The adrenaline subsiding, my knees were weakening fast. I gripped hold of a gate. “What?”  

      “My name is Helina,” she said. “This is Erik.” She pointed to the brown-eyed male vampire. “We are Kiev’s siblings. And your distant cousins.”

      My heart hammered in my chest faster than when Annora had tortured me.

      No. 

      No. 

      That bastard is not related to me. 

      “Prove it,” I spat. 

      Erik and Helina exchanged glances. Running a hand through his hair, Erik spoke. “It’s far too long of a story to explain now, but we know it from the Elders themselves. Think about it, Derek. It’s no coincidence that so many family members end up as vampires. Once they find a bloodline they like, they come back for more.”

      Still convinced that he was lying, but unable to counter him, I changed the subject. “Why would Kiev help us?”  

      This time Kiev responded, though he was looking at Sofia as he answered. “Come with us, or stay here in this dungeon,” he said calmly. “We don’t have time for more talk.”

      I stared at Sofia. She raised her eyebrows, her lips parted, breathing heavily as she looked up at the man who’d caused her more grief than any mother should have to go through. 

      He held out his hand to her, though it seemed to me to be more of a challenge than an offer of help. 

      But I was shocked when something flickered in her eyes. She reached out and took his hand. 

      “Sofia,” I breathed. “What are you doing?” 

      She looked back at me weakly as he wrapped an arm around her waist and helped her to her feet. 

      “I have no idea,” she said. “But I’d rather take this risk than stay trapped in this dungeon a second longer.”

      Helina took over steadying Sofia as Kiev turned back to me. To my horror, he reached out his hand to me. I was about to mock his gesture, but caught sight of Sofia’s pleading expression. 

      I shut my eyes, drawing in a breath. 

      I can’t believe I’m about to do this. 

      God knew, it was for Sofia alone that I gripped Kiev Novalic’s hand. 

      An infuriating smirk crossed his lips as he hauled me to my feet. Then his arm was around my own waist as he began helping me out of the dungeon. My chest constricted, I looked anywhere but in Kiev’s direction. I caught sight of Ibrahim, Aiden and Zinnia up ahead. They’d already been freed by some other vampires I didn’t recognize.  

      Although my mind burned with a hundred questions, I was glad that Kiev remained silent. We reached the top of the stairs and a young woman with long blonde hair hurried toward us. She eyed me briefly, then looked at Kiev.

      Reaching for his face, she planted a passionate kiss on his lips. 

      “I was worried,” she said. “I didn’t know you’d gone to get them already.” She looked back at me again. “This is Derek Novak?”

      Kiev grunted, letting go of me unceremoniously and leaving me to stand on my own two feet. I gripped hold of a column for support. The blonde approached me and, before I could object, placed both hands either side of my head. She muttered something beneath her breath and a warm sensation rushed through my body. I was able to stand without gripping the pillar as all the strength my body had lost returned to me. 

      So this is a witch. 

      An odd couple. I wondered how she and Kiev had ever gotten together. And more to the point, how any woman could stand the man for more than a few hours. 

      The witch walked toward Sofia, who was still standing with Helina’s arm wrapped around her. The witch placed her hands on Sofia as she had done with me. A few moments later, a look of relief spread across Sofia’s face and she stood up straight. Kiev’s sister let go of her. Sofia hurried over to me. She slid her arms around my neck and pressed her lips against mine, tears of relief in her eyes. 

      I didn’t understand why she was experiencing such relief. We still had no idea what these Novalics’ intentions were. 

      “Anna,” she murmured. “Helina told me they returned Anna to The Shade.”

      “What?” 

      “Anna has given birth already. She’s back in The Shade with her baby.” 

      “Well, I wouldn’t get too excited yet,” I said darkly. “They could be lying.”

      “Hurry,” the witch called out, looking around the chamber.

      Sofia held my hand, entwining her fingers with mine, and pulled me forward as we joined Aiden, Ibrahim, Zinnia and the other vampires who’d come to help us escape the dungeon. We exited the chamber and entered the main entrance hall. 

      It was a battleground. A blur of vampire clashing against vampire, and… wolves. Giant black and brown werewolves. I wasn’t sure now which of these creatures were on Annora’s side, and which on Kiev’s.  

      As for Annora, where was she? And how could they have entered so easily?

      I glanced at the blonde witch and could only assume that she must have been more powerful than The Shade’s witches. 

      “Retreat!” Kiev bellowed through the chaos. 

      Kiev stood behind Sofia and I now. He pushed us forward as vampires and werewolves hurried together to form one tight-knit bundle. I was loath to find myself standing next to Kiev, his shoulder brushing against mine. 

      I held Sofia close to me as the grim walls of Annora’s castle disappeared.
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      I opened my eyes to see that we had arrived back at The Shade’s port. I clutched Derek’s shirt as he bent down to kiss me again, relief showing in his eyes now that the Novalics had returned us as promised.  

      My mind was still blown on seeing Kiev. His siblings’ claim that the Novaks and Novalics were related. His change of eye color.

      I glanced at Kiev, now standing a few feet away from me. When he sensed my gaze on him and looked up, chills ran down my spine. That harsh jawline, dark hair… and now sharp green eyes. I recalled every moment I’d spent in his care in the Blood Keep while I was pregnant. I remembered how he had terrified me—an unpredictable monster who could snap at any moment. I remembered how in my most vulnerable hour, he had stolen away my newborn. If it weren’t for Anna, I likely never would have seen Ben again. 

      And now—assuming Helina had been telling the truth—not only had he returned Anna and her newborn to us, but we also owed him our own lives. I was half expecting to wake up from a long dream. 

      I recalled the last time I’d seen him in Aviary. The way he’d let me pass through the gate when he could have held me back. I remember thinking as I lowered myself into that abyss that I’d never unravel the mystery that was Kiev. And now that I saw him again, I felt only more mystified.

      Although my mind was burning with anxiety to go seek out Anna and my children, I felt I couldn’t go a moment longer not understanding Kiev’s intentions. We needed answers.

      Clearly feeling the same way, Derek pulled me over to where Kiev, the witch and his two siblings were standing. Derek—never one to beat around the bush—stopped about a foot away from Kiev and glared at him. “Why are you back here?” 

      Kiev scowled and inhaled deeply, as though trying to rein in his own temper. The two men could be so fierce and uncontrollable, it was like being in a room with two bombs, capable of setting off the other at any moment. 

      Kiev looked down at me, his eyes glimmering in the moonlight, as if Derek wasn’t there. 

      Derek exhaled sharply, clearly irritated by Kiev’s refusal to respond to him directly. I reached out and clasped Derek’s arm. This was the second time I’d noticed Kiev do this. It was as if Kiev felt obliged to answer but didn’t want to give Derek the satisfaction of answering him directly, so he would look at me instead. 

      “Let’s just say that I came to return something that is yours,” he said. 

      “What?” I asked. 

      “A woman and her baby.”

      That shut both Derek and I up. We looked at each other. “Where is she?” Derek demanded. 

      “Ibrahim!” Behind me Corrine rushed out of the woods. 

      She raced across the lawn and leapt into her husband’s arms, wrapping her legs around his waist. Holding his head in her hands, she kissed him like she was suffocating and his lips were her only means of resuscitation. It wasn’t often that Corrine showed emotions publicly, but now tears streamed down her cheeks. Her hair was disheveled and the dark circles beneath her eyes revealed that she likely hadn’t slept since we’d been gone. Ibrahim held her tightly against him and, between whispering words of comfort into her ear, he returned her passion in kind. 

      “I thought I’d lost you,” she gasped. She slid down his body, her feet touching the ground again. Still gripping his hand, she finally took a step away from him and looked around at the rest of us. On spotting Derek and I, she hurried over, pulling Ibrahim along with her. “Derek! Sofia!” She wrapped an arm around each of us and kissed our cheeks. 

      “Our children, Viv, Xavier and the others, did they all return?” I said anxiously. 

      “They’re safe,” she said, brushing hair away from her sweaty forehead. “Nobody else was missing from the island except you two, Ibrahim, Aiden and Zinnia. As for the twins, they’re still in the Catacombs with the other humans. We had to evacuate all the humans from their homes because we suspected Annora would attack… and she did. I haven’t had time to organize their resettlement yet. We wouldn’t have survived all this if it wasn’t for Mona.” She gestured toward the blonde witch standing next to Kiev. 

      Mona’s navy blue eyes settled on me. She stood now with her arm through Kiev’s. 

      So this is Mona…

      “Mona has secured the island,” Corrine continued. “I’ve never seen a witch as powerful as her. My skills pale in comparison.” She nodded in reverence in Mona’s direction. 

      “Annora?” Derek said. “Where is she now?”

      “She left a while ago,” Corrine said, a small grin curling her lips. “I must say that it was terrifying at first watching her trying to assault the island… but it turned into quite a treat. Watching that bitch flailing around trying to get in was just the dose of entertainment I needed after all this stress.”

      “And the Novalics speak the truth that they brought back Anna?” I asked, eyeing Kiev. He returned my gaze steadily, accepting my challenge to his integrity. 

      Corrine smiled again and squeezed my hand. “She’s back. With her baby. She’s with Kyle in the Catacombs.”

      Her baby… I dreaded to think how traumatic that must have been without her family there to help her through it. 

      Derek and I were stunned silent that Kiev had indeed helped Anna. But the truth was, no matter what outside confirmation we got, we still found it impossible to trust Kiev. We were still looking for excuses why we shouldn’t trust him. 

      I thought back again to the Kiev I’d spent time with almost two decades ago. He had surprised me by letting me go back in Aviary. I also remembered Kiev had struggled with himself sometimes while I was his captive in The Blood Keep. But unlike Derek, he’d always given into his darker tendencies. He’d seemed to take pleasure in his darkness. And that was the main difference between that red-eyed monster and the monster I’d ended up marrying.

      But now that he stood before me, green-eyed, having saved us from the dungeon as well as returned our dearest Anna to us… I just didn’t know what to make of the situation any more. 

      I wondered whether maybe after all these years, Kiev really had changed.

      I was dying to hear his whole story. I hoped that it would make it easier for me to accept his behavior now with gratitude rather than with suspicion. I wanted to know everything that had happened to him since he left Aviary, how on earth he’d come upon Anna, and why he had returned her to us. But I guessed that this would be a story far too long to hear now. 

      Until now Kiev and Mona had displayed no sign of being anything but allies. I decided to put thoughts of Kiev aside for the moment, since I was burning to find Anna and my children. 

      Shooting one last glance Kiev’s way, I grabbed Derek’s hand and pulled him away. He followed me reluctantly, looking back over his shoulder at Kiev and his siblings. Looking around the clearing, I spotted my father a few feet away. I led Derek toward my father and we all got up and ran into the woods. We didn’t slow until we reached the entrance to the Catacombs. I could barely contain my excitement as we hurried from chamber to chamber greeting all the humans who cheered as we entered. It wasn’t until we reached the fifth storage chamber that I saw the faces I was looking for. 

      “Ben! Rose!” I exclaimed as we made our way through the room. They leapt up as soon as they saw us, smiles splitting their faces. Derek and I took turns hugging each of them. I kissed their heads, breathing in the smell of their hair. 

      I turned to face Griffin, still holding Rose’s hand tightly in mine. “Griff,” I said, placing a hand on the redhead’s shoulder. “Your mother has returned. Go home and see her.”

      Relief washed over his face. “Thanks, Sofia,” he said and rushed out of the chamber. 

      Derek turned to face the other humans. “It’s safe to go back to your homes now,” he said, his baritone voice echoing off the stone walls. “The storm has passed… for now.”

      We walked from chamber to chamber informing the rest of the humans, and as everyone began leaving the Catacombs, we followed.

      “Where’s Anna?” I asked, failing to spot her among the crowds.

      “There,” Ben said, pointing toward the crowds nearing the entrance. I spotted her in time to see her head disappear out of the entrance along with Kyle. 

      I rushed ahead with Derek, the twins following closely behind. “Anna!” I shouted. 

      She turned around, beaming as she spotted me. I gushed to see her cradling her sleeping newborn. Kyle’s warmth had returned to his face as had Ariana’s and Jason’s. I bent down to kiss her baby boy’s soft head.

      “He’s beautiful,” I whispered. Anna looked terribly thin for a mother who’d just given birth, although her baby appeared to be a healthy weight. “What happened?” I asked, unsure whether she’d want to start talking about her ordeal now, but unable to keep in the question any longer. 

      She averted her eyes to the ground, then closed them. “Sofia,” she said, reaching for my hand. “I really don’t want to talk about it just yet. It’s such a long story. I promise, I’ll tell you everything later, but I just need to be with my family. I need to recover, and I don’t want to think about that right now.”

      “Of course,” I said, squeezing her hand. I looked at her baby again whom Kyle had now taken in his arms. “What’s his name?” 

      Anna paused a moment, shooting a sideways glance at Kyle, who rolled his eyes even as a small smile crossed his lips. “Kiev,” she muttered, averting her eyes to the grass.

      “What?” Derek blurted out, his voice rising to soprano. 

      I was speechless.  

      “Why would you damn your baby with a name like that?” Derek looked at Kyle this time, as if hoping he would listen to reason even if his wife wouldn’t.

      Anna chuckled and looked up at us, grinning. “You can bet it wasn’t easy for me to convince Kyle either.” She shot Kyle another teasing glance. Then her face became serious, her lip trembling. Her voice dropped to almost a whisper. “But you don’t know what we went through, this baby and I… You don’t know how close the two of us came to death’s door.”

      She paused and shut her eyes tight. I was now dying even more to hear her story. “Let’s just say,” she said, clearing her throat and trying to steady her voice, “that I owe Kiev—and his girlfriend—more than any of my family can repay.”

      My throat had dried out.

      Who is this Kiev Novalic? It was as if he’d had a personality transplant. Maybe he has a twin brother of the same name and this is all some gross misunderstanding.

      “O-okay,” I said, fighting to compose myself. It was obvious that Anna just wanted to return to her home and be with her family now. I wasn’t about to restrain her any longer. 

      I let go of her and stood next to Derek, whose jaw was still on the floor.

      “All of you should come round later tonight,” Anna said. “We’ll talk then. I just need a few hours.”

      “We will, Anna,” I said. “Thank you.”

      She smiled and walked off with her family back toward the humans’ residential area.

      Derek and I both stood rooted to the spot, watching Anna and her family until they’d disappeared beneath the trees.

      “Well,” I said, looking up at Derek and then at the twins, who looked just as surprised as us, “I say we take a few hours’ break too.”

      Derek looked down at me, rubbing his forehead. “I won’t be able to relax until I figure out exactly what that bastard is doing on this island and why everyone seems to trust him. Corrine, Anna… it’s as if he’s cast a spell on everyone—”

      I held a finger to Derek’s lips. “Derek,” I said softly. “It’s been seventeen years. Maybe everyone seems to trust him because he can be trusted now.”

      I knew Derek didn’t want to believe it. He wanted to continue hating Kiev for what he’d done, because Derek had never gotten release. He’d never gotten a chance to mete out vengeance on Kiev for all he’d done. We were both too blinded by our prejudices to see the situation for what it was. 

      Derek scoffed and looked away, worry written on his face as he brushed a hand through his hair. 

      “He and Mona returned Anna to us,” I said. “They saved us from Annora, they helped protect the island during Annora’s attack. What else could he do to prove he’s had a change of heart? Oh, and he didn’t want to fight you when you attacked him in the dungeon. I saw it in his eyes… his eye color is no longer that demon red. Maybe he’s telling the truth that he really is family… and maybe, just maybe he really has changed and wants to make amends now. We don’t know what’s happened to him in seventeen years. People change. You did.”

      Derek still refused to look at me. I reached my arms around his neck and forced him to face me, kissing his jawline. 

      “I’m not saying that he has changed,” I assured my stubborn husband, “I just think that it’s something we should at least consider. Right now it feels like we’re living in denial.”

      Finally he looked reluctantly into my eyes. 

      “I suggest we all have a few hours downtime,” I said. “I’m so exhausted, I can hardly think straight any more.”

      “Sofia,” he said, heaving a sigh. “You can go home and rest, but I can’t just switch off now. Even leaving aside Kiev’s motivations for helping us, our security on this island is hanging in the balance. Corrine and Ibrahim are powerless against Annora. We still don’t know how we’re going to secure this island. She’s not going to stop until she’s broken down our defenses. I need to call an urgent—”

      “Mona is here right now,” I said, hushing him. “And she will be for at least a few days. Corrine said so. She’s given them rooms in the guest houses in the north-east of the island. While Mona is here, the island is protected.”

      Ben let out a yawn behind us. 

      “We’ll both be able to think more clearly and make better decisions once we’ve had some rest.” Not allowing Derek to protest further, I caught his hand and we walked with the twins back toward our penthouse.

      As we walked, Ben began telling us all that had happened since we’d been gone. I was both shocked and horrified as he recounted everything. 

      I couldn’t believe that both of them had ended up disobeying us again so soon after their Hawaii fiasco. Though this time, at least with Ben, there wasn’t much I could chastise him about because if he hadn’t taken his initiative, then Kiev and Mona never would have been able to save us and return Anna. 

      It also dawned on me while talking to my son that perhaps Mona’s entrance into this realm through the gate had caused Annora’s powers to falter temporarily, allowing us to escape the dungeon. From what Ben was telling me, it had happened around the same time as his and Abby’s trip to Mikau Cave. If just Mona’s appearance caused Annora to falter, then Mona must be more powerful than any of us imagined. I voiced my speculation to Derek. He agreed that it was the only explanation we had for the strange occurrence right now.

      Ben asked what had happened to us. I was loath to tell him the details of the torture the witch had put us through, so I omitted that part. I just explained that, other than our failed attempt to rescue Anna through the gate we’d found, we’d been kept prisoners in a dungeon the whole time.

      We reached the penthouse and gathered in the living room. I looked at Rose as we sat on the living room couch. She’d barely uttered a word since we returned. Her face was pale, her eyes distant. 

      “Are you all right, Rose?” I asked, reaching for her hand and squeezing it. 

      She exhaled and nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine.”  

      Whatever she was, she clearly wasn’t fine. But I decided not to press, figuring that perhaps she was just shocked after all that had happened and needed rest just as Derek and I did. 

      Although at the back of my mind I feared that her mood might have something to do with Caleb, I hoped that his behavior had severed any attachment she might have had to him.
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      After we finished talking, we retired to our bedrooms. I lay down on my bed. But I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep. I stared up at the ceiling, recalling everything that had happened during the last few days. 

      Feeling restless, I left my room and went into the kitchen. I poured myself a glass of water and sat down at the table, swirling the water around in the glass, watching as it formed a whirlpool. 

      I tried to distract myself around the apartment for the next few hours and ended up in the music room. I lost myself in a piece that I’d been trying to master before we left for Hawaii. I played key after key, stopping each time I made a mistake and going back to the beginning, as my father had taught me. That way I was always much more cautious about making mistakes. 

      After a couple of hours, just as I felt I’d finally mastered the tune, there was a knock. My mother pushed the door open, smiling at me as she took a seat next to me on the bench. She smelled of bath foam and was wearing fresh clothes.

      “What were you playing?” she asked, reaching for my music sheet.

      “Liszt,” I muttered. 

      “Dad will be pleased.”

      “Yeah,” I said, breathing out.

      A silence fell between us. Her eyes roamed my face as I averted my own to my hands folded on my lap. I thought she was going to ask me if I was feeling all right again, but was grateful that she didn’t. 

      “We’re going to Anna’s now,” she said. “You coming?” 

      I nodded and stood up, following her out of the room. I was glad to have Anna to distract my mind with.  

      Ben accompanied us too. We made our way through the woods until we reached Anna’s homely townhouse in the Vale’s town center.

      A beaming Ariana opened the door to us. We walked through the hallway and entered the dining area. Anna was nursing her baby on the sofa while Kyle sat opposite her with Jason. 

      It warmed my heart beyond measure to see Kyle smiling again. I remembered how deathly pale and how much older he had looked. Anna had breathed life back into him.

      Kyle stood up and gestured us to take a seat on the long sofa. We acquiesced. 

      “How are you feeling?” my mother asked Anna. 

      “Much better,” Anna said. “The baby and I just woke from a nap.” My parents looked at her expectantly. Anna cleared her throat and looked at Kyle. 

      Kyle took the cue and said, “Ariana, Jason, let’s go down to the beach.” 

      Ariana looked at me. “I’d rather stay here with Rose,” she said. 

      Kyle let out a sigh. “No, Ariana. Come on.”

      She scowled and looked at me apologetically. “I guess I’ll have to catch you some other time, Rose,” she said and followed her father out of the room with Jason.

      Once the door had clicked shut, Anna cleared her throat again, adjusting the baby on her lap as she got into a more comfortable position, folding her legs on the sofa beneath her.

      “I guess I’ll start at the beginning,” she said. She closed her eyes for a few moments as if steeling herself. 

      “Take your time, Anna,” my mother said.

      “Yeah,” Anna said, taking a deep breath. “It’s fine. So, the day I was taken… I was resting here on the sofa. The back garden door was open to let in the breeze. I must have drifted off and when I woke, I found myself face to face with a vampire. I screamed. He placed a hand over my mouth and extended his claws, threatening to slit my throat if I didn’t do exactly as he said.” She paused, shifting in her seat. “How he found me so quickly, I don’t know. I guess, as you say, vampires find immune blood much more easily detectable than regular human blood.”

      “So he just snatched you from here?”

      She nodded. “He drew out a needle and injected it into my neck. I lost consciousness soon after that. I guess he must have transported me to a submarine… or perhaps a witch helped him manifest back to the island. Anyway, I found myself walking up in a cold dungeon with a few other humans around me. I had no idea where I was, and I never saw that red-haired vampire again—”

      “Red-haired vampire?” I blurted out, staring at her. 

      Anna paused, her lips parted as she looked at me, frowning. “Yes, red-haired.” 

      “Continue, Anna,” my father urged.

      Anna continued to recount her tale and although I was curious about it, I found myself unable to concentrate. Her voice was drowned out by a whirlwind of thoughts that started to flood my mind. 

      So Caleb didn’t actually steal Anna himself. It was Stellan who had been in the back of the submarine. 

      I also recalled how Caleb hadn’t even wanted to step onto the island. He’d just wanted me to climb out through the hatch. I had been the one to insist that he stay. Perhaps he had been afraid that Stellan might come to while he was gone.

      But even if—as Anna seemed to be confirming—Stellan did all this, what did it actually mean? 

      Did Caleb intend Stellan to wake up from his coma? Was Caleb just here on the island as a distraction so that Stellan could wake and do his thing? Was his fight with Stellan all a big ruse? Maybe he didn’t even snap Stellan’s neck and just made it look like he did… But I’d heard the crack of bone. That was hard to fake. 

      I sat back in the sofa, my hands over my lap as I stared blankly at Anna. Her lips were moving but I still wasn’t absorbing a word. 

      Even though I was supposed to be forgetting him, the whole time I was sitting there opposite Anna, that brown-eyed vampire was the only thing on my mind.
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      After our visit to Anna’s house, our parents went directly to the Great Dome to call a meeting with their closest advisors. They were to discuss Kiev, and what to do about protecting the island long-term from Annora.   

      Ben and I walked alone in the woods back toward our penthouse. We didn’t say much to each other as we went up the elevator. We both retreated to our rooms. I looked around my room for my mobile phone. Then I went directly to my parents’ chambers and took their phone too. Stuffing both into my coat pocket, I left the apartment again and hurried down to the forest ground. 

      Anna’s revelation had told me to hold onto what I believed deep down to be true: that there was more to Caleb’s story than anyone realized. 

      I felt too restless to stay in the penthouse now. Hell, even walking around the island wasn’t enough to soothe the storm that was now raging within me. I knew that only one thing would solve my unease once and for all.

      There was only one person on this island who could help me this time. And it wasn’t Corrine.

      It had begun to pour with rain. Mud splashed and soaked my ankles as I ran through the forest, the hem of my dress soaking up the wet soil. Brushing aside the damp hair from my face, my eyes fixed ahead, I blazed forward. 

      I rushed toward the guest houses north-east of the island where I’d overheard our guests were staying. By the time I’d arrived, the entire bottom of my dress was soaked, my hair dripping. 

      I looked around at a row of townhouses that had been built along the beach especially for when we had extra visitors. There were about twenty houses, all built in a row. 

      Which one do I knock on first?

      I figured that the first door to my right would be as good as any, so I knocked. A tall vampire came to the door. He had stubble on his face, and kind brown eyes. Matteo Borgia. “Rose Novak?” 

      I nodded and shook his hand. “I’m sorry to trouble you,” I said. “But could you tell me where Kiev is staying?” 

      Matteo poked his head out of the door and looked to his right along the row of houses. “Just two doors down,” he said, indicating the correct house.

      “Thanks,” I said, and backed out of the gate. 

      He looked at me curiously before he finally shut the door.

      I stopped in front of Kiev’s door, breathing deeply, trying to steady my nerves. I knocked, my throat feeling parched. 

      Footsteps approached and then the door opened slowly. 

      And there I was, standing in front of the dark legend that was Kiev Novalic. It was the first time I’d been in his presence all alone. 

      “Kiev,” I said, feeling uneasy as he looked down at me. I held out my hand, hoping it would break the ice. It only made things even more awkward when he didn’t take it. I lowered my hand and cleared my throat. “May I come inside?” 

      He frowned, then stepped back wordlessly and swung the door open for me to enter. 

      The inside was much like Anna’s house—and all the other humans’ townhouses. I walked through to the living room, still feeling his gaze on me. I walked to the edge of the room, leaving as much space between the two of us as possible, and looked at him. 

      Now that I was alone with him in this small room, the insanity of what I was doing rolled over me in waves. But I didn’t budge an inch. I knew I had to do this if I ever wanted to get my peace back. 

      I had to close what had been opened. 

      I couldn’t go on living in limbo like this, with so many doubts floating around in my head about the young man I feared still held pieces of my heart and mind. 

      “What do you want?” Kiev’s tone was harsh, piercing through the silence like the crack of a whip. 

      Running my hands along the back of an armchair, I leaned against it for support. 

      “I need the help of your, uh, girlfriend.”

      He raised an eyebrow. 

      “It won’t take more than a few hours,” I said quickly. “But I need her to help me retrieve… something from one of Annora’s islands.”

      He crossed the room, closing the distance between us like a panther. 

      “You have guts,” he said. “Like your mother.” He paused, his eyes drilling into me. “But why would I ask Mona to help you with this?” 

      I held his gaze, refusing to flinch. “You want to make amends with my parents,” I said.

      His jaw twitched. “What is it you want to retrieve? Something of your parents?” 

      “Uh, well, it’s not actually a thing. It’s a… a vampire. I just need to speak to him for a short while.” 

      “People on that island are your parents’ enemies. If it really was my intention to make amends with your… parents—as you assume—this would be the opposite way to achieve it.”

      He had me there. I’d talked myself into a corner. 

      I bit my lower lip and there was an awkward silence. “Well,” I muttered. “You could do it to make amends with me. You stole my twin, you know.”

      He folded his arms across his chest as he continued staring at me. I thought he was going to ask me to leave, but instead, I could have sworn that his expression softened a little. 

      “Mona,” he called out. “You have a visitor.”

      Floorboards creaked overhead and Mona appeared in the room a minute later. She wore a dressing gown, her blonde hair bunched up above her head in a messy bun.

      I wondered if Kiev would have given in to this request had it come from my brother. Somehow, I doubted it. It was no secret that he’d had a crush on my mother—perhaps he still did—and I reminded him of her. While all Ben did was remind Kiev of my father. 

      Kiev looked me over once more before stalking out of the room. Mona sat down on the sofa opposite me. 

      “Rose Novak… Yes?” 

      “Yes.”

      “Well? What do you want?” she asked. 

      “I would like to ask a favor of you,” I began. “I need you to fetch someone for me. A vampire. Caleb Achilles is his name. He’s the leader of the same island you rescued my parents from. I need to talk to him.”

      “He’s an enemy of this island. Why would you want to meet him?”

      “Mona, it’s… complicated. I just ask this small favor of you. I only need to talk to him for a few minutes.”

      She frowned at me. “But if I stole him away from the island, where would you meet him? Here, in The Shade?”

      “Oh, no,” I said quickly, shaking my head. “There’s no way I could bring him here. There’s a rock formation a few miles out to sea, outside the boundary of our spell. You could find him and then drop him off there. Then come for me.” I described to her exactly where Caleb’s quarters were located in the castle to the best of my memory. “I also ask that neither of you mention this to my parents.”

      “But is he safe?” she asked, eyeing me. “You want to be alone with him on the rocks?” 

      I paused, considering her question. 

      “You don’t need to be there,” I said, with conviction I didn’t understand. “I have two of the phones that Corrine has programmed to be able to communicate with The Shade.” I reached into my pocket and handed her one. 

      She stared at the phone as if it was some kind of alien object. “I’m sorry,” she said, running a finger over the screen. “I’m not used to all this human technology yet. This is the first time I’ve entered the human realm.”

      “Well, it’s really not difficult.” I showed her how to select my number in case she needed to call me, and made her practice answering a phone call from me. It didn’t take more than a few minutes for her to feel comfortable using it. 

      “So I’ll phone you when I need you to come for me,” I said.

      “All right,” she replied. “But we’d better be finished before the meeting I have with Corrine later. I’m due to meet her in a couple of hours.”

      I nodded. “We’ll definitely be done.”

      “Let’s do this now then,” she muttered.

      Still wearing her dressing gown, she stood up and vanished. 

      The thought of being perhaps minutes away from seeing Caleb again released a swarm of butterflies in my stomach. I kept looking at the clock. My palms felt sweaty as I listened to it ticking.

      Almost ten minutes later, Mona reappeared. Her hair looked more disheveled than when she’d left, but otherwise she looked unscathed. Furrowing her brows, she looked at me and nodded. “He’s waiting.”  

      “Okay,” I croaked. 

      I stood up. The floor felt like it moved beneath my feet as I approached her. I reached out and gripped her shoulder. As soon as our bodies touched, we vanished together.  

      My heart raced, not from the wind howling around me or my body being flung miles through the air at the speed of light, but the prospect of Caleb standing there once I reached the other side.
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      When I opened my eyes, I was standing on top of a sharp rock. This bare island was perhaps only a few thousand square feet. The moon and stars were the only source of light. A dark figure stood near the edge, his back facing me. 

      Mona was gone. I reached into my pocket and squeezed my phone.

      As I made my way toward him, he whirled around. His eyes widened in shock. “Rose?” His voice was hoarse. 

      Cautiously, I closed the distance between us until I was standing just a few feet away from him. Now I could see him better. 

      My eyes fell on his bare torso. The only clothes he had on were pants. I wondered what Caleb had been doing when Mona had stolen him away. 

      I was having trouble speaking. My throat felt painful. 

      “What are you doing here?” He still seemed too shocked to see me to suspect I could be behind it.

      “I asked the witch to bring you here,” I said, steeling myself for his response.

      But he barely reacted. He just stood staring at me in confusion. 

      “You lied to me about stealing Anna. Why?”

      He leapt the remaining distance between us and gripped my shoulders. “Tell the witch to take me back, now,” he growled.

      Not until I find closure.

      He gripped my jaw, his other hand reaching for the back of my neck. “You’re in no position to be making demands of me, girl,” he said. 

      He was so close, I felt his cool breath against my skin. I reached for his hands and pulled against them. “Oh, I think I am,” I said softly. “You’re stuck on this island until I call for the witch.”

      He breathed out sharply and released me. He turned his back on me and ran to the edge of the water. “What does it even matter?” he snapped. 

      Now it was my turn to snap. “As much as this may have all been a game to you, it wasn’t for me.” My cheeks burned with embarrassment for having admitted this in front of him. 

      He paced up and down, staring out at the ocean. 

      “Stellan stole Anna,” I continued. “So why did you say that you stole her? Caleb, please. I promise I won’t keep you long if you’ll just tell me the truth.”

      “Yes, Stellan stole her,” he said. “But as far as the world is concerned, I did. I wouldn’t be here now if I’d said that it wasn’t my idea all along.” 

      “So you didn’t come to our island intending to steal Anna?” 

      “Of course not.” He scowled. “You saw me snap Stellan’s neck. And I never would have set foot on the island had it not been for your stubbornness.” He paused and heaved a sigh. He stopped pacing and turned his back on me again. “I never should have kissed you,” he muttered.

      Holding my breath, I walked up behind him cautiously until I was standing next to him at the edge of the rock. The sea roared all around us, its rough waves spraying our skin. 

      I swallowed hard. 

      I’d thought I’d find relief and closure in knowing for sure what had happened. That it would help me move on and stop thinking about him like a loser. But now my stomach just felt even more knotted, knowing that he was innocent. Knowing that all along he had indeed been protecting me. 

      Before all this had happened, I’d harbored some hope in the back of my mind that maybe one day—if he managed to escape Annora—he’d come to stay with us in The Shade. Now, that could never be the case.

      Even if Mona was able to cut his bonds to Annora, even I wasn’t naive enough to think that I could persuade my father that he was innocent. Not after all my father had witnessed with his own eyes. He wouldn’t believe me before, and he certainly wouldn’t now. Caleb had already sealed his own fate in the eyes of my parents and the rest of The Shade. 

      “I repeat my question,” he said, breaking through the silence. “What difference does it make?” 

      I stared down at the dark waters licking the edge of the rocks. I opened my mouth to speak but no words came out.

      He was right, of course. But my actions, it seemed, weren’t based on what made sense anymore. Rather, they were based on the restlessness eating me away inside. I’d left my brain in The Shade. I knew that already.  

      “You’re right,” I murmured, “It doesn’t make a difference. I just suppose, even if the whole world believes your lie, at least I know…” My voice trailed off. 

      A gust of wind showered us with spray. I looked out once again at the churning black monster surrounding us. We seemed so insignificant on this tiny cluster of rocks. The vastness could swallow us up, and very little would change in the world.  

      My eyes fixed on two clumps of sea flora, colliding with each other in the waves before being torn apart just as suddenly.   

      “I want to return,” Caleb said. 

      “Of course,” I whispered. 

      I stood up and reached into my pocket for the phone. My hand trembling, I flipped it open and dialed Mona’s number.  

      The witch picked up after a few rings. 

      “We’re done,” I said. 

      Even now, Caleb avoided eye contact. 

      I wanted to reach out to him. I wanted him to hold me in his arms just one last time. Feel his hand in my hair, his palm touching the side of my face. I wanted to kiss his cold cheek. But I held myself back. I knew that it would just make things more painful in the long term, just as his kiss had. 

      Caleb was right. We never should have shared that kiss. 

      Mona appeared on a rock a few feet away from us. 

      I looked at her, biting back the pain. 

      “Please take Caleb back first,” I said, fighting to keep my voice steady. “I’ll wait here for you.”

      Mona walked briskly over to Caleb and placed a hand on his shoulder. 

      It killed me that even during those final seconds, he was still looking anywhere but at me. 

      And then he was gone.
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      That’s it. 

      I dare a tsunami to try and stop me asking that woman out on a date today.  

      My muscles were still begging for rest after the ordeal I’d been through, but I washed and changed into clean clothes. I hurried out of my penthouse and began scouring the island for Adelle. 

      When I was trapped in that dungeon, I’d sworn this would be the first thing I did when I got out. The experience had made me realize that even as a vampire, one could never take life for granted. On more than one occasion I’d believed that we would all perish in that castle at the hands of Annora.

      Even though the safety of our island hung in the balance now that Annora knew its location, I sensed that if I didn’t ask Adelle now, I might regret it for the rest of my life. 

      It was time to realize that there never would be a perfect moment. It would only continue to elude me each time I decided to wait for it. 

      My first stop was the school. I scanned the classrooms and offices. But the whole place was empty except for two caretakers cleaning up in the dining hall. 

      I searched every corner of the Vale, asking people for her whereabouts as I went along, but nobody seemed to know. I checked the witch’s residence— a large cabin built into the side of the one of The Shade’s mountains—and then visited the Sanctuary. Neither Corrine nor Ibrahim had seen her. 

      By this time, I was beginning to worry. I wondered if something could have happened during my absence.

      But continuing to go round in circles on the island was useless. I admitted defeat for the time being and decided to check back later. I walked back through the woods toward my apartment. 

      And that was when I heard it. 

      Adelle’s laughter. It was unmistakeable to my ears. Rich, musical, it called to me like a siren. 

      I followed the sound of her voice through the bushes for about half a mile until I reached the border of the lake… the same lake where I’d first tried to ask her out on a date. My eyes travelled further toward the direction of her voice and settled on the boathouse. The same boathouse we’d stood in together. 

      I saw her auburn hair through the window. 

      Then I heard a second laugh. A male laugh. 

      My heart skipped a beat. I ducked behind a bush and approached more cautiously, trying not to make a sound as I neared the open entrance of the boat house.

      I saw her, dazzling as always in a short summer dress, her long hair streaming down her shoulders.  

      She sat against the wall of the boathouse. In the arms of Eli Lazaroff. 

      Disappointment gripped my chest, jealousy squeezing my heart. 

      Well, a tsunami wasn’t required. Just the island’s resident bachelor.
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      Ashley and I sat in deck chairs beneath the shade of a wide umbrella. We were on the one stretch of beach on the island where the sun was allowed to shine. The beach was always crowded with the younger generation of humans at the weekend. Ashley was reading a book, while I was pretending to mark some of the juniors’ homework. 

      My seat was directly in line with the sea where Ben was taking a swim. I kept looking up whenever he stood up, beads of water dripping from his dark hair onto his chiseled torso. 

      I hadn’t spoken to him much since we’d returned to the island. Not that I’d really expected to. So much had been going on, we’d barely had a chance to catch a breath. 

      I hoped that our excursion to the cave had helped bridge the gap a little between Ben and I. Although we’d both grown up together, he felt like a stranger. Truth be told, I felt the same about many others on the island. 

      I’d grown used to living my life in the shadow of my family’s death. It was hard to look anyone in the eye without them feeling pity for me. Even Sofia. She still got teary sometimes when she talked to me. Perhaps it was my fault for looking so much like my brother. Like Sofia, most people on the island tried to be sensitive about it, but I always detected sympathy in their eyes.

      I’d grown so sick and tired of people treating me like I was fragile. They didn’t know that this damaged me more than if they’d just behaved normally. This made it take longer to heal. 

      Eventually, I’d gotten fed up with it. I’d just retreated into my work. That was why, although I’d lived most of my life on the island, many of my peers felt like strangers. I’d distracted myself with study, and then once I was qualified under the tuition of the witches, I’d begun teaching others. 

      People assumed my retreating into myself meant that I was even more broken and sensitive than they had previously imagined. It was easier to just avoid people and let them think what they wanted. I spent time with children because they were too young to pity me. Most of the younger generation didn’t know about my past. 

      Then when tragedy had struck again on the island, with Anna disappearing, we’d all been touched by the mayhem. I’d been forced out of my shell as we all had to do what was needed. 

      And when I’d ended up teaming up with Ben… I’d realized that I’d been attracted to him for a while now. I’d just not admitted it to myself. 

      My mind drifted back to the hours we’d spent alone in the submarine. 

      After I’d told him how I felt about my past, he’d treated me like any other person his age. It wasn’t something that other people found easy. Nobody was blatant about my misfortune any more, but it was these subtle undercurrents of behavior—their softened tone, the way they looked into my eyes as I talked, the way they looked for excuses to brush my shoulder—that I’d become hypersensitive to. 

      But Ben hadn’t displayed any of these. He’d passed my test. I felt like I could let go with him, and I said things I wouldn’t normally say. I felt… free with him. 

      Looking at him swimming around in the sea now, I was embarrassed to feel butterflies swell in my stomach. 

      It would have been a lie to say that I wasn’t attracted to Ben Novak. There wasn’t a girl on the island who wasn’t. He was undeniably the best-looking guy of the younger generation on the island. But he was also smart, brave and kind. And despite his age, he was an old-fashioned gentleman that any girl couldn’t help but swoon over.  

      I knew there were too many other girls on the island swooning for his attention for me to have a chance. I was just boring school-teacher Abigail. At least, that was the persona I’d put out into the world. 

      People didn’t know that, inside, I was bursting with life. 

      I wanted to run through the meadows at midnight. Climb the highest tree. Go for a swim during a storm. I wanted someone to laugh with. More than anything, I wanted someone to treat me as their equal, and not like I was a china doll.   

      Throughout the years, Shadow had been the closest I had to this. I’d grown up with him and he never pitied me. When I wanted to unleash some energy, I’d take him for a long walk on the beach. I’d howl into the wind along with him, and play with him in the waves.  

      He probably still was the vampire on the island I felt closest to, despite him being a slobbering dog. At least, up until those hours I’d spent alone with Ben in the submarine… 

      A group of four girls in bikinis made their way toward Ben in the water. 

      I sighed, smiling bitterly and averting my eyes back to my papers. 

      “You all right, Abby?” Ashley asked, looking up from her book. 

      “Yeah,” I muttered. “I’m fine.”

      I buried my head back in homework for the next hour and didn’t look up again until footsteps approached. 

      My heart raced as I looked up to see Ben approaching. He wore swim shorts and now a damp cotton shirt that clung to his abs. He looked down at me and smiled. I put down my pen and papers down and sat up straighter, returning his smile.  

      “Hi, Abby.”

      “Hi, Ben.”

      He reached his hands into his shorts pocket, then looked down at his feet as he kicked the sand. “Do… do you want to go for a walk with me?” 

      “Oh. Yeah. Sure.”

      His gorgeous green eyes left me breathless. He reached out his hand and I gripped it. He pulled me up. I brushed down my beach dress, knocking away the sand. 

      “See you later, Abby,” Ashley said, giving me a wink. 

      I rolled my eyes at her. 

      As I left the beach alone with Ben, I caught sight of a group of girls scowling at me. I grinned to myself. 

      I wasn’t sure why Ben had asked me to walk with him. But something told me that this was going to beat my usual afternoon walk with Shadow.
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      After Derek and I had finished discussing the situation with Vivienne, Xavier and our closest companions, we called our new guests in to join us. 

      Goosebumps ran along my skin as Kiev entered the room. He took a seat at the opposite end of the table from me. Mona sat next to him. 

      I looked down at my hands. I still found it hard to hold his gaze. 

      Perhaps sensing my discomfort, Derek reached beneath the table and squeezed my thigh. Kiev’s two siblings, plus Matteo Borgia and Saira the werewolf, also entered the room and sat next to Kiev and Mona. It being daytime, Saira was in her human form—a short plump woman with grey eyes and bushy brown hair. These were apparently the leaders of their strange tribe. 

      Once they were seated, Derek stood up. I could see he too was on edge in Kiev’s presence. His body felt more tense next to me. 

      I still couldn’t believe we were trying to make an ally out of Kiev. It was chilling to realize how much we now needed them on the island. We’d already talked during our private meeting as to what other solution there could be, but the simple fact couldn’t be avoided: with Annora targeting us, we couldn’t survive without Mona. 

      Kiev. The man I once hoped to only see in nightmares… now a man I can’t live without.  

      Kiev drummed his fingers over the table as we all waited for Derek to begin. 

      I placed my hand over Derek’s as it rested on the table. He cleared his throat. I could see how torturous this was for him. But desperate times called for desperate measures. Failure to keep them on this island would mean the destruction of all of us. It was time to put aside our pride and prejudices and just do what was best for our people — which was our responsibility as king and queen of The Shade. 

      “I’ll cut to the chase,” Derek said, glowering at them. “You know we need Mona here on this island. We won’t survive without her… so we are all willing to come to certain compromises to make you stay here with us.”

      The party at the end of the table exchanged glances, but neither responded yet. 

      “What is it that you are seeking?” Vivienne asked. “You claim that you found an open gate in the werewolf realm and entered the human realm, all to return Anna. So, what were you planning to do after that?”

      It was Matteo who responded first, his liquid Italian accent filling the room. I was relieved that Matteo had taken it upon himself to bridge the gap between Kiev and Derek. Like Natalie, Matteo seemed to have diplomacy in his blood. 

      “Derek,” he said. “Let me also cut to the chase on behalf of all of us. The Shade is a legend among all creatures who inhabit the dark. Vampires not just in this realm, but even the supernatural realm speak of it as a legend. It’s described as some kind of heaven.” He paused, looking at his four companions. “Our original plan was to return Anna, perhaps stay a few days and then return to the supernatural realm to begin our search for a fixed residence. But I think I can speak for all of us when I say that we would be honored to make The Shade our home.”

      I already felt that Matteo and Derek were going to get on well. After all, his sister had been good friends with Derek too. 

      Matteo looked at the others. Helina, Erik and Saira nodded. All eyes fell on Kiev and Mona. Mona had reached for Kiev’s arm as she looked to him for a reaction. She at least didn’t seem to object, but Kiev looked anything but honored. He kept a poker face as he looked steadily at Derek. 

      “Kiev?” Mona pressed. 

      His jaw twitched. He turned to look at her and his companions. Finally he gave a curt nod. “Yes,” he said slowly, his eyes falling on me again. “I believe I could make The Shade my home.”

      I breathed out. 

      Now that they’d agreed in theory, it was time to nail down the details. First and foremost on my mind was how the werewolves and vampires fed. Especially the werewolves—creatures we were all quite inexperienced with. We couldn’t risk letting them out at night unless it was safe. 

      “We can section off a portion of the island for you,” I said, steeling myself for the bomb I was about to drop. “We’re willing to come to many compromises in order to make sure that you’re comfortable, but there are some things that we won’t put up with. One of those is feeding on human blood. Now, I don’t know what you wolves and vampires are used to feeding on, but no humans are harmed on this island.”

      Surprisingly, they didn’t appear to be that fazed by this.

      “Animal blood,” Matteo muttered. “Our vampires and wolves are used to living on this. Humans are a rare commodity in the realm of supernaturals, you see.”

      I breathed out again in relief. “So your werewolves, are they safe around humans?” 

      Saira chuckled and looked fondly at Mona. “This witch wasn’t always as powerful as she is now. She used to be not much different than a regular human and she lived among us for years. So yes… we’re house-trained.”

      This was turning out to be easier than either Derek or I had been expecting. 

      “What about that ogre of yours?” Vivienne asked. “He’s now lurking in one of the caves by the beach.”

      “Oh, Brett.” Saira smirked. “He’s the least harmful of all of us. He was even kicked out by his own kind because he was too soft. He’s the last person you need to worry about. He’s also the easiest to feed. He’ll eat anything you put in front of him… as long as it’s not green vegetables.”

      “Yes,” Matteo said. “He’s a gentle soul, old Brett. A decent cook, too. And if you ever need any woodwork done, he’s your man.”

      We all fell silent as we stared at each other. 

      What we’d just come to an agreement about still felt so surreal, I found it a struggle to pay attention as more details were discussed. But I managed to pay attention to accommodation. Although Saira had claimed that they were all house-trained, I wanted them as far away from the human population as possible. It was decided that Kiev and his people would inhabit the forest in the far north-east of the island. That was the least densely populated area. Witches would build more penthouses in the trees for them. And since Brett’s accommodation of choice was a cave, there was no problem there. There were plenty scattered along our beaches. 

      Once we’d finished discussing details, we all stood up around the table. My eyes travelled from the Novalics at the opposite end of the table, to the Novaks next to me. 

      So that’s what this is… A bond of blood.
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      After the meeting was over, I followed Derek as he made his way over to the other side of the table to talk more with Matteo. Mona stood next to us, in conversation with Saira. I cast my eyes around for Kiev and spotted him making his way toward the exit. 

      Leaving Derek’s side, I held my breath and walked up to Kiev. I reached out and touched his arm. He stopped short and turned round, his eyebrows raising slightly as his eyes settled on me. 

      Wordlessly, I walked with him out of the Great Dome and into the clearing outside. We stopped by a cluster of trees. 

      His breathing became heavy as I stood next to him. I was thankful for the cool evening breeze drifting through our hair, making the silence feel a little less congested. 

      “What the hell happened to you, Kiev?” I blurted out.

      He smirked, brushing his rough jaw with his thumb. “How much time do you have?”

      

      We ended up walking down to the Port together, away from everybody, so that our conversation wouldn’t be interrupted. We sat on the edge of the jetty. He was tall enough for his feet to graze the water.   

      I stared out at the dark ocean as he recounted everything that had happened to him since he’d been gone. 

      We must have been sitting alone for hours. And by the end, I was speechless. At least now I could finally justify how he could have changed. 

      “I still don’t understand how you knew to look in the werewolf realm for the gate,” I said.  

      “We have a map,” he replied. 

       “A map?” 

      “Mona managed to get hold of it. It lists gates that were created between this human realm and the world of the supernaturals. Gates that were originally opened by the Ancients. Of course, we’ve no way of knowing if it’s a conclusive list.”

      I breathed out. This meant that the Ageless had lied when she’d said she’d closed the only gates. Even if they were hidden and little-known about, some gates had been left open. 

      “I want to see this map. Derek will too. We need to know where all these entrances are.” I paused, my mind whirring at this revelation. 

      I thought about the way he’d described the black witches. Stronger than those of The Sanctuary and abiding by completely different rules. Trying to regain the sinister powers their Ancients once had and the modern witches of The Sanctuary had lost due to complacency. 

      I shivered at the few things he’d told me about them. They were ruthless and would stop at nothing for their cause even if it meant sacrificing their own lives. 

      I began to worry what would happen if more black witches came down into this realm to assist Annora. I wondered if Mona was powerful enough to resist them all. 

      We had to hope that she was. Or that The Shade wasn’t valuable enough to them to go to this trouble—but somehow I doubted that. Humans were valuable to them and they seemed to be in constant need of them. With us having such a huge stock of them, it would be too tempting. 

      As I voiced my concerns to Kiev, he looked down at me seriously. He ran a hand through his hair, which had grown out of the short cropped hairstyle I’d grown used to him having. 

      “I don’t know,” he said. “And I don’t think Mona knows either. These powers are still new to her, remember.”

      I nodded, though his words hardly soothed my unease. 

      We both drifted off into our own thoughts. 

      We just have to do the best we can. And hope that Mona’s powers combined with the witches we already have will be enough to keep us safe. 

      Whatever the case was, we weren’t as alone as before.

      I’d never thought the day would come when I’d draw comfort from Kiev Novalic. But now, as I sat next to him, his striking green eyes gazing at me, I did.  

      The Novaks and Novalics… We were stronger combined. Strong enough? Only time would tell. 

      Either way, as insane as it still seemed, we were all in this together now.

      One force. One family.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 40: Derek

        

      

    
    
      I made a beeline for Matteo as soon as the meeting was over. Standing a few feet away from him, I was filled with melancholy. I saw so much of his sister in his warm brown eyes. 

      Casting my mind back to the centuries I’d known Natalie Borgia, I couldn’t remember her mentioning that she’d had a brother. I’d certainly never met him. 

      I shook hands with him. He seemed to be eyeing me just as closely as I was him. 

      “This place,” he said, gesturing around the room, “I still haven’t gotten over how surreal it is to be here.”

      There was one question burning at the forefront of my mind. I hesitated, worried how he’d take it. He seemed to be the calm, level-headed type. 

       “Do you know about your sister’s death?” 

      His smile faded. He looked down at the floor, wetting his lower lip. 

      “Yes. I know.”

      I led him toward the Dome’s exit, away from Mona and Kiev’s siblings. “Then I assume you know how she died?” I asked beneath my breath as we entered the clearing outside. 

      He looked up at me resolutely, placing a hand on my shoulder. 

      “I know how Natalie died.”

      I wondered if he really did.

      “It’s just—”

      “You’re wondering how I could have possibly forgiven Kiev.”

      “Yes.”

      He turned away from me and gazed out at the ocean in the distance. 

      “It hasn’t been easy,” he said, his eyes glazing over. “God knows, it hasn’t...”

      “How could you even start to forgive him?”   

      Matteo rubbed a palm over his face, heaving a sigh. “Because, Derek, I saw myself in him. I too was once a child of the Elders. No matter how much I tried to hate him, I saw that he wasn’t a true creature of the darkness. Like many of us were, he was trapped in a life fashioned by the Elders.”

      Natalie’s brother, a child of the Elders? I wondered how on earth that ever came to be. Although I was filled with curiosity to learn about his history, I was still too confused by how Matteo could have pardoned Kiev. I hadn’t detected any malice from him toward Kiev as they’d both sat opposite me during the meeting. 

      “So, you… you’ve completely forgiven him?”

      “Ah.” He held up a hand. “Forgiveness is a strong word. I’m not sure that I will ever be able to forgive him.” His eyes darkened as he shot a glance at me. “I believe that acceptance is a better way of describing where I am right now. Although he has given me no shortage of reasons to doubt him, I’ve come to accept that he is capable of remorse. That he mourns for Natalie as I do. That he’s trying to clean up his life.” 

      He looked conflicted as he spoke, as though a part of him was still fighting against accepting this.   

      “What is your opinion on Erik and Helina?” I asked. “Are they like him?” 

      A deep scowl lined his face. “Oh, my crew and I have ample reason to despise them too… But, as with Kiev, it’s hard to continue abhorring people when you see that they too have been lost, and are trying to find their way again.”  

      “Well, you’re a better man than I,” I said darkly. Even entertaining the idea that Kiev could be innocent was painful to me. I still felt the urge to punish him the way I’d never gotten a chance to. Even after he’d saved us from the dungeon and returned Anna, I still found my hands twitching to rip out his heart whenever he was in my presence. My bias against him was so deep-seated, the physical agitation he brought out in me was involuntary. 

      Matteo let out a dry laugh. “I doubt that. You just need to look harder… Beneath the monster, maybe you’ll see a man.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 41: Kiev

        

      

    
    
      I had trouble sleeping that night, the events of the past few days replaying in my mind. 

      I’d imagined more than once what it would be like to meet Sofia again. She had plagued my mind much of the time I’d been away. I’d thought mostly of the things I should have done differently when she was pregnant and in my care.

      I looked down at Mona’s peaceful face and listened to her gentle breathing. Her smooth skin melded with mine as she lay in my arms. Stroking her forehead, I kissed her lips.

      She stirred, a smile spreading across her face. She let out a soft moan and nestled closer against me. 

      Mona. Darling, how the tables have turned. 

      I remembered a time when she was as weak as a human. And now, everyone was fighting to take shelter in her strength. My chest swelled with pride at how far she’d come.   

      I ran my hands along her bare back, burying my face in her hair, breathing in her scent.

      I couldn’t pretend that I wasn’t still attracted to Sofia. Hell, that redhead still drew me in like a moth to a flame even after all this time. I was sure that even Mona had sensed that. 

      But Sofia was my past, while Mona was my future.

      I didn’t envy Derek Novak the way I used to, for having Sofia when I couldn’t. Because I would have ruined her. Even her light wouldn’t have been strong enough to keep me from extinguishing it. I feared I almost had when she’d been in my care in The Blood Keep. 

      Mona… she was my anchor. Keeping me rooted during even the fiercest of storms. I still hadn’t known her long, but she fulfilled me in ways that no other woman could. And because of her own past, I could return her love without fear of breaking her.

      Everyone on this island seemed to be talking about my so-called transformation. I’d overheard some call it a miracle. But the fact was, Mona was the only miracle that had ever happened to me.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 42: Sofia

        

      

    
    
      By the time I’d left the Port, the Great Dome was completely empty. I returned to our penthouse. Rose and Ben had already retired to their rooms. I made my way to Derek’s and my bedroom. 

      The shower was running in the bathroom as I entered. I took off my cloak and rummaged around in one of the drawers for a fresh nightgown. The door to the bathroom clicked open. Derek stood in the doorway, a towel wrapped low around his waist as he leaned his arm against the door frame, water dripping from his gorgeous dark hair onto his broad shoulders. 

      The sight of him standing there all wet made me ache for him. It had been too long since Derek and I had taken time for ourselves.

      “Where did you disappear to?” he asked, removing the towel from his waist and drying his hair. “I was searching for you.” 

      “I was with Kiev.”

      He stopped drying his hair and looked at me. “And?” 

      “He told me his story.” I walked up to Derek and wrapped my arms around his bare waist. “I think it’s possible that he has changed, darling. I believe this now more than ever.”

      Derek grunted and resumed drying his hair. He walked back into the bathroom, wrapping a robe around himself. 

      “What was his story?” 

      I breathed out. 

      I’d already spent the whole evening with Kiev. I really wasn’t in the mood to stay up for hours talking more about him. Now, I just wanted Derek.

      “I’ll tell you tomorrow,” I said, sliding my hands beneath Derek’s robe. “He’s been all we’ve been worrying about all day. I’ve had enough of green. I want myself some blue-eyed Novak now.”

      Derek smiled down at me, a boyish grin splitting his face. “You like your Novak men.”

      “Man,” I corrected him. Reaching up to grip his chin, I pulled his head down toward me so that I could look directly into his stunning blue eyes. Gazing into them still made my heart race like the day I’d first met him.

      Not bothering to change out of his bathrobe, he scooped me up in his arms and carried me out of the penthouse. I wrapped my arms tighter around his neck as we whipped through the forest. A few minutes later, we were at the lighthouse. Our sacred space. He barged in through the main door and, rushing up the stairs, entered the room at the top. He walked around the room closing the curtains while I lit some candles. 

      We met in the center of the room. He drew me close as I slipped my hands beneath his robe. I ran them upward, feeling his smooth muscles beneath my palms.  

      “You know I never need a change from blue,” I whispered. 

      We ripped off each other’s clothes and Derek pulled me on top of him on the bed. He groaned as my fangs scraped his earlobe. Reaching for my face, he brushed my cheeks with his thumbs.

      “I’m yours, Novak,” I breathed, leaning down and caressing his rough jaw with my lips. “And don’t you ever forget it.”

      He flipped me beneath him on the mattress, gripping my wrists in his hands and stretching out my arms.

      “Is that so?” He paused, his mouth moving up from my chest and resting on my throat. “I remember a time when you would chastise me whenever I claimed to own you.”

      I grinned. I too remembered how adamant I had been about that when we’d first met. 

      How things change with time.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue: Annora

        

      

    
    
      Tick, tock. 

      Tick, tock. 

      A glass of blood in my hand, I sat alone in my study staring up at the old wooden clock.

      I smiled, recalling the way the mighty king and queen of The Shade had writhed on the carpet in front of me. I’d driven them to the brink of unconsciousness. 

      Now, they believed that they’d gotten away.

      They believed that those few hours of punishment I’d inflicted on them were nothing more than that—a chastisement for their escape from the dungeon.

      And that was the way it would remain… at least up until their flesh started to eat itself. Then they might suspect that I’d had a deeper purpose for their visit to my study.

      If they were lucid enough, they might even guess that I’d cursed them with a bond. The same bond that kept every other vampire on this island on a tight leash. 

      But until that moment, they would be living in sweet ignorance, unaware that the last seven days of their lives were slipping through their fingers like sand.  

      The curse would creep up on them silently, like a thief in the night. 

      And this time, not even the Channeler they’d managed to get on their side would be able to save them.

      Because one can’t fix what one doesn’t know exists.

      

      

      Ready for the next part of Derek, Sofia and the twins’ story?

      A Shade of Vampire 10 is available now to pre-order from Amazon!:  

      Click here now to grab your copy!

      I’ll see you on the other side. ;)

      Love, 

      Bella x

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          A Note About Kiev

        

      

    
    
      Dear Shaddict,

      If you’re curious about what happened to Kiev during his time away, and how he came upon Anna, I suggest you check out his completed stand-alone trilogy: A Shade of Kiev. 

      Kiev’s story will also give you a deeper understanding of the Shade books and the kind of threat Derek and Sofia are now up against.

      The trilogy is available from Amazon, and the first book is currently discounted to  $0.99 (I can’t guarantee how long the sale will run): Click here
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        Click here
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